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PART 
ONE 

The Old World 

Ianualis 10 

Laboratory 7
The lights in the laboratory flickered on and continued to
flicker for several seconds, alternating from bright to harsh with the
occasional flash of blinding.  Dr. Broussard squinted his brown eyes
in response to the sudden transition from near darkness, but he
quickly adjusted.  He stepped inside the lab and shut the door
behind him.

He immediately opened the door again and spoke to
someone on the other side.  “Captain Teel, do you know which
hallway Dr. O’Ruairc uses to come to this lab?”

“He usually comes in from the east side, doctor,” Captain
Teel replied.

He looked up, more out of reflex than curiosity, at the sign
on the wall beyond the captain, which read ‘Access West’. The man
nodded and closed the laboratory door. 

Dr. Broussard strode, on sturdy legs, to the filing cabinet and 
fingered his way through the documents within until he found the
one he sought.  He pulled it out, crossed over to a stainless steel
table, and slapped the folder down with a sharp smack.  Dragging up
a padded stool, he settled in to read up on the today’s experiment
while he waited for his supervisor.

As he sat, reading and waiting, he felt a tremor rumble
beneath the tiled floor of the underground laboratory.  Though it
was slight, it drew his attention and his concern. Laboratory 7 was
the most vital of all their labs, and for that reason, was located far
from every known fault line.  The hum of a vibration emanated from
the walls around him.  He could feel it in his bones.

Moments later, the door on the eastern side of the lab 
slipped open and a slender, dark-haired man with a closely cropped
beard stepped inside.  “Good morning, Dr. Broussard,” he said
jovially.  “What’s on our schedule for today?”

“Good morning, Dr. O’Ruairc,” Dr. Broussard said, looking
up from the file before him.  “I’m reading over the case file, now.”

“I’d say it’s something interesting, judging from your look of
concern when I came in.”

Dr. Broussard frowned and slid the documents over to his 
supervisor. “Take a look,” he said.

Dr. O’Ruairc picked up the paper and scanned over it for a
moment before looking sharply at his partner.  “This case is
GreenwaltJones 616,” he said.

Dr. Broussard nodded. 

“Aren’t those the two field agents who were found mutilated
last year?”

Dr. Broussard nodded again. “Agents Greenwalt and Jones
were both found in a meadow near where they were gathering
samples.  Their bodies were basically shredded.  We still don’t know
what attacked them.  The rescue crew found this genetic material in 
their wounds. It appears to be saliva, but there’s something strange
about it. They collected it from the agents’ corpses and marked it
unknown in origin.”

“And the folks in Laboratory 1 weren’t able to ascertain what
type of creature it came from,” Dr. O’Ruairc said.  “I remember the
case.  I guess it’s fitting that it’s been passed on to us to figure it out.
When I initially read about it, I felt something was oddly wrong with 
the sample they took.  It seemed a bit mixed, if you ask me.”

Dr. Broussard shook his head. “Those were my thoughts
exactly, but unfortunately the directive in the work order here isn’t
asking us to determine what it is,” he said, bringing another
document forward.  He waved a paper, separate from the file.

Dr. O’Ruairc looked up questioningly.  “What do they want?”

“They want us to reproduce the creature.”

“They must be mad,” Dr. O’Ruairc said in protest.  He took
the single sheet of paper from his coworker and scanned over it with 
a frown.  “This came in as a separate order from the file?”

Dr. Broussard nodded.  “It’s signed off by the Commander
himself.”

Dr. O’Ruairc moved to stand behind Dr. Broussard and
looked at the case file over the man’s shoulder. “Has he lost his
mind?”

“Or maybe it’s a method to wrest the command of The Israa
from you,” he suggested.

“Command of the tenth ship hasn’t been decided,” Dr.
O’Ruairc said, “but I am certainly at the top of the list for it.  I 
wonder who’s behind this.  If the Commander didn’t want to give me
that role, he simply wouldn’t. He would never resort to something 
like this.”

“It’s more likely someone behind the scenes, if there are any
dirty tricks going on.  Do you want me to call his office and see if we
can get to the bottom of this request? It seems to be a fool’s
mission.  I would think it would be far more prudent to know what
type of creature this is before we replicate it.”

“I agree, but I’ll call the Commander’s office myself.”  Dr.
O’Ruairc slipped his gan-sreang from his pocket and spoke to 
someone in the commander’s office.  As he plied the person on the
other end with questions, his agitation grew more evident. At the
end of the conversation, he slipped his darkened device back into his 
pocket and turned to Dr. Broussard. “Apparently, that’s the correct 
directive, as crazy as it is.  I can’t believe they would authorize
something so dangerous. Who’s on guard this morning?”

“Captain Teel,” Dr. Broussard said.

“Only Captain Teel?”

“Yes, he’s alone.”

“Fuck,” Dr. O’Ruairc said.  “If this is the same creature that
Greenwalt and Jones encountered, he’s probably going to need
backup.  Alert him to the mission here and have him stand guard
inside the lab, Dr. Broussard.  I’ll prepare the replication
equipment.”

***** 

The Commander’s Office
There was an odd and slightly shimmery aura about the
Commander’s appearance as he hung up the phone. He looked up at
Hermolaos with a grim expression. The corners of his mouth turned
down, causing creases in his chin.  “Now,” he said, “you keep your 
end of the bargain.”  As he spoke, he shifted into a woman, quite
striking in appearance. Her hair, rosy red in hue, was short and 
spiky on the sides with slightly longer spikes on top.  Her bangs were
long and flopped over her right eye obscuring it from view.  Her
exposed left eye was bright orange.  Her skin was yellow—the exact 
color of a sun-ripened lemon.

Hermolaos grinned wickedly at her.  “Have I ever let you
down, dear sister?”

Éad snorted.  “Always,” she said.  “I don’t want to be on a
crew with you.  You had better keep your word and have me
transferred to another as you promised.”

Hermolaos glared at her and spoke with a coldly measured
tone.  “Don’t be a bitch, Éad. I never promised I’d have you
transferred, only that I’d try.”

“Bullshit,” Éad said hotly, jumping to her feet. “That’s the
sole reason I agreed to this little charade of yours. You know what
will happen to us both if we get caught.”

Hermolaos brayed with laughter.  “If you get caught,” he
said, “you’ll stay here to die on this dying planet.  Nothing will
happen to me.”

“Don’t be so sure of it,” Éad said, marching toward the door.
“Keep your word.” She wrenched the door open to leave, only to 
find her way blocked.

“Keep a civil tongue, Éad,” Hermolaos warned.  “If you get
snotty with me, you’ll find yourself getting nowhere.”

“I want nothing more than to be away from you,” she said.  “I
don’t want to spend an eternity on the Na Réaltaí with you.”

“Never fear, Éad,” he said.  “If you did a good enough job at
your ruse, you can stay on the Na Réaltaí without me.  I fully expect 
your little impersonation to garner me the full command of the
Israa.”

Éad turned toward the woman blocking the door and
snapped, “Get out of my way, Éadomhain.”  Not waiting for the
woman to move, she jostled her over with a quick elbow to the ribs.

Éadomhain looked at Hermolaos with bright turquoise eyes.
“What crawled up her butt?”

Hermolaos shook his head.  “Nothing to worry about dear,”
he said.  He stepped forward to greet her with a kiss.  “She had to
make a call so she stopped in here to do it.”

“Why didn’t she use her own gansreang?” Éadomhain
asked.

“Well, my sweet,” he said, “it isn’t that simple.  She actually 
had to take a call that was incoming here.  She was doing me a
favor.”

“Oh, I see,” Éadomhain said.  “Who was the caller, 
Hermolaos?” asked the woman with turquoise hair and eyes that
matched.

The dark-haired, handsome man chuckled.  “It was Dr.
O’Ruairc in Laboratory 7.”

“Isn’t he expected to get command of The Israa?”

Hermolaos frowned.  “He will never get command of the
tenth ship if I have anything to say about it.”  He paused before
giving his companion a smile that hinted of evil.  “And I think I just
had something to say about it.  The second phase of our plan is
moving forward today.”

“It’s about time.  I thought we were stalled out after they
were so reluctant to reconstruct the genetic matter they gathered
from GreenwaltJones’ wounds.  What did you do today to move
things along?”

“I managed to give Éad what she wanted, a ship away from
me.”

“And what else?” Éadomhain asked knowingly. “You do little
for others when it doesn’t benefit you.”

“I sealed their fate.”  

“We sealed their fate, Hermolaos,” Éadomhain said.

“Of course, darling, I could never forget how instrumental 
you’ve been in helping me secure command of my own ship.”

“Mixing the genetic material may have been your recipe, my
love,” Éadomhain said with a prideful tone, “but I’m the one who
placed the sakaje pinkie in the woods to await its first meal.”

Hermolaos pushed the desk chair back and patted his lap,
inviting her to sit.  “You’re a genius, my girl,” he said, kissing her
bare shoulder as she settled into place. 

The woman looked at him over her shoulder.  “So what’s the
next part of your plan?”

“As I said, Éad was here to take a call from Laboratory 7 
where Drs. O’Ruairc and Broussard are, as we speak, beginning their
experiment.”

“I’m confused,” she said.

Hermolaos rolled his eyes and his tone was condescending,
as if he thought her stupid.  “She answered as Commander,” he said.

“You assigned them to recreate the creature that killed those
two field agents?” she asked with a slight gasp in her tone.

Hermolaos laughed.  “I did indeed.  If I’m lucky, it will kill
the doctors, too and I’ll get command of The Israa.”

“If you’re unlucky, you’ll be drawn and quartered,” the
woman said.

“The only way I’ll be that unlucky is if I get caught, and I
won’t be caught,” he said with an arrogant tone.

“What about Éad?”

Hermolaos shrugged.  “What about her?”

“What if you fail and you’re both stuck on Na Réaltaí
together?”

He chuckled unpleasantly.  “I have ways to deal with her,
don’t you worry.”

“I would think that the fewer people who know, the better.”

“Éad is in this deeply enough that I don’t think she’s a threat.  
Commander already told her she’d be imprisoned if she was caught
impersonating other people without written consent from everyone
in her chain of command.  I have nothing to fear from her wagging
tongue. Other than her, you’re the only one who knows, and I’m 
sure you won’t betray me, my love.”

The woman’s turquoise eyes flooded with love and affection
as she looked at him and smiled.  “I would never betray you,
darling,” she said. “It wouldn’t go well for me either, if we were
caught.”

***** 

Several hours later 
“We’ve done everything we can to recreate this creature, Dr.
Broussard, and I’ll be damned if I can tell what it is.  I am, however,
completely convinced that this is an engineered creature, rather
than something naturally occurring.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this.  I agree with your
assessment that it’s a modified, artificial creature.”

“It seems to have a soup of DNA,” Dr. O’Ruairc said, poking
at the tiny pink lump of meat with a tool resembling a wooden 
chopstick. It was barely an inch long, putty pink and completely 
hairless.

“Well, it has four limbs,” Dr. Broussard said, peering at it 
critically.  “And a rather flat face.  It doesn’t have a snout like a lot of
land mammals.”

“It’s breathing air,” his colleague said.

“I don’t know if its breathing is a good sign or a bad one.”

“Nor do I, but I think we should put it in the incubator and
keep a close eye on it before shift change. I’ll write up documents 
telling the next crew not to do anything with it. They are to observe
it, only.”

“It’s kind of creepy looking, though, isn’t it? It’s got rather 
large, bulging eyes.  Its nose is more two holes in the center of its
face than a real nose.”

“We don’t know what this thing is or how to care for it.”

“We don’t even know if the settings we have on the incubator
are optimal for its survival and growth.  I’m not sure I really even
want it to survive. If this is what killed Greenwalt-Jones, I surely
don’t want any real contact with it.”

“I think we should lock the incubator up,” Dr. Broussard
suggested.  “Just in case.”

“I agree. I’ve felt several tremors as we’ve worked, and they
have yet to abate.”

“They are getting worse.”

“The walls are starting to quiver, doctors,” said Captain Teel.

The two scientists looked up with concern at their guard. 

“Have there been any temblor alerts, Captain?” Dr. O’Ruairc
asked.

“None,” Captain Teel said with a shake of his blonde head. 
“But I did see an alert for a Category 8 hurricane that blew up
suddenly from the southeast.”

“Good thing we’re underground,” Dr. Broussard said,
moving to the area near the incubator.  He carried the tiny pink,
fleshy creature with him. It lay in a shallow flat pan lined with soft
paper. As he reached forward to grasp the clear lid for the
incubator, the walls of the underground lab groaned again,
accompanied by a loud popping noise as a crack formed in the tile
lining the northern wall.  The man paused in sudden fear and stared 
at his companions. 

The shifting of the floor beneath them caused the incubator
lid to slide and Dr. Broussard had to juggle the creature in his hand.
He nearly dropped the dish where it rested and his wrist bent 
painfully under the weight of the incubator lid.

Dr. O’Ruairc rushed forward to help with the heavy lid as a 
deep, earthy rumble shook the lab. The eastern door blew open, the
quickly banged shut, giving them a brief view of the hallway.  The
roof had caved in twenty feet down the hall that had once been the
eastern passageway into Laboratory 7.  “What the Ifreann,” he
muttered. 

“Doctors, look,” Captain Teel said with a burgeoning terror
in his voice.

Movement caught the eyes of both doctors and they turned
their attention from the caving-in hallway to the creature in the
incubator that was now many times larger than it had been mere
moments before.  When they had placed it in the incubator, it was
roughly the size and shape of a mouse pinkie.  Now, it looked like a
hairless, newborn kitten. As they watched, it shifted again, growing
rapidly as another screeching sound echoed from the hallway and 
another section of the building fell in upon itself.

“It’s growing rapidly,” Dr. Broussard said in horrified
fascination.  “It’s as large as a small dog, now.”

“Let’s get this lid fastened down,” Dr. O’Ruairc said, moving
swiftly.

Captain Teel rushed forward to help the researchers with the
heavy lid.

As they latched the lid into place, the sounds of thunder and
rushing water filled the room.  Lightning flashed, creating an eerie
intrusion into the bright room. 

The creature inside the incubator sat up and blinked, now
the size of a human toddler. As it stared at them with red-orange
eyes, it grinned, revealing black gums from which popped rows of
sharply pointed fangs, on both top and bottom. It gnashed them
menacingly, allowing its teeth to scissor together.

As they watched the creature in horror, its skin turned from
pale pink to deep, blood red.  It flicked out a long, bifurcated blue
tongue and licked its shiny lips.  It chattered as it watched them for 
a moment before it put up a long-fingered hand with webs between 
each digit. Its palms were as black as its gums.  It blinked at them
before it pressed its hands against the glass of the incubator. It was 
the size of a child, now. 

“Shit,” Dr. O’Ruairc said, looking at the floor.  “The room is
flooding!”  The water from the hallway was rushing in with alarming
speed. 

“It’s the storm surge,” Captain Teel said.  “We have to get out
of here.”

“And what do we do with this thing?” Dr. Broussard said,
looking back at the naked, hairless creature that was chattering
away and pounding on the glass incubator with sincerity.  It was
almost as large as an adult human. 

“Leave it in there,” Dr. O’Ruairc said, moving toward the 
western exit. “We’ll notify Commander that it’s here and they can
send a recovery crew.”

“But,” Dr. Broussard said, before pausing to retreat with his
supervisor.  “Won’t it drown in here if the room fills with water?”

“That might be the best outcome we can have,” Dr. O’Ruairc
said, glancing at the loudly howling monster in the incubator. 

As he turned his back to it, he heard the distinct sound of
breaking glass, quickly followed by a loud, unsettling screeching,
shrieking sound.

Dr. O’Ruairc, now calf deep in seawater, turned to see his
laboratory assistant grappling with the large, heavily muscled
creature that had launched itself through the shattered glass of the
incubator. It hung from the man’s back as it gnashed its teeth and
tore into his shoulder muscles.

“Shoot it,” Dr. Broussard said as he struggled for his life.

The creature laughed as it bit into the man again, tearing a 
chunk of flesh from the back of his shoulder.  It gulped the meat
down and licked its lips before turning with frightening speed to bite
into Dr. Broussard’s neck.

Dr. O’Ruairc rushed to the desk in the corner near the filing
cabinet and desperately pushed at the alarm.  The monitor on the
wall above the button flickered with an eerie blue light for a moment
before it crackled loudly and went black. 

The creature was sucking in the gout of blood from the
jagged wound as Captain Teel pulled his weapon free from its 
holster and fired a bolt of electricity into the creature.  It chattered
angrily and glared at Captain Teel before it shoved away from Dr.
Broussard.  It did a strangely graceful acrobatic backflip and landed
on the table to its left, scattering test tubes, beakers and other pieces
of lab equipment as it landed. It’s flabby belly, now hanging over its
groin, quivered. 

Dr. Broussard’s muscles stiffened for a moment before he
collapsed as if his skeleton had been removed. His arms dropped 
limply at his sides and his legs buckled beneath him as he fell, face
down into the deepening and swirling salt water filling the
laboratory from the hurricane raging above them. He grunted out a
muffled word, “Venom,” as he sank.

Captain Teel fired his weapon again, hitting the creature
directly in the chest, bowling it over backward and sending it flying
from the steel lab table into the rising water where it stiffened 
rigidly and quickly became catatonic.

The salt water stunned the creature, momentarily giving Dr.
O’Ruairc and Captain Teel a chance to advance toward the exit. The 
water was now up to their thighs and deepening quickly.  Dr.
O’Ruairc was several feet behind the captain as he abandoned his
quest to set off the alarm system. 

Captain Teel reached the door first and started to wrench it 
open, as another shriek rent the air and Dr. O’Ruairc slammed
against the wall beside him.  His head split open from the force of
the blow as it hit the tiled wall of the laboratory.  The red monster
was hanging from the doctor’s back, cooing and chattering excitedly.

It reached in a slender finger with a long black nail, pulled 
up a strand of the doctor’s brain, and sucked it down as if it were a
child slurping in a string of spaghetti.  It grunted happily, as it
quickly pulled the man’s entire brain from his skull.

Captain Teel stifled a scream and began pulling on the exit 
door in earnest. The force of the water fought against him, making 
it difficult to escape.  His terror was exquisite as he continued to
fight with the door, knowing that any second, the creature would
finish its snack and move on to him. 

He opened the door a hopeful two inches before it slammed
back shut under the weight of the waist deep water.  He jerked at the
door again, and this time managed to open it enough to stick out his
arm. 

The door slammed shut with his arm inside. Pain blinded
him for a moment; he felt darkness washing over him and knew he
was passing out. He’d drown if he lost consciousness here.  He
fought to stay awake. As the water rose to his armpits, a hissing
noise drew his attention and he turned to find the red-skinned
creature staring at him, nose to nose.  It was now bigger than a full 
grown human. The creature opened its broad mouth, revealing 
three rows of sharp, serrated teeth and bit into his face.

Moments later, as the room filled with blood red water, the
creature looked around, hungry again. It sniffed the air and wailed.
It dove under the surface of the water and looked around.  There
was something long and ropey beneath the water, reminding it of
the delicious brains in the head of the food it had just eaten. It
picked up the long, black strand and felt it.  The creature frowned
and shook its bald head.  Its stomach rumbled again and it grew
another foot in height and added another fifty pounds to its girth.
Hunger gnawed at it as it sat on the floor in the flooded laboratory,
searching for food.  Water had risen to the ceiling, but the creature
was oblivious as it sat, now completely submerged.  It tried to sniff
the black ropey object in its hand and shook its head in frustration
as water sucked up its nose.  It blew the water out in a stream of
bubbles before its nostrils sealed shut.  Turning its attention again
to the heavy cable in its hand, it bit into it with its sharp teeth. A jolt
rocked through its system. 

Its eyes rolled back in its head as the water began to roll 
around it and sparks flew from the cord clutched tightly in its fist.
The water bubbled and grew hotter around the creature who held 
the sparking cord in its hand, unable to release its grip. At last, the
creature slumped over, and its head fell to the floor.  Its arm
dropped down beside it, cooked flesh floating from its bones.

Before The End
3 months later
Nalin 8 

Anoba 
Anoba stood at the meeting hall window waiting for her
brother. The meeting was about to start and the Commander was 
growing impatient.  He was getting on Anoba’s nerves and she
hoped he’d stop harping on Ársa’s punctuality before she lost her
temper.  Her brother wasn’t late yet, but he would be if she couldn’t
spot him coming across the compound in the next few minutes. 
Even though visibility was limited, she expected to see him at a fair
distance, for her eyesight was better than most.

“Is he coming, yet?” the old man asked, his voice cracking.
“He’d better hurry up.  I don’t know why he isn’t here already. 
Confounding, aggravating boy.”

Anoba glanced over her shoulder at the frail old fellow.  He is
every bit as hateful as he is old and frail, she mused.  She expected
him to fall into tiny, dusty, broken bits every time she saw him.  She
was always a little surprised when it didn’t happen.  “Not yet,
Commander,” she said, taking care to keep her voice even and her 
tone respectful. 

“Well, he’d better hurry the Ifreann up if he wants to keep
his bygod position on this mission.  If he’s not here in ten minutes, 
I’ll start without him and Hermolaos can take over as Mission
Leader for Na Réaltaí.  I have seen five other groups today and not
one of them was late.  I doubt anyone will be in the next four I have
to see, either.”

Anoba grunted but didn’t say anything.  She turned back to
the window to look for her brother once again. “I’ll tell you when I 
see him,” she said at last. “And you can wait that long, I’m sure.”

The old man snorted and began to mumble.  “I guess it
doesn’t matter much anyway,” he said.

Anoba’s keen hearing picked his muttered words out, though
she pretended she didn’t hear him.

“Hermolaos’ sorry ass isn’t here, either,” the old man 
grumbled. 

Anoba pushed the greenish-black waves of hair away from
her face and back over her shoulder.  It was long, reaching nearly to
her hips, and only rarely did it bother her.  Today was one of those
days.  But today, everything bothered her.  Irritably, she gathered
her heavy tresses and tied them in a knot on top of her head. She
looked out the window with a sigh at what was left of their world—
their dying world. It looked as if it were in its last throes before the
final death rattle shook its core.  It was already as cold as death, 
she thought. All it needed was for the wind to stop and it would be
as close to dead as she wanted to see it.  When it died, finally, after
centuries of struggling and fighting, it wasn’t going to be pretty for
those left here and she sure as shit didn’t want to be around to see it.

Anoba and Ársa had worked hard all their lives to make 
certain they wouldn’t be left here when the time came to evacuate. 
It had paid off.  Ársa was commander of this mission—one of ten—
that would allow them to make their great escape. He had proven
quite adept at creation, and she was grateful, for it had definitely
given him an edge during the selection process. During their trials, 
he had proven to be a charismatic and powerful, though relaxed
leader, which hadn’t hurt his chances of landing his newly appointed
role.  Her own creation skills were strong, but her forte was with
freshwater—lakes, streams, rivers.  She was strong enough to stand
on her own in that branch, but Ársa could create life itself out of
simple little scrappy bits of genetic matter.

A movement caught her eye, out amid the dust blowing so
thick it required a mask to walk outdoors these days.  It was
constant, relentlessly blowing razor-sharp shards of dust, dirt, and
bits of rock.  Inhaling out of doors became a challenge that quickly 
turned impossible, and so everyone had been issued the masks.
They completely concealed the identity of the wearer but it was the
only way to survive when these dust storms cropped up.  Now, as
time grew shorter, the storms were more frequent and more violent,
forcing people underground as well as further inland.

“Here he comes, Commander,” Anoba said.  Even nearly 
obscured through the swirling dust storm, she knew it was him 
because he swung his left arm more than his right when he walked
fast.

“Well, it’s about damned time,” Commander complained.
He sipped his Apple Fizz loudly but otherwise went silent. 

Anoba watched her brother approach and mentally
compared herself to him. They had started out looking much more
similar than they currently did.  He was brown skinned, looking as if
he had spent his life on the sunny beaches that no longer existed in
this world. She had once been the same color, but now, she was 
extremely different. The genetic testing and engineering they had
undergone as part of their training for this mission affected some
people far differently than others. 

For Ársa, there were few physical changes, least appearancewise.  He was still brown-skinned, perhaps somewhat darker than
his natural state. His once blonde hair was now jet black. His eyes
were still dark blue.  He was heavily muscled, well built and
powerful.  His shoulders were broad and his hips were trim.  Their
features were similar, she thought, the only remaining thing that
may cause a casual observer to link them together as siblings.

Anoba’s eyes were the same greenish-black color as her hair,
only shades lighter.  She had once been a blue-eyed blonde, as Ársa
had been. The change in her skin was the biggest difference. It had 
taken her decades to get used it.  Rather than the golden sunworshipper skin of old, now hers was dappled shades of green, 
brown, and gold.  It reminded her of how the sunlight used to glint
off the river that flowed past her parents’ country estate where she
and Ársa spent their summers as children of privilege.

As her reflection superimposed itself over her view of her
brother coming toward her from a distance, she thought about their
similarities rather than their differences. They both had round,
wideset eyes; they both had straight, slender noses.  Ársa’s was, of
course, much more pronounced and masculine than hers. They
both had wide, full mouths. His lips were a nice reddish-pink; hers
were darker shades of greens and browns with hints of golden flecks.

She pulled herself from her thoughts and turned her
attention to watching Ársa briskly walk through the compound.  She
knew he was preparing himself for this meeting—he was likely
thinking of it as a confrontation—and she decided to do the same.
She went over in her mind what she would say and how she would
say it as her brother approached. 

From across the compound, Ársa cut a lonely figure walking
through the dry, freezing dust toward the meeting hall.  He was
wearing a cloak over his Chikandi suit, and even from this distance,
Anoba could see him shiver in the wind.  He had his hands stuffed in
his pockets to protect them from the fierce wind that constantly
blew across the now barren landscape.

Most of the buildings had blown down in fierce storms. The
old coastline was completely gone, for it had moved hundreds of
miles inland to the flat plains on this continent, creating devastation
in its wake.  It produced an environment far worse than any desert
that had existed before. The once rich farmlands were completely 
underwater, forcing the masses of humanity together into a region
devastated by storms so fierce that the top layers of soil had long 
since blown away.  The sky was nearly always grey and bleak.  The
rays of the sun were blocked so often that the temperature was
usually freezing and little rain had fallen in the last score or more of
years.

In the beginning, things had gotten hot—so hot it was 
impossible to tolerate it.  But at least then, there had still been
buildings, power, and ways to keep cool.  That was before crops
started to fail and people began to starve.  Over a quarter of the
world’s population had died in the first three decades after the
coastline was swallowed by the ocean. 

That was more than a thousand years earlier, Anoba
reflected.  It was when they began this project of cataloging all the
life forms on this planet and making plans to salvage as much as 
they could when they exited it. They had set their plans in motion
with The Alteration—the process by which they prepared the
inhabitants to vacate this world. Not everyone would be leaving.
Unfortunately, there would be some left behind to perish because
they didn’t handle The Alteration as well as they should have.  The
ones who were going forward to form new worlds were divided
among ten crews, or Envoys, of which Ársa’s was one.

The door to the hall swung open and Hermolaos stepped
inside.  Anoba had hoped he wouldn’t show up.  He annoyed her.
There was no one she liked to see less than Hermolaos.  She
remembered him from years ago, before The Alteration. Back then,
he had been short, fat, and insecure.  His nose was a red bulbous 
shrine set in the middle of his pudgy face like a landmark on a flat
plain.  After their genetic alterations, he was no longer any of those
things—on the outside.  On the inside, Anoba had the impression
that he was exactly as he had been only perhaps hundreds of times
worse due to his newfound confidence.

Now, Hermolaos was tall, thin, and wiry, handsome to a
fault.  He had a chiseled beauty to his face and no one thought so
more than Hermolaos himself.  His hair had remained dark, a shade
of brown just short of black.  It held merely a hint of a wave and he
kept it cut neatly over his ears and combed back from his face.  His
eyes were a warm medium brown.  His lips were thin, almost cruel—
those also had not changed.  His nose was no longer bulbous, now it
was straight, thin with only a hint of a bump in the bridge.

“Good afternoon, Commander,” he said jovially as he shut 
the door behind him. 

“Ah, Hermolaos’,” Commander said.  “It’s about damned
time you showed up.  We’re ready to start the meeting.”

Hermolaos gave an easy, relaxed laugh.  “Ársa isn’t here,” he
said.  “How are you planning to start the meeting without your star
power?”

Anoba noted his voice held the slightest hint of jealousy.

The Commander muttered something dismissive; Anoba
didn’t bother trying to understand.  She smiled to herself but didn’t
turn to face either of them.  She would time her entrance to the
meeting perfectly.

Hermolaos’ eyes quickly found Anoba and she could feel him
staring at her, looking at her ass as she stood with her back to the
room, watching her brother draw near.  She didn’t turn around.  She
recognized the look of unbridled desire in Hermolaos’ eyes.  If there
was a woman or even a young—very young girl anywhere within
eyeshot of him, he would find her and make her feel completely 
naked and vulnerable with only his unwelcome gaze.

Anoba had heard many rumors about his exploits with
women.  No one was safe around him and it was quite difficult to 
fight him off. She knew from experience not to let her guard down
when he was within arm’s reach of her. She would have fallen
victim to his aggression if she hadn’t been more than willing to 
knock his cobble off.  A good punch, swift and hard, to the side of his
head had made him think twice about finding out how firm her
breasts were. 

Using her keen hearing, Anoba listened for his footsteps on
the soft-carpeted floor, waiting for him to approach her from
behind.  If she didn’t turn before he reached her, he would grab her
ass or pinch her. His touch made her skin crawl and she wanted to
avoid any contact with him.  She also wanted to make sure he wasn’t
touching her when Ársa walked into the room.  Her brother was
almost to the meeting hall door.  Ársa would not hesitate to knock
Hermolaos’ cobble off either and he punched an Ifreann lot harder
than she did. 

Anoba sensed him more than heard him as he approached
from behind her.  She turned to face him, greeting him with a grim
face and merely said his name.

“Ah, my beautiful green river goddess,” Hermolaos said with
a smile that creeped Anoba out.

“Hermolaos,” she said with a nod. “You’ve come alone, I
see.”

“Yes,” he said, his eyes fastening on her breasts that were
outlined plainly in her tight-fitting Chikandi uniform. Normally, she
loved the clothing created from the Chikandi cloth—named for the
woman who had invented it.  It was quite comfortable, and wearable
in both hot and cold weather, generally without needing any bulky 
outerwear. It was thin, flexible, and stretchy.  Even their footwear
was made of it.  It was tough, durable, both insulating and moisture
wicking.  It also tended to be form fitting—which could be a 
drawback in the company of lechers like Hermolaos.

Anoba was glad she wasn’t wearing her one-piece uniform.
It was somewhat more revealing than the pants and shirt she
currently wore.  “Where is your shadow?” she asked, keeping her
voice cool.  “It’s seldom you come to a meeting without your
Éadomhain in tow.”

The woman Anoba spoke of had experienced almost as 
much—if not more—of a transformation than Hermolaos had
undergone when they did her genetic testing and enhancements.
She had been short, dumpy, and plain enough to make dull 
cardboard appealing.  And so timid it was painful to talk to her.
Now, Éadomhain was quite striking to look at.  No longer dumpy,
she had become tall, stately, slender, and elegant, with magnificent
turquoise colored hair and eyes.  Her dull mousy brown was gone
forever. Éadomhain always appeared impeccably groomed, even
though she wore similar uniforms to everyone else. No one ever saw 
her in public without her face made up or her fingernails painted,
usually in bright colors that contrasted with her pale greenish-gold
skin and her turquoise hair.  The only thing Éadomhain was more
concerned with than her appearance was Hermolaos. She had
crushed on him since they were both ugly and plain and that hadn’t
changed with their genetic upgrades.  He, on the other hand, didn’t
share her rabid interest.  He was much more interested in every
other woman.

Tearing his eyes from Anoba’s breasts, he fastened them on
her mouth and replied, “She’ll be along, I’m sure.  Where is your
brother?”

The door swung open as if in response to his question.  “I’d
believe he’s arriving now,” she said with a smile, stepping around
Hermolaos dismissively.

Removing his facemask and cloak, Ársa hung them on the
peg near the door before he moved into the conference room. “Good
afternoon, Commander,” he said with deference.  “I don’t think I’m
late quite yet, but we can get started anytime you’d like.”

“There are a few others yet to show up, but have a seat, 
Ársa.”

Ársa pulled out a straight-backed chair opposite the
Commander and sat, completely relaxed.  His attitude, when dealing 
with the old man, was more as equals than as his superior.  Anoba
wasn’t sure that Ársa had ever viewed anyone as his superior.

“Ársa,” she said, bending to kiss his cheek in greeting. “I was
worried you’d be late. Commander was fretting over your
punctuality.”  She took the chair to Ársa’s right.

Ársa laughed softly.

“I wasn’t worried, Anoba,” the old man said defensively.  He
scratched his scalp, leaving his wispy white hair sticking out at odd
angles from his knobby head.  He coughed a phlegmy, bone-rattling
sound resonating deep in his lungs from the many years of
breathing air that was more dirt than oxygen.  It had taken its toll on
his health as it had on many others.  “I like it when my meetings
start on time.”

“Who are we waiting for?” Ársa asked. He nodded in 
greeting at Hermolaos who took a seat at the opposite end of the
table, to the Commander’s right.

“We are waiting for Éadomhain, Moriko, Oseyan, Líadáin,
and Taranis. That’s all the crew members I have invited to this
meeting,” Commander said.  He looked sharply at Ársa and added, 
“I trust you can organize a meeting with the rest of your Envoy and
cover what we’ll be discussing here.  If you can’t do that, you might
as well pass the crown along now.”

“I don’t see a problem with accomplishing that goal, 
Commander,” Ársa said with an easy smile. His officers numbered 
one hundred twenty-four, so far.  Ársa’s officers aboard the Na
Réaltaí were among the best, brightest and most dedicated officers
in their league. The ones attending this meeting were the highest 
ranking in his group.  He got along well with most of them.  He
could tolerate those he didn’t particularly like long enough to get the
job done.  There would likely be several dozen more added to the
roster before they were ready to depart.  He expected his final Envoy
count, officers, and others to be several thousand. 

The door swung open allowing the wind, dust, and chatter to 
enter the room.  Taranis, Líadáin, Oseyan, Moriko, and Éadomhain
stepped into the room together. The wind had picked up and 
Oseyan had to wrestle with the heavy door to get it closed while the
others removed their facemasks and cloaks.  He quickly stashed his
with the others and they joined the meeting without further fanfare.

Oseyan was every bit as big and muscular as Ársa and almost 
as handsome.  He had stark white hair and his eyes the color of a
summer sky, back when their world still had a summer sky.  He was
as tanned as if he spent countless hours in the sunshine, which was
no longer possible since they hadn’t seen the sun in over five years.
The only way they knew it still existed was that the days were a
slightly brighter grey than the nights, which tended toward pitch
black.  The moon was a welcome sight once a month when it was
still barely visible. They were sure that before long, they would
never see it again, even if they stayed here, since the dust-over was
now thickening up in the never-ending wind.

Oseyan sat beside Anoba, for they were both water officers.
Where her domain was fresh water, he was quite the expert with the
saltier variety.  His area of expertise was the ocean and all it 
contained, and he was as at home there as he was on the land. 
Anoba had been surprised when they had swum together the first
time after The Alteration and she had seen the gills open on his thick
neck.  He could stay underwater indefinitely.  His genetic alteration
had caused a significant change in his body structure, but it wasn’t
readily visible on land.  She had noted that his fingers webbed in the
water as well.

Oseyan and his sister Gealach were Ársa and Anoba’s
cousins. Their mothers were sisters and had raised their children in
close proximity and in similar fashions. Gealach was part of Ársa’s
roster of officers, though she wasn’t present at this meeting.  She
generally tended the overnight duties. 

Éadomhain slid into the chair beside Hermolaos and smiled
at him. She was confident that she looked wonderful and she was 
aware of his penchant for lechery. 

Anoba wondered if she was smart enough to hold out for
what she wanted, whatever that was, or if she’d settle for little
crumbs of his attention. 

“Hello, everyone,” Éadomhain said, scarcely taking her eyes
off Hermolaos. 

“Hello,” they replied, in turn, without enthusiasm.  Neither
she nor Hermolaos noticed.  His eyes were firmly fastened on the
woman’s breasts.

Taranis and Líadáin sat beside one another, at Commander’s
left hand. Líadáin sat nearest the old man. Moriko slid into the
chair next to Ársa, completing the gathering at the meeting.

Líadáin was small and sturdy.  She had black, closely
cropped hair and brown eyes.  Her skin was olive-toned, dark, and
dusky. She had full lips and her nose was narrow at the bridge and
broader at the tip.  She generally wore a smile and she was quick
with her hands.  She was good with acquisitions and had been
instrumental in keeping their compound well supplied. Where she 
got most of their weapons and food, no one asked. She didn’t like
being questioned too closely and since she was good at her job,
Commander was willing to let it go without further information. 

Taranis was tall and lanky and he moved with an almost 
disjointed graceless grace. He had dark brown hair, velvety brown
eyes, and a medium dark complexion that wasn’t as olive toned as 
Líadáin, but neither was he as fair as Hermolaos. His hair was 
bushy and slightly curly. His shoulders were broad and he had a 
prominent jaw and chin with a cleft at the center.  His was a chin
that commanded attention from practically any angle; it was strong
and bold.  He was joyful to be around and he usually wore a smile 
but when he had to be serious, he was deadly serious.

Moriko was the last to take her seat.  As she sat down, she
looked across at Anoba and smiled. 

“Did you find those hyenas you were looking for?” Anoba
asked her.

“Yes, I finally located a pair yesterday,” she said.  She
glanced, almost shyly at Ársa and smiled.  “I’ll tell you all about it
after the meeting,” she said, glancing at Commander who was
staring at her with his white bushy eyebrows flaring at the ends.

Anoba loved Moriko. They had been close for quite some 
time, though The Alteration had changed things.  She was as feisty
as she was small. She was the youngest of the lot of them, and she 
was petite to the point of being tiny. She barely weighed a hundred 
pounds. She had thick, long, dark brown hair, hanging in tangled
ropes down her back.  At her forehead, it formed a slight widow’s
peak.  Her eyes were more gold than brown and tilted upward at the
outer corners.  Her eyebrows were dark and bold, with an upward
angle of their own.  Her mouth was a bit pouty with a slight upward
turn at the corners. 

Anoba wondered what was between Moriko and her brother.
Ársa was more than twice her size, closer to three times her size but
he always got a bug-eyed, star-struck look on his face when she was
near him.  His eyes always gravitated to her from the moment she
entered the room and when she sat beside him, Ársa smiled
nervously.  No one else may have noticed, but Anoba did. She 
noticed it any time Moriko was near him. The one time she had
asked him about the girl, Ársa had thundered that they were only
friends. 

“Welcome, all of you,” Commander said, bringing their
attention to him.  “As of last week, we were up to ninety-nine 
percent finished with our genetic gathering for current as well as
extinct life forms on this planet.  However, I do not need to tell any
of you that the outstanding one percent is the hardest of all things to
gather.  We’ve been working on it for the last two hundred years, to
no avail.”

Commander cleared his throat and stared at them with a
hawklike gaze.  “I am here to give you all a list of what’s left for you
to gather for this journey you’re embarking on.  You must double-
check yourselves and one another well before departure because
there are no second chances.  No two of you have the same lists, and
the lists are not duplicated from team to team.  Therefore, if you fail
to gather something, it will be a lost species to us, going forward—
the ultimate extinction, if you will.”

He scratched around in a case near his chair and withdrew a
stack of papers, held together with a metal clip. He waved them
toward Anoba and pushed them in her direction. “Here, girl,” he
said, “pass these out.”

She quickly complied and hurriedly slid back into her seat
near Ársa. 

“Now, as you can see, your personal objectives are listed 
here.  It will be your duty to gather specimens or genetic material for
each Phylum.  We have assigned each of you a staff to assist you in
this endeavor.  I suggest you draw heavily on the researchers at your
disposal.  As noted in this section, each of you will be responsible for
certain types of creatures or plants.  For example, Oseyan will be
responsible for the plants and animals from the salt-water areas.
Anoba will do the same for the fresh waters.  Moriko will handle
forest plants and animals. We will divide all other landscapes and
species among the rest of you and your staffs.  We’ve been working
on this for centuries now, and our time is growing short. The next 
section of your documents details the species we have gathered up to
this point.  It will be upon you to certify that what we currently hold
in stasis is still viable.  If not, you will re-obtain it.  This is our last
chance to verify that these are still creatable from genetic material.”

Commander watched them as they looked over the lists he
had given them.  “Now, I’ll update you on the inventory of human 
genetics we have accumulated,” Commander said bringing their
attention back to him once more.  “We have managed to store
hundreds of millions of samples into a relatively small space, which 
will make the trip easier without compromising the diversity that
will be essential in your having a successful mission. This will be far 
easier than trying to take actual humans with you when you go.”

“I’m relieved the systems have been completed before the
deadline,” Ársa said.  “I wasn’t looking forward to having to take
along a lot of adult human beings even if they were suspended.
What about the Elves and Dwarves, Commander? Are they included
in our inventory?”

“Since the Elves and Dwarves are so small in numbers, we 
have opted to SSP all of them, Ársa,” Commander said.  “The
creatures we are having issues with are the other immortals.”

“Why don’t we create everything on arrival and take bigger
Envoys with us?” Hermolaos asked.

Commander sighed as if Hermolaos were two years old and
had asked to have the same book read to him for the hundredth
time.  “Haven’t we gone over that, boy?” he asked sharply.  “Some
organisms take a long time to grow therefore you will all be utilizing
the SSP method for those things. Others, you’ll simply take the
genetic material along in its smallest and simplest form, usually a 
smear.  This includes humans, because of their sheer numbers, and 
other living creatures that are smaller than wolves, generally
mammals, birds, and most amphibians and reptiles.  We will SSP
whales, porpoises, dolphins, squid and other extremely large
specimens.”

“If I may, Commander,” Ársa said, interrupting the old man
politely.  At his nod, Ársa continued, “Since I am adept, as is Moriko,
at creating trees and other plant life, we will do all the formations
for those upon arrival. Then, we aren’t wasting any space we could
use for harder to recreate organisms.  We are both able to create,
almost instantly, fully grown trees.  This way we’ll have space to 
bring more creatures and more genetic matter so we have a bigger
gene pool with which to begin colonization.”

“We have set the date for your departure as well,” 
Commander said.  “It’s to be Devexus 28, this year.  We know it’s
pushing the limits, time-wise, so it means you’ll have to be all
business and work toward getting everything gathered and
organized. You have to allow time for the laboratory to implement
SSP on those larger or slower growing species.”

SSP was ‘Suspend, Shrink & Pack’ and Anoba was among the 
departing crew who had intimate knowledge of it.  She would work
closely with those in the labs here, as would both Líadáin and 
Taranis.  She was also among those who would reverse the process
once they arrived and had a world ready to live in.  Before it was
created and ready for habitation, those living things would remain
suspended, so they wouldn’t age or change.

“Commander,” Ársa said.  His tone was questioning, causing
everyone at the table to look his way.  He focused on the papers in 
front of him, frowning as he leafed through each page.  He scanned
them closely, his dark blue eyes troubled.  “What are we going to do
about those other immortal creatures you mentioned earlier?”

“Shouldn’t we leave them behind?  Commander already said 
we were having trouble gathering their genetics.” Hermolaos said. 
“Why are you concerned with them?”  His tone conveyed the
opinion that only a weakling would make any other choice.
“Besides, there can’t be that many of them. It’s not much of a
sacrifice.”

Ársa looked at him sharply, his bold, black eyebrows cocked
upward mockingly.  “I beg your pardon, Hermolaos, but because
they choose not to show themselves to the likes of you doesn’t mean
they don’t exist in large numbers. There are plenty of Fae creatures 
among us still, not to mention quite a large number of other 
immortals.”

“Are you certain of that?” Éadomhain asked.  “I’ve never 
seen any of them either. Are you sure such magical things exist?
What proof is there?”

“It’s plain to see you haven’t bothered to go into the
laboratories lately.  They are working with this genetic matter all the
time.  I’ve also seen the living creatures with my own eyes,” Moriko
said quickly, coming to Ársa’s aid.  “I’ve walked among them many 
times.  Just because you don’t happen to traverse into areas where
magic still reigns, doesn’t mean it isn’t there. Perhaps you don’t
know where to look.”

“Perhaps,” Éadomhain said with disinterest.  “I don’t care
about them anyway.  If they exist or not, why should we waste time
on them?”

“Because they are living, breathing creatures, Éadomhain,” 
Anoba said.  “The same as you are.”

“We are leaving behind a lot of things,” Hermolaos said. “We
can’t take everything.”

“No, but we can take enough of everything to give it a fair
chance at starting over wherever we end up,” Moriko said.  “Even
with a sampling of Fae creatures, we can give them a shot at
continuing.”

“I say it’s pointless,” Hermolaos said. “It’s a waste of time
and not worth anyone’s effort.  If I were in charge that would be the
end of it.”

Commander looked at him with disgust.  “Perhaps,” he said
quietly, “that is why you are not in charge of anything.”  He stared
the man into silence.  After Hermolaos looked down, no longer
meeting the old man’s eye, he turned to Ársa. “Since our work with 
their genetic bases has failed every time, we have no choice but to 
SSP these creatures. Ársa, I will give you an opportunity to gather
as many Fae creatures as you can find, but it must not take away 
from your other duties.  Enlisting someone with some free time is
also an option.”

“I’ll help you,” Moriko said quickly.

“So will I,” Anoba said.

The others chimed in their willingness to help as well, except
for Éadomhain and Hermolaos, who sat in silence, frowning.

“There are Fae creatures in the oceans and I know there are
some in the rivers.  I’ll talk to them and get them to agree to join
with us,” Oseyan said. “I’m sure word of mouth among the Fae will
aid us as well.”

“Leaving them behind on this planet would be a heartless
decision,” Líadáin said. “I’m glad to be part of the effort to include
them in our trip.”

“Is each species to be divided into ten groups so that each of
our missions gets a sampling of everything?” Ársa asked.

“Yes, providing we get enough samples. We want a
minimum of two per mission, Ársa,” Commander said.  “That’s why
it’s imperative that we gather as many willing participants as 
possible in time to SSP them all, and divide them into ten groups.”

“Who is leaving first, Commander?” Anoba asked.

“The New Hope,” he said, “led by Roberts, I believe.”  The
old man was suddenly saddened, and spoke with a broken voice.
“There has been a delay with Ship 10, The Israa.  As you know,
someone brutally murdered the young doctor we had chosen as
captain for that mission. The crime occurred in Laboratory 7, and
he died along with his second in command and their guard.  It took
us some time to replace both Doctors O’Ruairc and Broussard, and
we fell behind schedule.  We have named a captain, at last, so we’ll
try to get the mission back on track as quickly as we can.”

Hermolaos and Éadomhain exchanged furtive glances and 
they both sat up straighter with a sharper focus on Commander.
“Can you tell us who it is?” Hermolaos asked.

The Commander glowered at him for a moment before he
replied, “We have made no formal announcement, nor do we plan 
to, so I suppose there is no harm in telling you.  Pádraigín will now
assume command of The Israa.”

“What?” Hermolaos said with an outraged tone before he
caught his emotions and closed his mouth.  “I didn’t think anyone
from that generation was…”  His voice trailed off as he realized that 
everyone at the table was staring at him. 

Commander narrowed his eyes at Hermolaos and his voice 
was cool when he spoke. “Pádraigín is far more competent to
command that vessel than anyone else.  She was the chief designer
of our fleet.  No one has a more intimate knowledge of these ships
than she. Besides, we could hardly award a potential criminal with 
such a post, and given the bank of suspects we have, we chose to go 
in the safest direction.  We haven’t yet determined who gave the
orders for them to recreate that creature, but we know someone did
it because we found enough intact paperwork to indicate that they
thought they were following legitimate orders.”  The old man looked
around the room at the troops around his table, his eyes briefly
assessing each one in turn before they settled back on Hermolaos.
“They were false orders,” he said, his voice growing hard. His gaze
was level but cold and gauging as he stared at him for a long, hard
moment before saying, “We have a suspect. However, we have no
proof at this time.  Because of that, we chose someone we know has
a clean record rather than someone who may have otherwise been 
eligible for the post.”

The other officers at the table knew that Hermolaos was next 
in line for the position.  They all looked at one another knowingly for
a quick moment before turning their eyes to Hermolaos.

He quickly looked down, failing to meet their gaze. 
Éadomhain shifted a bit nervously and stared at the papers in front 
of her.

Commander glared at the man a moment longer before
turning back toward Ársa.  “Let’s get back to the meeting, shall we?” 
he said gruffly. He flicked the paper in front of him. “I trust you
have things under control, Ársa.”

“Aye, Commander.  I’ll gather as many of my Envoy as
possible to comb what’s left of the world for as many creatures as we
can find,” Ársa said.

“Very well,” Commander said. “You may all work on this
project, but as I have stated, do not let it interfere with your other
duties.  You have short of seven months until departure. All
specimens, samples and SSP’s must be filed, registered, and packed 
at least two months before departure.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Ársa said.

“Now, we have to address a matter that the Council has 
brought up. As you know, the oldest, longest-serving members of
the Council still adhere to some ancient beliefs regarding family and
personal lives. Since they make up a majority of the panel at this
point, they have requested that some of you be…um…paired before
departure to be assured that those traditions will continue.”
“What does that mean?” Éadomhain asked. 

“Is it a request or a directive?” Ársa asked.

Commander shook his head.  “Perhaps the term ‘requested’
is used a bit euphemistically.  They have decreed that you actually
marry.  I assume they are in hopes that you will continue our 
lineages  in your new worlds.  They aren’t expecting all of you to 
make it and therefore think it’s prudent to see to it that you have 
replacements in line.  As many of you know, one of their oldest
customs was to arrange marriages for the young members of their
societies.  Council chooses these partners without the consent of the
parties involved and these arrangements are often done to forge
alliances or to consolidate wealth.  They want their customs to
continue at least among some of you, so they will see you joined
before your mission leaves here.  I have a list here,” he said, pulling
a folded up paper from his pocket.  He flipped it over to Ársa.  “A
couple of you present today are affected by this decision.”

Everyone seated at the table held their breaths. None of
them was the least bit interested in marrying anyone.

Commander continued, “They have determined that you,
Hermolaos and Éadomhain are to be wed immediately.  You will, of
course,  be expected to have…ah…relations with one another.  We
managed to talk them out of routine pregnancy tests before
departure, but we were unable to sway them on demanding proof of
consummation.”

“Not forcing conception is fortunate, since we don’t know if
traveling is safe for pregnant women,” Ársa said.  “That could be
subjecting people to unknown and undue problems, not to mention
the stress of the entire thing.”

“The Council didn’t care about that.  They said the medical
officers will be able to take care of any issues any of the pregnant
women may exhibit.”

“Grannus is our best healer by far, Commander.  Some of the
other ships aren’t as fortunate as we are. The risk of something
going wrong is too great. We don’t know how this whole project is
going to go, even without the added burden,” Anoba said.

Commander shook his head and held up his hand.  “At least
we managed to talk them down on that point.  The marriages, on the
other hand, didn’t fare as well.  It’s not a negotiable point.
Éadomhain, you, and Hermolaos will report to the Council in two 
hours, to exchange your vows immediately.  I’m aware of at least
nine other couples being joined at the same time. It’s an order, and
it’s not optional.”

Éadomhain’s face was a mixture of emotions.  A war between 
excitement and resentment struggled across her fine features.
Anoba surmised this was something akin to an answer to her 
prayers. It was clear she loved the lout. Anoba wondered how long 
that love would last before the lecherous bastard’s true nature jaded
the woman’s enthusiasm.

“There’s a dinner scheduled for all of you making this
journey.  Party and enjoy the night as much as possible.  It’s also to 
celebrate the marriages the Council has ordained, so drink up, have
fun, and get started on your jobs as early as possible tomorrow.
Good night, all, this meeting is adjourned.”  The Commander 
slapped his hands on the table and vanished from the meeting room.

Hermolaos and Éadomhain left together, both of them
somewhat in shock, each careful not to touch the other as they made
their way through the door and out to the Council Hall across the
compound.

The others sat and discussed the gathering of Fae for a while
before they worked their way to the cafeteria for dinner.
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Ársa & Moriko
“Well, why not?” Ársa asked his companion. “We’ve been
friends since we were young, well before The Alterations.”  It was a
rare, clear day, and the air quality improved as they moved further
away from home base.  As they walked along, they found they didn’t
need their facemasks, and they hung those devices on their belts 
awaiting their return to what laughably passed as civilization.

Moriko looked up at him, quite a stretch for he was nearly a 
foot and a half taller than she was, and said, “Because we’ve been
friends since we were young—well since I was young—you’re a little 
long in the tooth.”  She said it with a glint of humor in her eye.

Ársa knew she was kidding and the age difference didn’t
matter to either of them in the least. Besides, there wasn’t that
much of a difference.  Ten?  Fifteen years?  A hundred ten? That
was nothing since they no longer aged due to The Alteration.  “Don’t
you think being friends is a good basis for having sex?”

“Ársa, I love you.  I’ve loved you since I first saw you.”
“And I love you too, Moriko, but doesn’t that make my
argument for me?  Take off your pants,” he finished his plea with a
rakish grin that lit his blue eyes with a twinkle.

Moriko’s golden-brown eyes sparkled with love and humor 
as she looked at him. They stopped walking through the forest and 
turned to face each other.  “Let me remind you that the first time I
ever saw you, you were getting in the pants of some girl you’d met
moments before.”

Ársa shrugged.  “I like the ladies, Moriko,” he said
dismissively, though he knew his penchant for roaming was a real
obstacle for her.  The problem was, he truly loved Moriko, and if 
she’d only give him the time of day, he’d be faithful to her. “But,” he
continued, taking her hands in his.  “I love you more.  It’s private
here, no one would ever know if you didn’t want them to.”

Moriko shook her head.  Her lips trembled.  She wanted him.
She loved him with all her heart. But he scared the shit out of her at
the same time.  He was—in charge of everything. She had vowed he
would never be in charge of her in such a personal way. He may be
her commander, he may be the savior of all these races and beings
and creatures, but she had made up her mind that no matter what, 
she would never need him.  Not that way.

At the sight of her trembling lips, Ársa bent close, wrapping
her tiny frame in his massive arms.  He held her to him and lifted
her easily so he didn’t have to bend so far.  He kissed her with a
passionate fire that ignited them both.  Moriko wrapped her arms
around his neck and her legs around his waist and she returned his 
kisses with a fire that matched his own. 

After their kiss, he held her for a long time without speaking.
His fingers began to caress her buttocks as he held her in his hands.

Moriko looked at him and shook her head. “Still not going to 
happen, Ársa,” she said.  “I have to protect myself.”

“You know you won’t get pregnant unless we both want it,”
he said. “And agree to it. The Alteration did that for us, no matter
what other messed up shit it did.”

“That’s a good thing, but it’s not the protection I mean. 
What’s going to stop you from going off immediately to the next
pretty face you see? You want too many women, Ársa, and I don’t
want to play that game.  You’re a whore.”

Ársa feigned surprise and indignation.  “I am not. I never
charge a dime for my services.”

Moriko giggled and wriggled out of his arms.  She slid slowly
down the length of him until her feet touched the ground.  Once
standing, she ducked out of his grasp and giggled again. “Let’s get
on with finding those Fae creatures, you goober.  Our time is
growing short.”

“You are far too serious, Moriko, my forest girl.” Ársa was
only a little disappointed. He had not expected her to agree to his 
suggestion, but at least he had gotten one fiery, passionate kiss from
this girl that he desired more than any other.

They walked together for another hour, side by side, talking
softly, and laughing often.  They were each completely relaxed with
the other. They were always at peace when they were alone 
together. 

The forest where they walked could no longer be considered 
such under the classical definition. Most of the trees here, and 
almost everywhere, now, were dead.  The few still living were
stunted and deformed.  They stood, dark, sinister silhouettes, their
limbs and boughs twisted like bony, macabre fingers. Here and
there a living tree tried valiantly to thrive, Moriko knew it was only a 
matter of time before they, too, succumbed to the blight ravaging
their home world. The only benefit to being here instead of in the
compound was the fact that there was far less dust blowing
everywhere.  It uplifted their spirits to spend a precious few days out
here, searching for Fae.

As they walked on, the forest exhibited subtle changes.
There were a few more live trees growing, stunted and huddled
together.  The green of their leaves was more a pale, sickly yellow 
than a true green.  That most of them still had even a few leaves was
remarkable.

“Look,” Moriko said, stopping, and pointing to her right, into
a grove of twisted birch trees sporting sparse plumage.  “There’s the
Lilitu clearing on the other side of these birches.  It’s been a long
time since I’ve been here, though it’s hardly changed.  I hope they
are as friendly as they used to be.”

“Let’s go in invisible, in case they aren’t,” he said.

“They might be able to see us even then, and it might give
them the idea that we mean them harm.  Let’s go to the edge of the 
clearing and ask permission to enter,” she said.

“Smart girl, that’s why I pay you the big bucks,” he said. 

She smiled.  While her abilities should have been enough to
earn her place in this mission, she wondered if she owed her
presence, in part, to Ársa’s desire for her and possibly her longenduring friendship with Anoba.  Due to her small stature and her 
original family’s abject poverty, many of the other members were
opposed to her joining them.  They didn’t think she could pull her
weight. They were wrong, of course, but it bothered her nonetheless
to think that sexual desire was behind her placement when it should
have been only her skill and abilities.

“It isn’t, you know,” Ársa said, looking down at his
companion. 

“What isn’t?” she asked, frowning.

“It isn’t why I chose you for the team.”

“What?”

“My desire for you isn’t why I chose you. Anoba’s 
relationship with you isn’t either.  I chose you because you’re the
best there is, and I’d be stupid not to have you on my side.  Dr.
Roberts knows it too.  I had to fight for you to get you on my team;
otherwise, you’d be part of his crew.  My desire for you is a bonus
enticement.”

“You shouldn’t be poking into people’s private thoughts,
Ársa, it’s impolite.”

“Someday, you’ll change your mind.”

“Not in a million years, Ársa,” she said.

“I’ll wait,” he said with a smile. He took her hand and kissed
it.

She shook her head and pulled her hand away as she started
forward toward the colony in the clearing.

They walked through the grove of birch trees, stepping
gingerly and moving as quietly as possible. At the edge of the 
clearing, they stood together for a few moments, looking at what was
before them. The awe of what she saw was as overwhelming as the
last time she was here.  The clearing wasn’t as large as she
remembered.  There were mounds with doors and windows.  At least 
a dozen of them were scattered in a loose ring around the central 
open area. 

“Wow,” Ársa said in awe.

“Is this your first visit here?” Moriko asked him.

“It is,” he said with a nod. “You and Anoba handled all the
negotiations to get all the genetic smears from them before.”

“Call to them,” she whispered, “ask them permission to enter
their space.”

Ársa inhaled deeply. 

“Ask them politely,” she said cautiously.  “Don’t ask them
with that pompous ‘I’m in charge’ persona you use with Hermolaos.”

“Hermolaos is a jerk,” Ársa said.  “He deserves that attitude.”

“He’s jealous of you,” Moriko said reasonably. “He wants
your job.”

Ársa looked at her and narrowed his eyes thoughtfully.
“You’re defending him. He hasn’t,” Ársa faltered, the thought was
too distasteful for him to finish the sentence.  “You didn’t,” he
faltered again.

Moriko giggled.  Her laughter continued until it became a
rich belly laugh that echoed through the forest. “You colossal dumb
ass,” she gasped at last. “You think I would turn down the likes of
you and go instead to a real shit bag like Hermolaos?  He’s dipped
his wick in every hole that won’t bite him.”

“Well, I guess if you put it that way, all romantic like that,” 
Ársa said.  A movement caught his eye and his attention fully
fastened on the colony in front of him.

Moriko whispered, “Look, someone is coming out.”

“Hello,” Ársa called as politely as possible.  “We’d like to
speak to your king or queen, if we may.”

“Your queen,” Moriko said with a smile.

A thin woman with fiery red hair, hanging in waves down to
her calves, stepped out of one of the doors on a mound near the
center of the clearing.  She was about Moriko’s height, but not
nearly as sturdy or muscular.  She was exquisitely beautiful, fair and 
delicate.  She wore a thin white gown that flowed around her legs
and arms. 

“Hail, Lady,” Ársa said, giving her a slight wave to draw her
attention, but he made no move to step forward. He knew that Fae
creatures could be quite volatile and he didn’t want to provoke an
attack.  Even knowing their tendency toward volatility, he was
determined that they would have a role in any future worlds he had
a part in creating. 

The woman looked his way and inclined her head.  She
walked toward them fearless in her stance.  She did not, however,
step into the forest with them. “Good day,” she said, her voice was 
soft and honeyed.

“I am Ársa,” he said, “and this is my friend Moriko.”  He
indicated his partner with a slight hand gesture. He didn’t want to
scare the young woman before him and cause her to do anything
rash that he would sorely regret later.

The woman smiled, her face growing radiantly beautiful.
She had bright green eyes. “I am familiar with Moriko,” she said. “I
see her often in the forest.  She is a valiant caretaker of all that we
hold dear.  She is welcome here in our colony. And if she says you 
are worthy, Ársa, you shall be welcome, too.”  The woman turned 
and looked expectantly at Moriko. 

Moriko nodded.  “I will vouch for Ársa’s worthiness, Lady 
Adamen,” she said.

“In that case, please, step into the clearing,” she said to Ársa,
stepping aside to allow them passage.  “How may the Lilitu be of
service to you this day?”

“We have a matter of importance to discuss with your queen.
Would it be possible to speak with her?” Ársa asked.

“In regard to?” Adamen asked politely. 

“Surely you have noticed the darkness of the world, though it
is somewhat livelier here in your area,” Moriko said.

Adamen nodded. “Aye,” she said, “we have grave concerns
about the fate of the mortal world, and in turn that gives us great
trepidation about what shall become of our own world.  They are
inextricably connected here.  But I thought your people were
working on a solution to give us a new start somewhere else.”

“We are,” Moriko said, “but we’ve hit a bit of a snag in our 
methodology for the Fae.”

“We have a proposal to salvage the Fae but it will require
some faith in us on the part of your people.  We have recruited
several other Fae races to join us already.  It wouldn’t be a
completed mission without representation from your colony as
well,” Ársa said.

Adamen looked at him, sizing him up. She smiled and her 
eyes lit up as she looked back up his body and into his face.  “We’ve
heard about your visits to other Fae groups.  But you two aren’t the
only ones. There have been visits to the Water Fae as well, and the
Air Fae.”

“Yes,” Moriko said.  “We are trying to find you all and we’ve 
had to rely on word of mouth to a fair extent.  We would like to leave
no one out since the result will mean certain death for those who
don’t participate.”

Adamen frowned.  “It’s as serious as that?  Are you certain?”

“Yes,” Ársa said.  He saw no use in softening the blow.  “This
world is dying.  In fact, we believe it’s in the last stages and it won’t
be much longer. We don’t give it more than a year or two before life
is unsustainable here.”

“And you can save folks?” the red-haired beauty asked. 

“We believe we can,” Moriko said. “We have plans to create
a new world.”

“You have the power to do that?”

“Aye,” Moriko said.  “Ársa is the finest creator we have.  We 
have great faith that he will accomplish what needs to be done.”

“And we have many others working on the project too,” Ársa
said modestly.  “With all of us together, I believe we’ll succeed.”

“I see. Wait here, I’ll see if the queen will see you.”

“Thank you, Adamen.”

The young woman vanished, leaving them standing at the 
edge of the clearing. Many other doors opened and female heads 
peeked out at them before the doors quickly closed and stayed that
way.  They did, however, see blinds and curtains rustle and move
from time to time to alert them that the Lilitu were still keenly
watching them. 

“They are all women,” Ársa said.

“Yes,” Moriko said, looking at him askance.  “The Lilitu are
all female Fae.”

“How is that possible?”

“They have male breeding stock, but they are kept
somewhere apart and are not involved with the daily lives of the
women.  We assess the male children at birth to see which ones to
keep for breeding. The other males, retired from the breeding 
process, will raise them.  The villages are all populated and run by
females.”

“I see,” Ársa said.  “Intriguing.”

“Fucker,” Moriko said with a laugh.

“Every chance I get,” Ársa said, laughing with her.
“And that’s why I won’t give you a go at me,” she said cockily.
“If you did, there would be no others,” he vowed.
“Oh, famous last words,” she snorted.

They grew silent as the door opened and Adamen
reappeared. She motioned them forward and met them halfway
between the doorway and the edge of the forest.

“The queen will see you now,” she said. 

“What is her name?” Ársa asked.  “I don’t want to address
her improperly.”

“Erish,” Adamen said.  “Her name is Queen Erish.”

“Thank you,” Ársa said.

Adamen led them inside, closing the door behind them. The
opening was small enough that Ársa had to duck under the frame to
enter.  He hoped the ceilings would be tall enough, once inside, that
he wouldn’t have to shrink his size any.

That proved not to be the case, and he had to temporarily
crop nearly a foot from his height.  It made him feel at a
disadvantage.  Any time he had to alter his size, he felt exhausted
afterward. It was his least favorite ability. 

Erish sat on a throne that looked more like a moss-draped 
iris bloom than any chair they had ever seen. She was regal in a
plunging, diaphanous crimson robe.  She sat with her chin up, her
head held high.  Her blue-black hair was captured in a neat braid
that trailed from the back of her head, over her shoulder to curl in
her lap like a sleeping cat.

She looked at her visitors with calm brown eyes, assessing 
them as they entered her chamber behind Adamen.

“Your Highness,” Adamen said, “may I present Ársa and 
Moriko?  They have come to discuss a matter of importance with
you.”

Erish looked at her guests coolly.  “Please seat them here.”
She indicated chairs similar to her own, situated in front of her and
slightly to her left.  She sat silently watching them until they were
seated.  “Thank you, Adamen, you may go.  I’ll summon you when
they are ready to leave.”

“Yes, your highness,” the young Lilitu said with a stiff bow.
She silently left the room.

After the door closed behind Adamen, Erish turned to her
guests.  “How may I help you?”

“Actually, we are here to help you,” Ársa said with a
charming smile.

“That’s intriguing,” Erish purred with a seductive smile.
“Please, do go on.”

Ársa explained the reason for their visit and detailed what
they had in mind for the mission as far as it concerned the Fae races.  
Moriko helped him fill in detail.  He summed up his presentation
with what the consequences of staying behind would mean for those
who did not join the mission. 

“So you’re saying you’ve failed in your mission to take our
essence and recreate us as you initially planned.”

Ársa shifted uncomfortably.  He didn’t like this assessment
of  failure. “More or less,” he reluctantly admitted.  “It seems the
magic of the Fae has thwarted even our advanced scientists.”

Erish chuckled.  “Your underlings have been here upwards of
five times, scrapping each and every one of us for our essence, and it
seems it was all for naught.”

“It’s a painless procedure,” Moriko said.  “It took little away
from you except a phial of spittle.”

Erish bowed her head in concession. “That is true,” she said.
“What size delegation do you have in mind, Ársa?”

“We will split your population into groups of ten, since we
have a total of ten mission scheduled to depart.”

“That means we’ll have to split our males into groups, as
well.  I’ll need to decide who goes with whom.”

“Does it matter which ones go together?” Ársa asked.

“I think it does,” Erish said.  “I would prefer to travel with
your group, for example. I must make sure each group has males of
the proper quality.”

“I’ll see what I can do about that, Queen Erish,” Ársa said,
“but that ultimately isn’t up to me.  There’s a committee who decides
the placement, but I will inform them of your request.”

“Is Moriko part of your crew and traveling with you?” Erish
asked.

“Yes, I am,” Moriko said. “I’m Ársa’s forestry officer.”

“That’s definitely where I want to be with my group of
Lilitu,” Erish said with a firm nod.

“I’ll inform the committee,” Ársa said.

“It seems to me that if you are capable of doing all the things
you said you’d do, then you people are, in fact, gods, deities.  At
least, that’s how I understand it.  Am I correct?”  Erish looked
intently at them both. 

Ársa shifted uncomfortably.  That label was becoming a 
familiar refrain among the creatures he had spoken to about the
necessity to cooperate on this mission.  It was something others on
his team had reported to him as well.  “I am not comfortable with
that assessment.  I assume you think this because we are planning to 
help create a new world for much of the life in this one. If that’s
your definition of a deity, I suppose it fits, but it’s not how I think of
my Envoy and myself.  We do all vow to look after and protect your
people at least until you are settled and established and are able to
do so for yourselves.”

Erish laughed. “That definitely sounds like gods to me.
However, I can see that your Moriko is not entirely comfortable with
the idea either. It’s interesting that we have such humble gods
among us.”

“I’m sure you will find others more willing to accept that
mantle,” Moriko said.

“I’ve no doubt,” Erish agreed. “I think it’s an excellent idea, 
and I will be quite pleased to cooperate with your journey.  What is
the deadline for giving you my list of participants?”

“I’ll come back in two weeks,” Ársa said. “And at that time
I’ll give you our departure information to pass along to your
subjects.”

“Perfect,” Erish said.  She rang a tiny bell attached to her
throne.  Almost instantly, Adamen appeared.  “Adamen,” she said as
the young woman stepped into the room. “Please see our guests out.
And note in the ledger for whoever is on duty that Ársa will be
returning in two weeks.”

“Yes, Queen Erish,” Adamen said with a quick curtsey.
“Please, follow me,” she said, turning to the guests.
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Erish
Erish walked briskly into her throne room.  “Adamen,” she
shouted. When she didn’t receive a response quickly enough, which
for the impatient queen, was at the ending of the letter n, she
shouted the young woman’s name again.

“Yes, Mama,” came the reply from the hallway behind her. 
“Oh, there you are, Adamen,” Erish said. “You’re not on duty
today?”

“No, Mama, that’s why I called you Mama instead of  ‘your
highness’,” Adamen said.

Erish smiled.  “Well, keep an eye out for that handsome Ársa,
and when he arrives, have whoever is on duty send him right in.”

“Yes, Mama,” Adamen said as she turned to leave the room
through the guarded doorway at the opposite end from where they
had entered. “What did he ask you, Mama?” she said, turning back
to her mother. 

Erish smiled.  “It was official business, darling, and you’ll 
find out soon enough.  I’ll make an announcement tonight regarding
the matter.  You can wait and hear it along with everyone else.”

“Certainly, Mama.  I’ll let the guard know and I’ll watch for
Ársa at the edge of the clearing.”

“Thank you, darling,” Erish said.  “Straighten your dress.
Did you brush your hair at all today?”  Her tone was critical as her
daughter left the room. 

She had no more than settled herself onto her throne after 
the door closed behind her daughter when it opened again and 
Adamen stepped back inside. 

“Your Highness,” the young woman said, “your appointment
is here.  May I announce Ársa into your royal presence?”

“You may, Adamen, and thank you.”  She was pleased with
her only child’s royal demeanor.  She will make a wonderful queen
when I leave here with Ársa, she thought.  No one, not even
Adamen knew what the human, if that’s what he was, had discussed
with her.  She had spoken to no one over the last two weeks as she
had worked out the list of who would be accompanying them.

“Queen Erish,” Ársa said, smiling at the queen.  He bowed
his head in deference, though he did not do a formal bow to her.

“Ársa,” she said with a smile. She looked him over 
appreciatively.  He is quite handsome for one of his species.  “You 
are punctual, I see. That’s admirable.”

“Thank you, Queen Erish. I hate to be abrupt and please 
don’t think it rude of me, but I must get the list and be on my way.
Our time is growing short and we have a multitude of things to
accomplish before we depart.

“This ship or whatever it is your departure is utilizing,” Erish
asked, “what’s its name?”

“We call it Na Réaltaí,” he said. “I can give you a listing of
the nine others if you’d like.  I know the first one leaving is called
New Hope.”

“Thank you, I’m sure my Lilitu will be glad to know the
names.”

“Have you spoken to them yet?”

“No,” Erish said. “I was planning to make a formal
announcement after we’re done here today.”

“Very good, your highness, you need to give them as much
time to prepare as possible.  Do you have the list?”

“Yes,” she said, sliding the parchment out of her sleeve. The 
Lilitu normally didn’t keep such things as paper and writing utensils
around.  Adamen had stolen them for her from a nearby farm.  The
farm was abandoned years ago and apparently, no one thought 
paper and pens were worth taking. She had mashed up some dried 
up elderberries for her mother to use for ink. “I’ve divided them all 
into ten groups, as you can see, both male and female.”

Ársa took the parchment from the queen and unrolled the
small scroll.  He read over the names on the list. Of course, Erish
had put her name in first place.  He didn’t recognize any of the other
names in her group.  He found the name he sought listed in the last
group. He looked up at the queen questioningly.  “I see you’ve
placed Adamen in another group from you,” he said politely.

Queen Erish smiled. “Yes, because she needs to be in
another grouping,” she said. “I have decided that she shall go 
forward and rule her own colony.  They will need a queen to help 
them survive as long as possible.”

“Why wouldn’t you want her in your colony?”

Erish bristled at his questioning of her decision. How dare
he buck against my authority? “She is my heir, and there is no one
better to assume command of another group, Ársa,” she said.

“She’s your heir?  You mean she’s your daughter?” Ársa
asked, perplexed.  They look nothing alike. 

“That’s correct,” she said with a nod of her head.

“That seems all the more reason to bring her with you,” Ársa
protested.

Erish lifted her chin defiantly.  “The Lilitu are mine to rule,
Ársa,” she said with a haughty tone.  “I and I alone will decide who
goes with whom.”

“I don’t mean to usurp your authority over your own people,
but I would think you’d want to bring Adamen with you.  I think
those who travel with me will have the best chance to survive. You’ll 
be sealing your daughter’s fate, depending on which group she
travels with.  I’m not sure other groups will give as much attention
and aid to the Fae as we will, Erish.  Adamen’s best chance is with
us.”

Erish looked at him levelly.  “Just as I am sealing others’ fate,
Ársa, I have to show them that I am not merely out to save myself.
And besides, I figured we’d need something more than mere beauty
when we start over again. I don’t need decorations in my group.”

“Mere beauty?” Ársa questioned.  “I doubt that she’s just 
beautiful; there must be something more to her than merely her 
looks.” He knew how clever Adamen was, for he had come back
several times during the last two weeks and had watched her as she
went on her patrols at night. He had seen her when she went inside
the farmhouse and found the parchment and dried up pens that
Erish used to make this list. He had seen her picking the dried-onthe-vine elderberries, which she later would reconstitute into ink for
her mother. He knew she was resourceful and high-spirited.  She
was exactly what the Lilitu needed going forward.

“That’s my decision, Ársa, and I don’t intend to negotiate.”

That remark pissed Ársa off.  “What were your criteria for
picking those who travel with you, since beauty wasn’t a factor?” he
asked sharply.

“I felt I had to be selective since our numbers have dwindled
sharply since the sun abandoned us.”

“I’m sure you can arrange them in a way so that you’d still be
able to travel with your daughter while giving all the other groups a
fair chance,” Ársa said.  He would make certain Adamen was aboard
his ship if he had to slip her SSP container in there himself.  Once
they were shrunk, no one would be the wiser until it was too late, he
reasoned. 

“Why do you want her to come along so badly?” Erish asked 
suspiciously.

“Starting over in a new world will be quite difficult.  I want
all the best people for my mission, and I think she’s resourceful.”

Erish stared at him for a long time before she spoke again. 
She liked the fact that he could be silent waiting for her to speak 
next without shifting and fidgeting or growing uncomfortable under
her gaze.  He’s a force to be reckoned with, she thought, and it’s
better to have him on my side than not. “I have a request of you, in
that case, Ársa,” she said at last.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I’ll switch her name with another’s and put her in with my
group, if you offer up a deity for us, one of your crew who can act as 
our protector once we arrive.  Since you are all gods, able to start a
new world like this, the least you can do is give us our own deity,
someone we can call on for aid and assistance.”

Ársa looked at her for a long time, as she had done with him.
She also didn’t flinch, but sat gazing at him calmly, her eyes never 
wavering.  At last, he said, “I’ll assign someone to the task after we
arrive, once the world is functioning and after people have settled
down, and things are established.”

Erish nodded. 

Ársa continued, “That could take a good number of years,
however, so don’t be too impatient. I give you my word it will be
done.”

“I don’t know you, Ársa, so I don’t know how good your word
is, but if you’ll add that as an addendum to the list, I’ll believe in
you.  I’m willing to give you time after we arrive for you to make the
assignment.”

“If I give you my word,” Ársa said, “it is a promise from me,
and I don’t take them lightly.”  He unrolled the scroll once again and
pulled a pen from an inside pocket of his dusty coat.  “May I?” he
asked indicating a chair beside a small table.”

“Of course,” she nodded.

Ársa strode to the table and shrunk himself down just
enough to sit in the small chair without breaking it, mindless of the
comical sight he created, with his still large frame draping out of the
delicate Fae wrought chair.  He switched Adamen’s name with the
one she indicated before writing down the information Erish had
requested.  “Would you like a copy of it for your records, Erish?” he
asked. He knew he may rile her up by dropping her title and calling
her by her familiar name, but if she was going to claim him a god, he
was going to act like one, at least with her. 

“Please,” she said with a nod. The only indication of her ire
at what she perceived as disrespect was the slight tightening of the
muscles in her neck and a clenched jaw. 

Ársa waved his hand over the document and produced an 
exact duplicate of it.  He rolled up the original and put it in his
inside pocket along with the pen he had used.  The other paper, he
rolled up and passed to Erish.  “Thank you, Queen Erish,” he said
with a small bow.  “I look forward to seeing you soon.”

“Of course, Ársa,” she said sweetly.  She rang the bell and 
waited for Adamen to appear again. “Adamen, please see Ársa out,
and back to the forest.”

“Yes, your highness,” Adamen said.

Erish watched him leave the room with her daughter and 
began preparing her speech to announce the trip to her people.




PART 
TWO 

Lerien 

Tarakal 10, 55

Pine Mountain Pond 

Tiondel Province, Til’gaviel

Moriko
In the time they had been here, between when they left their 
old, dying world and now, Moriko mused, a millennium or more had
passed. They had passed quickly and without complaint, for 
everyone had been busy creating, forming, breathing life into lifeless
things. They had long since stopped counting how many years,
decades, or centuries had passed.  Finally, they had their world
formed, their life living again, both animal and plant.  Only then did
they resume recording time—and even that had been subject to
much contentious debate among the Envoy.  Some of them—
Hermolaos’ group, specifically—hadn’t wanted to mark that time at
all. They had been opposed to giving the humans of Lerien even a 
simple calendar. They had fought over it for ages while the humans
established themselves on Lerien. Finally, Ársa’s side had won, and
they started back to marking the passage of time with their old
world calendar, though beginning with year One. They started at
one because it was easier than going back and trying to figure out
how many centuries had passed with a human presence in the
world.  Moriko was reasonably sure the quarrelling faction would
pipe up again at some point.  After the end of the Nascence, that
unmarked passage of time when The Envoy was building and
creating the new world, they moved into the next era and began
counting time again. They were now into the fifty-fifth year of
Lerien.

Things had been challenging for the humans in the time they
had been in the world, to say the least. The Envoy still worked 
tirelessly, around the clock, many of them, to establish and divide
them into tribes and villages on every continent.  First, in the
beginning, they brought out the bacteria and gradually worked their 
way up to bigger, more complex animals.  All the creatures they had
brought with them were currently living on Lerien, in small groups 
and tribes.  They were basically, though barely, established. Once 
the environment was functioning properly, they had reawakened the 
Fae and other immortals to populate Lerien.  The humans were the
last creatures introduced.

Ársa’s crew had fought over how much help to give the first
tribes they created and raised from genetic matter.  They had fought
bitterly over how much technology to allow them in their dawning of
life.  Hermolaos’ faction had wanted to do little more than set them
loose on the surface once the first groups had been created and
raised to adulthood by the Seirbhíseach on Lerien’s surface. Ársa’s
group had wanted to give them technology and put them in the
world with similar technologies as the last humans had enjoyed in
the old world.  It only made sense, he had argued, to give them as
much of a head start as possible.  The goal, he reasoned, was to
establish Lerien as a viable place, not to make it as difficult as
possible for all the creatures they had brought here.

Eventually, they worked out a compromise, but it had been
quite a battle, and they suspected that Hermolaos’ group
periodically tried to interfere with the progress of those living on the
surface. Ársa’s group had wanted to give them technology—
medicine, solar and wind energy generation, plumbing at the very
least.  Hermolaos’ group wanted to start them out with nothing
more than fire and a few crude weapons—which was virtually
nothing.  They had argued for setting them on Lerien without any
tools, even.  Eventually, they had reached a compromise and agreed
to give the inhabitants rudimentary homes, basic tools like plows,
saws, hammers, spinning wheels, and looms.  Neither side was
happy with it.

Moriko loved the wilderness
—the natural world they had
created here on Lerien. It reminded her of their old world before
things turned sour.  She was a child of the land, the forest, and it felt
like home. She spent as much time on the surface as she could. She
stuck mostly to the forests, walking and inspecting the billions of
acres scattered across every continent they had created.  They had
liberally placed both animal and plant life on each continent.  They
had started people out on each as well.

They had created five continents and one major island chain
as well as several big islands off the coasts of the larger continents. 
There were small, uninhabited island chains scattered throughout
the world, as well as some tiny individual islands randomly placed in
various oceans, gulfs, and bays.  Overall, they were pleased with the
world they had created.  Most of Ársa’s Envoy spent a good deal of
time on Lerien, interacting with the newly populated areas, though
they still, overall, preferred to live on Na Réaltaí and spent most of
their time amongst themselves. They even began to reproduce and 
increase the population of Na Réaltaí.  Ársa assigned them all
positions as they grew to adulthood and they formed a council to
vote on rules that all of them must follow. 

The sentient inhabitants of Lerien began to think of them all 
as gods and goddesses and they treated them as such.  Eventually,
over the course of many years, some of the Envoy aboard the Na
Réaltaí’s began to think of themselves that way. It never totally felt
comfortable to Moriko, though.  She spent less and less time there
and confined herself almost solely to the forests of Lerien.  Moriko
returned to Na Réaltaí only when summoned to do so by Ársa.

Moriko walked through the pine forest that sloped down
from the green mountain behind her, sniffing for direction. She
knew that somewhere, here in the densest center of this forest, was a
pond.  She planned to camp on its shore, fish in its waters and enjoy
a few relaxing days in this area.  She walked silently, her Chikandi
boots making no noise on the forest floor. It took her less than an
hour on the downhill trail to make her way to the shore of the pond
where she stood on the shore and admired the view.

It was beautiful here, a perfect clearing in the dense woods
surrounding her. It was peaceful and calm and she knew none of
her fellow Envoy members had been here before.  Certainly none of 
Hermolaos’ faction.  They all preferred the comforts of Na Réaltaí or
some of the larger settlements on Lerien to the wild lands she loved.
She was aware that they preferred to fraternize with the humans in
those settlements and these wild places held no attraction for them.

She looked around the area and chose a flat spot on the
sandy shore for her campsite.  Once chosen, she began to unload her
necessities from the laghdaigh bag she wore around her waist.  The
bag, which she had created using skills obtained in The Alteration,
made her life as a nomad infinitely easier, for it allowed her to store
everything she needed within the tiny confines of the hip pouch 
without the burden of weight.  Moments later, Moriko had unloaded
from it her entire campsite, complete with a full-sized tent, a fluffy
soft sleeping bag, and cooking utensils, and a few essential food
items.  After her tent was set up, she set about gathering firewood,
though she didn’t light it.

Moriko spread a thick, soft blanket out on the grassy area
between the sand and the trees. She lay down, looked up at the
beautiful blue sky above her, and marveled at how breathtakingly
lovely this world was. She was proud of their handiwork.  It rivaled
their last home for the sheer beauty of the place. If only they could 
stop the destruction of this one, as they had not been able to do with
the last one, they would be ahead of the game. 

After a while, the weariness began to leave her and she
relaxed. She kicked off her boots, enjoying the cool breeze as the 
heat of the day lifted a bit from the land. It was summertime, and 
she knew it wouldn’t get much cooler even after night fell. She sat 
up, looked at the pond, and decided to enjoy a swim in its pristine
waters.  She pulled off her top and laid it on her boots.  She stood
up, stripped her tight-fitting Chikandi pants off, and dropped them
with her shirt. 

As Moriko stood upright and was about to stride naked to 
the lake for a swim, a furtive grunt caught her attention.  She turned,
ready to attack, only to see Ársa standing at the edge of the tree line, 
staring at her with a wide, leering grin.

“Ársa,” she said, “you dolt. How long have you been there?” 
She wasn’t the least self-conscious and she made no move to cover
her nudity.  She wasn’t the one intruding.

“I’ve just been enjoying the view, my darling,” he said, 
stepping toward her. “Mind if I join you for a swim?”

Moriko shrugged. “If you’d like,” she said, “it’s as much your
pond as mine.”

He began to disrobe, dropping his garments beside hers.
“Before we hit the water, how about a quick kiss hello?  I haven’t
seen you in months, Moriko.”

“If you want it, you’ll have to come down here to my level to
get it,” she said. She wasn’t as put out with his presence as she
sounded and she knew he knew it.

He bent and brushed his lips against hers, lightly at first, 
then with more fire and passion. Before she realized what he was
about, he had effortlessly snatched her up from the ground and held
her in his arms, her face level with his. “Or I can bring you up here
with me.”

“I see that,” she said smiling at him, her white teeth 
contrasting against the brown of her skin.

“Now, don’t get a nosebleed from being so high off the
ground,” he said with a laugh.

“Ha ha, Ársa you’re such an ass…”

He cut her words short by kissing her again.

She wasn’t aware that he had moved forward and now stood
in the lake up to his bare thighs. When their kiss ended, he grinned
at her mischievously and tossed her up into the air.  She came down
with a splash a number of feet distant, further from the shore. She
sank like stone to the bottom and didn’t come up.

After a few moments, she could see Ársa move forward, out
toward the spot where she had landed in the water and sank. She
waited, like a hungry gator in a swamp. When he drew near, she
pushed up from the sandy lake floor and launched herself through 
the water and up, out of it.  She knew momentum was her only hope
for payback.  He was too big, and there was too much size difference
for her to move him otherwise.  Moriko landed on his back,
wrapping her arms around his neck.  She used her momentum to 
flip herself over his shoulder, grabbing his neck and pulling him
forward along with her.  He landed face down in the water and she
landed on her back, letting him go as they struck the surface.

They crested the water at the same time a few moments later.
He laughed, opening his arms to her. “Well done, my love,” he said.

She fell into his arms and hugged him. “One good flirk
deserves another,” she laughed. “I’m happy to see you, Ársa,” she
said.  “It has been far too long.”

“You can come up and see me anytime,” he said.  “You know
where to find me.”

“I hate Na Réaltaí,” she said passionately.

“I know you do, but you’re rather difficult to find down here,
you know.”

“It looks like you managed,” she said. She leaned forward,
encased in his arms, and kissed him.  It was rare for her to initiate
affection between them.  She felt his heartbeat speed up.

They swam and played in the water and brought each other
up to date on one another’s lives for the better part of the afternoon.
They ended up lying next to one another on her blanket, drying their
naked bodies in the last of the summer day’s sunshine.

“Moriko,” he said, turning toward her, “perhaps you’ve
reconsidered our relationship.”

She grinned at him. “Oh, Ársa,” she said flirtatiously, “I love
you madly, the same as always.”

“Will you…?” he asked hopefully.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. The thick ropes of her hair
stayed wet a long time and droplets flung onto his chest as she sat
up beside him. “You know I can’t and you know my reasons,” she
said softly.

“Moriko, I only go to other women because you won’t come
to me and be mine.”

Moriko laughed. “I know you keep saying that, Ársa, but I 
never see any evidence that you’d like to abstain from any of those
women.”

“How can I if you won’t relent?”

“Well, we’re caught in a sad and sorry circle then, aren’t we?”
she said.  “I’m sorry, Ársa, I love you more than anything, but I 
cannot take the chance that you’ll break my heart.  I would have to
kill you if you betrayed me.”  Her eyes were serious.

“If you share your life with me, Moriko, I would never, ever
betray you.”

“Let’s talk about this another time, Ársa,” she said.  “I don’t 
think you can keep that kind of a promise.”

“You have no faith in me,” he said slightly petulantly.

“Oh, Ársa, I have more faith in you than anyone in this
world.  But unfortunately, I know you for what you are. I love you
the way you are. I wouldn’t want you any other way.”

“Why can’t we just make the physical aspect part of our
friendship?”

Moriko looked sadly at him.  “For you, this intimacy you ask
for is nothing.  It’s easy.  You give it freely to so many women.  But
for me, it’s something special and precious and I only want you.  It
would break my heart to share you and I won’t do it.  This is the only 
solution.”

“Won’t that ever change?” he asked her.

She smiled at him. “Ársa, you have such a long way to go.
Someday, maybe we can get beyond this, but you have a lot to learn.
You’re going to learn it, but you’re one of those men who has to 
learn it the hard way.  I’ll be here for you, waiting when you do
finally learn it, my love.”

“Even if it’s a million years from now?”

“Even if it’s a million years from now, Ársa,” she said.

7 years later 
Tarakal 12, 62

Springmeadow, Old Cliff 
Cardosa, Lerien 

Anoba & Moriko
“Thank you for meeting me here,” Anoba said, smiling and
standing up when Moriko appeared in the clearing before her.

“No problem,” Moriko said with a smile. “You sounded
concerned in your message.  Is everything all right?”

“Yes, things are fine,” Anoba said, but she was tense and held
her shoulders at a tight, slightly hunched angle.

“I bought some roasted chicken and some fruit,” Moriko
said, rummaging in the pouch hanging at her waist.  “Are you
hungry?”

“Yes,” Anoba said.  “I brought some cheese and crackers.  I
think I have a carafe of Apple Fizz, too.”

“Yum,” Moriko said with a smile. “We can have a picnic
while we chat.”

“If you have a blanket, it will be just like old times,” Anoba 
said. 

“When have you ever known me not to have a blanket?”
Moriko said, pulling a sizeable blanket out of the small, flat bag that
looked as though it wouldn’t fit her whole hand inside.

Anoba laughed.  “Never,” she said, taking the blanket and
spreading it out in the short, vibrant grass growing in the meadow.

Moriko turned her attention to pulling a whole roasted
chicken out of her pack along with a net bag containing nearly a 
dozen assorted fruits, including mangos, papayas, and avocados.

“Where did you get those?” Anoba asked.

“I found them growing wild down in the Spiorads,” she said. 

“Hmm, I should spend more time there,” Anoba said.  She
stepped into the dense woods surrounding the small, well-shaded
clearing and retrieved a wicker box. 

They made small talk as they set up their picnic.  As soon as
they had settled into place and snacked a bit, Moriko turned to her 
companion and said, “What’s wrong, Anoba?”

“You can tell,” she said.

Moriko nodded.  “I’ve known you for centuries, Anoba. Of
course I can tell.”

Anoba sighed.  “I’ve been having those dreams again,” she
said.

“The same ones?”

Anoba nodded.  “The difference this time is they feel more
real—more intense than before.  I’ve had them each at least ten 
times,” she said, “and they continue to escalate in intensity. Now, I
feel that I have to do something about them.”

“All of them?” Moriko asked.  She cut a slice of roasted meat,
placed it on top of a chunk of bread, and handed it to Anoba. 

Anoba ate the morsel before she replied. “Some far more
than others,” she said after swallowing.  “This chicken is delicious.
Did you cook it on one of your campfires?”

Moriko shook her head.  “I actually grilled it at the swamp 
house in Chinquapin Brake.”

“Good job,” she said before resuming their conversation.  “I
am particularly driven by one of these dreams.  It gives me a most
urgent sensation and I would like your help with it.”

“Of course,” Moriko said. “I’ll do anything you need.”

“I am hoping that once we’ve accomplished what the dream
has laid out, I won’t have that particular dream any longer.”

“This is a good experiment,” Moriko said.  “We’ll test that
theory right away.”

“That’s why I asked you to meet me here,” Anoba said,
looking around the clearing where they sat.

“Is it about this place?”

“Yes, it is.  I don’t know how familiar you are with these
woods,” Anoba said, “but I believe there’s something special here.”

Moriko looked around her appreciatively.  “This forest has
always been a little different than other places on Lerien.  I am not 
exactly sure why.  I think maybe we mixed the ground a little too
rocky. And certainly, the clay content isn’t well balanced.  It makes
it too hard for early habitation.”

Anoba nodded.  “The human population here is sparse, to be
sure, but that may be a good thing. I think this spot is meant for the
Fae.”

“The Fae?” Moriko looked at the area wonderingly. “I think
the Fae will find this spot appealing, to be sure. It has all the things
so many of them love. There are flowers blooming here almost yearround.”

“Are you familiar with that?” Anoba asked, pointing to the
edge of the clearing at the farthest point from where they sat at their 
picnic.

Moriko looked and shook her head.  She rose and walked
over to the area and turned back to Anoba with a wide grin.  “It’s a
Toadstool Portal,” she said.

Anoba nodded.  “It’s one of a few on Lerien that I’ve found
that have not been secreted away or disguised as something else.”

“What is it you’d like to do here, Anoba?”

“Exactly what my dreams have told me,” she replied. “I want
to make this place forever spring.”

“Just this small grove, right?”

Anoba nodded.  “Yes, and I would also like to ward it.”

“Ward it?”

“According to my dream,” she said, “this place needs to be
protected from human encroachment.”

Moriko smiled. “The easiest way to do that is to make it
scary or uncomfortable for them to come here.”

“That was my thoughts, too.  This place, according to the
dream, needs to make them uncomfortable, more than frightened. 
Although, there is another place where they need to be frightened.”

“This sounds like a fun project,” Moriko said.  “Count me in.
I’ll help you with them all.”

“I was hoping you’d feel that way.  You know,” she said with
an air of afterthought, “I get the feeling that these dreams are some
kind of a prophecy.”

“A prophecy?  You mean like a portent of the future?”

Anoba nodded.  “I have this underlying feeling that there is
more to come.”

“Sounds like we’ll be busy for a while,” Moriko said.  “Let’s
pack up our lunch and get started making this place forever spring
for the Fae and forever off limits for the humans.”

213 years later 
Phaedrus 22, 275 
Woodmist, Mirus 
Corath, Lerien

Anoba & Moriko
“I’m concerned the people in 
this area are spreading out too 
close to the Lilitu and other Fae,” Moriko said, as she and Anoba
walked northward toward the edge of the forest toward the
burgeoning settlement of humans. 

“I am, too,” Anoba said.  “It’s been one of my recurring
dreams for at least six—maybe ten years. The dreams I’ve had about 
it have gotten more intense.  I think it’s time to do something.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“I wanted to get input from you on this matter. You’re far
more familiar with this forest than I, though there are a lot of rivers 
in this province.”

“There are a lot of predators in this area,” Moriko said.
“Those rivers make for good eating for both the predators and their
prey.”

“Perhaps we can use them to our advantage.”

Moriko grinned.  “I think we can.”

“Do you have some ideas?”

“I think we should take advantage of all those assets, Anoba.
Use your rivers to create dense fog at night.  It won’t negatively
impact the predators, but the humans moving in will have a healthy
respect for it, especially after a few of them don’t return from the
mist.”

“Are you suggesting that we lure them to their deaths?
That’s not exactly what I had in mind,” Anoba said with a slight
scolding tone.

Moriko frowned. “Not at all, Anoba.  I am suggesting that we
use the natural resources here to solve our problems.  Use your
rivers to make mist.  If the animals get dinner because of it, so be it.
It’s all part of the food chain.”

Anoba looked around the forest, stopping alongside the
barely discernible trail to look around her.  “It’s kind of creepy here
even without adding any mist,” she said, suppressing a shudder.

Moriko looked around to see what was creeping her
companion out but saw nothing out of the ordinary.  “I think you
don’t spend enough time in the woods if you think this place is
creepy,” she said.  “It’s a perfectly normal forest with perfectly
normal animals in it.”

Anoba peered around her into the shadows of the trees. 
“What sort of animals?”

“Anoba,” Moriko said calmly, “you have the power to defeat
any animal on this planet.  You can’t be seriously nervous about
anything that lives out here.”

“We don’t get many hairy things in the river,” she said
almost sheepishly.

Moriko laughed.  “There are plenty of hairy things here.
Take that bear, for example,” she said indicating a spot behind
Anoba. 

Anoba spun around quickly.  “Fuck,” she muttered under her
breath.  “What do we do?”

“Well,” Moriko said quietly.  “I think she smells our lunch.
Where is the leftover chicken?”

“I put it in my basket,” she whispered as she watched the
large brown bear lumber into the clearing. It raised its snout and
sniffed, homing in on the chicken. 

“In that case, I suggest we stand here and let her go get it out
of the basket. We’ll have to be more careful when we picnic from
now on, though.  I don’t like feeding wild animals.”

“That was not my intention, I assure you.  I wasn’t sure you’d
want to put it back in your bag since it was mostly just bones.”

They watched the bear move toward the basket several feet
away from them in the clearing. 

“Will it eat us?” Anoba asked nervously.  “Like I said, land 
animals aren’t my thing.”

“It most likely won’t mess with us at all. I’m sure our odor is
human enough that we smell dangerous to the bear.”

“What do you if it charges at us?”

“I can’t harm an animal,” Moriko said.  “It’s part of my code
as Chief Forestry Officer. If it attacks, we’ll have to travel away and
come back later.”

“Aren’t bears nocturnal?”

“Some are, some aren’t.”

“Oh,
mo  dhia,” Anoba said, grabbing Moriko’s arm and
wiggling it nervously.  “It’s standing up and looking at us.”

“It’s trying to see what we are.”

“It’s going to attack us.”

“We don’t know that yet.”

“Don’t bears stand up when they’re about to attack?”

“No, they don’t.  They’re trying to get a better look around
them.”

“Should we run or climb a tree or something?”

“No, just stand here.  I have some bear spray in my bag.”
Moriko moved her hand slowly to her waist, carefully reached into 
her bag, and removed a large can.

“Can you spray it from here?”

“There’s no need,” Moriko said.  “I’m not going to do
anything to this animal unless we have to.  We have choices.  This is
its home and territory.  We are the interlopers here.”

“Look, she’s back down on all fours again,” Anoba said. “Is 
that a good sign?”

“Yes, it is, if she turns away rather than moving toward us.”

They watched the bear as it sniffed the air again. It shook its
wooly head and concentrated on finding the food.  It moved toward
the basket and tore its way inside.  It dragged out the chicken
carcass and began eating.  Once the bear dispensed with it, it moved
on to the fruits and cheese.  It finished off the crackers last before
moving on into the forest, in the direction it was heading when it
stepped into the clearing.

Anoba breathed an audible sigh of relief when the bear 
disappeared.  “What the Ifreann other things are out here?”

“Wolves, pumas, bobcats, things like that.  Just the usual.”

“The usual?  Mo dhia,” Anoba said.  “I hate dry land.”

“Well, apparently you keep dreaming about it, so we have to 
keep meeting on it.”

“Okay, I like your mist idea,” Anoba said.  “Can we pull that
off today?”

“I think having the mist come up as dusk falls, and last until
sun-up is a good amount of time.  Humans can’t see too well in the
dark, so that will make it worse.”

“What about bears?” Anoba asked. “Can they see well in the
dark?”

“They see in color,” Moriko said, “much like humans do in
the day, but they see much better at night than humans.”

“I don’t want to make it any more dangerous for people than
it already is; I want to keep them away.”

“Well, if they venture in here and get eaten by something,
that’s just how life goes,” Moriko said.  “There is nothing I can do to
stop that sort of stuff.”

Anoba looked at her. “I guess you didn’t take the preserving
life oath that I did,” she said.

Moriko made a snorting noise. “Well, there’s more to be said
for standing back and letting nature take its course after life has
been established, Anoba.  A bear eating someone is no different than
someone falling into the river and drowning. That oath wasn’t
meant to bind us for eternity.  It was only until things get going and
then we let it be.”

Anoba shook her head but remained silent.

“Besides,” Moriko said with a small shrug, “there are plenty 
of things that could and would eat them in broad daylight.  And
they’re all in more danger from other humans than they’ve ever been
from wildlife.”

“That’s true.  I had hoped we had left the blood thirst out of
them when we came here, but thanks to Hermolaos’ group teaming
up with Ochón’s, we end up where we are.”

“Frankly, I think making the mist will be enough.  Plenty of
the humans will test it and venture in here, day and night. A good
number of them won’t return and the human’s natural superstition
will take over to keep them out in bigger numbers.”

“I’m sure you’re right about that,” Anoba said. “Shall we get 
started on the misting of the woods?”

“I think we should make sure the village is called Woodmist, 
too.”

“That’s perfect.  I’ll seed that idea in a few human heads 
before I leave.”

The two women set about misting the woods between the 
tiny, budding village and the well-established Lilitu Grove and had
no more encounters with bears.  It was well after dark when they left
the forest. 

42 years later  

Aventine 1, 316 
Na Réaltaí 

Anoba  
Anoba awoke with a keen sense of dread. The dreams that
had been plaguing her for centuries had grown more persistent, in
both their frequency and their intensity.  Her fingers shook as she
wiped the sweat from her brow. 

She frowned in consternation as she tried to recall the details
of the dream. This one, like so many others, had felt prophetic—like
something she was supposed to do something about.  But what? As
the dreams continue, she grew more frustrated with each one.
I 
need guidance. Where are they coming from? They weren’t
ordinary dreams, she was certain. She admitted that she was acting 
mostly on hunches each time she had acted on one of her dreams. 

She had enjoyed the things she had done so far and Anoba
knew she was right about the changes she had made in the world.  It
pleased her that she had found creative ways to help the Fae be a bit
safer in the world.  Many centuries of experience, both in this world 
and the old world, had taught her that humans could be horrid
creatures with which to share a planet.  Have they learned 
anything?  I don’t know.

She sat up in her bed and stared around her room without
bothering to turn on the lamp on her bedside table. She could see
well enough in the dark. Besides, she was completely alone in her
private, protected chamber on Na Réaltaí.  Still, that feeling of
trepidation and danger clung on to her like a film of sweat on her
skin.

She sighed and lay back on her pillow, forcing herself to 
concentrate on what this dream was about and what she needed to
do to make certain things went the way they should. One thing the 
dreams had given her was a deep sense of what the path should be
and that there could and would be terrible consequences if things
should derail.

Anoba closed her eyes and forced herself to relax.  A wellestablished small town popped into her mind as clear as if she were
watching a video on her gan-sreang.  She kept still and watched it
unfold, hoping to pull that hidden dreamland knowledge into her
conscious mind. 

Trying to relax made her more tense than she had been and 
she, at last, gave up. She checked the time—only two hours until she
had to be up anyway. At least the entire night hadn’t been
destroyed. 

As she showered and dressed in her grey and black uniform,
another feeling crept up on her, displacing the feeling of dread with
a new urgency.  A compulsion to go see her cousin Rizvan swept
through her.  She seldom thought of him—they weren’t close.
Rizvan was her kin on her father’s side.  They hadn’t grown up
together; in fact, they had only seen one another as children maybe
three or four times before the Alteration.  After that change, they
had seen each other more frequently, but there was never the
closeness she had with Oseyan and Gealach, who were her mother’s 
sister’s children.

After she dressed, she made her way to their family dining
room. She knew if Rizvan were on Na Réaltaí, she would find him
there this time of morning.  He didn’t like eating in the Droichead.
He shunned crowds, preferred solitude, and small groups.

Anoba wasn’t disappointed.  He
 was sitting alone in the
small family dining room.  He had taken his looks after her father’s
side whereas Ársa and Oseyan had taken theirs from her mother’s
people.  Rizvan was slender though muscular.  He was neither as tall 
nor broad as Ársa.  He was a brown-eyed blonde with fair skin.  His
appearance, she noted, had remained relatively unchanged after The
Alteration.  He was one of the few who could make such a claim.

“Good morning, cousin,” Anoba said, sliding into the chair
across from him.

“Good morning, Anoba,” he said with an easy smile.  “What
is it you desire today?”

Rizvan had a relaxed way about him that always surprised
her given he was such a private person.

“I think I need your help,” she said.

“Name it, Anoba,” he said with a smile. “I’m all yours.”

She gave him a brief explanation of the dreams she had been 
having, hoping to impress on him the import she felt they deserved. 

“And you think all these things are prophetic in some way?”
he asked. 

Anoba nodded.  “I do,” she said.  “Well, at least many of
them are. I’m sure some are just chaff, but I usually can feel the
difference.”

“And what’s this one in particular?”

“It feels extremely important.”

“Give me details.”

“There’s a village—a small town really,” she said. “The
buildings are all wooden but they are exquisitely beautiful. They are
works of art, designed and built by master craftsmen, certainly.
They are situated close to one another and there’s a forest nearby.  I
don’t know who lives there. The buildings are pastel colors, painted
in lovely tones and shades of pinks, greens, yellows, and blues.  A
large building there is painted the most pleasant shade of lavender.
I get the feeling it’s for their ruler but I have no way of knowing.”

“Hmmm,”  Rizvan said, his brow furrowing in thought.  “It
sounds like the Elfin town, Lasahala Run.”

“Are there flowers there?”

“Yes,” Rizvan said, sipping a cup of steaming coffee. “There
are flowers from the old world, a profusion of blooms in a central
garden with a path around it.  The Elves take great pride in their
garden and have a promenade around it in the evenings when they
all come out to enjoy one another’s company.”

“And there are trees, as well?” Anoba asked, hopeful of 
finding this place for the first time since awakening.

“Yes,” he said.  “Anoba, I am surprised you aren’t familiar
with this place, given the abundance of rivers in Silverwilde,
Cardosa.  Lasahala Run is situated quite near the banks of one.”

Anoba frowned. “I don’t see how I could have missed it, but
for my life, I cannot seem to remember it.”

“Odd,” he said.  “What about it, though?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know, but my dream leaves me
with the desire to hide that place.”

“From whom?” Rizvan asked.

Anoba looked puzzled.  “I am not sure of that.”

“Anoba,” Rizvan said, looking at her with deep concern.  “Are
you all right?”

She laughed.  “I know you must think I’ve gone daft, but I
feel I must find this place.”

He shook his head.  “Desire is a funny thing. Who knows
why we desire the things we do?  How about you and I go to
Lasahala Run and take a look around.  Maybe it will help you figure
out what you need to do.”

“I would like that.  Are you free right now?”

“I am,” he said.  “Do you have any idea why you came to me
with this?”

“No.  When I started out of my room, I couldn’t get you out
of my mind.  It’s like I was being led to you.”

“Well, perhaps it’s meant to be.  I am destined to help you
with your Prophecy.”

“Even if I don’t know what we’re supposed to do or why?”
she said with an apologetic laugh.

“Even so,” he said. “I like an adventure.  If you say there’s a
reason for it, I’m sure there is, and perhaps one day we’ll know what
it is.  Until then, I’m content to take your word.  Is this the first time
you’ve done something like this?”

“No,” she admitted.  “Moriko has helped me on two 
occasions. We’ve made alterations to a couple of places on Lerien.”

“I see,” Rizvan said.  He stood up and offered his cousin his
hand.  “Come on, Anoba. I’ll take you to Lasahala Run.”

She rose, took his hand, and allowed herself to Travel with
him to Cardosa.  They came solid at the edge of the woods
surrounding the Elfin town. She peered through the trees and 
instantly recognized her dream.  She knew, now, why she felt drawn
to seek her cousin out.

“This is it,” she whispered in awe.  “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said.  “It’s remarkable.  Look,” he pointed, “you can
see the garden from here, just over to the right.”

“I see it.  It is spectacular. No wonder the Elves are so proud
of it.”

“Do you want to enter?  We can meet the Elves if you’d like.
They have a King as well as an Elder who, I think, tends to visitors
and the like.”

“Who is their King?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know. I don’t spend much time with the
creatures of Lerien.  They all have their desires, I can usually hear
their yearnings all at once, and it does tend to drive me crazy.  I can
shut them out for short periods of time, which is what I’m doing
now.”

“Oh, Rizvan,” Anoba said sympathetically.  “I’m so sorry.  I 
had forgotten what a hardship it is for you.”

“I manage,” he said.  “Shall we?”

Anoba shook her head, feeling suddenly but emphatically 
reluctant to reveal herself or her cousin.  “Let’s don’t,” she said.

“Why?  I thought you wanted to come here.  Isn’t this place 
significant?”

“Can you help me cloak it?”

“Cloak it?” he asked, puzzled.

Anoba nodded. “Yes, can we make it so it’s not noticed or 
thought about by most folks?”

“Anyone in particular?” Rizvan asked.

She shrugged. “Mostly others in our Envoy and it may be a
good idea to keep the humans out of the area as well.”

Rizvan narrowed his eyes and looked at his cousin. “Us? 
Which of us?”

“Ársa,” she whispered.  “I’d like to block it from Ársa, so he
doesn’t come here.”

“I’m not sure that’s possible since Ársa is our commander, 
Anoba.”

“I don’t mean to block him,” she said.  “Just kind of hide this
place from him.  You know, like out of sight, out of mind.”

“Why?”

Anoba shook her head and said sadly, “Mo dhia, Rizvan, I
wish I knew. I have these dreams and they made me
feel so
strongly.  They lead me in surprising directions.  I can’t explain it.  I
know this is something that must be.”

“I don’t think we can block him from this forever.  He will
eventually be able to overcome it and when he does we can’t stop
him from coming here.”

“That’s true,” Anoba said.  “But we can perhaps delay the
inevitable.”

Rizvan nodded.  “All right,” he said.  “I’ll help you.  The best 
we can do is keep Ársa from thinking about the Elves.  Maybe add a
little flourish in there that makes him forget quickly enough when
they do pass through his thoughts.  It may last three or four
hundred, but I wouldn’t expect must more than that.  Will that help
your venture?”

Anoba sighed in relief.  “That will help, I’m sure.  Thank you
so much, Rizvan.  I appreciate your help.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said. “That’s what families are for,
isn’t it?”

Anoba smiled.  “What do we do first?”

“Take my hand and we’ll work on this together. It shouldn’t 
take more than an hour or two to complete the cloaking.”

She took his hand and followed his lead as they set to work
hiding Lasahala Run from Ársa. 

66 years later 
Imber 18, 383

The Piney Woods 
Til’gaviel

Moriko & Adamen 
Adamen’s gait matched Moriko’s quite
 well since they were
nearly the same height. Moriko was more muscular and used to
traversing various terrains on foot. Adamen had a frail Fae
appearance that was more deceiving than accurate.  While Moriko
had more stamina for walking, Adamen could fly effortlessly, which
went a long way toward keeping up during their long trek.

“Tell me again why we can’t just Travel here?” Adamen
asked, “Since I know you can do it in a matter of seconds.”

“Because walking gives me the opportunity to observe the
forests and their inhabitants and listen for any signs of distress.”

“Nothing here needs attention, I can assure you. This place
is infested with more different kinds of Fae than you can shake a 
stick at. Believe me, Moriko, if something was wrong here, someone
would know it.”

“Point taken, Adamen, but since there aren’t many humans 
in this place, word will travel slower than you might think.  Besides,
half the fun of an adventure is getting there. Tell me about these
Fae creatures you want to show me.  What are they called again?”

“Tigmuc,” Adamen said.

“I’ve never heard of them. I wonder who gathered those
from the old world.”

“I wouldn’t venture a guess,” Adamen said.  “Apparently 
someone did. I can’t imagine where else they would have come 
from.”

“Nor can I, but I’m going to look into it and see if I can find 
who recruited them for the trip,” Moriko agreed.  “What do you
know about them?”

“Nothing. I’ve never seen one either.  I had a conversation
with a Pixie I knew back in the old world last week.  I go out
adventuring with a troop of Pixies now and again,” Adamen said.
“She told me about these guys. I wanted to see for myself, but I
didn’t want to go alone.”

“I’m always up for an adventure, especially when I get to see 
new things.  How much farther is it?”

“I think it’s just up a little ways. They might be hard to find,
though.  I’m not expecting them to have any kind of village or
anything.”

“Well, we have plenty of time to look around for them.”

They walked along together for another ten minutes.  “Look, 
there’s a clearing up ahead, I think. It looks like the path widens
anyway,” Moriko said.

“How far into The Piney Woods are we?”

Moriko pulled her gan-sreang from her pocket and activated
it.  “Here’s a map,” she said, showing it to Adamen.  “That blue
pointer is where we are.”

“And we came in from Isil’gania Province, and now we’re just
over the provincial line in Larandir, is that right?”

“That’s right.  We’re still heading west, so if this clearing up
ahead is where they live, we can place them just over the provincial 
line.  Let’s go see, shall we?”

“I’m all in,” Adamen said.

They went forward quietly, scarcely daring to breathe for fear
of scaring their quarry away before they got a chance to see them.
Moriko walked carefully, trying not to crunch the sand in the path
beneath her feet. She kept her gan-sreang out in hopes of 
photographing these new creatures they sought to see. Adamen flew 
beside her, inches above the ground, determined to make no noise
at all. 

The two women glanced at one another as they stepped into
an area that was more a wide spot in the path than an actual 
clearing, but it was the most amazing thing either of them could 
remember seeing for quite some time. 

“What in Ifreann is that?”

Moriko stared for a moment with her mouth open trying to 
understand what she viewed. “It can’t be,” she said in awe and 
amazement.  She stepped forward, curiosity overtaking her sense of
caution.  Adamen followed closely behind her, walking now.

“Where have I seen this before?” Adamen asked looking
perplexed at the large table sitting in the middle of the wider
pathway.

Moriko nodded.  “It is a model train.  There used to be big
ones in the old world that carried freight and passengers across the
land.”

“Oh,” Adamen said, snapping her fingers. “I remember
seeing something similar, all rusted out and lying on the ground.”

“Yes, all of the trains in the old world were reduced to rubble
centuries before we left there. This one appears to be solar 
powered.”

Adamen looked up through the towering trees.  “Is that a
Fae? I have never heard of Solar Fae.”

“No, solar is from the sun,” Moriko said, trying to reason
what she was seeing as the small model train chugged past them on
the track.  “There’s not enough wind here and something is
powering it.”

“It must be Fae powered, Fae magic,” Adamen said.

“It’s not like any train I’ve ever seen, and there is certainly
nothing like it on Lerien.  The humans haven’t developed enough
here to have trains.”

“Maybe these Fae carried on something from the old world.”

“Trains were long extinct in the old world, too,” Moriko said. 
“But look at it; it’s so bright and colorful.”

“What are those things riding on it?”

“They appear to be small figures of some kind,” Moriko said.
She moved closer to study it better, falling silent as she did. 

The train had an engine and a caboose with at least a dozen
small flat cars in between.  It was painted in bright, glossy primary
colors.  The flat cars each had one small figure standing in the
center.  The little passengers, no more four inches tall, were all
nearly identical in height, though an occasional one was slightly
shorter than the others.  Most of them had pudgy potbellies.  They
were furry with vertical stripes, some pale grey with darker grey
stripes, some pale and darker brown; others were similar shades of
blue.  They all stood at attention, each wearing a small metal bucket
for a hat.  They had round teddy bear ears jutting out angularly from
beneath their buckets.

“Are they real?” Adamen asked in a whisper.

Moriko leaned forward to look at them more closely.  “I don’t 
know,” she whispered back.  “They sure  look real, but I can’t even
see them breathe and they aren’t moving at all.”

“They’re riding the train around in circles,” Adamen said,
barely suppressing a giggle.  “They’re so cute.”

“They are certainly quite cute,” Moriko agreed.  “They have a
tunnel to ride through and everything,” she noted as they watched
the tiny train engine disappear into a perfectly sized tunnel.

“Look at this pond here, Moriko,” Adamen said pointing to
an area at the opposite end of the table from where the miniature
train chugged through the tunnel.

“That pond looks like the one north of here,” she said.  “I
camp there sometimes.”

“They have a campfire there near the pond.” She moved her 
hand over the tiny pile of sticks and firewood placed at the edge of
the pond. It burst into flames and burned as if it were a full sized,
real campfire, the likes of which Moriko built nearly every night in 
her roams through Lerien’s forests.

“This is amazing and weird,” Moriko said.  “Look, here’s a
chair at the front of the table. I wonder who built this train.”
Moriko, drawn to the chair, sat in it, with her back to the table.
“Why did I feel I needed to sit here?” she muttered.

Adamen either didn’t hear her or ignored her. She was
riveted on the train, watching it intently as it continued to make its
way out of the tunnel and down the slope toward the pond.  “It’s a
slow train,” she noted.

Moriko looked over her shoulder at the train. “Yes, it is, but 
the fact that it works at all, out here in the woods, is pretty
amazing.”

“I think I should take this little guy’s bucket off his head,”
she said.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Adamen,” Moriko said.  “We 
don’t know anything about these creatu…”  She stopped speaking as
she watched Adamen pluck a bucket from the head of the fellow
standing on a car toward the middle of the train. 

“Look, he’s got a little mushroom on his head, balanced
between his ears,” Adamen said. A scream tore from her lips as the
creatures behind that fellow flew from their perches and swarmed in 
her face.  The one missing his bucket stood as still as the ones in
front of him, but the train had stopped. She tried to swat them off 
as they swarmed all around her face and neck, slapping, biting,
pinching, and shrieking in shrill operatic tones.

Moriko looked from Adamen, who was valiantly swatting at
her assailants and shrieking as loudly as they were, to the halted
train.  She reached out, snatched the tiny bucket from her friend’s
hand, and replaced it on the bareheaded creature, knocking its
mushroom off in the process. She braced herself for a similar
assault but found instead, that all the creatures stopped attacking
Adamen, and one by one, returned to their place in line on the train
cars.  As soon as the last little fellow settled back where he started,
the train began moving again as if nothing had interrupted it.

“Well, shit,” Adamen said, sitting down in the sand with a
firm flop.  “That was frightening.

Moriko returned to her seat on the chair and vehemently
agreed.  “Are you all right?” she asked, looking at Adamen, assessing
the multitude of scratches and bite marks on her face, neck, and
hands.

“I think so,” Adamen said, looking at the backs of her hands.
“Is my face worse?”

Moriko nodded.  “Come here and I’ll heal it up for you a bit.”

“You can heal?”

“I can heal you and other wild animals,” she said with a grin.
“I’m not so good at healing myself.”

Adamen moved beside the chair and sat on the ground close 
enough that Moriko could reach her. Moriko took Adamen’s hands
in hers and healed them first before moving upward to cup her face.
As she was finishing up, a movement on the opposite side the chair
caught her eye. “What the Ifreann?” she said, turning toward the
movement. 

A long, furry, blunt-ended tail hung down from the seat of
the chair, draping over the side and dangling nearly to the ground.
Alternating rings of deep sable and pale creamy brown adorned the
lush, soft tail. Moriko picked it up gently in her hand.  The fur was
as soft as moonlight. 

“Oh, mo dhia,” Adamen exclaimed.  “It’s so cute.  Look at its
little face.”

Something wiggled behind Moriko in the chair and she
looked down at it. The animal attached to the long tail had a body of
nearly equal length.  It was chubby and soft.  It had a deep sable
colored stripe running the length of its body, from neck to tail, right
down its spine. There were large sable spots on either side. Its legs 
were relatively short with soft sable striping close to its feet.  The
feet were catlike, Moriko noted as it crawled around from behind
her to move into her lap. It looked up at her with dark brown eyes
that sparkled. Moriko was almost taken aback to discover that it
had a wet, brown pig-like snout.

“Is this a Tigmuc?” Adamen asked as she patted the creature
on the head. “Look, its little face is stripey too, and it has a
raccoon’s mask.”

“I see that,” Moriko said, stroking the animal the length of its 
body as it sat in her lap. 

The creature licked Adamen’s hand enthusiastically.

“Be careful it doesn’t bite you, Adamen,” Moriko warned.
“We aren’t familiar with this creature.”

“Do you think it’s really Fae?” she asked.

The train running on the table behind Moriko sounded a
loud, shrill horn.  Adamen stopped petting the animal and stood to
look at it.  She moved a step or two away, watching the train roll past
on the small tracks. “This whole place is strange,” she muttered. 
She spotted the mushroom lying beside a tiny boulder near the
tracks and moved forward to pick it up.  “Look at this,” she said,
bringing it over to where Moriko sat.

“It came off the guy’s head when you snatched is bucket off 
earlier,” Moriko said.

“What is it?”

“It looks like a mushroom.”

“Hmm,” Adamen said.

Moriko saw the expression on Adamen’s face change.  She
said, “Don’t eat that,” just as Adamen popped the small fungus into 
her mouth.

“It tastes like…” Adamen stopped talking and her eyes grew
wide and slightly bulging.  “Uh-oh,” she said before the air made a
sharp popping sound and she transformed into a creature identical
to the one who sat in Moriko’s lap.

“Adamen,” Moriko said with a slightly panicked tone.

The creature in Moriko’s lap laughed softly.  “She be a’right,” 
it whispered. 

“You can talk?”

“You hear I can.”

“How do I get Adamen back to herself?”

Adamen twisted around, looking at her new body shape.
With her cat-like paws, she felt herself as best she could.  She turned
and took the long, blunt tail in her sharp teeth.  She giggled.

“Th’shimmer, it won’t last long.  It never do on humans.”

“She isn’t a human,” Moriko said.

“Uh-oh,” the creature said.  “She not Fae, is she?”

“Yes,” Moriko said.  “She’s a Lilitu.”

“Oh, well, then,” the creature said, “it’a be a while. Maybe a
hundred years, maybe a thousand.”

“What?” Adamen shrieked.

“What can we do to return her to normal?”

“Just be calm,” the creature said with a reasonable tone.  “Be 
patient.”

“What are you?” Adamen asked crawling up into Moriko’s
lap to join the creature she now looked exactly like.

“I a Tigmuc,” the creature said.  “I name is Izett.  Me am the 
leader of our drift.”

“Your troop name is a drift?” Moriko asked.

“Yes,” Izett said.  “This carnival we do once a year.  You
happen along at the right time.”

“Carnival?  You mean this train?”

“Yes,” Izett said.  The animal sniffed the air and leaned 
toward the bag Moriko wore at her waist.  “You has candy in that
bag, miss,” it said.

“Maybe,” Moriko said.

“He wants candy, Moriko,” Adamen said.

“She,” Izett said.

“She?” Adamen repeated.

“She,” Izett said.  “I is a she.”

“Oh, sorry,” Adamen said.  “She wants candy,” she corrected.

“We can has candy?”

“I’ll see what I’ve got.”  Moriko shifted carefully so she could
reach inside her bag without knocking Adamen and Izett off her lap.
“I have some chocolate covered mints,” she said, pulling a bag of 
candy from her pouch. “I bought them last week at a confectioner’s 
shop in Wexford.”

“I may has one?” Izett asked.

“Of course,” Moriko said.  She pulled a small ball of candy
from the bag and held it out to Izett.

The creature shifted from her spotted pig form into one of
the creatures who were riding on the train behind her. She took a
bite of the candy and rolled her eyes in pleasure.  “We loves mint,” it
said.  “We loves  chocolate.”  Izett jumped up and leaped over 
Moriko’s shoulder to land on the table beside the pond. When the
train neared her, the creature stepped up to the track and stood on a
switch hidden beneath a large-leafed plant.  The train stopped short,
knocking each of the creatures from their cars.  They tumbled off 
and over the ground. 

They jumped up, clearly unhurt, buckets still soundly on
their heads, and turned questioningly to Izett. “Why you stops the
ride?” they asked in unison.

“Chocolate,” Izett said, holding up the prize Moriko had
given her.

Adamen, still in Tigmuc form, crawled up to Moriko’s
shoulder so she could see better.  Moriko turned and supported
Adamen in her arms so they could both see the goings on.

The newly dismounted creatures lined up, single file.  They,
each, in turn, took a bite of the chocolate-mint candy Izett held out
for them.  When the line was about halfway done, the last bite of
candy disappeared.  The other half of the creatures groaned in
unison.

Moriko quickly handed Izett another piece of candy.  She was
almost afraid they would have an uprising and swarm on her the
way they had Adamen when she removed the bucket.

When they had each had a bite of the candy, Izett finished off
the last little bit and licked her furry paws.

“Thank the lady for candy,” Izett said.

“Thank you, lady,” all the creatures said in unison.

“You’re welcome,” Moriko said in fascination.

Adamen made a gurgling sound, drawing Izett’s attention. 
“Oh, better gets down,” she warned, waving a hand in Adamen’s
direction.

“What?” Moriko asked, perplexed.

“You puts her down now,” Izett said.

Before Moriko could move, she found she was holding
Adamen, in her true form, in her arms and on her lap.

Adamen was looking into Moriko’s golden brown eyes. “Oh,
sorry,” she said, quickly getting off her friend.

“I thought you said…” Moriko began.

Izett shrugged.  A buzz rose among the Tigmuc crowd
standing between Izett and the train.

“You has more candy?” Izett asked.

“I have a bag with a couple dozen pieces,” Moriko said.

Another buzz rose from the group.

Izett turned to look at them and said something neither
Moriko nor Adamen could understand. She turned toward her
guests and said, “They trades with you, lady.”

“For the candy?” Moriko asked.  She was willing to give them
the candy but she was curious about what these odd creatures would
trade for.

“Yes,” Izett said.  “We trades our mushrooms for candy.”

“Your mushrooms?  You mean the ones under your
buckets?”

“Yes,” Izett said.

“Do you need them yourselves?” Adamen asked in concern.

“They grows back,” Izett said to her.  Turning to Moriko, she
nodded emphatically in anticipation of the answer and said, “Do you
has empty bag?”

“I probably do,” Moriko said. She handed Adamen the bag
of candy and rummaged in her waistband pack. After a moment,
she withdrew a small bowl with a lid.  “I have this,” she said, holding
it up for inspection. 

“That’ll do,” Izett said. “Open up and put it here.” She
indicated a small, flat spot at the edge of the table.

Moriko complied with Izett’s directive and worked the small 
bowl down into the sand there a tiny bit to keep it stable.

“All right,” Izett said.  She turned to the group standing
alongside the track and said something in the other language.

“That must be their own Fae language,” Adamen whispered.

The creatures lined up again, and single file, they walked
over to the bowl. When they reached it, each one lifted the bucket 
from its head and bowed stiffly at the waist, dumping its mushroom
into the bowl.  Once its load had been deposited, it replaced the
bucket and went back to the train to wait.

When the last one had made its deposit and moved away,
Izett dumped her own mushroom into the bowl and moved toward
Moriko with her hand outstretched.

Moriko handed over the bag, which was far too large and 
heavy for Izett to carry. 

“I can put it closer to the train for you if you’d like,” Adamen
offered. 

“We  has big bucket over there,” Izett pointed to a place on 
the table at the base of the mountain.  “Is a bucket car for carnival.
We no uses it unless there are young Tigmuc riding.  We likes flat
cars.  You dumps them into that bucket car.”

“All right.”  Adamen moved forward to a spot where she
could reach the bucket car and dumped the candies inside. She
quickly rejoined Moriko at the end of the table.

Moriko put the lid on her bowl but didn’t pick it up.

Izett turned to them and said, “Nice meeting yous.  We
mostly just eats the livers and lungs of people what finds us.  I’m
glad we no do that this time.  Candy more tasty.”

Moriko and Adamen exchanged shocked looks as Izett said
something to her drift and they all boarded their train and began
their ride once again.

“Can we Travel out of here, now?” Adamen whispered.

“I think that’s the best idea we’ve had all day.”  Moriko took
her hand to Travel them out.  As they vanished, Adamen reached out
and snatched the bowl of mushrooms off the table.

283 years later  

Nonae 15, 666
Gulf of Cardosa  

Anoba 
Anoba’s long hair, beneath the clear blue 
seawater of the
Gulf of Cardosa, fanned out like tendrils of dark seaweed.  It flowed
around her, writhing as if alive, as she swam toward her destination.
She was coming from the river toward the gulf, meeting her cohorts
where the salt and fresh water mingled as the river flowed into the
sea.

She surfaced and bobbed, taking in her surroundings,
gauging how much farther she had to swim.  Up ahead, distant
enough that she couldn’t make out one from another, a half dozen of
her friends awaited her arrival. She dove once again and swam with 
great speed toward them.

Only a few minutes later, as she neared them, she dove
deeper and turned sharply to rise in the middle of the circle they had
formed.  They were only briefly and mildly startled.  These people
were masters of their domain and nothing here could defeat them—
not even individually and certainly not together. 

Anoba made seven as she joined the group. “Good 
afternoon, all,” she said, turning in a circle in the water to face each
of them in turn.

“Is the salt water too much for you, Anoba?” Oseyan asked.
Anoba shook her head.  “No, it’s just different.  Though, it
does burn my eyes a bit.”

Oseyan nodded.  “It does take some getting used to.  We can
wait a bit if you want to get some sea goggles.”

Anoba snapped her fingers. A pair of goggles with large
lenses appeared in her hand. “No need. I have some,” she said, 
grinning at her cousin. 

“I have goggles, too,” Torrentia said, waving them in the air.
Her movements were graceful and fluid. Her hair was a dark bluegrey and always seemed perpetually wet, even when on dry land. 
Her skin was more blue than grey and much lighter than her hair.
Her eyes, wideset and round, were storm-cloud grey.  “I can’t bear
the salt water in my eyes.” Torrentia was here to make it rain.

Lorccan “And you’re sure this hurricane is necessary?” he
asked.  His hair, lighter shades of greens and blues in streaks, was
wispy and always looked wind-blown.  His blue eyes were bright and 
sunny and his rosy pink cheeks appeared to be perpetually chapped.
They stood out boldly against the pale tones of his skin.

“I think it’s the most detached way to get what we need,” 
Anoba said.  “I don’t know what else to tell you to allay your doubts.
We’ve all discussed The Prophecy at length on many occasions.  I
thought you were all believers.”

“I am,” Torrentia said.  “I’m all in.”

Taranis nodded.  “I am, too,” he said.  “If Anoba says it’s
right for our future, I believe her.”

“Mostly I am,” Oseyan said, “but this seems a little drastic.”

Anoba nodded.  She could fully understand people’s
skepticism.  Especially when it came to life changing—even life
ending—events like hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes and the like. 
“This isn’t a spur of the moment decision, Oseyan, I assure you.”

“But Ársa isn’t aware of what we’re doing, is he?” Aled said.
“I can’t imagine that Ársa would condone a deliberately conjured
storm being aimed right at a populous village.”  Everything about
Aled held a silvery, shimmery quality, his hair, and skin particularly.
His silvery blue eyes sparked with passion.  

“No, he isn’t, but it isn’t his concern.”

“Why not?  He’s the commander,” Aled said with an 
argumentative tone. 

“He doesn’t believe in The Prophecy,” she admitted
reluctantly.

“Don’t you have any qualms about potentially destroying
people’s lives?”

“There are storms on Lerien all the time,” Anoba said
reasonably. 

“Yes, there are, but not made by us.”

“They are created by the planet we made, Aled, so what’s the
real difference?”

“This seems like a pointed attack.”

“The environment here is dynamic. We made it deliberately 
to create storms and weather. We have crews who do nothing else
but see to it that the environment does exactly that. I don’t see why
you have a problem with this.  What is the difference?”

“I don’t know if there is one,” Oseyan said, “but I have never 
used the ocean to take aim at a group of people before.”

“They aren’t people,” Anoba said.  “They’re Elves. They are
clannish and bigoted and they only want to stick to themselves.  I
know it’s important for the future of our world to have all these
different cultures influence one another.”

“That’s not always a good thing.”

“We know what a bad thing it is to have nothing challenge
human beings for control of a planet,” Anoba said hotly.

“All right,” Oseyan said. “I see your point. Your aim is to
separate the colony into two or more groups, then.”

“Yes,” Anoba said. “We need them to establish themselves 
on a wider range in hopes of having an impact on the world around
them.  That in turn, can spread to other continents.  This is the only
place there are Elves.”

“Why can’t we go talk to them and handle this
diplomatically?” Aled asked.

“The Elves have never been cooperative,” Anoba said.  She
didn’t intend to admit that she had never spoken to them about the
matter. She had dreamed of this event for months. She knew it was 
right.

“And what about the Dwarves?  Are you going to orchestrate
an earthquake and force them to distribute themselves far and wide
against their own wishes?” Aled asked.

Anoba frowned. “The Dwarves have gone underground. I
haven’t been able to locate them yet.  Hopefully, someday I can see
them more widely distributed as well.”

“So the only species, other than humans, who have pleased
you with their establishment, are the Fae and the Elflings, I guess,” 
Lorccan said.

“The Elflings are little troublemakers, out causing mischief 
in the world. They’ll be lucky if they don’t get annihilated by
humans.” Torrentia chuckled as if the idea was pleasing.

“Or by us, if they settle in the wrong place,” Aled said crossly.
“I don’t like this plan.”

“Consider it duly noted, Aled.  Look, if you don’t want to help
us, you don’t have to.  But I assure you, I will take full responsibility
with Ársa if worse comes to worse.  Besides, I think we have enough 
without you if you want to bow out.”

“Is this everyone?” Aled asked, looking around the circle at
the seven of them gathered here.

“I think Roimata is joining us,” Anoba said, listing off the
officers on Ársa’s Envoy who had helped them create the weather on
Lerien.

“Mo dhia,” Oseyan whistled. “It’s an impressive crew to be
sure.  The only thing you’ve missed is Cansu.”

“I didn’t see any need for flooding,” Anoba said.  “We only 
want to divide the Elves, not drown them.  Wind, rain, thunder and
lightning should do that quite well.”

“With the Chief of Storms, Roimata involved, Anoba, don’t
you think it’s overkill to also have most of her crew present?”

“She will mainly be an overseer to make sure everything is
coordinated.”

You’ve been awfully quiet, Sabina,” Anoba said, turning the
last Envoy member gathered. “I didn’t know you were joining us.
These lovely black clouds above us must be your doing.”

“They are,” the woman said with a smile. “How are you 
Anoba?”

“I’m well,” she said, “staying busy.”

“So I’ve heard,” Sabina said. She tucked a strand of wet 
black hair behind her ear.  Her skin was dark and glistening with
water.  She swam forward and kissed Anoba on the mouth.  It was
her customary greeting when they met.

Having known Sabina for many centuries, Anoba was aware
that her skin was dark and her hair was black today because the
clouds above them were dark.  On sunny days, Sabina had bright
white hair and sunny, light skin.  On those days, her body seemed
somehow fluffy and soft, unlike the hard sleekness of her muscles
now. 

“I’ve been hearing tales about The Prophecy, Anoba,” Sabina
said, staying near enough that her body occasionally touched
Anoba’s as they bobbed at the surface of the water. “We should
spend some time together so you can fill me in on the details.” The
words were inviting, as was the expression on her face, they were
both hopeful and suggestive. 

Anoba smiled.  She always enjoyed her trysts with Sabina.
“For sure,” she said enthusiastically.  “It’s been too long.  Maybe 
after we’re done here if you’re not busy?”

“I’ve got time,” Sabina said.  “The clouds mostly take care of 
themselves these days, since the whole biosphere is functioning
properly.”

Anoba grinned.  Her heart beat faster with anticipation and
excitement.  Looking around the group, she asked, “Has anyone
heard from Roimata?”

“Roimata isn’t coming,” Sabina said.  “She said she can’t
make it after all, so she sent me in her place. She thinks that
together, we can do without her.”

“No problem,” Anoba said.  She found she wasn’t as 
disappointed as she thought she would be.  Devastating the Elves
was not her goal.  She merely wanted to break them into more than 
one group.  This storm was a dangerous game and lives were at
stake. If she had to sacrifice a few of the Elves to keep things on
track, so be it.  The Prophecy is more important than any single Elf.

“We’ve had hurricanes here before, Anoba, but we tend to let 
the atmospheric conditions of Lerien determine its strength and
path.  This is different.”  Oseyan’s face wore a look of concern as if
Aled’s dissension had struck a chord. 

“I didn’t know you were such a sissy, Oseyan,” Anoba said,
being deliberately snide. 

Oseyan frowned.  “There’s a lot of power in the water and
you know those Elves are positioned close to the coast. They’re also
situated between two rivers.  Add to that, Taranis’ thunder, Aled’s
lightning, Lorccan’s wind, and Torrentia’s rain, and you aren’t giving
them much of a chance. Not to mention having me here to add to
the storm surge.  You control the rivers, so I don’t see how flooding
is not going to happen, even without Cansu.”

“No one can control the storm surge better than you, Oseyan.
You can make sure it doesn’t get out of control, even with the others
pushing the storm forward.”

“I don’t want to be responsible for anyone dying in this,”
Oseyan said.

“What’s the difference in this and when someone drowns in
the ocean?  What’s the difference in this and any other storm that
develops on Lerien?”  Anoba glared at her cousin for a few moments.

Oseyan said, after a brief pause, “If we’re all here and ready, 
let’s move forward.”

“Let’s get this over with,” Aled said.

Anoba shook her head and slipped the goggles on, covering
her greenish black eyes. She dove and swam quickly, hoping to keep
pace with her cousin.  His speed gave her a clue about his fury, but 
she dismissed it. He’ll get over it.  The Prophecy is more important
than anyone’s feelings.  I’ve been dreaming of this for over a year
now.  It must be done.

While she tried to catch up with him and keep pace, he
outswam her easily.  He was already in place when she surfaced
nearby where the fresh water of the river mingled with the salty gulf
waters.  The waters here had an odd quality that always fascinated 
Anoba.  Underwater, it was slightly distorted, like heat waves
coming off hard-packed desert ground.  The fish were always a little
disoriented here, as well and she knew sharks were attracted to
areas like this. She crested the surface and asked, “Sharks like to 
hang out here, don’t they, Oseyan?”

“Normally,” he said with a shrug, “but not today. I figured
we didn’t need their particular brand of help.”

Looking around, she noticed the sky was already dark, nearly 
black overhead.  She would have sworn it was almost dusk rather
than mid-afternoon. 

The ocean waters were already showing turmoil, buffeting
them about as they grouped together again, nearer the shore this 
time.  The wind had picked up and was blowing hard enough to
make communication difficult.  Lorccan’s hair whipped about as his
hand moved from left to right and back again in front of his face
raising the wind faster with each pass.

Sabina’s dark, ominous clouds hung in the sky above as she
turned her face toward them with an expression of calm
concentration. 

Torrentia began to mutter, low at first but rising to a
crescendo as she went.  With each escalation of incantation, her 
hands and arms rose higher over her head and the rain pelted
harder, faster, and sharper.

Aled moved to bob in the water beside Torrentia, adding his
voice to hers, as lightning began to flash across the sky with large,
menacing bolts. They were indicative of his anger as they arced
from side to side, lighting up the darkening sky.  

Taranis flanked Torrentia and added his voice to the
cacophony, with bone-rattling claps of thunder punctuating every
flash of lighting Aled created.

Anoba moved forward, closer to the river’s mouth and lifted
the waters from their depths upward, making them swell into the
wind as the rain pummeled the surface, dancing in wild abandon.

Oseyan closed his eyes and focused on his own domain,
making the ocean waters rise in angry waves, swallowing his
comrades before him for a moment. A brief lull answered another 
wave, and as Lorccan’s wind grew in strength, the waves responded
with a corresponding height. 

Sabina opened her eyes and smiled at her beautifully
menacing black clouds before she raised her hands, spreading her
fingers in a quick movement, releasing them fully to Lorccan’s wind,
which moved them forward, toward the land.

Torrentia’s rain followed suit, and the wind propelled the
storm directly toward Lasahala Run where the Elves only settlement
had been located for centuries. 

The waves rose ever higher as the ocean responded to the
storm they created, and when Oseyan was satisfied that the
hurricane was viable to live on its own, he dove beneath the surface
and left without a farewell to the others.

Having released her clouds to go with Lorccan’s wind, Sabina 
moved forward toward Anoba.  Coming up behind her, she kissed
the woman on her dark, bare shoulder.  “My room or yours?” she
whispered playfully.

“Yours,” Anoba said. “I have far too many family members
in my area.”

Sabina giggled. “I’ll meet you there in a few minutes. I’ll go 
get us something to eat.  I’m starving.”

“I’ll be along, soon.”

Sabina vanished from the water behind Anoba.

Aled moved forward with Taranis and Torrentia, following
Lorccan closer to the shore.

“I think it’s good to go on its own, guys,” Anoba said, moving
toward the remaining crew. 

“I’m going to follow it in,” Taranis said.

“Take care that they don’t see you,” Anoba cautioned.

“I will,” he answered.  Turning to Torrentia, he said, “Would
you care to join me?”

Torrentia grinned and took his hand.  “I would,” she said
enthusiastically.  “I don’t do much on Lerien and I would love to get
better acquainted with the goings on here.”

“As would I,” Lorccan said.  “I’ll go with you two if you don’t 
mind.”

“Not at all,” Taranis said.  He was still holding Torrentia’s
hand.

“Count me out,” Aled said.  “I don’t care much for Lerien.  I 
can see all I care to see from here and from the monitoring stations
on Na Réaltaí.”

Taranis nodded as Aled Traveled away.  “Anoba?” he asked. 
“Care to come with us?”

“I would love to, but,” she said, her voice trailing off.

“Ah,” Taranis said with a knowing wink.  “Sabina is waiting.”

Anoba smiled and dipped her head to hide a faint blush that
colored her cheeks beneath their dark greenblack tone.  “I’ll check
in with you later, though, Taranis.  Thank you all for your help.”

“Don’t mention it,” Torrentia said.  “I had a great time.  Call
me anytime you want to stir things up.”

Anoba watched Taranis, Torrentia and Lorccan move toward
the land quickly and soon they were out of sight behind the high
waves and the driving rain.  She hurried to her own chamber on Na
Réaltaí before joining Sabina. 

Hours Later
Nonae 15, 666

Lasahala Run

Silverwilde, Cardosa 

Taranis
Taranis moved to the edge of the forest where he had a clear 
view of Lasahala Run. Torrentia stood at his side as the rain pelted
down all around them. He raised his hands and swept them over
their heads, forming an unseen umbrella to reroute the rain past
them to trees, undergrowth, and ground around them.

Torrentia snapped her fingers and dried them instantly now
that they were sheltered from the storm.  “Too bad Lorccan went off
on his own,” she said musingly.  “But we can always tell where he is 
from the wind.”

“I’d say,” Taranis said.  “Currently, he’s all over the place.
The wind is twisting around a bit.”

“Maybe he’s whipping up a tornado.”

“That could be devastating to the Elves.”

“It could.  They don’t seem to be aware of the storm

threatening 
them yet,” Torrentia said.

“It’s odd that no one is about in the village this time of day,”

Taranis said.  “I think perhaps that indicates they are aware of it.  I

think they just don’t know how severe it is.”

“Hmmm,” Torrentia said.  She waved her arm, increasing the

rainfall.  Squeezing her fist tighter, the drops became razor-sharp 

shards, falling hard and fast.  The wind picked up and the rain came

down at a slant.  A brilliant flash of lightning hit the ground

somewhere nearby, closely enough they could feel the crackle in the

air around them. 

Taranis gave a slight, almost imperceptible shake of his head 

and a deafening clap of thunder shook through the trees, shaking

the rain from the leaves.  “Look,” he said, pointing ahead toward the

village.  “Someone is coming out.”

“Wow,” Torrentia whistled.  “That guy is old, even for an Elf. 

I know they age slower than any other mortal race, but mo dhia, he

must be a million years old.”

“That’s Enric,” Taranis said. “He’s the oldest Elf I’ve ever

seen.  I met him a long time before we left the old world.  He was

ancient even then.”

The old man stepped out into the rain and took a quick,

assessing look around.  He immediately went from door to door,

sounding an alarm as a wooden rocking chair from someone’s porch

blew past him in the quickening wind. 

People ran from their homes, shouting to others as they

passed their neighbors, making their way to the largest structure in

the small Elfish town. 

“Where are they going?” Torrentia said waving her hand to 

usher in another barrage of rain on a strong gust of wind.  Needletipped drops of rain, blown by the punishing storm, hammered

painfully into their skin.  The rain flew like shards, piercing and

shredding the leaves on the foliage in her path.

“Looks like they’re headed for the castle,” Taranis said as he

started to bring down another ear-shattering clap of thunder at the

exact moment that a lightning bolt hit a tree on the leeward side of 

Lasahala Run. The tree split in two at the top, its bough cracking

loudly as it tore away from the main trunk. It fell, severing limbs as

it went and crashed through the roof of a house at the south side of

the village.  The wall fell away, revealing the crushed and pinned

body of an Elfin woman with blood trickling from the corners of her

mouth.  The rain quickly washed it away as it soaked into the carpet 

beneath her head.

Elves nearby screamed in panic as they ran after the everexpanding group heading in the opposite direction.  The increasing

howl and whine of the wind as it blew more fiercely drowned out 

their screams. The roof blew off one of the smaller homes and 

ripped into a neighboring structure.

Another tree splintered and fell into the Elves vegetable

garden, crushing all the plants within and destroying much of the

fence surrounding it. In their panic, a herd of cows began braying

loudly as they ran about the enclosure seeking a place to hide.
Taranis watched them in pity and raised his finger in an

upward motion as if lifting a bolt.  The latch on the corral gate

opened and the gate swung open in the wind, rebounding hard to 

bounce against the wooden rail of the fence. The alarmed cows ran

into the woods, following one another, pounding their way from the

village as quickly as they could.

Taranis unlatched the horse's pen in the same manner, 

allowing the horses to run off into the woods in search of safety.
They hoped the trees would shelter them enough to keep them from

harm.

Turning his attention back to the Elves, he and Torrentia

watched the villagers, running and shouting in fear as the winds

quickened once again. More roofs flew from less sturdy structures.

The ferocity of the storm completely uprooted a few trees, tossing

them about like matchsticks. 

Torrentia moved forward slightly and lifted her chin, closed

her eyes in a rolling motion and began to mutter something in a

language Taranis didn’t understand.

“What did you do?” he asked when she stopped speaking.
She looked at him and smiled, her grey eyes soft and steady.

“I was protecting that chicken coop over there,” she said, pointing at

a small wooden house surrounded by a finely meshed fence.  “Didn’t

you hear them squawking and clucking?”

“No, I guess not,” he said.  He smiled at her.  “Good work,

Torrentia.”

She shrugged. “Normally I don’t get involved in storms on

Lerien, but since you saved the cows and horses, we couldn’t let the

chickens die, now, could we?”

“I guess not,” he said.  “What did you do?”

“I put a wind block on the hen house,” she said. “Let’s open

the pig pen and get out of here. Lorccan’s wind is about to knock me

off my feet, even with your protective umbrella.”

Taranis opened the pigpen in the same manner as he had the

horses and cows.  “Is our work here done?” he asked.

“I’d say so; my pants are getting soaked from the rain 

blowing in sideways.  Besides, this storm is going to rage for an hour

or two more.  We’ve protected everything and I’m growing bored.”
“We can’t have that.”

“Let’s go to Na Réaltaí for fresh clothes.” Torrentia raised an

eyebrow and grinned.  “I’ll help you out of your uniform.”
Taranis laughed and took her hand. “That’s an offer I can’t

refuse,” he said, as he Traveled them home.

1 week later 

Nonae 25, 666
Lasahala Run  

King Silvus
“It matters not that you think it’s foolish, Enric, the people
have made their wishes quite clear. They want to relocate to a more
central location within Silverwilde Province. We shall begin
construction on the new city at once,” King Silvus said.

“We’ve been friends all our lives, Silvus,” Enric said.  “You
are only a dozen years younger than me.  We are the two oldest
Elves in our group. You’ve been our king since coming to Lerien, 
and I’ve never once disputed your word or questioned your
judgment.”

“You shouldn’t start now, Enric,”
 Silvus said hotly.  His
brown eyes flashed in anger.  His golden hair was dark enough that
some would consider it brown.  Silvus was quite dark for an Elf—
certainly far darker than most of the Elfish inhabitants of Lerien.
Most of Silvus’ direct kin had been aboard other ships.

“I must,” Enric said.  He was the other end of the scale,
complementing Silvus’ darkness with his pale, fair, pinkish-white 
skin.  His eyes were light blue and his hair long and white with a dry
brittle appearance.  It hung in thin wisps at the tops of his slightly
slumped shoulders. “You’re being rash, dear friend. It will lead our
people into danger.”

Silvus shook his head with an obstinate expression on his 
thin face.  Silvus appeared far more delicate and feminine than 
many of the male Elves in their group; they were, by and large, as a
race, far more frail looking than humans.  “The people have voted,
and they have decided we should move inland, farther from the
coast so we may never have to weather such a storm again.”

“
Silvus,” Enric said bullishly, “it was barely over half of them
of who voted to move inland.  The margin was no more than ten or
fifteen more for that option than for staying here.”

“That is still the majority. We are moving, and that’s the end 
of it,” Silvus snapped.
“I don’t believe that’s the end of the matter,” Enric said with
equal bullishness.

“I have just married,” Silvus said. “My bride is expecting and
we want the child to be safe.  She will give birth in the winter and I
would prefer that we have moved and are established by that time.”

Enric shook his head. “You cannot let your new queen rule
in your stead, Silvus.”

Silvus turned angry flashing eyes to his lifelong friend. “I
am not,” he said.  “There is nothing wrong with wanting to keep the
heir to the throne safe.”

“You’re an old man,” Enric said.  “You’ve never had a woman
before, and we both know where your interests lie, Silvus.  Don’t let
this marriage color your decisions.”

“It is not the marriage that colors my decisions, Enric,” he
said, turning and sinking wearily into his throne.  “It is my desire for
an heir.  You don’t know how distasteful this whole affair has been
for me, but I’m an old man, and I need an heir if my lineage is to 
continue ruling the Elves of Lerien.”

Enric shook his head.  “This is fool's work, Silvus. It’s
dangerous work as well.  How can you justify taking your pregnant
wife and unborn heir off into the wilderness of Silverwilde and still
say it’s for the good?”

“The cost of that storm was dear, Enric,” Silvus said. “We
cannot bear another.  Why, half our village is in ruins.”

“That may be, Silvus, but we’ve lost nothing save a few 
buildings.  No lives were lost, not even our livestock. Our gardens
weren’t a total loss; we can make it through the winter if we send out 
hunters.”

Silvus shook his head and opened his mouth to continue the
argument but he fell silent as the door to his throne room opened
and a squire stepped inside.  “Begging your pardon, your highness,
but Severo is here to see you.”

An argument on the other side of the doorway grew heated
as the squire spoke.

“Ever the quarrelsome fellow,” Silvus said with a weary sigh.
“Bring him in, lad.”

“Shall I leave?” Enric asked.

“No need, old friend,” Silvus said as Severo strode
confidently into the room.  He was of a similar age to two men
already assembled. 

“Your  Highness,” Severo said with a stiff, quick, almost
hostile bow. He wore is pale yellow hair braided into a long queue
down his back, tied off with a strip of soft, supple leather, dyed
green. His blue eyes were cold and calculating as he looked at his 
king.  His lips and the tips of his fingers were slightly tinged blue
and always looked and felt cold. While still thin, he was of much
sturdier stock than the king.

“What brings you here, Severo?”

“I wish to discuss the election results with you, your
highness.”

Silvus sighed almost forlornly.  “My mind is quite made up in 
the matter,” he said.  “There is nothing to discuss.”

“I beg to differ,” Severo said loudly.  “I have just come from a 
commission of citizens. I was chosen to come here to inform you 
that we won’t leave Lasahala Run.”

“You cannot defy a direct order by the king,” Silvus said.

“We can, and we will.  The people are already working to
rebuild our houses and crops. Surely you must see that it is more
sensible to rebuild here than to start over in another place.”

Silvus shook his head.  “No, I do not. As King of the Elves, I 
must look to the future and our future is doomed if we continue to 
live in the path of such storms.”

“Such storms can and do make their way inward,” Enric said
calmly. 

Silvus’ brown eyes flashed again as he looked at Enric.  “Are
you telling me, my oldest friend, that you are siding against me?”

“I think it’s reasonable,” Enric said, but he didn’t meet King
Silvus’ eyes.

Severo glared at the king.  “We aren’t leaving, sir,” he said.

“We are leaving,” Silvus said.  He called to one of his men 
and when the fellow answered, he said, “Please go out into the
village and tell everyone to pack their belongings.  We will leave in 
three days for the interior of Silverwilde where we will establish the
city of D’win’teasin.”

“Yes, your highness,” the man said quickly before scurrying
out of the palace.

“It will do you no good, my lord,” Severo said. “Half the
village will not go. They’ve spoken to me at length on this matter,
and you’ll leave with only half of us.”

Silvus glared at the man. “I could lock you up for treason,”
he snapped. 

Severo laughed. “The jail was destroyed, your highness,
which you would know if you had done more than cower here in
your palace.  That’s partly why half of us don’t want to follow you.
They need a strong leader who will walk among them and help them
rebuild, not hide away like a doddering old man.”

“Here now, Severo,” Enric said. “Mind your manners. No
matter the difference of opinion, King Silvus is still your king.  Show
some respect.”

Severo shook his head.  “He’s only the king until he loads up
his entourage and drives away.  Then we shall have a new king in 
Lasahala Run.”

“And who might that be?” Silvus said, looking at the man 
knowingly.

“The people who voted to stay want me to take the throne
should you be foolish enough to leave here,” Severo said.

“Ah so there you have it, Enric,” Silvus said.  “There’s the real
reason he has convinced people to stay against their own best
interests.”

“I have an heir already,” Severo said.  “My son, Caolán is fit
to succeed me.  He’s an adult who has served our people well for 
decades.”

Silvus shook his head.  “I have an heir, too,” he said.

Severo laughed.  “You have a young woman who says she’s
pregnant with your child. However fertile her ground may be, sir, I
remind you that your seed is old and dried up.  You’re almost ready
for the funeral pyre.”

“If you’re implying that the heir my wife carries in her womb
is not mine, I can have you hanged for the insult, Severo. Have a
care at the aspersions you cast.”

“There is no need to be insulting,” Enric said. “We must
think of the good of our people, rather than who sits on the throne.”

“I believe who sits on the throne, as well as the heir to the
throne are the same thing as what’s good for the people,” Silvus said.

Severo laughed. “Farewell, King Silvus,” he said mockingly.
“Go forth then, with your half of the villagers and establish your 
foolish inland village of D’win’teasin. The rest of us are staying here
and I’ll be a stronger king than you’ve ever been. You’ve always 
been more of a queen, anyway.”

“Guards,” Silvus barked.  “Get him out of here.” He flung his
hand in Severo’s direction.

The guards quickly surrounded the man and escorted him
outside. There they released him, having had no orders from the
king to hold him.

Silvus turned to Enric. “What do you intend to do, my
friend?”

“I’m staying in Lasahala Run, your highness, though I do
wish you well.  I hope your wife and your heir are all you want them
to be.  I am not a young man anymore, sire, and I don’t feel that I
have it in me to relocate and start over at this stage of my life.”

Silvus nodded. “I understand but I am disappointed.  I will
not force anyone to follow me—even if I could. I will take those
willing to go and leave.  I wish you and those who stay here all the
luck, Enric, but I fear this will be last we know of one another. I am
not convinced that your group will fare well under Severo’s not so
subtle hand.”

Enric nodded.  “You could always exert your power and rule
us as one kingdom, sire.”

“I feel as strongly that I must go as you do that you must
stay.  I will cherish our past friendship, Enric, but perhaps its best 
that we never again cross paths, for I have no choice but to view you
as an enemy.”

“I am not your enemy,” Enric protested.

“The moment you sided with Severo you committed treason
to me,” he said harshly. “You may leave.  My loyal people and I have
much work to do.” Turning to the nearest group of guards, he said,
“Show these men out and do not allow them access to the castle
again.”

The guards stepped forward and escorted them from the
castle as the old king, back bent with his loss, left the room.

94 years later  

Ianualis 22, 760  

Mirus Province, Corath  

Adamen
Adamen flew through the night, the pitch black, balmy night,
reveling in her freedom. The weather was warmer than usual for
this mid-winter evening. 

She was Lilitu, a Fae creature in this bright unspoiled world
the great god Ársa had created.  She knew he was a jovial, wonderful 
soul, for he created a riot of color in this world.  It was nothing like
the last world where Adamen had lived.  That world, while it had
started out beautiful had grown grey and dreary and the sun no
longer shone upon the land.  Ársa had selected a variety of creatures
to populate this beautiful new place he had designed.  He had
brought members of every Fae race there was, even the bad ones. 
She hadn’t seen any of those here, though, and she wondered what 
had become of them.  There were numerous other immortal races
that had come along, too, but they were scattered the world over, as
the Fae were. 

This world was still in its infancy and it was full of wonder
and delight.  It held more promise than she had ever imagined.
Adamen wanted to see Ársa again, to thank him for this miraculous
world she was privileged to call home. She remembered meeting 
him twice in the old world when he had come to her colony to meet 
with her mother and to make plans to include the Lilitu in coming to
this new place.

Thinking back on that time, Adamen realized she was
special, for her Lilitu village had been abuzz with gossip before they
journeyed here.  The rumors said Ársa had handpicked her
specifically to accompany the Lilitu group that traveled with him.
When he learned that her mother had assigned her elsewhere, Ársa
rebelled and insisted that Adamen come along with them.  She was
the fairest of the fairest, he declared.  He told Erish she couldn’t
possibly dream of perpetuating the race on Lerien without bringing
along the best of their stock.  Erish at first refused, stating that the
Lilitu in other groups needed strong leaders in their new worlds,
too. 

The guard who had stood outside the queen’s door during
this exchange said she heard Ársa declare that he would personally 
bring Adamen aboard his vessel with or without Erish’s consent
before he’d see her delegated to another group. Her mother had
never mentioned any of those rumors and acted as though she was
completely unaware of them, though Adamen didn’t see how she
could not know what gossip thrived among her people.  She never
spoke of any of it to her daughter.

Adamen wondered why Erish had wanted to place her in 
another group, why her mother would banish her, and she didn’t
completely buy the strong leader defense, either. She and Erish had 
always been at odds with one another about everything, and
Adamen thought Erish was jealous of her even though she
considered her daughter naughty, flighty, and far too full of fun.
Erish took herself and her job as queen far too seriously and as a
result, most of their conversations ended in fights.  She’s sick of
dealing with me.

It was the custom of many Fae races to wait until their
children’s personalities developed, before giving them a final name. 
Their querulous relationship had prompted Erish to name her
daughter ‘Adamen’.  The word actually meant argument or fight.
Erish was quite the opposite of her combative daughter.  Adamen
found Erish an anomaly, especially for a member of a race of Fae
who were devoted to upheaval and overturning the status quo
among other species, particularly the mortals.

Adamen was glad, in the end, Ársa had won and she had 
been brought along on the journey. Though she remembered not a
single waking moment from the trip itself, she had a real feeling of 
adventure, being here in this unexplored world. She wasn’t exactly
sure how many years they had remained unaware before The Envoy
awakened them and gave them a colony here on Lerien. To her, it
seemed as if she merely slept a long night’s sleep.

She recalled her last waking day in the old world. It was as 
clear a memory as any she had. Upon their arrival at Ársa’s base,
before their departure from the old world, each member had been
taken inside and instructed to lie down, each in its own box that was
exactly formed to their individual bodies.

Before entering her box, Adamen had cast one last look back
at the dust-covered world she was leaving behind.  She wasn’t sorry
to be leaving the only home she’d ever known. She was embarking 
on the grandest adventure imaginable and the old world was dying.
If she stayed, she would die with it.  It had occurred to her when she
began this trip to the ultimate unknown, that they could have easily
been left behind to die, for their interactions with the Recoms had
been minimal. ‘Recom’ was the name the Fae used for Ársa and all 
those like him, but she never spoke it outside of her own head, at
least not to any of them. It was an old term, carried over from the
old world.  It had begun among the humans there and they used it
derisively.  It had evolved from the word Recombinant, which
Adamen knew nothing about. Most of the Fae called Ársa’s people 
Recoms, even though they called themselves The Envoy.

She briefly wondered at the fate of the group Erish had
originally put her on.  Are they still alive? Is their new world as 
beautiful and wondrous as this one Ársa made? Did they survive
the trip?  Would their commander be as dedicated to their survival
as Ársa had been?  Is that why mother put me on that list in the
first place? Did she think my chances would be worse there?  Does
Erish hate me that much? It made her all the more grateful to Ársa.

Adamen pushed these thoughts from her mind.  This place
was far too unexplored, far too beautiful, and far too full of
possibilities for her to dwell on the past or her mother’s reasons for 
anything she had ever done.  Erish was still queen but so far, since
her awakening on Lerien, Adamen had mostly managed to avoid
her. It had been difficult since they still shared a home and she still
had palace duties as she had before in the old world.

Now, tonight, in the balmy darkness, she flew through the
night looking for entertainment.  It felt more like early summer than
the middle of winter, and the breeze felt good on her skin, drying the
sweat that accumulated from the exertion and the speed of her 
flight.  Her clothing was Fae-made and in the traditional Lilitu
fashion.  She wore a thin, gauzy white gown that form-fitted her
curvy body.  It flowed around her legs and flapped in the wind
behind her as she flew.  The delicately hazy cloth did little to obscure
her bare skin beneath it. 

Adamen’s long wavy hair drifted on the wind, stretching out
nearly the length of her body behind her.  It glittered in the fleeting
light of the moon when it peeked from behind the black clouds in
the night sky.  Her hair was a deep burgundy red with highlights of
the purest gold.  Her upwardly slanted eyes were a lovely pale green, 
dancing with bright glints of mischief.  Her skin was a dark, creamy
brown and almost burnished in its healthy glow.  Her body was
curvy yet not heavily muscled.  She was tall compared to many Fae
races—she stood barely over five feet tall. 

She paused in her flight and looked around her. She thought 
about the last time she had visited this area, six months before.  The
farm nearby belonged to a mean-spirited fellow who abused his
poor, much younger wife.  She had taken it upon herself, at that
time, to intervene and had encouraged the woman to leave him.
Adamen had blown into their home one evening to find the man
browbeating the young woman.  He was old enough to be her father,
certainly old enough to know how to behave better.  It made her
teeth feel sharp to see these mortal women being abused.
Maintaining her invisibility, she had whispered in the woman’s ear,
suggesting that she grab the cast iron skillet and bash the bloke in
the head with it.  Ifreann, Adamen would have done it herself if she
could have gone near that iron skillet.

The Lilitu weren’t as allergic to iron as most Fae. The bigger
the Fae the less iron seemed to bother them. The skillet had been on
the far side of the cabin and this allowed Adamen to enter the room
and stand near the woman.  She stood invisible at the woman’s 
elbow, listening to the man rant, rave, and carry on.  Noticing he
was well into his cups, she scoffed at mortal man’s lack of ability to
hold their liquor.  Adamen had begun to talk quietly to the woman,
in her ear so that the man wouldn’t hear her. She encouraged her 
not to take his shit anymore.

In response to Adamen’s insistent goading in her ear, the
wife began to mouth off at the man, telling him what she thought of
him and his rough ways with her. His drunken face clouded in
anger and he clenched a meaty fist.  Adamen shouted for the woman
to get the skillet even as she herself moved forward and gave the rug
where the man stood a good swift tug, knocking him off balance.

She knew the woman would attribute her good fortune in the
moment to his inebriation, and that was all right with Adamen.  The
woman careened forward, grabbed the skillet, and smacked the man
in the head with it as he was climbing to his wobbly feet.  He went
down like a sack of rocks tossed over the side of a ship and the
woman stood gaping open-mouthed at the result of her handiwork,
looking confused.

Adamen encouraged her to make her break while she could 
and the woman wasted little time complying. She quickly ran into
their bedroom and snatched her clothing, still packed in the sack, as
Adamen had suggested she do on her last visit. The woman slipped 
on her shoes and cloak and was out the door before the man began
to moan.  Adamen grinned at him and moved to stand over him.
The iron skillet was lying on the floor next to him, making her itch
and burn as she stood near it.  She would have dearly loved picking
it up and dropping it on his face but she was afraid to touch it.
Instead, she spat, letting it trail down slowly to land in a gob right
between his eyes, on the bridge of his big lumpy nose, right beneath
his single eyebrow.

She remembered that visit with fondness as she happily
approached the cabin. Time for a follow-up visit.  She giggled as
she flew up to look in his window.  The sound was like tiny bells in
the wind, chiming a soft, sweet song. Adamen looked inside and 
found the man passed out drunk, half-lying on his kitchen table.
His arm was stretched out, his fingers curling around the wine bottle
standing empty before him. The farmer snored with his mouth
open.  A puddle of drool collected in his beard and on the table
beneath him.

She turned and looked around her. He has managed a wash
day, Adamen mused. He had hung his laundry on the line and had
failed to bring it inside before he passed out.  Adamen wiggled her
finger in the air and twisted the sheets and other items round and
round until they turned into thick ropes. Next, she lifted all her 
fingers in a swift twisting motion and wrapped the cloth ropes
around the clothesline. The items that would reach the one next to
it, she tied together in her very best Pixie knots. The Pixies were
among her favorite Fae and she spent many a night traveling with a
troop of them, enjoying their new lives on Lerien. 

Before she was finished, she went into the barn and milked
the cows, pouring the fresh warm milk into dishes for the barn cats
to drink. She poured the remainder into the pigs’ trough.  In the
instant before turning away, she clabbered it in honor of her Pixie
friends.  She thought about opening the chicken yard and letting
them all run free, but she decided against it.  Foxes and other
predators lived in the woods around here.  While she wanted to
annoy and irritate the farmer, the chickens didn’t deserve the fate
that would await them if they ventured out or if a fox ventured in. 
Instead, she slipped inside the hen house to see if the farmer had
neglected to gather the eggs that day.  She smiled, a radiantly
beautiful smile, as her slender hand curled around a warm egg. 
Adamen looked around the hens’ house for a basket. Not finding 
one, she lifted her skirt and began gently placing the eggs, one by
one, into the soft hollow formed in the cloth. The cooler night air 
felt nice on her shapely, bare legs as she walked back out of the
stifling heat of the hen house.

Adamen turned toward the woods and began, one at a time, 
tossing the eggs against the trees. She knew the smell of the warm
eggs smashing on the trees would bring hungry animals out to her 
and not a drop of the yolks, whites or even the shells would go to
waste. The last half dozen or so, she rolled on the ground in
different directions for the snakes to eat whole.

When all her eggs were gone, she dropped her skirt and
brushed away any bits of dust, shells, and chicken shit that clung to
it. She sighed, smiled, and looked around at her handiwork. The
only thing that would have made this adventure more fun would be
having a Pixie or two along with her.

She knew that no Fae lived in this area. These woods were
strangely devoid of Tree Faeries, and no flowers grew here, which 
meant there were no Flower Faeries. She viewed it as proof of how 
exceedingly awful a person this farmer-man was. She was glad she
had taken his bride from him.

She turned to walk out of the woods, smugly satisfied with 
her accomplishments.  The instant she stepped out into the clearing,
she realized she wasn’t alone. She tried to sidestep to avoid crashing
into the man’s broad chest as her heart beat fast enough to burst.
She held her breath and tried to blink out of sight but found his
arms around her, holding her fast against his chest.  Adamen tried
to shrink herself down small and pop out of his arms, but could not.

She struggled and tried to blink from his embrace but her
Fae powers seemed to be blocked. How is this possible? She
redoubled her efforts to break free, thrashing against him and 
pushing with her fists.

“Hold on there, beauty,” the man’s voice rumbled in her ear.
Confusion gripped her.  
This isn’t the farm-man.  Who is
this?  What does he want?  Why can’t I pop out of here?

His laughter vibrated through his chest. “Don’t you know
me, girl?” he said.

Adamen grew still, thinking, listening, feeling.  She tried to
identify him by smell.  It was familiar.  It was color, it was light, this
man wasn’t evil, she realized.

When she grew still, he released her and stood in front of
her.  His face was concealed in shadow and she couldn’t see him
clearly enough to tell who he was, but she was no longer afraid of
him.  He wasn’t her enemy. She peered into his shadowy face and 
tried to put a name to him. 

He held his hand out to her and once again, his deep voice
rumbled into the night. “Take my hand, Adamen,” he said, barely
above a whisper, but it reverberated through her bones.  “I’ll take
you somewhere so we can talk.”

“Talk?” she whispered, confused.

“Aye,” he said.  He smiled and his teeth shone in the dark of
the night against the darkness of his skin in the shadows. “I would
love to do other things, but that suggestion will keep and we can
work our way up if you’re interested.”

Adamen narrowed her eyes and turned her face slightly
away.  A suspicion began to creep over her.  “You’re not a human,” 
she said, as she placed her hand in his. 

“Will you come with me?” he asked.

Adamen nodded, although she questioned the sanity of her 
decision since she was clearly at a loss with him for her Fae powers
didn’t work.

He laughed as his warm hand clasped around hers, dwarfing
her slender palm and fingers.  “I will release your powers, my
beauty,” he said.  “You have no need to fear me.”

Adamen leaned forward and sniffed the air again, trying to
identify him or at least figure out what kind of creature he was.  He
smelled like sunshine, and wind and the sea. 

“You’ve been here on Lerien nearly a hundred years,” he
said, “and you’ve no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment.
Shall we go?”

Adamen nodded her head.

“That is, if you’re all done with your fun here,” he said with a
grin.

Again, she nodded.  The fun was gone from here now, she
thought. She squeezed his much larger hand in her tiny one to let
him know she was willing. 

He nodded his head and they vanished. Instantly, they were
standing in a room that Adamen didn’t recognize.

The moonlight shone clear and bright here, for no clouds
obscured it. A breeze blew in from open windows. Human-style
furnishings populated the room.  Nothing of the Fae was in this
room, save for her. It was still too dark to see clearly, even though
her night vision was so much better than other species.  It was as if a
spell obscured the room from her sight.

The man with her snapped his fingers with one hand while
still holding her hand fast in his other.  Suddenly, the room was
illuminated and the light hurt her eyes. She flinched away and
covered her eyes with her free hand.  After her eyes adjusted, at last,
she looked up into the face of a much taller, much wider man. He
was so handsome she felt sure she was looking at him with a stupid
expression on her face. His hair was dark and wild and his face was
strong and kind. His smile was genuine and disarming. He had
bright blue eyes that danced with a pure joy and reminded her of
Pixie laughter.  I know this man, she thought.  But who is he? It 
suddenly dawned on her. Her eyes widened in surprise and her soft
mouth formed an ‘oh’ before she spoke.

“Ársa?” she questioned.

“Aye, Adamen,” he said, pulling her against him in a fierce 
hug.

2 weeks later 
Agmen 16, 760

Lasahala Run 

Silverwilde Province
Cardosa

Ársa
Checking on the Elves had been at the top of Ársa’s ‘to do’ list
for the last few hundred years.  It never seemed to happen.
Something always came up to stop him from actually going to their
colony to see how things progressed for them.  Today is the day, he
thought, as he left his bed on Na Réaltaí. He preferred sleeping in
his bed on Lerien, with Adamen beside him, but she had manes to
tangle and milk to clabber and other important Fae duties to attend.

He showered and dressed in his standard black and grey 
Chikandi uniform. He wanted to be up and out of here before
anyone came asking him for advice.  He found that the time he spent
here with his Envoy was tedious and boring.  He, by far, preferred
the company of the mortals, the Fae, and the other races on Lerien. 
He hated being cooped up on Na Réaltaí. 

He heard a knock on the door as he pulled his second boot
on.  He glanced at the door and briefly considered answering before
deciding against it.  He had put off checking on those Elves far too
long as it was, he couldn’t let anything distract him now.  He
Traveled, disappearing from his room on Na Réaltaí to become solid
in the area on Lerien near where the Elves’ colony was located.

Ársa went the rest of the way invisible so he wouldn’t attract
any attention in case others were lurking nearby. He also wanted a 
chance to observe the Elves without their knowledge, in order to
gauge how things were progressing with them. 


He was pleased with what he found when he reached their
colony, though it was only half the size he expected it to be. They
had done a fine job of building their new homes and setting things
up much the same as they had been in the old world.  But why is
their colony so small?  Surely, if they had experienced a plague or 
something catastrophic, someone on my Envoy would have
informed me.

Seeing an elder he knew, Ársa decided it was time to make
his presence known. He stepped, now visible, into the Elves’ grove
and hailed the elder.  “Good day, Enric,” Ársa said with a wave and a 
slight bow of respect.

Enric was the oldest Elf Ársa had ever seen.  He had known
him for centuries.  Elves aged quite slowly, but they did age as they
lived, unlike Ársa and his Envoy, who did not. The Elves, over
millennia, would slowly look older, until they died with many, many
centuries of life behind them. 

“Ársa,” Enric greeted with surprise. “I hadn’t expected to see
you again. It’s been so long, we wondered if something befell you.”

Ársa laughed. “I am hale and hearty as you can see,” he said.
“How goes it here with your people?”

“We are doing wonderfully well, Ársa,” Enric said.  “We
couldn’t have asked for a better spot to start anew.”

“I’m glad to hear it, but your numbers seem to be down a bit
from what I remember.” A movement caught Ársa’s eye and he
looked up to see a group of lovely Elfish maidens walking past.  They
were all dressed in a similar fashion and they were all stunningly
beautiful as only Elfish women can be, but one among the group of a
half-dozen young women stood out for her extraordinary beauty
even among the Elves. She had silvery blonde hair, straight as any
perfect plank.  Her eyes were pale, watery blue, almost silver, a mere
hint darker than her hair.  Her skin was translucently white, as pale
as the finest pearl.  Her beauty was cold and perfect and the briefest
sight of her gave Ársa the desire to warm this woman.  She glanced 
at him curiously but quickly dismissed him to turn back to her
friends and continue their conversation. She laughed and talked
with them, but something in her demeanor remained distant.

The group of them was a good distance away before Ársa
realized that Enric was speaking to him. “I’m sorry, what were you
saying?” Ársa asked, turning his attention back to the old Elf.

Enric laughed.  “I see you got a glimpse of our beautiful
Chéile,” he said.

“Chéile is certainly lovely,” Ársa said.

“Yes,” Enric said in an odd tone.  “She certainly is lovely to 
look at.”  He glanced at the group of young women as they walked
away before turning his attention back to Ársa. “I was saying, in
response to your question about our colony,” he said.

“Yes, right,” Ársa said.  “I’m sorry, I was distracted for a
moment, but you now have my undivided attention.”

Enric laughed.  “I have it until that group of young ladies
comes back and you get another glimpse of Princess Chéile,” he said.

“I shall endeavor to pay attention even in that event, Enric,” 
Ársa said with a laugh. “You were about to tell me about your
smaller numbers, I believe.”

“About half our colony, including our original king, decided
to move to another place quite some time ago, my Lord.  They said it
was more advantageous to them.  It started off being an amicable
split but turned ugly in the end. We haven’t heard from them since,
not officially, anyway.  However, our scouts report that they are
doing well. The established the town of D’win’teasin further inland,
about a day’s journey from here.”

“Even the king left?”

“That he did, so we elected a new king.”

“That works, too, I guess.”

“We’re doing all right, all things considered. It’s much better
here than in the old world, Ársa.  Thank you for including us.”

“I’m glad we were able to and I’m glad it’s worked out as well
as it has.”

“One thing, though,” Enric said, looking a bit nervous.

“Yes?” Ársa said.

Enric shook his head. “I wouldn’t go sniffing around after
that Chéile girl if I were you.”

“No?”

“No,” the old man said. “She’s a princess like I said and she’s
a high and mighty one, to be sure.  She has her sights set on
becoming queen, and she’s working our new king’s son and future
heir up into a froth for her, so I expect she’ll be going that way as
soon as she can rope him in.”

“I see,” Ársa said.  “You seem less than enamored of the
young lady.”

Enric sniffed. “She has always seemed insincere to me.  I 
don’t know,” he said with a small shrug as he stared down the path 
where the women had gone. “She’s ambitious and not too mindful
of whom she ill-treats along the way.”

“You don’t like her,” Ársa said, looking appraisingly at Enric.

The Elfin elder shook his head.  “I don’t trust her.  She’s
always seemed a bit shifty and conniving to me.  I don’t understand
how she’s always so successful at getting her way.”

“You don’t approve of a relationship between her and the
king’s son, I take it.”

Enric shook his head again and turned back to meet Ársa’s 
eyes.  “No, I don’t and if I can do anything to stop it, believe me, I
will.  We’d be better off if we could work out an arrangement with
the other colony.”

“Ah well, thanks for the warning.”

As he was about to bid farewell to the old man, the group of
girls came walking back through.  They were all eyeing Ársa and 
giggling among themselves.  All except Chéile who looked at him
disdainfully with her nose in the air.  Ársa graced them all with a
dazzling smile and quick nod of his head before he left their village.

Over the next several months, Ársa took a greater interest in
helping the Elves become more firmly established.  He attended all 
their events and functions.  He realized he did it only for another
glimpse of Chéile.  Her beauty drew him toward her even while her
words and her attitude spurned him. She clearly thought he was
just another human male, for she questioned why he was even
allowed to be in their colony.  Over time, she tolerated his presence.
They even grew to be friends of sorts, and she confided her dreams
of marrying the future king, Prince Caolán.  As an alternative
scenario, Ársa asked her to run away with him and become his lover.
He pretended interest in her dreams of becoming the Elfin queen
and she dismissed his requests to become his lover.

Between visits to see Chéile, he rendezvoused with Adamen,
meeting her at random places in her forest, in her grove, in her
village; she never knew where he would turn up.  When he came to
see her, he would take her hand and Travel her to a far-off land
where they would spend days together, enjoying one another as 
lovers. His home, the place where they stayed was in a tropical, 
warm part of the Lerien.  It was always warm and sunny and his
house was on a private beach where he and Adamen could spend
leisurely days swimming in the warm ocean or sunning themselves
on the white sand beach.

Somewhere in the middle, between the beauty who didn’t
want him and the beauty who did, was the woman he loved. He
continued to meet Moriko in her forests around the globe. She was 
right beneath his fingers yet always out of his grasp.  If not for
Adamen’s warmth, he would have been a lonely and frustrated man,
indeed.

1 year later 

Nonae 4, 761
Na Réaltaí 

Anoba 
Anoba’s body hurt as she lay back on her soft, plush bed in
Na Réaltaí.  She ached all over and felt feverish.  Her muscles hurt to
the bone and her bones hurt as well. Her skin felt burned and 
blistered, though it looked normal.  It hurt even to the touch.  She
lay back on her pillows and closed her eyes. She shivered. Reaching
down, she pulled her heavy coverlet over her, up to her neck.  She
rolled, pulling a fluffy pillow into her arms and propped her leg on 
it.  She burrowed down into the blanket hoping to warm up quickly. 

Another cold shiver wracked her body even as she felt she
was burning from the inside out. Her throat felt parched and dry, as
did her cracked lips. Her black-green eyes fluttered open and she 
looked at her water glass sitting on the bedside table. She wanted a 
drink so badly, but she couldn’t muster the energy to move.  And she
certainly didn’t want to uncover her slender arm to reach for it.

She closed her eyes again and hoped for sleep to overtake
her.  Maybe I’ll feel better when I awaken. She hadn’t felt the
throes of illness in hundreds of years. Part of their Alteration meant 
they would seldom-to-never become ill. Their greatest danger came
from injuries intentionally and unintentionally inflicted by either
negligence or malice.  They had made rules of behavior among
themselves to avoid damage such as that, because one thing they all 
shared was a passion for their own ideas and some of them had
varying degrees of tolerance for other folks’ thoughts.

As Anoba closed her eyes, her final thought, before drifting
into a delirious sleep, was of the monumental battles from centuries
before, which had sprung up among the Envoy over how to set up
the colonies on Lerien.  After much compromise, they had opted for
the minimalistic approach, even though Ársa, Anoba, and a few 
others had fought hard to start a different society for the humans
than they had left behind in the old world. They wanted rules for 
the mortals much as they had for themselves. They wanted equality,
technology, and structure, but the bigger faction among them had
campaigned long and hard for a more chaotic start.

As a result, the lately formed colonies on Lerien leaned more
toward the primitive than Anoba and her brother would have liked.
Various Envoy members spent their time walking among the
planet’s inhabitants, alleviating their suffering as much as possible. 
She was among that group.  Others among them loved the people
and fraternized with them as often as they could. The other faction
loved to torment the people.  They drove off their cattle in the
middle of the night; they created wildfires, earthquakes, and
droughts.  They also loved to exploit them, use their own base
natures against them or use the humans’ unfortunate circumstances
to their advantage.

This troubling divide among Ársa’s Envoy worried Anoba.
She spoke to him about it often, and she and several others had
formed a casual alliance against the ones who sought only mischief
and mayhem.  After the people of Lerien became established and
settled down, things drifted into a more comfortable state among
The Envoy. Gradually, they fell into their routines and they did not
argue as much.  Many of them also began having babies, which gave
them little time to meddle in one another’s affairs.  Everyone
accepted this complacency in silence.  They were all sick of the fight.
The centuries getting everything established had been rigorous. 
They didn’t even use an official calendar or count years before the
colonies and villages, plants and animals on Lerien began to 
flourish. 

At the end of the Nascence, they created the same calendar
they had used in the old world and began recording time.  It was still
a young world, newly established and settling into a routine of its
own. They were well into the seventh century of marked time.
Anoba was sure she wasn’t alone in her sense of accomplishment at 
their ending the Nascence and moving on to a permanent calendar.
The mortals on Lerien needed that sense of continuity.

Anoba shivered again and snuggled deeper under her thick,
warm blanket before blackness overtook her mind and she sank into
welcome oblivion.  She thought she had drifted off to sleep, but the
environment around her drew her attention. How did I get here? 
I’m in a forest. That can’t be—I can feel the bed beneath me. Her
hand went out to pat the soft, silken sheet beneath her.

This must be a dream
—but it isn’t a normal one.  This is
unlike any dream I’ve ever had.  Anoba knew she wasn’t conscious 
or awake, but neither was she dreaming. She felt as if she floated 
somewhere in between, in some dead zone she had not previously
been aware of. She walked, in this unfamiliar, strange state, into a
forest that became a room all around her. The trees and lush 
vegetation disappeared and became smooth, sterile walls. It
reminded her of the infirmary in the old world. There was a low,
polished counter with bright lights shining down onto its gleaming,
hard surface. The light was so bright it hurt her eyes and she
flinched away.

As she turned away from the stabbing lights, a soft familiar 
voice, gentle with love, laughed. “Ah, my darling daughter,” the
honeyed voice said.  It conveyed warmth and welcome in the tone.

“Mother?” Anoba said, squinting as she turned
 her blackishgreen eyes toward the voice hidden somewhere within the lucent
room.

“Yes, Anoba,” her mother’s voice said.  A breeze picked up 
and blew through Anoba’s hair, making her clothing waft along with
it.

“Where?” Anoba
 asked, confusion setting in.  “I can’t see…”
She let her voice trail off.  There was no use searching for her
mother in a room where she couldn’t see past the end of her nose
due to the blinding light. 

Gradually, the light subsided and the breeze died down.
Anoba turned back toward the room and could finally see at last. 
The sterile white walls of the small cubicle faded and became trees
and forest floor once again. Her mother sat, not ten feet from her,
perched on a large fallen tree trunk. “Anoba,” she said, opening her
arms to her daughter.  “Come join me, we need to talk.”

Anoba started forward, toward her mother, asking, “How?
You can’t be here.  Where are you, Mama?  Are you safe?”

Pádraigín moved over on the stump where she sat to make
room for her daughter.  Though the family resemblance was keen,
Anoba was an inch taller and leaner. She looked like a younger
version of her mother, though only slightly so.  Her coloration was
different.  While she was dark skinned, as was Anoba, she lacked the 
greenish tint that was prevalent in her daughter.  Pádraigín’s hair
was curlier, hanging in frizzy ringlets over her shoulders and down
her back.  It was blue-black with a hint of steel grey running in a
streak from the center of her forehead all the way down the back of
her head.  It ran the full length of her hair. 

Pádraigín’s nose was broader and flatter, and her lips more
full. Their eyes were their most similar feature and the mother’s
were nearly the same color as the daughter’s.  Anyone seeing them
would have instantly suspected a relationship, though they may 
have guessed they were sisters rather than mother-daughter.

“My Envoy and I are safe,” she said.  “I see that yours is
doing well.”

“We are mostly well,” Anoba said.  She inhaled deeply, 
hoping to get a whiff of her mother’s faint scent of mimosa. 
Nothing.  Is this real?  Am I dreaming?  It feels so real.  She held
her hand out to her mother and Pádraigín took it.  Her fingers felt
icy.

“I’ve been trying to contact you for a long time, darling,” the
older woman said.  “I am afraid I mostly failed before now. The
most I could get through to you were some dreams.”

“You sent me those dreams?  I thought perhaps it was you.
Given the intensity of them, I wouldn’t say you’d failed.”

“I needed to send you information, Anoba, but I was having
some difficulty getting through.  We are a long way apart.”

“How did you get here, Mother?” Anoba asked.

“Shush,” Pádraigín said, putting a slim dark finger to her
lips.  “We haven’t much time and I have so much to tell you. Some
of our missions are not going well.  It is imperative that those on the
Na Réaltaí take precautions to stop that fate from befalling you as
well.”

“We’re doing fairly well so far, but we have had our share of
setbacks.”

“I’m aware of them.  We still get a feed from the Na Réaltaí 
from time to time,” Pádraigín said.  “We’ve lost one ship completely
and perhaps may lose another in due time.  Its captain became a bit
careless in his haste to do well.  I don’t know how he will turn out.”

“A ship has been lost? Which was it?” Anoba asked in
concern.

“I will tell you as much as I am able in the future, but I will
not finish. There are more pressing things we need to discuss. I will
come to you as often as I can, darling, so listen for me in your
private moments.”

“All right, Mother,” Anoba said, her confusion plain on her
face. 

Pádraigín gave her daughter a sympathetic frown.  “Aw, my
girl, you’re distressed. Please don’t be. I am here to help you, lead
you.  You must listen to all I say.”

“You’re scaring me a bit, Mother,” Anoba said.  She searched
her mother’s face but didn’t find any clues.

“Darling, listen,” she said, “you must be there for your 
brother.  He’s about to enter a period of darkness.  It will be a bleak
time for him that will bring on a period of unrest for our people.
And there will be a split among you,” she said, pausing to search her
daughter’s face.  “But I see there has been some hint of that
already.”

“I think things are better now, Mother,” Anoba said. “We
have had our ups and downs with people.”

“Hermolaos?” she said questioningly.

Anoba nodded. 

“Yes, that is the faction you all must be on your guard
against. We have named them The Sins, Anoba, for they are the
embodiment of all those and more.”

“If they are sins,” Anoba said, “Hermolaos is lechery itself.”

Pádraigín laughed.  “I’d say that’s an accurate assessment.
His wife is the queen of vanity.  It was an ill-conceived notion that
led the council to demand their union.”

Anoba laughed with her mother. “They are expecting a child,
did you know?”

“No,” Pádraigín said, looking at her daughter intently.  “I’ll
bet she’ll be unpleasant.”

“I’m not expecting anything but unpleasantness from that
union.”

Pádraigín shuddered.  “Beware of her as she grows and ages,
my daughter,” she warned.  “There will be more.  And those who
side with The Sins are not your friends, regardless of the face they
show you.”

Anoba nodded. 

“There are things you must do to ensure the correct outcome
for your new world, Anoba.”

“I’ve tried to do some things already, based on the dreams
I’ve been having.”

Pádraigín nodded.  “I know,” she said.  “I was proud that you
acted on them when I couldn’t reach you for conversation.  But there
is more to be done, so you must remain vigilant in your pursuit of
this project.”

“I wish I knew things for sure, Mother,” Anoba said.  “I am
always unsure that I am doing the right thing when I act on these
dreams.”

“Doing something is far more often the right thing, Anoba,
than doing nothing is.  You’ve done well so far.  Don’t let uncertainty
delay you from acting.”

“I feel more secure about doing things after hearing that
from you.”

“You must understand that the dangers to this world are not 
immediate.  Their longterm goal is to destroy all you’ve created
here.  Even if takes another ten thousand—or a million years. Their 
patience is detrimental for you all.  It lulls into a false sense of
security.  And there will be times when they ally with you, and you
will work with them as friends. Do not, even in those times, lose
sight of the end game, Anoba.”

“I won’t, Mother,” Anoba said.

“In order to stop the destruction they aim for, you and those 
loyal to you must plan for the future. You need to create and
cultivate your Children of the River, Anoba. The river is your 
domain; it’s where you flourish.  It gets its sustenance from your 
love and care, as do all those who enter your life in friendship and
love.  You will be the mother of them all, in one way or another.”

“Oh, dear,” Anoba said. She had spoken long and loud about
how she had never wanted children. 

Pádraigín chuckled, knowing how her daughter felt on this
matter. “The Children of the River will be your followers, and your
relatives and friends, as well as your descendants, darling. Do not
panic.”

“I don’t understand,” Anoba said.

“It isn’t important that you understand, Anoba.  You will
understand more as time moves forward. You must record what I
tell you, child, and document the things you act on from your
dreams, for your dreams are as much a part of The Prophecy as
everything else I will tell you.  Your dreams come from me, as well.”

“I have to admit I’m confused.”

“That is perfectly normal, Anoba.  You will sort it all out in 
due time. As I said, there is no rush. This whole thing could take a 
million or more years.”

“I’ll start recording everything, Mother.”

“There are many things you will know without knowing how
you know, Anoba. Trust your heart and your gut in these matters.
You will recognize people when the time is right for The Prophecy.
Some things won’t be to your liking and some things you will believe
to be impossible.”

“This is all a little frightening,” Anoba protested.

“Nothing will be more frightening than the failure of this
world, child.  I have come to tell you about the children of the gods
and about the Children of the River who will live among them.”

Anoba sighed. 

“A new race will be created by the blending of blood.  Your
people—from Na Réaltaí—will mate with the creatures of this place,
Lerien.  You must call them Narcene, darling.  You must all take
special care of them; they are the saviors of this world. Without 
them, it’s a doomed land and you may as well move on now.”

“Are you telling us to breed with the people we brought or
created here?  That was taboo in the old world, Mother.  Interacting
that way has always been forbidden.”

“I know, but things are different now. We can no longer
adhere to the old ways and expect this land to flourish.  We should
have done many things differently.  If we could go back and change
things, darling, we would.  There are a lot of rules and laws that
should never have been allowed to leave the old world.”

“This is all overwhelming,” Anoba muttered, almost
convinced that she was delirious.

“When the mortals become a danger to the Narcene, you and
the others must make a safe world for them.  Do not start them off at
the disadvantage that befell these poor mortals, for they have been 
put into a wretched state.”

“I know, Mother, Ársa and I didn’t like it this way, but
unfortunately, we were outvoted on the matter of how to start them 
off.  It was at Commander’s insistence that this, in particular, should
be decided democratically.”

“Ársa was made Envoy leader for a reason, he must never
forget that,” Pádraigín said sternly.

“I told him that, but he wanted to abide by Commander’s
directive that it continue to be democratically processed.  I am afraid
he will have to revoke that method in the future.”

“Some of those same directives were exactly what I meant
when I said some things should never have left the old world. But,
listen, Anoba, I have to go, my link to you is starting to fade.  You
must prepare yourselves, for the war that will happen, perhaps
millennia from now.”  The air crackled between them and
Pádraigín’s body jerked as if seized.  “You must record, in longhand,
not electronically, the things that come to you in dreams as well as 
the things I tell you directly.  Don’t fail, Anoba, for you may only
remember things for a short time.  You must make notes so that you
can refer to them later. Tell your brother of our conversation;
impress upon him how important this is.”

“I will, Mother,” Anoba said. The vision of her mother sitting 
beside her began to fade in and out with a pulsating rhythm.
“Mother…”

“There’s something you must know, Anoba,” Pádraigín said
in a conspiratorial tone.

“What is that?”

“Try not to take things for granted and don’t ignore failures,
especially unexpected ones. At least where relations with the
humans and the Narcene—and even the Fae are concerned. If a
thing is meant to be, it will be, and that means…” The air crackled
loudly, drowning out her voice.

“What?” Anoba asked, her panic rising.  This sounded as
though it could be important.  What the Ifreann do I do now?  What
did she say? I could swear she said something about pregnancies.

“I have to go now, daughter,” Pádraigín said.  “Though, there
is one more thing of utmost importance,” she said.  She blinked in
and out, her image fading and crackling.

“What’s that, Mother?”

“The Fae,” Pádraigín said.  “They must be protected and
cared for. There are those who would endanger them out of malice
and prejudice. I know your brother has a fondness for them. See to 
it that he is aware.  He should be able to easily spread the word
among them since he has taken a Lilitu for a lover.”

“What?  A Lilitu?  How do you know that, Mother?”

Pádraigín’s visage began to static as it fluttered.  “Never
mind how I know, just make certain to impress on Ársa the
importance of the Fae. A most important thing will come of it,
Anoba.  He must be…” Static electricity crackled in the air,
drowning out her voice and making her hair stand out in an
enormous halo around her head.

“All right, Mother,” Anoba said, feeling her own hair lift in
the static as if alive.  “I’ll tell Ársa right away.”  Her hair relaxed as 
the static faded.

On the heels of the static’s ebb, the air crackled again, and
Anoba felt her mother fading away further.

Pádraigín reached toward her daughter and her hand
thinned to ethereal and wavered in the air between them. “Anoba,
beware of the viper that will soon be among you.”

“Viper?” Anoba questioned in confusion. She looked to her 
mother for clarification, but the woman vanished before her eyes.
Anoba remained still for a moment longer before she rose from the
fallen log where she had sat next to her mother’s hologram. But was
it a hologram?  I touched her hand. I couldn’t do that with a
hologram.

After a while, she shook her head and sighed.  She stood up
to leave the area but before she could Travel or even take a step, a 
spasm rocked her and she stiffened.  Her body stopped, paralyzed,
cold, and rigid, though her mind raced to understand what had
happened as well as what was happening to her that moment.  The
forest around her faded into white light again, becoming the glowing
room that so blinded her vision before her mother spoke to her. Her 
mind felt full to overflowing, infested with thoughts, pictures, and
conversations,  both clear and jumbled, none of them her own.  She
could feel her mother with her as well as other unknown entities.
She felt a scream well in her chest and rise to her throat as the room
went from blindingly, glowing white to a cool, merciful black. 

24 days later  
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Anoba & Ársa
As she had many times over the last few days, Anoba awoke
in a cold sweat, gasping for air.  She sat upright in her bed in her
quarters in Na Réaltaí. She was certain she had not been asleep. 
Her body felt paralyzed, locked in place, captivated by an external
force while her mind was invaded, infested with another’s.
I’m
supposed to remember.  How can I not remember?  It just
happened.

She fell back against her pillow with a solid thud.  She closed
her dark eyes and tried to relax until her breathing returned to 
normal.  She felt a driving urge to get up and leave her quarters. But
why? Where had she been? Who had she been? The thought was 
unsettling. She hated not being in control of herself and her
situation. 

This had been happening with alarming frequency lately.  It 
was disturbing and she sometimes had difficulty remembering what
woke her. She knew, deep down, that it wasn’t only bad dreams. 
She had never had nightmares about her mother, and she knew, 
without any clear memory to aid her, that this whole thing somehow
hinged around her mother.

She got out of bed and slid her loose fitting gown on over her
naked body.  It was made of a softly woven, multi-colored cloth of
the same fiber as their Chikandi uniforms, but this was different.  It
was lightweight and beautifully colored.  She and Ársa, together with
their cousins, Oseyan and Gealach, had chosen their family colors.
They chose a deep green for the rivers, aqua for the seas, brilliant
azure for the sky, and a deep amethyst for twilight and storms,
infused with thin threads of gold and silver for the sun and the
moon.  It was gorgeous with vibrant colors that suited all their
personalities. The drone part of the Envoy, their Seirbhíseach had 
woven it according to their design.  The weavers were currently 
working on designing fabrics for the other Envoy members’ groups.  

Her small communication device, her gan-sreang, lay
discarded on her desk.  It caught her eye as she pulled the robe
closed around her body. She felt drawn to it.  She sat down and
picked it up.  She unfolded the small square until it was the size of a
large tablet, stretching the sides and corners to her desired
dimensions.  She passed her hand over the surface and illuminated 
it, only to stare at the bright screen, her mind blank. What was I
supposed to do?  I know there’s something. She took a deep breath 
and closed her eyes.  Maybe if I clear my thoughts it will come to
me. The idea that she needed to do something nagged at her even as 
she sat trying to think what it was.  She let her mind wander,
piddling with the device in her hand as she relaxed in her desk chair.
Her eyes lost focus and she tried not to think of anything. 

After a while, the need to pee drew her out of her reverie and,
she stood up from her seat.  She was about to drop her device on the
desk again when she realized it was lit up brightly with a white
screen.  Normally, going this long without being used, her gansreang would have shut itself off.  It hadn’t, and it was on a screen
she didn’t remember loading. She looked closely at it and saw it was 
a list of names or words. She stared at it, noting there were too 
many to read them all.  She glanced at them and realized that not
even one of them was anyone she knew. “Déithe,” she whispered,
“Metarki, Girin, Uasal, Fonn, Díogha, and Lisat.” She frowned at it
and suddenly remembered the meeting with her mother.
Wasn’t 
that a dream?

Anoba went into her bathroom and dropped her robe to the
floor.  As she showered, her thoughts turned to their lives since they
had finished creating Lerien.  She paid no mind to the familiar tasks
of showering, washing her hair, brushing it, and dressing in a clean
uniform.  Her mind was full, thinking of all the changes life had
wrought since coming here and creating this new world.  She sat on
the edge of her bed to put on her boots.  Instead of putting them on,
she pondered the way things were going between their crew and
Lerien’s inhabitants. She dropped her boots back to the floor and
made up her mind what she should do next.

Ársa’s Envoy was 
beginning to feel at home on Lerien. 
Everywhere they went, they brought back stories of the inhabitants 
there beginning to call them gods and goddesses. Anoba didn’t like
it.  It made her uncomfortable and she was afraid it would make
some of them abuse their authority. Not that they had any
authority, she mused, as she opened her door and stepped, barefoot
into the softly carpeted hallway of their family wing. 

Only five of them currently occupied this huge area. There
was not much hope for it filling fuller anytime soon, for none of
them were interested in starting families. Ársa and their younger
cousin Ída often had this wing to themselves, for she and Oseyan
were generally out on Lerien, and Gealach was here even less 
frequently.

She thought about both sides of this deity issue, and she saw
the dangers of it, the treachery, but she also saw a good side to it,
too.  Those of us who will, can do great things for the people of
Lerien, now. But that’s the key, isn’t it? There are those among us 
who will abuse it for sure. She shook her head to clear her thoughts
as she stood outside Ársa’s closed door. Would he be in, she
wondered.  Or is he out cavorting with the creatures on Lerien’s 
surface? He loved them, for sure, and she knew he spent a great 
deal of time with Moriko.  She wished the woman would relent and
give in to her feelings for Ársa.

Anoba sighed as she knocked on the door.
 I wish I knew
what I’m supposed to tell him.  I know there’s something, but I can’t
remember.  Her thoughts felt cloudy and distant as she waited.  She
expected to have to knock a few more times and before entering of
her own accord only to find his bed empty.  She was about to raise
her hand for a second knock when her brother called, “Come in,
sister.”

She stepped inside his room, saying, “How did you know it
was me, brother?”  She didn’t look up until she had shut the door 
behind her. When she did, and her eyes fell on Ársa, she felt sick, 
dizzy and faint.  She swayed and the room went black.  Her knees 
grew so weak she had to lean on his door for support. Her head
lolled to one side as her neck fell limp.  Anoba was vaguely aware
that Ársa rushed forward to catch her, stopping her fall.  She felt his
arms around her, moving her to his bed but it all seemed so fuzzy
and far away. 

Anoba mentally clawed her way up from the dimness that
engulfed her. I’ve never fainted in my life, and I won’t go down
without a fight, now. Slowly, she became aware of the room around
her; she was holding Ársa’s hand.  Next, his face came into focus and 
she could see the concern on his handsome features as he knelt
before her, looking into her face and calling her name softly as he
patted her hand. 

Anoba smiled, and softly said, “Well, that was a grand
entrance, wasn’t it?”

Ársa laughed.  “Are you all right?”

Anoba nodded.  “I think so,” she said, already starting to feel
better.  Suddenly, the thoughts she couldn’t remember sat in her
mind, bursting to find their way to her tongue to tell Ársa what she
knew. “Can we talk a while? Something has happened,” she said.

“Sure,” he said, “do you want to talk here or go somewhere
else?” he asked. “I’ll get us a drink.  What would you like?”

“Do you have any Apple Fizz?” she asked.

“I’ll get some.  It won’t take but a minute.  Lie back on the
pillows and I’ll go to the galley and be right back.” He popped out of
the room before she could move toward the pillows at the head of
his neatly made bed. 

Within moments, he had returned with a large carafe of the
bubbly amber brew they all loved so much.  It was, she could tell, by
the pale watery color, the last of the lot they had SSP’ed and brought
with them from the old world. The color of the new brew created
here was deeper, darker amber.  The batches they had made from
Lerien grown apples would be ready soon and it promised to be a 
richer, more robust Apple Fizz than any they had concocted in
decades in the old world. 

Ársa poured her a glass of the fizzy liquid and handed it to
her as she reclined on his pillows.  “Don’t drink it too fast or you
shall become drunk and you’ll puke on my carpet.  There is nothing
sadder than a drunken woman having to clean up her own puke
from the floor,” he said as he poured his own.

“Isn’t that what brothers are for, Ársa?  Shouldn’t you clean
up after your little sister?”

“I draw the line at puke, Anoba.  My stomach can’t handle
it.”

Anoba laughed.  “And everyone thinks our fearless leader is
such a big, strong man.”

“I guess all it would take to defeat me in battle is puking on
me or perhaps shitting on me,” Ársa said with a laugh. “I can’t take
either of those things.”

“So you won’t participate in diaper changing should you ever
become a parent?”

Ársa made a face to reflect his revulsion and shook his head.

“Oh, that reminds me,” Anoba said, snapping her fingers.
“Éadomhain and Hermolaos are expecting a baby.  It should be the
first newborn from our Envoy.  How’s that for exciting?”

“Oh, man, what a combination—a child from those two.  It
should be full of terror.”

“I know,” Anoba exclaimed. “And another thing, Éadóchas
and Ochón are expecting a baby, too, and they’d like for you to 
perform a naming ceremony for them after the birth.”

“Me?”  Ársa looked stricken.  “Why me?”

Anoba laughed.  “As I said before, you’re our fearless leader,”
she said.  “They just don’t know you are vulnerable to puke and
poop.”

“Phfft,” he said, though he looked at her skeptically.  “Of
course I’ll do it, and I guess it’s a good thing they are breeding.”

“You’ll need to do it soon, I expect, because she is due in
Devexus, and that’s only four months away.”

“I’ll speak to them tomorrow,” Ársa said.

“That’s not all I came to tell you,” she said, deciding to swing
the conversation around to the real reason she came to see her 
brother. She remembered now, why she had come here. She
drained her Apple Fizz and held her glass out for more.  It would
take at least two more for her to feel the least effects from it. 

“Why do your words give me a feeling of foreboding, sister?”

Anoba smiled. “I’m not sure they should, Ársa, but this next
part is serious. I think we should take it seriously.”

“That doesn’t alleviate the feeling any,” he said drily.

“I received a visit tonight, as I have many nights lately,” she
said, tentatively broaching the subject that she now fully and clearly
remembered. 

“From?” Ársa asked, with a jet-black eyebrow cocked
upward. 

“Our mother,” Anoba said quietly, watching his face for a 
reaction over the rim of her glass. His shock and surprise were what
she expected. She sipped her Apple Fizz before she continued. “She
came to me, you may call it a dream, but I call it a vision or a
visitation.  It was real, Ársa, I am sure of it.  It cannot be a dream, it
wasn’t a dream.”

“All right,” Ársa said with a slight nod of his head.  Reserving
his judgment, he remained quiet as he refilled his glass. He took a
sip and sat down where he could watch her as she spoke.

“She said she had a prophecy for me.  She said we needed to
pay heed and take care that certain things happen.  She said we need
to watch out for a faction who will create problems many centuries
from now.”

“Who?” he asked.

“I think both of us know which faction is likely to be a 
problem.”

“Hermolaos,” he said.

“Yes,” Anoba said.  “She told me about a race of people she
called the Narcene.”

“I’ve never heard of them,” he said. “They didn’t come with
us.”

“No,” Anoba said with a shake of her head. “We, apparently, 
are creating them here. Mother said they are ‘the children of the
gods’.”

“Gods?” Ársa said almost explosively.  “She’s not starting
that shit, is she? I can’t believe all these idiots running about calling
us gods.  We’re not gods.  I don’t want them worshipping us.  Why,
it’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.  The idiots who destroyed our
old world weren’t even dumb enough to believe themselves gods.
Overall, I prefer their slurs of Recoms to gods.”

Anoba looked at him calmly, letting him run himself out of
words and emotions. After he settled down, she spoke quietly.
“Ársa, just because we don’t like it, doesn’t negate the fact that it’s
happening. These people on Lerien, they need something to believe
in.  We brought them here, we have powers that they don’t have and 
we can alleviate their suffering to a large degree.  It is inevitable and
natural that they would view us as gods.  We need to take that
responsibility seriously and treat them with care.”

“I don’t like it,” he said.  “We all know we aren’t gods.  Some
of us aren’t even nice people.”

Anoba smiled.  “Ársa, let them have their faith.  Stop fighting
against it.”

“I would prefer the old slur the human gave us millennia 
ago,” he said.  “Being called a Recom is preferable to a god.”

“At least being called a Recombinant had a basis in fact, even
if they did mean it as an insult,” Anoba agreed. “Things got so ugly
in the beginning when it was first used.”

“I see it being problematic when we start believing in titles
like those.  When we start believing we are gods, that’s when the shit
starts to fly.  It’s not going to end well.”

Anoba shook her head.  “It may not end well.  In fact, that’s
the warning Mother gave me.  She said that this other faction among
us would eventually try to destroy all we’ve built here.  We both
know who they are. They stopped us from creating an advanced
colony here from the beginning.  We cannot allow them to destroy
what we’ve worked so hard to build.  That’s why she came to me.”

“When is this going to be?”

“Many, many centuries from now,” Anoba said. “Mother 
said we are to do nothing to stop them before the time is right. But,
we must prepare for that war.”

“War?” Ársa asked with a troubled and disbelieving tone. 

“Yes, that’s what she called it. She said it would be a war not
only between the factions among our Envoy, but also between that
opposing faction and the Narcene.”

“You need to give me more information about these
Narcene.”

“They are, as I said before we got sidetracked, the children of
the gods.  Our children, Ársa, our children with the mortals.”

Ársa looked confused. 

“Several mortal women on Lerien have turned up pregnant
and they have said it was the result of having sex with the gods.  At
first, I dismissed it, thinking it’s impossible. For us, among
ourselves, Ársa, we have to have the full consent of both parties at 
the same time for conception to take place.  It was one of the most
freeing and progressive advances we made in our medical science in
the old world.  I think it is more important than our immortality.
Can you imagine being a female and knowing you’ll live forever and
have to bear countless unwanted children?  It’s a terrible, never-
ending life sentence.”

“And we know that abstinence is a miserable failure, even
among our own kind. The mortals don’t have any hope of
accomplishing it.  We didn’t give them any alternative because they 
must multiply if their species is to survive.”

“Exactly, but we need to make sound decisions for ourselves. 
Once this place is fully established, we should meet and discuss
giving them contraception.”

“That,” Ársa said, “is many centuries from now, as you said.
I can already see that some places are advancing faster than others
are. We will need to keep a vigilant eye on them for many years.”

“I agree, but back to the Narcene,” Anoba said.  “We need to 
take special care of these people, Mother said. We need to make 
certain that they survive. For now, she said we need to leave them
with their mortal parents until we see how they develop and
progress; how they age, and how they interact with their
environment.”

“It stands to reason they would be genetically different from
their mortal parents. They likely will inherit some of our traits,
abilities, and powers as well.  Very well, we shall watch these
Narcene.  If at any time, it becomes too dangerous for either species
to coexist, we’ll make a new and separate home for them.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. Mother was adamant that we
do exactly that.  She said it wouldn’t matter if we wait and see, but
when the time comes, we must make them a home.”

“All right,” Ársa said.  “I’ll tell my trustees on the Envoy to
watch over them.”

“Another thing, Ársa, well, actually, a couple more things,”
Anoba said.  She sat quietly for a while, sipping her Apple Fizz.  She
was reluctant to speak of the next part of her mother’s prophecy. 
She wasn’t at all sure what she thought of it.

“All right,” Ársa said.

Anoba raised her dark greenish-black eyes to meet his bright 
blue gaze.  Even as his sister, she could see the beauty in him. While
her features looked similar to his, her coloration had mutated
beyond anything that natural genetics offered.  “How I miss having
eyes the color of yours look at me when I pass a mirror, Ársa,” she
said passionately as if she couldn’t hold the words back.

Ársa took her hand and gave it a squeeze.  “I find your exotic
beauty quite charming, Anoba,” he said.

“It’s kind of you to say so, and considering Mother’s
prophecy, it would make my life easier if other people find it so as
well.”

“That’s intriguing.  What did she say?”

“Apparently, we are no longer forbidden to breed with the
mortals, Ársa,” she said fatalistically.  “And that includes me.  You
know how I’ve always felt about that. She’s given me a list of names 
that will be important in the future.  I have it, here,” she said,
pointing to her temple with her right hand.  “At first, I added it to
my gan-sreang, but considering what she said about the rift among
your Envoy, I didn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands.  I figured it
was safer in my head than anywhere, in case our faction split is more
dangerous for us than we think. As long as you or one of us is in
control, we will be fine, but if they ever seize power, it could be a
problem.”

“Are you sure about this?” Ársa asked, sounding quite
confused and skeptical. 

“Yes,” she said.

“Every single one?”

“Well, not all of them from me personally,” Anoba said.
“Some of them will be yours.”

“That is distressing news,” Ársa said.

“I am not happy about it.  I’m sure you’re aware that I have
never wanted children.”

“Nor have I,” he said, “and I considered it a good thing not to
reproduce.  I’m sorry, Anoba.  I think this comes as a shock and it’s
certainly not a part of this mission that I ever anticipated.”

“If had known about this development, I would have likely 
taken a different position.”

“I need you, Anoba; you are far too valuable to me for anyone
to take your place.”

“Mother said that these descendants among the Narcene
shall be called Children of the River.  We must protect them, and
continue with the bloodlines.  According to Mother, it excludes no
humanoid race or species, even the immortals.”

“Do you believe her?  This could all be a Faerie tale, you
know, or perhaps a hallucination or something.”

Anoba shook her head.  “No, I believe every word. She
showed me a vision of what will happen if we don’t foster and
nurture this race.  Many of us will also breed with this new race,
Ársa. Many members of your Envoy will do so, including you and
your offspring, so it isn’t only me.  And speaking of Faerie tales…”

Ársa looked at her sharply.

Anoba drained her glass and set it on his nightstand.
“Mother said you’re having an affair with a Fae woman, one of the
Lilitu tribe.”

Ársa frowned.  “How did she know?” he asked.

Anoba shook her head.  “I have no idea.  The first I heard of
it was when Mother told me, and until I saw your reaction just now,
I had no idea that it was true.”

Ársa shook his head again, confusion playing across his face.
“I don’t understand any of this,” he said.

Anoba shook her head, too.  “I don’t either, brother, but I
believe her. She knows too many things, and the things she showed
me felt real.  She cautioned against us making things worse by
confronting anyone and directly causing the split among us
ourselves.  She said in other generations, opportunities would come
to create alliances between these other factions…”

“Just how many ‘factions’ are we dealing with here?”

“I don’t know, but we know there are at least two among us 
here on Na Réaltaí. If the Narcene count, that’s a third.  What about
the Fae and other immortals? They bring the total way up if all 
those count as separate factions.”

“This is a lot to take in at one time,” Ársa said.

“I think she wanted to stress that perhaps a coalition
between us and the Narcene and maybe even the humans and Fae
could be beneficial for our future.”

“I think it’s going to take a long time for any of this to make
any clear sense.”

“Luckily we have a lot of time, Ársa,” Anoba said with a grin.
“But anyway, back to the Fae woman you’re screwing.”

“That’s fairly callous of you, dear sister,” Ársa said.

“Are you saying you love her?”

“Aye,” Ársa said, “I do love her. I respect her.  I care about
her.”

“What of Moriko?”

“I love Moriko more than I love my next breath, Anoba, but
she has repeatedly made it clear that I am not for her. She won’t 
relent in the least.”

“She’s afraid of being hurt,” Anoba said. “You have to
convince her somehow, Ársa.  She would make a perfect match for
you; she would be the best choice for someone to rule beside you.”

“I have yet to find an argument that will win her over.”

“I think you’re going to have to prove yourself to her in the
manner that matters most to her.”

“I don’t know how to do that.”

“There’s something Mother said to me that’s troubling,
Ársa,” Anoba said, trying to pull more memory out of obscurity.

“What’s that?”

“Well,” she said, “I didn’t get to hear all of what she said, 
because she started fading away and there was some kind of
interference that kept me from hearing her clearly, and I can’t be
certain that what I thought I heard is what she said.”

“What do you think she said?”

“At one point, she said that there are things we should not 
take for granted. When something is meant to be, it’s going to
happen whether we want it to or not.”

“Okay,” Ársa said.  “In regard to what, though?”

Anoba shook her head.  “That’s the part that leaves me
perplexed.  That’s where the interference started and I can’t be sure
but I had the distinct impression that she was speaking about 
conception and pregnancies.”

“That makes no sense.”

Anoba shrugged.  “Maybe, maybe not.  I guess we’ll see what 
comes of it.”

“When did she tell you this?”

“On a visit a couple of weeks ago.”

“And you didn’t get a chance to ask her to clarify?”

“No, every time I tried the static rose to a pitch that was
downright painful.  My ears ring at the thought of it.  It fairly made
our hair stand on end.  And it does it every time I’ve tried to get
clarity on the matter.”

“We know that we have complete control of conception, so I
don’t know how it becomes an issue. What is there about us that 
could change to accommodate such a thing?  All that came about 
during The Alteration and we certainly are not going back.”

“The Fae were included in her list of creatures that form this
new race,” Anoba said.  “It’s not only humans, you know.”

“How is that supposed to work? Is it like between the folks
here where they have to both be consenting?”

Anoba shrugged.  “Maybe, honestly, I don’t know.  No race
mixing between the Fae and us has ever happened. Most of the
people among us didn’t believe in them anyway.  Why, you saw how
Commander acted when you brought it up.  Everyone who saw them
when they started showing up for SSP was amazed that it was true.  I
think they thought you had flipped your lid.”

“I never gave this sort of thing much thought. Having sex 
and conceiving have been successfully separated for so long now, to
learn how it used to be for us would take going back into ancient
history and researching. I assume it was much like it was for
humans.”

Anoba shook her head.  “I think most of us began as humans, 
Ársa, so therefore the same physics would apply.  As far as
conceiving with us, no consent is required from the mortals. We can
impregnate them at our whim—or be impregnated by them, for our
females.”

“What do you think she was trying to tell you about all this?
It seems as if we still have the same power over it that we always
had.”

“My impression is that even if we don’t set out to have a
child, it will still happen if it’s required of The Prophecy.  Even
without our consent.”

“I don’t like that,” Ársa said looking horrified.

“Maybe I’m wrong.  I hope I’m wrong. I guess time will tell.”

“I guess,” Ársa said skeptically. 

“I must tell you that I wondered about all this and thought
maybe it was some disjointed declaration from Mother, but she told
me about it right after she told me about the Fae being included in
with the Narcene. Then she told me you were having an affair with a
Lilitu.  Do you think there’s a correlation?”

“I had never planned on having children with Adamen. 
Actually, I didn’t know it was possible.  Adamen has never expressed
a desire to have children, either.”

Anoba said, “Maybe we’ll find out what Mother meant 
sooner rather than later.”

“Are you trying to jinx me, Anoba?”

“No, but I do think you’re playing with fire courting both
Adamen and Moriko.  I thought it was interesting that Mother
mentioned it at the same time.  They probably aren’t related, Ársa.”

“You and Mother have me worried.  Such a prediction takes
some of the fun out of it, you know.  Thanks for the help, damn you
both,” Ársa said.

Anoba laughed.  It sounded lighthearted and young.

“It’s been a long time since I heard you sound like that, 
Anoba.”

“Like what?”

“Carefree, happy. It’s nice to hear it. For so many centuries,
everything has been about the greater good for us both. I hope we’ll
have a chance to relax a bit and seek some enjoyment for ourselves.”

“From the sounds of it, if Mother’s future is anything to go 
by, I don’t think relaxation is in the stars for us.”

“That’s part of the reason I love being with both Moriko and
Adamen. They are free spirited and neither of them expects 
anything of me.  For all her claims that I will never meet her
expectations, Moriko doesn’t make any demands.

“Don’t you know what she’s afraid of?”

Ársa shook his head. 

“She’s afraid to commit to you because she’s loyal, fiercely
so, and almost to a fault. She’s afraid that you aren’t nearly so loyal
and you’ll break her heart. She is afraid, my dear brother, that you
will claim her heart and tell her you’ll be hers alone, and then you’ll 
go off and do exactly what you’re doing with Adamen.”

“I’m only with Adamen because Moriko won’t have me.
Don’t get me wrong, I care for Adamen, but she attracts me because
she reminds me of Moriko in so many ways.  They are both fiercely
independent and adventurous.  Adamen was willing to take the risk
of intimacy and something held Moriko back.”

“I won’t pretend to tell you what choices you should make.  I 
came to tell you only what Mother said will happen.  If she’s right,
and the future is set, then we’re all unsuspecting pawns. If I’m right,
then I’m assuming that if a person is important to the future, they
will come into existence whether we want them to or not.”

“That does not make me feel good about things.”

“If all this is right, Ársa, you should at least tell Moriko about 
Adamen.”

“I don’t see what that will accomplish.”

“Maybe not, but what if there’s a child with Adamen? How 
will you ever hope to keep that a secret from her?”

“I have no evidence that all the things you’ve told me about
are more than stories.”

“Are you seeing Adamen soon?  How do you find her?”

“I just find her where I find her.  I can mentally link to her
and find her anytime.  I can usually go straight to her when I search 
for her.”

“That’s an interesting connection.  Perhaps there’s
something to what Mother says after all.”

“Perhaps,” Ársa admitted.

“Where is she?”

“She’s in the woods outside the village of Arrunshadow, in
Mieranshire,” he said.  “She’s actually on the banks of a river with
some mortal girl.”

“A mortal?  Really?  A Lilitu is with a mortal girl?”

Ársa laughed. “Yes, they’re on the bank of the river that runs
through the area. She’s having the girl toss her shoes up into a
willow tree. Adamen has convinced the girl that if her shoe sticks,
she’ll be married within the year.  It’s almost midnight.  I should go.
Perhaps she’ll still be there when I arrive.”

Anoba stood beside her brother and was of equal height. She 
kissed his cheek as she said goodbye. “I’ll see you soon, brother
dear.  Go catch your Fae and have your fun.  I guess we’ll eventually 
see if she’ll bear your burden.  I love you, Ársa,” she said.

Ársa smiled and hugged his sister to his chest. “I love you,
too, Annie.”  He brushed a quick kiss across her cheek and vanished 
before she could complain about the nickname that she hated.

Just after midnight
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Adamen
“Go on then, toss it up again, you have four more tries before
the willow says you have to stop,” Adamen said to the young woman
standing next to her. 

“Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure,” Adamen said.  “Go on, toss it, girl.  I
haven’t got all night.”

The blonde human girl looked at Adamen from the corner of 
her eye as she bent her legs at the knees, spreading them apart so 
she could toss her shoe upward into the willow’s branches.  “You
ain’t?” she asked with a sharp nasal tone.  “Where you got to go 
anyway?”

“I’m meeting Ársa, The Creator, the High God, the God of the
Gods.  You know about him?”  Adamen didn’t have any plans, but
she never knew when Ársa would turn up.  It could happen. 

The girl started mutely at Adamen, wide eyes. “Go on, now,” 
she said in awe.  “You don’t mean it, do you?”

“I do indeed.  If you don’t hurry and finish your toss, I’ll be
late.”

The girl straightened up and looked suspiciously at Adamen. 
“You’re joking, though, ain'tcha?”

“Toss the boot, Mary,” she said. “And no, I’m not joking. 
Why would I joke about a thing like that?”

“Why, to impress me, of course,” the girl said.

Adamen looked at her. She decided not to ask Mary why
she’d be interested in impressing her. “Toss that boot before I stuff 
it up yer arse, Mary,” she said.

“Why’s he meeting you, Addie?” the girl said.

“He’s my lover,” Adamen said.  “And don’t call me Addie.
The likes of you mortals aren’t allowed to play fast and loose with a
Fae’s name.  It will bring you bad luck.”

“Will it?” Mary said, drawing in her breath. 

“It will, and believe me, I’ll see to it, personally.”  Fae 
creatures have a thing about their names.  I’m not letting you play
around with mine. All Fae, no matter what race or species, guarded 
their names fiercely, some more than others, and not even one of
them ever told anyone their whole name.

Mary practiced her throw five times without letting go of her
shoe.  Finally, she tossed it upward into the branches and it stuck 
this time.  She let out a hoot of excitement, clapped her hands and
jumped up and down. 

“It’s about damned time,” Adamen muttered under her
breath.  She was aware of Ársa’s arrival, and now, she was anxious to
get rid of this girl. 

“I’m getting married within a year,” Mary shouted, turning to
Adamen with a grin. 

“That’s great,” Adamen said with a thickly sarcastic tone. 
“I’m happy for you. Now, give me the bag of keys you promised me.”

Mary frowned and reached into her apron pocket.  “Why do
you want all these keys?” she asked.

“For fun,” Adamen said, reaching for the pouch held closed
with a thin leather drawstring.  She felt a slight burn and realized
that one or more of the keys were made of iron.  Damned humans, 
she thought. She quickly stuffed the bag in her dress pocket and 
hoped it wouldn’t burn her leg too badly before she could get rid of
it.  “Thanks, Mary.  Now get out of here, I’m meeting someone.”

“Ársa?” the girl asked with round, excited eyes.

“Perhaps,” Adamen said.  In truth, she could feel him 
watching her. She knew he was just over there. She turned to her 
right and saw him, blending in with the trees at the edge of the
clearing. The willow grew on the bank of the river, near the
sandbar.

“Can’t I stay and meet him?” Mary asked eagerly.

Adamen frowned.  “No,” she said.

“Why not?  I’ve always wanted to meet him.”

“He’ll melt your face off if you look at him,” Adamen said.

“No, he won’t,” Mary argued.

“Yes, he will,” Adamen said.  “Right off.  It will melt down 
and puddle on your nice blouse.”

“Why doesn’t yours melt off?” Mary asked suspiciously. 

Adamen paused for a moment.  “Because I’m Fae,” she said,
at last, hoping it would pacify the idiot girl.

“All right,” Mary said.  “I have to get going anyway.  My Pa
will skin me for being out this late if he finds me gone.”

Adamen started to turn toward Ársa but stopped when she
realized Mary was still standing there, dully staring at her.

“What is it?” she asked impatiently.

“My shoe, Addie,” she said.  “I can’t go home without it.
How will I get it down? It’s so dark up there I’ll never find it and
besides, it’s too dangerous to climb trees at night.”

Adamen sighed in exasperation and looked up at the tree 
branches.  It was pitch black up there.  She couldn’t see the shoe
herself. Suddenly, the branches of the trees rustled and shook. 
Moments later, the shoe whizzed past them and landed with a thud
on the ground right beside Mary.  Adamen looked up to see Ársa
with his finger in the air. No doubt he had knocked the girl’s shoe
loose, hoping to get rid of her. 

Adamen scooped it from the ground and pressed it into 
Mary’s arms.  “There you are. Get going.” She turned Mary toward 
her village and gave her shoulders a gentle push. “Don’t worry
about your Pa.  If you get home in the next five minutes he’ll never
know you were out.”

“Thank you, Addie,” Mary said. Catching the dark look on
her companion’s face, she quickly amended, “Adamen.”  She turned
and ran down the trail through the woods toward her village.

When the girl disappeared from sight, Ársa stepped forward
and wrapped Adamen in his arms, dwarfing her small stature. “Are
you through tormenting that girl, love?”

“Yes,” she purred, leaning against him.  “Can you take this
for me?” she asked, rummaging around in her pocket.  She pressed
the small drawstring bag against his chest. “It’s burning the bloody
Ifreann out of me.”

He took the bag from her.  “Can you come home with me
tonight?  I have something to discuss with you.”

“Discuss?  That sounds ominous all right,” she said.  She
watched him slip the bag of keys into his pants pocket before
agreeing to go with him.  “Of course I will, but only if you’ll help me
sort the iron keys from the rest in that bag.”

“I’d be delighted to, Adamen.  Or should I call you Addie?
That’s what she called you, wasn’t it?” Ársa laughed.  He knew well 
how finicky all Fae were regarding their names.

“Don’t start, Ársa, otherwise I’ll have to do something drastic
to you in your sleep.”

He held out his hand and silently waited for her to place her
slender palm against his. After glaring at him for a few moments,
she slid her hand into his and grinned.  He Traveled her to his home
where they often spent their time together.

Adamen sat on Ársa’s plush sofa, with dirty, slippered feet
propped up on the arm. She leaned back against his side, cramming
sweet iced cakes into her mouth with her fingers.  “These are
delicious, Ársa,” she said talking with her mouth full.  “Your
Seirbhíseach did a great job.  Did you have trouble finding the
ingredients?”

“No,” Ársa said.  He had finished telling her all about
Anoba’s prophecy.  He was waiting for her to comment on all he’d
said and she was talking about cakes.  “They are relatively common
ingredients, or at least they are if you know where to look, and 
thankfully, I know a Fae creature intimately, so I know where to find
all her hangouts.”

“Mmm,” she said, stuffing in another cake.  She had seven in
her mouth at once.  She was chewing and rolling her eyes in delight.
After she finished off the last mouthful, she drained her glass of
sweet pink wine and stood up in front of the couch.

“Is that all you can say about what I’ve just told you?” he
asked.

She shrugged.  “What’s to say?” she asked.  “It sounds like
Anoba’s prophecy is taking your crew down a peg.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it seems to me that if it’s meant to be, then getting
pregnant is now a crap shoot just the same as it is with all the other
lowly species in the world.  Welcome to the club, toots.”

1 month later 
Phaedrus 25, 761 
Lasahala Run

Silverwilde, Cardosa 

Chéile
The Elfin princess leaned forward, critically looking at
herself in the mirror and smoothed her fair eyebrows.  Her hair was
platinum, almost silver, and shades lighter than any other Elfin girl
in her colony. She was taller too, by a good six inches. She was 
slender as a reed except for her breasts. Normally, Elfin women
were thin, which Chéile was, but they are generally all fairly flat
chested. Chéile was the exception.  Her breasts were big even by 
human standards.  She was interested in breasts and what sizes the
other girls had only because all the men seemed fixated on them.
She herself thought they were ugly and disgusting and she hated
looking at them. The areola and nipples seemed obscene to her, but 
men loved them, clothed or naked, it made no difference to them.

She was on her way to see the prince.  He was holding court
today in place of his father, the king, who was dying.  He was
lingering about and dying slowly, Chéile thought crankily.  But that
didn’t matter, he could take all the time he wanted.  She didn’t need
him to be dead until she had secured the prince’s hand in marriage.
It was necessary if she were ever to become queen.  She had no hope
of it otherwise. She was a low-level princess basically, just a title
with no meaning whatsoever.  Nineteen different Elves from five
different families would have to die before she could ascend to the
throne on her own.

Still looking in the mirror, she pulled her hair back behind 
her pointed ear. Deciding she liked the look, she pulled the other 
side back so both her ears were exposed.

“Chéile,” a voice called through the wooden door of her 
room.  “Hurry, we’re going to be late.  You don’t want to keep Prince
Caolán waiting.”

“All right, Mama,” Chéile called back. 

“Bring your shawl, dear; it’s going to be cool when we walk 
home tonight.”
“Yes, Mama,” she called.  It was a long walk to Prince
Caolán’s home, on the far end of their village, up a steep path.  He
lived in the palace in the high part, where the rest of his royal family
lived.  She lived down near the bottom of the village, north of the
last street where the poorest Elves lived. By comparison with 
humans, the poorest Elves lived like kings but that made little
difference to Chéile. 

Chéile retrieved her silken shawl from the padded chair
beside the window.  A movement in the forest outside her third-floor
window caught her eye. She paused and looked.  “It’s that dratted 
human,” she muttered.  “Why must he plague me so?”

Ársa was standing there, looking at her. He lifted a hand to
wave.  Chéile waved back.  Something about him excited her.  She
knew he was beneath her.  He was such a liar, too, she thought, as
she looked him over, her eyes roaming over his muscular body from
top to bottom. 

Somehow,
 she thought, he has learned to manipulate
Rootwork magic. Because he could transport himself around the
village like no ordinary human. She completely dismissed the
claims of him being The Creator. The village elder had said he was,
and Ársa had finally admitted to it—when she pressed him on it, but 
Chéile still thought it was a ploy to get under her skirts.  His
motivation in that regard was not in question.  He had asked her
many times to lie with him.  If it wasn’t so insulting being desired
by such a base character, Chéile thought, it might be flattering.

Suddenly, he was gone.  She stared out the window a few 
moments longer and wondered where he could have gone.  He must
have stepped back into the trees. Maybe someone was coming 
down the path that ran along the edge of the forest. It is where
their regular patrols walked. She grabbed her shawl and turned to 
leave the room. 

A yelp escaped her lips as she ran straight into
 Ársa’s broad,
well-muscled chest. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked.  “You should not be in
my room.”

“I came to do something,” he said.  He leaned toward her and
pulled her against him, kissing her passionately. She was as tall as
he was, so he didn’t have to bend to reach her.

Chéile fought the urge to return his passion.  He stirred her 
much more than she wanted to admit.  He made it hard for her keep
her calm demeanor. She needed to be cool, icy—it was what would 
benefit her to become queen. She had seen Caolán’s mother on 
many occasions as she sat in her place beside her husband.  She was
always stoic and composed, keeping her face expressionless.  Caolán 
always talked about his mother with such passion. Chéile wanted to 
emulate her as best she could so he would choose her to be his bride
over all the other girls in their village.

Secretly, she was glad that over half the village had picked up
and moved away.  It took out a lot of the stiffest competition, which
would only benefit her.  She was prettier, had the palest hair and the
palest eyes, all attributes highly prized by the Elves.  She had bigger
breasts than any other female around.  That was both a blessing and 
a curse. While she knew men loved them, they always seemed to 
have the attitude that they cheapened her and made her stupid, as if
the size of her chest had anything to do with how well her brain
worked.  Idiots. 

Chéile had to admit, that over time, it had lowered her 
opinion of men.  She wondered if Ársa was the same way. While he
looked at her breasts longingly, he also looked her in the eye when
he spoke to her. He told her she was the most beautiful creature
he’d ever seen.  She believed he meant it.  He desired her, lusted
after her. He kept coming back in spite her telling him no
repeatedly.

Here she was, in his arms, returning his kisses. Her heart
beat fast when he touched her.  His hand roamed over her buttock,
caressing her through her long, silken gown.  He pulled her close to
him, pressing both of his hands against her butt.

She thought the kiss would never end. It never occurred to
her that she could end it, so she continued kissing him until he
pulled away. Her lips felt bruised and smoldering.  In a strange way,
she wanted more.  But she was too much of a lady and too much of a
princess to initiate a kiss herself. Besides, he was low class, he was
trash, he was human, and she was so far above him, he could never
hope to attain the greatness he would need, to be in the same room
with her other than sneaking in as he had.

“You have to leave,” she said haughtily.

“You enjoyed that kiss, Chéile, I know you did.”

“I did not,” she said, her cheeks blushing prettily.  “You
shouldn’t be here.  I should call the guards and have you slain.”

Ársa laughed dismissively, as if she had made an idle threat.
“Come to bed with me, Chéile,” he said, pulling her toward her large,
soft bed dominating her room.  “We can make love until the
morning light.”

She pulled her hand away from him.  “I have to go. Prince 
Caolán is waiting.”

“Why do you want to marry that boring milksop when you
can have a grand time making love to me?” he asked with a laugh.

“I can’t see much of a future in bedding down with you,” she
smirked. 

“Chéile,” her mother’s voice said from the other side of the
thick door.  She knocked but she didn’t open the door.  She had felt,
all too often, Chéile’s wrath for entering her room without
permission.  “We’re ready to go.  You must come now.  You’re late as 
it is and the prince will be waiting.  You’re not going to interest him
in marrying you if you can’t even arrive on time for dinner, dear.”

“I’m coming, Mama,” Chéile said.  Turning to Ársa, she
hissed, “I don’t know how you got in here, but you had better get out
the same way and do not let Mama see you.  And don’t come back.”

Ársa leaned forward close enough that his lips barely
touched hers.  “Has the prince kissed you yet?”

“No,” she whispered, her heart pounding in her chest.

“Ah, well, when he does, make sure you compare it to this,”
he said.  He kissed her again, with soul-scorching passion. He
immediately left her room.  How, she did not know.  He was there,
and then he was simply gone.

How does he do that? She wondered about it as she opened 
her door and found her mother still standing on the other side.  “I’m
ready, Mama,” she said, draping the shawl over her arm.

“Who were you talking to?” her mother questioned curiously, 
craning her neck to look into Chéile’s room.

“No one,” Chéile said hastily, putting her arm around her
mother’s shoulder and turning her away from the open doorway.

“I thought I heard voices.”

Chéile shook her head.  “No, Mama,” she said sweetly.  “I was
only talking to myself, having imaginary conversations with the
Prince.”

Her mother seemed pacified with her answer and allowed
her daughter to lead her down the stairs to join her husband.

Chéile walked with her parents from their home to the castle
for dinner with the prince.  She stole a glance back several times
along the way to find Ársa walking along behind them at a discreet
distance. His eyes never left her. He would lift his hand and smile
each time she looked back.  Her parents seemed oblivious to his
presence.

He proved quite persistent.  For weeks, every trip her family
made to the palace to see the prince, Ársa would follow them.  Every
step of the way. He even walked beside her, talking to her, 
sometimes.  He made no secret of the fact that he wanted her. He
was blunt and plain-spoken about it, though he was never crude. He
kissed her passionately every chance he got. Every time he kissed
her, her heart would pound in her chest.  Chéile wondered what
other duties he was shirking since he was always at hand.  He was
relentless in his pursuit of her, just as she was relentless in her 
refusal of him.

After a while, they developed camaraderie of sorts.  One day,
he wasn’t there and she nearly panicked wondering where he was. 
She looked for him everywhere. His absence was distressing. How 
could he abandon her after nearly four months of constant
attention, she wondered. Had it been that long?  Oh well, she
thought, I’ll see him on my way back home; we’ll talk then.

When they stepped outside the palace to begin their return
walk, she looked for Ársa. She looked for him all the way home.  She
had news to tell him. The prince had officially announced to his
subjects that he was courting Chéile.  People met the announcement
with mixed responses, she noted.  Not everyone was happy about
their relationship, it seemed.  Enric, the village elder frowned and
shook his head when Caolán made the announcement.

It was merely an announcement of courtship, she thought,
not an engagement. Why are they all being so hateful, she
wondered.

She was disappointed when she got home without seeing
Ársa anywhere along the way.  She thought for sure he’d be there. 
She couldn’t wait to tell him about her good fortune. Maybe then, 
he’d stop following her all over the countryside.  After he kissed her
goodbye, of course. 

2 months later 
Aventine 22, 761 
Springmeadow
Old Cliff, Cardosa

Adamen
Tonight, the first night in over a month that Adamen had felt
like going out and getting into mischief.  She was on her way to meet 
a troop of Pixies for a bit of fun at a nearby farm.  They chose to 
meet in Springmeadow because no humans ventured here. They
thought the place was cursed.  All Fae on this continent used the
perpetually green meadow as a meeting place. It was safe. As
humans continued to encroach on other areas, they could count on
this as a secure Fae spot. 

As she sat on a stone, one of many in a ring in the center of
the meadow, she felt an all too familiar wave of nausea sweep over
her.  It came suddenly and would linger sometimes for hours. It had
gone on long enough that Adamen was growing alarmed. Am I
dying?  I must have some dread disease to feel this way for so long.

Adamen sighed in despair as the nausea increased. She
bolted to the edge of the woods and vomited with such gusto that
she feared her stomach would end up on the ground dangling at the
end of her esophagus. She stayed, on her hands and knees, her head
hanging forward and continued to heave.  Her long, wavy red hair
swirled around her, but she was too sick to worry about pulling it
back to keep it out of the vomit.

She was almost too sick to notice when someone gathered
her hair and pulled it into a knot at the back of her neck.

“Having a rough go of it, are you darling?” Ársa asked.

Adamen groaned and spat. After a moment, she asked, “Do
you have any water on you, Ársa?”

Ársa made a snapping sound out of Adamen’s line of sight
before he handed her a tall glass of water. She took it gratefully and
rinsed her mouth out several times before getting a drink.  She
handed the empty glass back to him and sat back on her heels.

Ársa took the glass and it vanished from his hand. 

“Thank you,” Adamen said, wiping her mouth on the back of 
her hand.

“How long have you been sick?” he asked.  He took her hand
and helped her stand.  He led her back to the stone she had used as a
seat before he arrived. 

Adamen shrugged.  “A month, maybe,” she said. “Maybe one
and a half.”

He narrowed his eyes and looked at her as he sat beside her.
Ársa moved his hands, fingers splayed and palms toward her,
hovering over her, close but without touching.  “Hmm,” he said.

“What are you doing?” she asked, looking at him skeptically. 

“I’m examining you,” he said.  “To see if you need a doctor.  I
can call someone if you’re ill.”

“Well, something is wrong,” she complained. “People don’t 
puke their guts up for no reason.  At least I don’t.”

He smiled.  “You’re not puking for ‘no reason’, Adamen,” he
said.

“No, I didn’t think so, but I don’t know the reason.”

“You’re pregnant,” he said.

“What?” she shrieked. “What?” Adamen stared at him with 
a disbelieving look that gradually turned into a glare.

He nodded and waved his hand over her belly.  “You are, for 
sure,” he said.  “It’s a boy, too.”

Adamen groaned.  “How could you do this to me?” she said
hotly.  “And a boy?  You know what that means to a Lilitu.”

He frowned.  “Me?” he said with an offended tone.  “What do
you mean me?  It wasn’t me.  I didn’t choose this.”

“You aren’t accusing me of being with someone else are 
you?”  Adamen was angry.

Ársa stared at her for a moment as if reading her.

“Stop that,” she said, frowning at him intently.  “I can feel
you in my head.  Get out.”

Ársa shook his head. “I’m sorry, Adamen,” he said.  “I
shouldn’t have doubted you.  I see you haven’t been with anyone
else.”

“I can’t believe you’d doubt me,” she shouted, “and then you
go digging about in my head.  I don’t like this a bit, Ársa.”

“This must be what Mother meant,” he said, half to himself.
“This must be what she was talking about when she came to Anoba.”

“What are you babbling about?” Adamen said, continuing to
glare at him. She was angry with him for doubting her fidelity but
she was even more upset at the news he conveyed for she knew it
was true. And if it is a boy, I’m in for a horrific time once Mama 
finds out.  What am I to do?

He reminded her of the conversation with his sister that he
had discussed with her a couple of months before—right before the
last time they had been together. 

Adamen groaned.  “Mo dhia,” she said miserably.  “I didn’t
think that was for real.”

“I had hoped it wasn’t,” Ársa muttered.  He turned to her
with a grim expression.  “I can take it away, Adamen,” he said, 
moving his hand over her belly again.

She shook her head and pushed his hand away. “If you’re
right, Ársa, and this is related to The Prophecy, we dare not do 
anything to jeopardize it.  You’re going to have to help me through
this, though, because Mama won’t be happy about this being a boy.”

“Of course, Adamen,” he said.  “I’ll do anything you like—
anything you need.  You can stay in my house on Amalith Island as
long as you want to.  You don’t have to deal with Queen Erish at all.”

“This is horrible,” she moaned. “But at least now I know I’m
not dying of some awful disease.”

“Would you like me to take you to Amalith Island?”

Adamen shook her head. “No, I need to play this by ear for a 
while and see what happens.  But I would like to be able to accept
your offer later.  I need time to figure this out.  It’s not something I
ever counted on happening in my life.”

“Well, I never really counted on it either. It’s a worse shock
for me since we’ve had control over this sort of thing for a long
time.”

Adamen glared at him with a scathing frown.  “Excuse me,
Mister, but it cannot possibly be a worse shock for you.” Her 
emphasis on ‘you’ left no doubt about her feelings on the matter.
“You’re not the one who has to tote this thing around forever.
You’re not the one who has to get all swollen and out of shape with
it.  You can even walk away and never look back.  I don’t have that
luxury.”

Ársa opened his mouth to comment on the ‘forever’ part, 
then thought better of it and quickly closed it. “You won’t have to do
this alone, Adamen,” he said softly.  “I’ll take care of you.”

Adamen narrowed her eyes at him and said, “What about
afterwards?”

“Afterwards?  What do you mean?”

“Well, someone has to raise him,” she snapped. “Feed him,
clothe him, teach him how to clabber milk and all that sort of thing.”

Ársa smiled and nodded.  “Those are important things, I’ll 
agree,” he said.  “I’ll make sure you have everything you need.”

“But you won’t be there,” Adamen said.

“As much as I’m able,” he said, “but…”

Adamen interrupted, “But we both know what that means.”
She snorted.  “I’ve seen this sort of thing in humans,” she said. “The
Fae don’t abandon their own children just because it’s convenient.”

“It’s not something I planned or wanted,” he said
defensively. 

Adamen shrieked at him, “And you think I did?  I didn’t
think it would really happen, that night when you told me about The
Prophecy.”

“Nor did I,” he said.

“This is getting us nowhere,” she said angrily. “I need time
to work on this, figure out what I’m going to do.  I don’t think I want
to see you anymore for quite a while.”

“I’ll be available any time you want me,” he said.

“I may want to go to Amalith Island later,” she said.

Of course,” he said.  “My offer still stands and you can accept
anytime.  Are you going to tell Erish?”

“Not right away,” she said.  “I’ll choose my time carefully. 
She’s going to be displeased that it’s a boy. You know what the Lilitu
do with boys.”

“I do,” he said, “and know that I will help you in any way I 
can.”

Adamen nodded.  “I will likely go stay on Amalith,” she said,
“but right now, I need to be alone to think.”

“I understand,” Ársa said.  He leaned forward and kissed her
cheek. “Call me anytime, Adamen.  I will do all I can for you.”

Adamen nodded.  “It’s such a shock.  It’s the last thing I
expected.”

“Me, too,” Ársa said.

“I’ll be in touch, Ársa,” she said.  “Can you go now?”

Ársa nodded and vanished, leaving her sitting alone in 
Springmeadow.

1.5 months later 
Albus 5, 761 

Lilitu Grove

Mirus Province, Corath

Adamen
“Adamen,” Erish said with a frown as she watched her
daughter walk around the dinner table to toss another log on the
fire.  The winter wind blew itself into a howling frenzy outside their
stone-faced house built into the hillside.  Most of the house was
actually underground. The only part that was stone was the façade
surrounding the front doors and windows, and the chimney that
stuck up in the top of the hill. 

“Yes, Mama,” Adamen said keeping her back turned to her 
mother. She knew what was coming. She had dreaded this 
discussion. 

“You’re pregnant,” the older woman said accusingly. Though 
Erish was centuries older than her daughter, she looked no older.
The Lilitu Fae aged slowly and once they reached a certain point,
they ceased to age anymore.  They, like the other Fae, were immortal
beings, as were the gods like Ársa and his Recoms.  They could die,
by accidents or illnesses, someone could murder them, but they
would never die of old age.

Adamen held her breath as she busied herself with the fire, 
poking it with the steel poker. She held her tongue. Waiting.
How
will Mama react? Adamen decided it was best to find out before
she spoke, so she held her silence, waiting.

“Adamen,” Erish said sharply.  “Straighte
n and turn, child,
so I may look at you.”

Adamen couldn’t refuse a straightforward directive from her
mother who was also her queen.  She slowly laid the poker aside and
pulled herself up straight.  She looked down at her own body, to see
if her breasts were bigger.  She knew her belly certainly was.  She
was neither a thin girl, nor was she fat, and while it had been
something she could hide a while, she couldn’t conceal it long and it 
had been only a matter of time before Erish was looking at her from
the right angle, at the right time and figured out the way things are.

Adamen turned, or started to. When she was in profile to 
her mother, Erish held up her hand.  “Stop right there.”

Adamen immediately stopped.

“Press your gown close so I can see you clearly.”

Adamen smoothed her loose-fitting gown flat against her
abdomen so the outline of her belly was clearly visible in profile.

“You’re what?  At least four, five months along?”

“Yes,” Adamen said.  “Almost five.”

Erish nodded. “So, in four months I’m to have my first
grandchild,” she said softly.

“Yes, Mama,” Adamen said.

“Come here,” Erish said. Her voice was husky and Adamen
was unable to pick up the woman’s emotions from her tone.

Adamen walked to her mother’s side where she sat at their 
dinner table in their cozy home. 

Erish reached out her hand and rubbed it over her
daughter’s abdomen, feeling her gently, following the curve of her
budding bulging belly.  “Hmm,” the woman said musingly.  “You’re
quite large for no further along than you are. If you don’t split open
by nine months it will be a wonder.  You’ll be a miserable, waddling
little girl before you birth this thing.”

Adamen held her breath, afraid to be relieved that her
mother wasn’t having a hissy fit. It still felt somewhat like a sword
was hanging over her head.

“Sit down, child,” Erish said, brushing her blue-black hair
from her face.  Erish’s hair was as black as daughter’s was red.  Her
eyes were as black as her daughter’s were green.  Erish had the
palest, whitest skin of any Lilitu, while Adamen was brown.

Adamen complied quickly, still holding her tongue.

“Are you happy about this, daughter?”

Adamen was surprised by the question.  Her mother had
never before asked her if she was happy about anything. Usually, all
they did was quarrel.  “I suppose I am,” Adamen said quietly.

“You’re quite subdued.  That’s unlike you,” Erish observed.
“Why didn’t you tell me?  Usually, when one of our Lilitu gets
pregnant, they rush to tell me and can’t wait for the announcements
to be made.”

Adamen shrugged.  “I didn’t know how you’d feel about it,”
she said quietly.  “I didn’t plan for there to be any announcements.”

“I see.  Since coming to Lerien, our numbers are low, so it’s
looked upon as a good and fortuitous thing when one of us ventures
out to reproduce. I wasn’t aware there was one of our current
drones who had caught your eye.”

“I guess I should have told you sooner, Mama,” Adamen
said.  Knowing she couldn’t avoid the subject of the baby’s sire, she
still dearly wished she could put it off a while longer.

In Lilitu culture, only the females had value.  They were a
society of women, ruled by their queen.  They could have sex
anytime they pleased and did not need to worry about getting
pregnant from any of the other races.  The only creatures capable of
impregnating them were the drones, the male Lilitu.  Until now.
Adamen didn’t know how her mother would react to the news that
this child belonged to Ársa.  While Erish viewed him as a god, he
was still an outsider. 

In Lilitu culture, they culled all the males at birth and only 
those with the strongest bloodlines survived. Housed in a stable, 
they had nothing in particular to do until a Lilitu female selected
one to breed with her. When coming to the new world, the Recoms
had divided them among the ten groups, which left them to start
with low populations on each of the ten colonies.  Now, after more
than six hundred years on Lerien, they numbered a few dozen
drones. Once one of the males had bred with a dozen females, he
was retired.  A council, appointed by the queen evaluated male
children and decided their fate before their first year ended.  If
selected as breeders, they went to the stable to be raised and 
nurtured by the retired males. When they were old enough, they
moved to the stable to await their turn at breeding. It seemed to 
Adamen, quite an abysmal life and she was glad she didn’t have to
participate in that system.  She fully intended that this would be the
only child she ever carried. 

“I do hope you made sure that the breeder you used had
cleaned himself properly before you had sex with him, Adamen,”
Erish said with only the slightest cattiness in her tone.  “You do
know that they have sex with the other men out in the stable, being 
deprived of women as they are. And given the fact that men have a
limited number of holes to use, sometimes it can get messy.”

Adamen felt the color rise in her face, stinging her cheeks.
She hated it when her mother spoke crudely of intimate things like
that. 

“Which one did you choose?” Erish asked.  She continued
rubbing her daughter’s belly almost absent-mindedly as she talked
to her. 

Adamen was growing uncomfortable under her mother’s eye
and hand.  She shifted, fidgeting nervously.  How do I tell her? 

Erish stared at her daughter’s belly, waiting for her to
answer.  “Sit down,” she ordered her child.

Adamen complied and quickly sat beside her mother. She
was glad not to have her rubbing her hand over her belly any longer.

“I can go to the guards and get the ledger that details who
you had sex with, Adamen,” Erish said bluntly.  “If you don’t tell me,
I can find out anyway.  You’re saving yourself nothing.  If you don’t
tell me voluntarily when I ask you, it will only serve to anger me and 
that won’t make your life better, trust me.”

Adamen sighed but made no effort to comply. 

“Who fathered my grandchild?” Erish said, raising her voice
sharply.

Adamen looked up at her mother and opened her mouth to
speak but found herself unable to actually impart the information
her mother sought. 

“Do you want me to go out to the stable and ask?  Is that it?”

“No, Mama,” Adamen said.

“Then tell me which drone you coupled with,” she said
insistently.

“I didn’t couple with a drone,” Adamen said, finally deciding 
to come clean and be honest about the whole thing.

Erish looked sharply at her daughter.  “What do you mean
you didn’t couple with a drone? You are clearly pregnant.  While
you can have sex with other Fae races, one of them cannot 
impregnate you. In order for you to have a child in your belly, you
had to have sex with a drone.”

Adamen raised her head and looked at her mother with 
defiant green eyes.  “The father of my child is Ársa,” she said with a
cool steady tone. 

Erish stared at her daughter in dumbfounded surprise for a
long moment.  “Who?” she asked dully.

“Ársa,” Adamen said.  “The Creator, the God of us all.”

“I know who Ársa is,” Erish said impatiently.  “What do you
mean he’s the father of your child?”

Adamen smiled. “I mean exactly what I said.  Ársa is my
child’s father.”

“How did that happen?” Erish asked, shock plain on her
beautiful face.

Adamen laughed. “How do you think it happened? How 
does it happen between any other male and female?  How does it
happen between Lilitu and drone? How did it happen between you
and the drone that sired me?”

Erish narrowed her eyes at her daughter. “My palm itches to
slap your insolent face, Adamen.  Don’t make me lose my temper. 
You know what I’m asking you.  You had better tell me how this
came to be.  This isn’t possible.”

“It is possible, Mama,” Adamen said. “Ársa is a god, and that
alone makes it possible.”

“I had no idea one of us could have a child with one of them.
We’re so different.”

“We’re not so different,” Adamen said.  “In fact, we’re a lot
alike in many ways.”

“How long has Ársa been your lover?” Erish asked.  She
turned her attention to the teapot on the table in front of her and
poured herself and her daughter a cup of tea. She sweetened them
with honey as she waited for her daughter’s answer.

“He’s been my lover for nearly two years,” Adamen said.

“How? Where do you meet him?”

“I meet him at night, in the forests and fields and he takes
me to his home.”

“His home?”

“Yes, he has a home somewhere on Lerien.”

“Where is it?”

Adamen wondered why her mother was asking.  She has a
strange gleam in her eye. She watched her mother focusing on her
teacup. “I don’t know,” she answered at last.

“What do you mean you don’t know?” Erish asked, looking at
her daughter suspiciously.

“I have never gone on my own. Ársa Travels me there with
him.  I have no idea where it is.”

“Have you asked?”

Adamen shrugged. “Only once,” she said.  “He told me it was 
better if I didn’t know.  Safer, he said.”

“For you or for him?” Erish asked cattily.

Adamen shrugged again. “Perhaps both of us,” she said.

“So you have a god’s brat in your belly,” Erish said.  Her tone
was hard and Adamen wondered what her mother was feeling to 
make it sound that way. 

“I suppose that’s a way to look at it.  But, yes, I am pregnant 
with Ársa’s child,” she said.

“You do understand that if this baby is not a girl, it will not
be given special consideration.  We will evaluate him as all male
children are. It will be processed the exact same no matter that its 
parents are a god and a princess.”

It hadn’t occurred to Adamen that her mother would deal
with Ársa’s child exactly as if it were full Lilitu.  She felt a pain in her
heart at the same moment that she felt the child kick in her womb.

Erish sipped her tea. “You had best pray it’s a girl, my dear,
if you want to keep it.”

Adamen said nothing, but her thoughts were churning as the
kicking continued inside her. 

“Is it a girl?” Erish said, looking at her.

“I don’t know,” Adamen lied.

“Ársa didn’t tell you?”

“No,” Adamen said.  “I didn’t ask.”

Erish stared at her daughter for a while before she said,
“Well, you’d better ask him what it is.”

“Why?”

“So you can prepare yourself for the inevitable if it’s a boy.
No special treatment will be given and you aren’t allowed to keep a
boy child. If chosen, it goes to the drone stable, if council rejects it,
they will kill it according to our rules.  And we’ve never faced the
prospect of a halfbreed child, and I doubt we’d embrace it.”

Adamen remained quiet.

“Are you still seeing Ársa?” Erish asked.

Adamen nodded. 

“I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but the gossip recently
coming through court is that he’s been chasing after some Elfin 
princess.” Erish watched her daughter’s face for the hint of a
reaction.  Other than the line of her lips pressed together growing
somewhat thinner, there was none.  She decided to let that go for
now.  “Are you meeting him tonight?”

Adamen shrugged. She never knew when Ársa would turn
up.

“Find out what gender this child is as soon as possible.”

“All right,” she said.

“I’ll ask you again on the morrow,” Erish said.  “I have had
enough for one night. Be warned Adamen, this will be the last night
you bed down with your lover. You will tell Ársa that you are
forbidden to share his bed any longer, by decree of your queen.”

Adamen rose from her seat glaring hotly at her mother for a
long moment before walking from the room with her head held high.

Before she made it through the door of the hallway leading to
her room, Erish called to her.  “By the way Adamen, I would like for
you to ask Ársa when he plans to actually fulfill his end of the
bargain he made with me before we left the old world.”

“All right, Mother,” Adamen said. She walked to her room
feeling confused about the conversation with her mother. What 
bargain did she make with Ársa way back in the olden times?

Adamen flew through the night, much as she had every other 
night since coming to Lerien.  Except that night, she wasn’t crying 
and cursing her mother.  Why does she have to be such a bitch?
Adamen let the rage and frustration fill her being. It rolled around
inside her like an ocean tide, until it threatened to swallow her
whole.

She flew aimlessly, dodging trees and lightning bugs.  She
had passed her twenty-fourth lightning bug before she stopped to 
look around her and wonder where she was.  It was winter at their
colony.  Lightning bugs didn’t tend to come out in winter.  Where in
Ifreann am I?

As she turned around, hoping to get her bearings, she saw
him standing beneath the canopy of a large tree.  She smelled the
sea and felt the warm breeze.  “Ársa,” she said, staring at him in
disbelief.

He opened his arms welcomingly and she flew to him. “I 
brought you here, Adamen,” he said as he pressed his lips to her
head and kissed her through her waves of red hair.  “I thought you
needed me.”

“Oh, I do,” she sobbed against his chest.  “Can you take me to
your home?”

He didn’t reply, but he instantly Traveled her to his home
and sat with her in his lap on his big comfortable sofa.  He listened
to her pour her heart out about her mother for the better part of an
hour without speaking.

“Is that true?” she said, at last, sitting up to look him in the
face as she finished relating what her mother had said about the Elf
woman.

“Yes,” he said. “That’s true.”  He couldn’t explain Chéile to
anyone, not even Adamen, and certainly not to Moriko.  How could
he explain something he didn’t understand himself?  He had never
in his life acted like that over a woman before.  He felt as if he was
under some kind of spell. 

Adamen sighed forlornly and dramatically rolled her eyes.  “I 
think my mother wants to take the baby away.  When he’s born, she
will if she can get her hands on him.”

“Adamen, you can stay here until you deliver. No one will
find you here.  And I think you should give some serious thoughts
about finding someone else to raise this child.”

“I think I’ll name him Girin, Ársa, if that’s all right with you.”

“That’s fine.” Ársa couldn’t give voice to the fact that he
didn’t care.  He had no real interest in this child.  He cared for 
Adamen, but he was only fulfilling a promise made to his mother,
his sister, and the future.  This fetus didn’t exist because it was his
idea or something he wanted. 

“I’ll stay here until the baby comes, but I need to see my
mother one more time before it’s time to have him.”

“Why do you want to see her?  Don’t give her the chance to 
hurt you, Adamen.”

“I won’t.  She asked me to pass a message on to you and I
said I would.  She wants an answer as soon as possible.”

“A message for me?” he asked, clearly puzzled.

“Yes, she said she wants to know when you plan to fulfill the
bargain you made with her back on the old world.”

Ársa looked surprised.  “I had forgotten all about that. She’s
certainly been a patient woman.  Why didn’t she ask me about it
before now?”

“Have you seen her?”

“No, but she could have sought me out.”

Adamen laughed.  “You don’t know my mother,” she said.

“I suppose not.  Well, tell her that I send my humblest
apologies.  I will get on that right away and take care of it.”

“All right,” Adamen said, taking her turn to look puzzled. 
“What’s this about?”

“You weren’t on the original list to come here, you know,” he
said gently.

Adamen nodded. “She wanted me to go with another 
group.”

“I insisted that you come here and be part of our group.”

“You did?  So that’s why she changed her mind about me
accompanying her group.”

“It is.  In exchange for getting to bring you along, I promised
her I would assign a guardian to watch over the Fae.”

“I’m surprised she didn’t ask for one specifically for the
Lilitu.”

He shook his head.  “She asked for one for the Fae. I forgot, 
but I have someone in mind. She does something else, too, but I’m
sure she can handle adding the Fae to her duties.”

“Moriko?” Adamen asked.

“Yes,” Ársa said.

“She’s an excellent choice. She’s in the forest so much 
anyway, and most of us Fae live in one forest or another. I think all
the Fae will trust her more than any other.”

“That’s my thoughts. I’ll meet with your mother soon, please
tell her that for me.”

“I will. I’ll go see her tomorrow. But for now, can we go to 
bed?  I’m tired and my stomach hurts and I’ve had enough for one
day.”

Ársa picked her up and gently carried her to his bed.  He lay 
beside her and held her quietly until she slept. 

1 day later
Albus 6, 761

Lasahala Run, Silverwilde 
Cardosa, Lerien 

Chéile
“Chéile, we’re going down to the market, darling,” her 
mother called through the thick oaken portal that sealed her
bedroom.

“All right, Mama,” Chéile said. This was the moment she had 
been waiting what seemed an eternity for.

“Do you want to come with us?”

“No, thank you,” Chéile answered politely.

“It’s a beautiful day.”

“I’m fine, Mama.  I’ll see you and Papa when you return.”
Chéile was growing irritated with her mother.  Enough already, it’s
not as if I’ll be alone.  There’s a houseful of servants.

“Very well, we’ll see you in a few hours.”

“All right, Mama.” Chéile pressed her pointed ear against 
the door and listened to her mother’s retreating footsteps until she
was certain the woman wasn’t coming back. Sometimes her mother
returned to her door four times before she actually went away.

After she was certain no one was skulking about in the
hallway, Chéile slid the bolt on her door, locking herself inside.  She
turned and ran to her bed and dropped to her knees. She reached 
under the massive piece of furniture as far as she could and pulled
out a wooden box. It was large, ornate, and heavy.  Her royal 
headpiece for the wedding had arrived in the box. She had quickly
transferred all of her special belongings into it and had hidden it
under her bed.  The headpiece was on her dressing table for all to 
see. The things in the box held more importance to her than any
crown or jewels.  These items were her secret independence, her
secret power.

She opened the box and stared, smiling, at its contents. A 
profusion of little figures lay within, as well as a small bowl, and
bottles of various colored liquids. There was a tiny box of long, 
sharp pins. The figures were actually small dolls, each crafted with
meticulous stitching. 

She picked up one of the dolls. She had skillfully sewn each
of them from a variety of finely woven fabrics. Chéile had created
them herself. She was one of the finest tailors in their village, for
her mother had made certain she could sew as well as any
professional.  These little figures were the only things she had sewn
since coming to Lerien.  She picked up one of them and looked at it.
She stroked its long blonde hair made of fine silk yarn.  She smiled
at it.  “My Prince,” she cooed as she looked longingly at it. “There’s 
no need to do anything with you anymore, you’re mine.  Our
wedding will happen soon enough.” She placed the figure gently in
the box and pulled out another one.

This one had a shock of thick, black hair.  It was far wider
and bulkier than the other figures in her box. She pulled the figure
to her and rubbed it on her breasts. She stuck it in her cleavage 
headfirst and tickled it with her finger.  “Ársa,” she said, “you
respond so perfectly.  What girl wouldn’t want The Creator at her
disposal? Even if you are quite the ugliest creature I’ve ever seen. 
You look exactly like a nasty human.”  She stroked the doll between 
its legs.  “As long as I need you, you must be near.  As long as I want 
you, you must be here.  I hold your heart tighter when you see my 
face.  You will give to me everything when I drop my lace.” She gave
the doll another caress with her finger before she put it back in the
box.

She pulled out her little dish and one of the ornate bottles.
She set the bowl on the nightstand and poured a little of the liquid in
it. “I wish I had more,” she muttered. “I haven’t had the privacy to 
make a new batch, so this pitiful amount will have to do.” She
waved her hand over the dish and smoke rose from the surface.
Ripples danced upon the water, starting in the center of the small
bowl and growing outward until they died at the sides.  Chéile
passed her hand over the surface again, and the ripples slowed,
barely moving.  As they cleared this time, she saw a wavering image
of Ársa, walking down a dim hallway. 

He was dressed in his uniform, as he always was, formfitting
in various shades of grey.  She noted the deep purple stripe that ran
down his sleeve, from shoulder to cuff and the matching one on the
outside of his pant legs, where a seam would be.  The color pleased
her because she knew that deep aubergine marked him as a leader.

She turned her attention to his surroundings, fascinated by
his location.  The hallway around him was silvery-grey as well and 
had a sterile look about it. She watched him walk down the hallway,
and stop.  He pressed a button on the wall and a door slid open.  He
entered, closing the door behind him. The moment the door closed,
her vision returned to the now empty hallway.  She could never see 
beyond that doorway.  It was as if something blocked her.

“Damn it,” she muttered.  She waved her hand over the bowl
and the water inside cleared.  “I can never see him when he enters 
that room.”  She knew he was thinking of her, he always was after 
she fondled the doll she had crafted to look like him.  She poured the
liquid back into the glass bottle it had come from, being careful not
to spill it.

She sat down on the bed with a flounce, bouncing a couple of
times.  I need a way to bolster my magic, make it better. I have 
gone as far as I can with Rootwork magic on my own.  I’m quite
good at scrying, curses, and incantations, but I need a boost.  I
wish Mama wasn’t so hidebound about it. There are elders in the 
colony who could teach me, but Mama said it wasn’t seemly for a
princess, especially one who would be queen, to learn such things.
Now, if I were a goddess, there would be no limit to what I could
do. The idea of becoming a goddess titillated her but she gave it up
when she considered that the only path to becoming a goddess 
involved a real relationship with Ársa and that thought made her
shudder. She felt a little bit nauseated by it, too.  He’s just
so…ugly…and so…human.  The cost is too dear, even for the magic 
I want so much.

Chéile decided that even if she didn’t want him, it was in her
best interest to keep him dangling until she was safely married and
crowned queen.  She placed everything back into her box, packing it
all carefully inside so nothing would spill or break. She arranged all 
the little dolls into sitting or lying positions.  The doll she had
fashioned to be the old king, she laid flat and placed a rock on its
chest. She pushed the dolls of her parents into a corner together. 
Prince Caolán was placed in the center, higher than the others, as if 
he already sat on a throne.  Her lips curled into a smile that never lit
her pale eyes as she picked up the little doll that looked like Ársa.
That one, she kissed, hugged. Then, she ran her tongue between its 
little cloth legs.  She stared at it for a moment, thinking what else 
she could do. She had no real experience with men. She didn’t even
like any of them.  She didn’t care for Prince Caolán any more than
any other man, but he was going to be king and that made him
considerably more attractive. 

She thought about what the other young girls talked about in 
their morning walks.  Chéile dismissed it as idle chatter and
nonsense.  What was it they had said? It always seemed to be 
about boys wanting to get under a girl’s skirts. Well, if that’s what
he wants, I don’t see why not.  She lifted her skirt and parted her
undergarments to rub the doll against herself.  To her surprise, it
felt sort of good. She rubbed the doll against herself again. She 
briefly considering inserting it inside her but the idea made her
giggle with embarrassment.

She started to drop the Ársa doll back into her box but
hesitated. She looked at it for a moment as she settled her garments 
back in place.  She dropped the doll into the drawer of the bedside
table before snapping the box shut and shoving it back under her
bed.

Maybe having the doll handy in the dark of night when she
couldn’t sleep would prove entertaining, she thought.

2 days later
Albus 8, 761 

Lilitu Grove

Mirus Province, Corath

Adamen 

“Well, did you talk to him?” 

“I did,” Adamen said.  Her mother was tense and on edge.
Why, she wondered. 

“Well?  What did he say?” Erish asked impatiently.
“He said he didn’t know what gender the baby is,” Adamen 

lied.
Erish waved an impatient hand at her daughter.  “Oh, not 
that,” she said in an exasperated tone. “What did he say about
assigning us a deity?”

Adamen looked at her mother, thinking it odd that she
wasn’t the least concerned about her grandchild.  “He said he would
work on it right away, and find someone. He also apologized for
forgetting.  He said he’s been busy since he came here.”

Erish clapped her hands like a delighted child.
 “Oh, that’s
truly grand. It’s about time we had our own deity.”

“I don’t see why you want one,” Adamen said.  She thought it
was useless to pray and talk to a god or goddess that never showed
up. She knew shepherds and ranchers prayed to Pales, the Goddess 
of Herds and Shepherds, and she had never one time met a
shepherd or rancher who had actually seen Pales.  She suspected
that not a single other deity was present in the lives of any of those
who worshipped them. And she had never seen one of their prayers 
stop her from running their herds off in the middle of the night. 

“I want one because other creatures have them,” Erish said
petulantly.  “And I want one because Ársa promised me one after I
agreed to bring you along on this move.”

Adamen lifted her chin. “So it’s true,” she said.  “You were 
going send me on another ship, and the only reason I’m here is
because of Ársa’s insistence.”

Erish looked at her daughter without emotion. “Someone
needed to lead the others. He promised me this.  I kept my end of
the bargain, now he needs to keep his.”

“Well, don’t worry, Mother,” Adamen said.  “He’s going to.”

“Who is he going to pick?”

“He said he would talk to Moriko to see if she’s interested.
That’s his first choice, but if she doesn’t want the extra
responsibility, he’ll choose someone else.”

Erish smiled, sitting with her long black braid coiled in her
lap like a sleek cat.  “Oh, I hope she takes the assignment.  I like her.
She’s my first choice, too. She’s everything I thought she’d be. I was
quite impressed when we met that one time in the old world.”

“I thought you’d be pleased,” Adamen said.

“She’s a logical choice since she’s the Goddess of the Forest.”

“I agree,” Adamen said.  “Now, since you’ve told me I cannot
live here anymore, Mama, I should be going.”  Adamen rose from
her seat to leave.

“Wait,” Erish said, placing her hand on her daughter’s
forearm. “Did he not tell you the gender of this baby?”

“I don’t know it, Mama.  And it doesn’t matter to me.”

“It had better matter, girl.  If it’s a boy, his options are bleak.
I cannot see ever allowing a mixed race boy to breed with our
women.  So I’ve decided that if this child is a boy, it is to be
smothered at birth.”

“I do not intend to give birth here in the village, mother. I’m
leaving. I won’t be back until after my child is born.”

“You must comply with the Lilitu rules.  You must hand that
child over.  I can tell by your behavior that you know it’s a boy.”
Erish continued to hang on to her daughter’s arm, digging her long,
neatly manicured nails into her flesh.  “Why, I should have it cut out 
of you right this instant.”  Erish felt slightly gleeful over the harsh
cruelty of that statement. 

Adamen jerked her arm from her mother’s grasp and glared
at the woman. “I won’t be bullied, either, mother. This is Ársa’s
child; it is the child of the most powerful man in this world. I don’t
think you should even entertain the idea of killing his child. I’ll be
on my way, now.”  She turned and stalked from the room, leaving
her mother sitting with her hands in her lap gaping after her.
Albus 8, 761 

Blackpool 

Catormad Province, Corath 

Erish
Queen Erish sat in her bed, loitering and thinking about her
daughter.  She didn’t want to face her court today and didn’t trust
her temperament to hear the complaints of her people.  Adamen had
always upset her and tested her temper. The girl was maddening 
and infuriating and seemed to look for ways to vex her mother.  Why
can’t she be more like me?  I should have chosen her father based 
on something besides his looks.  And the girl certainly inherited
those.  She’s far too beautiful for her own good, which is exactly
why she’s sporting around with Ársa’s child in her belly.  And it’s a 
boy baby, too, to make things worse.

Erish drummed her long, neatly manicured nails on the
cover of the book she was pretending to read, that now lay closed in
her lap. At least she had managed to get Ársa to keep his word
about assigning them a protector. Not that he’s done it yet, she
complained to herself, flinging the book across the room to thud 
heavily into her closed door. 

Moments later, a knock sounded and one of Erish’s guards
called, “Is everything all right, my lady?”

“Fine,” Erish shouted out.  She let her peevish mood reflect
in her voice and immediately regretted it. “I’m sorry,” she said in a
pleasanter tone, “I’m fine.  I am just having a bit of an off day.  Is
that you, Durada?”

“Yes, my lady,” came the answer.

“Can you please cancel my appointments for today?  I cannot 
face anyone after that visit from my wretched daughter.”

“Yes, my lady,” Durada said. 

“I’ll be going out in a bit, Durada, so you can have the
afternoon off.  The guards can handle things in my absence.”

“Yes, my lady, thank you,” Durada said.

Erish made no move to get up and dress for her outing.  She
sank, with a heavy heart back onto her pillows and stared at the
ceiling for a while longer.  How I wish I could bend the rules for
you, my dear, but I just cannot.  You have to follow the same rules
as everyone else and that means you simply have to give up your
male child. A tear sprang to Erish’s dark eyes and her face wore a
worried countenance.  She tried out several scenarios in her head
that would allow her daughter to keep her male child, but none of
them would work, she concluded. She even entertained abdicating
the throne for Adamen, but in the end, she tossed that aside, too.
Any successor to follow her would simply enforce the rules 
themselves. 

I know Adamen won’t bring her child here, so I could simply
pretend I’m not aware of it and let her do whatever it is she plans 
to do.  But no, she was around the entire colony. Someone would
have noticed her condition and they won’t be tight-lipped about it,
either. I have no choice but to find her and force her to return to
us.

Erish rose, with her gauzy nightgown flowing behind her,
trailing at her ankles as she moved gracefully down the hall and into 
her daughter’s private bedchamber. There must be some clue to 
where she’s been meeting Ársa all these years. She picked up 
trinkets and other small items in Adamen’s room, fondling each of
them while focusing on its owner. She hoped to glean some kind of
knowledge or impression that would show her where to start 
looking. 

Quills, knitting needles, crochet hooks, cable needles and
other small straight items were packed into a tall slender mug.
Mementos of some of Adamen’s outings with the Pixies, no doubt.
Erish got nothing from them, even though she carefully handled
each item, all the while concentrating on her daughter. 

Erish was about to give up when a large conch shell caught 
her eye. Where in the world would she find such a thing?
She
picked it up to inspect it more closely and she instantly felt a strong
tingling in her fingers that quickly shot up her arm.  This is
connected to where Adamen has gone, I’m sure of it. She set the
shell down with a clatter and hurriedly returned to her room and
dove into her bed to consider what she should do next.

Now that she had an idea of where to look, she considered 
how daunting a task this was going to be.  Erish had no idea how
many hundreds of thousands of miles of coastline Lerien had or how
many of them were accessible, but she had no doubt that it was
more than she could conceivably cover in several hundred years.
She didn’t have that kind of time.

She felt a driving need to find Adamen and bring her back
here to face the consequences the same as any other Lilitu woman
would, she rose from her morose bed and dressed in a scarlet gown.
She left her home behind to search the countryside for her daughter.
She flew from colony to colony asking every Fae she encountered if
they had any knowledge of Adamen’s whereabouts or of her meeting 
places with Ársa.  None claimed to have seen her, and Erish was
beginning to wonder if they all worked in concert to protect the girl
from her. She knew that Adamen had many friends among the
other races of Fae.

She made her way to the largest Pixie colony in the area and 
they all claimed they hadn’t seen Adamen in months.  They helpfully 
suggested that she ask the Tree Fae on Ceann’nathair, knowing it 
was three continents away from Corath, where they lived. She 
bristled when she thought she heard a twitter of laughter as she left
the Pixies behind. Filthy, flighty little Pixies, I hope a blight takes
you all. The Pixies were always into mischief and Adamen spent a
lot of her free time with them.  I had rather hoped that Ársa would
leave you little monsters behind when we came here, but I see he is
far more inclusive than I would have been.

She tried five times to Travel, to blink her way to
Ceann’nathair. When that was unsuccessful, she looked for a Fae
portal to take her there, but she couldn’t find any.  “Damned Pixies,”
she muttered aloud and under her breath. “I’m sure you have
hidden them away so I can’t get to her.  Which means you know
where she is,” she said angrily.

Erish looked around her to determine her location for she
had gone fairly far afield looking for a portal.  Where are those 
darned Pixies? She could hear the ocean from here, she noted.
How did I get so far? The Pixies weren’t near the ocean.  That
particular colony of them was stashed outside a farming area where
there was plenty of fun to be had making mischief on a dozen or so 
farms nearby.

Thinking of having a look around this shantytown and asking 
if anyone had seen her daughter, she decided to see what buildings
were here first.  After a brief search, looking at the structures in this
place, she decided that Ársa wouldn’t stay here for any length of
time. Most of the buildings were run down and small. Not the sort
of luxury she could see Ársa bringing his lover to.  She was positive
that neither her daughter nor her lover had ever been in this dismal
location. 

Deciding to check out the beach area before she moved on, 
Erish flew up and saw a woman standing in the sand beyond a
hillock. She woman looked human but the scent on the wind
disputed the claim and it piqued Erish’s interest. She flew, making
certain to remain invisible, nearer to the woman who was longingly
looking out at the waves.  A flash in the water drew her attention
and she realized that the woman was staring at someone. Was 
someone in the water?

Erish caught sight of a flat tail slipping under the water as a 
wave engulfed the spot and it was gone forever. Was that a seal?
She turned and looked at the woman on the beach again; a beautiful
human for all appearances, but now Erish knew the truth. This was 
a Selkie if ever she’d seen one. And that means, she thought,
narrowing her eyes at the woman, that a human male is holding you
captive somewhere nearby. 

The woman, small in stature, with long wavy brown hair and
deep velvety brown eyes, lifted a tanned hand up to brush a tear
from her cheek. She was standing barefoot in the sand of the beach, 
still staring out to sea. The look on her face was longingly painful
and it even made Erish’s heart soften for a moment.

A man’s voice called out from down the beach, drawing both
Erish’s attention and the woman’s. “Muirgan,” he shouted. “The
baby is hungry.  You’d better come in now.”

Muirgan turned sorrowful eyes toward the man before
casting another sad, longing look toward the sea. After a moment,
she headed down the beach to where he stood, waiting. 

Erish was quick to assess the situation and decided this
could be a beneficial relationship to explore. She followed them
silently down the beach and up the trail leading to a small shanty on
the outskirts of a tiny fishing village. 

“The fog has cleared,” the man said to Muirgan as they
returned home.  “Perhaps we’ll get to go out fishing this afternoon,
after all.”

Muirgan made no comment as Yann opened the door to their 
small home. 

Erish followed them inside, taking care that they didn’t see
or hear her. She needed to learn all she could before she made a
move. Most of all, she wanted to find out where the man was 
keeping Muirgan’s skin. She looked around the room and didn’t see 
anything that looked suitable or secure enough to lock the skin
away.  She knew it wasn’t somewhere that Muirgan could find it, or
the woman would have returned to the sea.

Back in the old world, Erish had known quite a few Selkies. 
She was surprised that Ársa had brought them along.  She supposed
it made sense; they were Fae after all, and definitely not mortal
creatures. Perhaps whomever Ársa put in charge of the sea had
done it.  Either way, it was a fortuitous day for her.

A cradle occupied the corner of the room, near the fireplace
used for cooking.  The baby in it was crying lustily.  Muirgan crossed
the room and picked the child up. She looked at it dispassionately
as she sat down in the chair by the rough table in front of the
fireplace.  She unfastened her blouse and stuck a bare breast in the
baby’s mouth, hushing its loud wails instantly.

The human man stared longingly at Muirgan’s exposed
breast.  From his shoulder, he removed a box attached to a leather
strap.  The box had hung down his back.  He slung it over the peg at
the top of the chair back and took a seat at the table. He continued
to stare at her breast as she fed the baby.

When the baby, no more than six months old, reached up for
its mother’s face, Erish saw that it had webbed fingers.  She hadn’t
needed any further convincing that this woman was a Selkie held
captive, but if she had, this would have cinched it for her.  The
mixed babies of Selkie women and human men usually had webbed
fingers and toes. Erish felt the mixture ruined an otherwise
perfectly good Selkie. 

“Why do you keep going to the beach, Muirgan?” he asked
her at last.

“I…” she said softly, “it’s my…I feel at home there.”

So he doesn’t know she’s meeting someone there.  It is likely 
her husband, her first husband, her water husband.

“Muirgan,” he said, looking up at her, “why can’t you just be
happy where you are?”

“This isn’t my home, Yann,” she said forlornly.

“Well, it is now, and it will be from here on, so you might as
well get used to it and quit mourning for the sea.”

Erish paid little attention to the conversation. She was
fixated on the box he had hung on the back of the chair. There, she
was willing to bet, was the skin she sought.  If I can get my hands on
it, I can make her help me find Adamen. She can employ her water 
husband to help her. But how? This Yann idiot wasn’t likely to be
careless with it.  He’s held her here for over a year; he’s not likely to
forget it somewhere for the taking.  If he had, Muirgan would be
long gone by now.

As evidence of the box’s contents, Muirgan’s eyes settled on
it as she continued to nurse the baby.

“I thought you were supposed to be good, obedient wives,”
Yann said with a bitter, accusing tone.

“I have been obedient, Yann, I have been good and true and 
faithful.”

The tension in the room grew as they spoke quietly to one
another. 

“You do as I ask, always,” he said in agreement.  “But you
don’t do it with any passion or conviction.  You do it by rote.”

“What do you want, Yann?”

He raised his voice. “I want you to love me.”

“I cannot,” she quietly.

“Why not?” he asked plaintively.

“You cannot command a heart, Yann,” she said, glancing up 
at her human companion.

“I’ve been good to you,” he said.

Muirgan sighed and looked at the baby still suckling at her 
teat.  She was silent for a long time before she shook her head.
“Yann, I never came to you willingly. You captured me and you’ve
held me against my will for your own selfish reasons.  I cannot
return to my true home because you hold me prisoner.”

“You’re not a prisoner,” he protested, brushing a stray lock of
blonde hair out of his sky blue eyes.

Muirgan’s eyes strayed to the box on his chair again, and 
Yann’s face colored guiltily.

“What am I, then?” she asked.

“You’re my wife,” he said.

A knock sounded on the door, which startled them all. 
Erish’s arm jerked and she knocked a tin cup from the counter near 
where she stood.

Both Muirgan and Yann turned to stare at it before the knock
sounded again. “Yann,” a man called from outside the door. “Boat’s
going out at three,” he said.  “You coming?”

“Aye, Sven,” Yann said.  “I’ll be down there in a few 
minutes.”

Muirgan rose from her seat and put the sleeping baby back
into its cradle. When she turned, Yann was right behind her. She
moved to cover her bare breast but his hand stopped her. He
cupped it in his hand and squeezed.  Muirgan stared straight into his
chest and did not react.

“Oh, baby, don’t be like that,” he said pleadingly.

Muirgan didn’t speak but a tear slid down her cheek and 
Erish felt sure she was thinking of the man in the water, now in seal
form.

Yann bent his head to suckle at her breast but Muirgan
jerked away.  “You’d drink your own son’s milk?” she asked. She
quickly pulled her blouse together and fastened it.

“Muirgan,” he said, “lift your skirts and bend over the table
there. I’d like to have a go before I leave.”

Erish saw Muirgan shiver and she conceded to herself that
she didn’t care to see this sight either, so she used her Fae abilities 
and managed a knock at the door, making it as insistent and
impatient as possible. 

“You don’t want to be late,” Muirgan said quietly but the
relief in her voice was evident. 

Yann sighed sadly. “At least give me a real kiss before I
leave,” he said.

Muirgan closed her eyes and turned her face to his,
submitting to his kiss, but her response was lukewarm.  Yann didn’t
seem to notice as he passionately covered her mouth with his. 

Erish didn’t particularly care for humans, especially the
males of the species.  For that matter, I don’t care for the males of
any species. She calmly watched him salivate on his wife’s face
either not noticing or not caring that Muirgan responded not at all.
Both women watched him gather up his coat from the peg beside the
door. Both women stole panicked glances at the box on the chair 
back, but for completely different reasons.

Yann picked up his coat, slipped it on, and started for the
door. Muirgan closed her eyes and murmured, “Please don’t
remember the box.” Erish murmured, please forget the box, to
herself as well.  Yann hesitated with his hand on the door handle.
The breath of both women caught in their throats as they stood
watching him pause at the door. 

He turned around, strode to his seat, and snagged the box
from the back of his chair before he returned to the door to open it 
and step out.  Erish hurried behind him as close as she could
without touching him.  She intended to have that box anyway she
could get it.  She followed him down the trail toward a harbor where
several ships were docked.  She could see the harbor looming up
ahead before it disappeared at a sharp bend in the path.  Seizing on
the opportunity, she grabbed a thick piece of driftwood and smashed
it against Yann’s head, striking him hard across his right temple.

His knees buckled and he dropped to the ground with a low
grunt. Erish wasted no time snatching at the box on his back.  It
wouldn’t budge. She cried out in anguish as she realized his heavy 
body was lying on the straps.  She rummaged through his pockets 
and found a small skinning knife.  It didn’t burn me when I touched
it, it must be steel.  She removed it from its leather sheath and
looked at it—steel.  She sighed in relief that it wasn’t made of iron
like many cheap knives. She cut the straps from the box and flew, 
with both items, far away down the beach. She pried the lock open
with the knife.  She had to be certain the skin was in there before she
approached Muirgan with her demands. Erish held her breath as
she slowly lifted the lid. She gasped at the sight of the rich brown
pelt neatly folded inside.  She stuck her hand in and lovingly
caressed it.  It felt divinely soft, softer than anything Erish had ever
felt before.  Oh, how Muirgan must miss it and the freedom it
represents.

She snapped the box shut with a resounding click.  She tried
to relock it but the crude, tinny lock was broken.  Now I need a safe
place to put this.  I can’t have anyone else finding it.  Erish thought 
for a moment before deciding that the safest place for it was under
guard in her palace. She Traveled instantly to her bedroom and put 
the box in the safe where she kept the few jewels that belonged to 
the queendom.  They would be passed down to the next queen for
they belonged to the entire colony of Lilitu.

After she shut the safe, she changed the code on the lock
before turning to the door and shouting for Durada.

Moments later, a lithe slender Lilitu maiden with a sword—
almost as long as she was tall—strapped to her back, opened the 
door.  “Yes, your highness,” she said with a bow.

Like all the Lilitu women, Durada was strikingly beautiful.
She had rosy pink hair and rosy pink cheeks and sparkling blue eyes.  
Her mouth was a kiss poised to be stolen by a secret lover. The
sword was at odds with her soft beauty, but she had a steeliness to
her backbone that spoke of other things besides softness.

“I need you to guard this room and make certain that no one
enters besides me.”

Durada’s face registered confusion for only a moment. “Yes, 
Queen Erish,” she said with a nod.

“I want you to stand outside this door and do not let anyone
in other than me.  Is that clear?”

“Yes, my lady,” Durada said.

“Stay here until I return. If you must take a break to relieve 
yourself, choose someone that you trust with your life to stay in your
stead.”

“That would be my twin sister, Talya.”

“Talya, oh yes, of course.  That’s fine, Durada, but keep in
mind if anything happens on Talya’s watch, you will be the one
responsible for it.”

“Of course,” Durada said.

“I don’t know when I’ll return, but please, take your post
outside the door right now.”

“Yes, my lady,” she said, turning quickly and leaving the
room.  She positioned herself squarely in the middle, blocking the
door completely.

Satisfied that her room was well guarded, Erish closed the
door, locking it from the inside.  She slipped on a cloak and Traveled
from inside her room to a sandy spot on the beach not far from
Muirgan’s shanty.  Knowing the exact location, she could effortlessly
return here anytime she pleased. 

A short ways down the beach, she could hear a hubbub and
she assumed that someone had found Yann.  She didn’t think he was
dead, but she didn’t care other than the inconvenience it would
cause her if they accused Muirgan of the crime.

Erish disregarded the noise even as it drew closer to her. She
was not visible to these lowly mortals and their approach did not
concern her.  She had tasks to accomplish that were far more
important. She made her way toward the shanty Muirgan 
reluctantly shared with Yann. She wondered if the girl would
believe that Yann no longer had the skin, but she wasn’t willing to 
risk bringing it with her for proof.  She’d have to find a way to 
convince her. 

The shouting voices grew louder as she neared their home. 
She grew alarmed as she drew closer and found the front door
gaping open and heard Yann’s voice screaming, “What did you do
with it you bitch?”

She heard Muirgan crying in fear and pain.  The baby’s wail
joined her own to make a discordant cacophony.  “I didn’t do
anything, Yann,” she said pleadingly between sobs.  “I’ve been right 
here since you left.”

“You sneaked up behind me and hit me in the head,” he
snarled.  “I ought to…” the sound of fist hitting meat punctuated the
sentence. 

As Muirgan’s sobs became muffled, Erish grew more
concerned for her safety. She is useless to me dead.  I can’t let him
kill her. She hurried to the shanty and reached the open doorway in
time see Muirgan struggling to stay conscious as Yann strangled her 
with one hand and slapped her face hard with the other. “You
fucking whore,” he snarled.  “I never thought you’d steal from me.”

Muirgan shook her head but couldn’t make any sounds.
Yann released her neck enough to allow a gasp of air to wheeze into
her lungs.  “I didn’t,” she rasped. “If I had it, do you think I would
still be here?  You imbecile,” she said.

She’s clearly beyond caring. I have to stop this moron.
Erish looked around the shanty for a weapon. She remembered the
knife she had taken from him.  It rather seems poetic justice to stab
the bastard with his own blade.  Do I still have it? She groped
around in her pocket and smiled as her fingers curled on the grip.
She pulled it out of her pocket and made herself visible. She wanted
Muirgan to know who had rescued her from death.

Erish stepped up behind Yann and slid the knife easily
between his ribs.  She didn’t want to kill him.  The idiot might prove
useful further down the line.  It was enough to get his attention away 
from murdering his wife.  He screamed in pain and stumbled
backward grabbing at his back.  He clutched the knife handle and
pulled it out, doing far more damage to himself than Erish had done.

“What?” he asked confused.  He looked up, and saw Erish for
the first time, smiling calmly at him. 

“It’s a sin to harm a Selkie,” she said with a placid smile. She
held out her hand to Muirgan. “Come, darling,” she said, “let me
rescue you.”

Muirgan didn’t need a second invitation.  She instantly took
Erish’s hand and let her whisk her away from the shanty.  Erish
landed in a wooded area several miles inland.  It seemed safer than
taking her near the beach. 

“Is Yann…going to die?” Muirgan asked shakily.

Erish shrugged and shook her head. “I don’t know. Do you 
care?”

“I…I would rather he not be dead and I certainly don’t want
to be blamed for it. I just want to go home.” Her voice cracked and
tears rolled down her cheeks.

“I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Erish said confidently, though she 
wasn’t at all sure.  He might be dead already for all she knew.  It
would serve him right if he was dead, the nasty thing.

“Thank you for getting me out of there,” Muirgan said.  “Who
are you?  And how did you come to be at my house at that time?”
The Selkie in human form looked at her companion for the first 
time, scrutinizing her closely.  “You’re not human, that’s clear.”

Erish laughed.  “No, I’m a Lilitu,” she said,  but didn’t offer
anything else.

“What’s your name?”

“Erish,” she said. “I need your help, Muirgan.”

“My help?” Muirgan asked perplexed.  “How can I help you?
I am about the most powerless person you could have chosen.”

Erish laughed again and took a seat on a fallen log. “You are
far more powerful than you realize.”

Muirgan shook her head.  “That human nearly killed me, I
wouldn’t call myself powerful.”

“I need your help to find my daughter,” Erish said, smiling at 
her companion.

“How could I possibly help you find your daughter?”

Erish narrowed her eyes and looked at Muirgan. “I think you
can enlist the aid of your Selkie friend, the one you go to the beach
to see when you think Yann isn’t looking.”

Muirgan’s eyes flew open and her head snapped toward
Erish, giving her full attention.  “You must be mistaken,” she said
barely above a whisper.  Her voice was shaking with fear and her 
eyes had a haunted, panicked look in them. 

Erish pinched her lips together tightly and rolled her eyes a
bit before closing them for a scant second.  “Don’t play games with
me, Muirgan, I know what you are. I saw your friend leaving you at
the beach.  Is he your husband?”

“Yes,” Muirgan whispered.

“How were you so stupid as to get caught by a human?” Erish
said, and her tone was judgmental. 

“It was cold, so cold and the water hadn’t warmed up.  I was
freezing every day and I couldn’t get warm. One day, the sun finally 
came out and I left the water to sit on the beach and warm up.  I
took off my skin…”

“And when a female Selkie divests her skin, they look like a
beautiful human woman,” Erish said.  “I know the legend.  I wasn’t
at all sure until today that I entirely believed it. But, go on.”

“I had it lying on the rock with me.  I had folded it to use as a 
pillow.”

“I am sure the vision of you lying naked in the sun was more
than a poor fool like Yann could bear.”

“I must have dozed off in the sun.  I awoke when my head hit
the rock sharply. I turned to look and there was Yann, holding my
skin in his hand.  I jumped up and reached for it but he held it above
his head and I could not get it.  He’s a lot taller than me.”  Muirgan’s
voice cracked as she related the memory to Erish.

“Humans are assholes,” Erish said bluntly.  “I’ve always
hated them. They are perfectly useless.”

“I had never known one before that day.”

“So, Yann kept your skin from you on the beach. Then
what?” Erish prompted.

“He took off his belt and tied my wrists and dragged me to
his shanty.  Once we got to his house, he gave me a shirt of his to
wear and went in search of clothing for me.  He took my skin with
him. When he came back with the clothing, he laid it on the table
and he had that box.  I knew my skin was in that box. I tried to open
it, but it was locked.  I don’t know where he had hidden the key.”

“And he never let the box out of his sight, did he?”

Muirgan shook her head.  “I never got a chance to open it.  I
tried several times, but he’d always wake up.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Almost a year and a half, I think,” she said.  “We don’t pay
attention to passing time at home.  It’s rather hard for me to think in
those terms.”

“He didn’t waste any time in giving you a brat, I see,” Erish
said. 

“That’s his child,” she said.

“It’s yours, too,” Erish said.

Muirgan shook her head.  “I don’t feel an attachment to it.  I
cannot take it home with me, it will drown.”

“I can’t say that I blame you.  Generally speaking, I don’t like
children.”

“You said you were looking for your daughter,” Muirgan
reminded her. “Surely you must at least love your child.”

Erish smiled.  “My daughter has broken the rules of our
colony and I want her back to make amends to the rest of our 
people.  I cannot allow her to break rules that all the others must
follow.”

“I don’t see how I can help you; I am completely lost.  I’ll
never get home.  I don’t know who took Yann’s box with my skin in
it, but I can’t go home without it and I have no place else to go. 
Now, I can’t even go back to Yann’s place.”

“You needn’t worry about that, Muirgan. I have your skin.
It’s quite safe.”

Muirgan’s eyes widened and she looked relieved for a
moment before worry crossed her face.  “You have it?”

“Yes, I do.  I will keep it to ensure that you’ll help me and do
as I ask.  When this assignment is completed, you can have it back
and you can return to your husband in the sea.  What’s his name?”

“I don’t see how you think I can help you,” Muirgan
protested.

“What’s your Selkie husband’s name, Muirgan?” Erish asked
sternly.

“Aindréas,” Muirgan murmured.  “What do you want from
me?”  Muirgan fought back another sob.

“I will take you to the sea, somewhere away from here so 
Yann won’t find you and somewhere where you won’t be hunted for
attacking him or…” Erish paused and raised a slender black eyebrow
at Muirgan.  “For murder,” she finished.

Muirgan sat down on the ground quickly as if her legs would
no longer hold her up.

“I will take you to the sea, as I said, and you will call 
Aindréas up however it is you do it.  And you will send him to find
my daughter, Adamen.”

“How will we know where to find her?”

“I have reason to believe she is at or near the shore, 
somewhere. She is probably with Ársa, The Creator. You know of 
him?”

“Yes,” Muirgan said, nodding.

“Good, that should make it somewhat easier.  You will send
Aindréas on a mission to find Adamen and bring her back to me.”

“He cannot bring her to you unless she is near water and you
are, too.”

Erish thought for a moment before speaking. “He can bring 
her to you and you can bring her to me.  When I have Adamen in my
possession, I shall give you your skin.”

“I don’t know if it’s possible to find her,” Muirgan protested.

Erish snapped, “If you want your miserable little skin back,
you’ll do as I ask.  I need my daughter.  She’s pregnant and I must
have her at home when the baby comes.”

“Why?  Isn’t she an adult?”

“That’s none of your business.  I have your skin and if you
want it back, you’ll have to do this task for me.  It’s your only hope.”

Muirgan paused only for a moment.  “I will do it. I will ask
Aindréas to help me find Adamen.  But how will I get her to you?”

Erish rose from her log seat and walked toward Muirgan.
She put her hands up to her neck and fidgeted with the chain
hanging there. She fondled the charm swinging from the delicate
chain and held it for Muirgan to see. “I will give you this when the
time is right.  You will use it to bring my daughter to me. When you
have one hand on Adamen, you will take this in your other hand and
you will wish to come to me. It will bring you to my palace along
with Adamen.  I will give you full instructions on how to work it
when the time is right, Muirgan.”

“Your palace?  Are you…”

“I am Queen Erish.  If you do not do as I ask, I will see to it 
that you spend the rest of your days in a human prison.  You’ll never
see your precious Selkie mate again.”

“All right. How much time do we have to find her?”

“Four months.  But the sooner, the better. If it’s too late and 
you don’t find her before she gives birth, then bring me the child.  If
you can’t do either, I will burn the skin while you watch.  I will turn
you over to the authorities for attacking Yann.  If he is dead, I will
see you hanged for murder.  It’s all up to you, Muirgan.”

“I’ll talk to Aindréas,” Muirgan said sadly.

“Then take my hand, I’ll take you to a beach where you can
summon your mate.” Erish held out her hand and waited for
Muirgan to take it. 

Muirgan hesitated only a moment before she took Erish’s
hand and went with her. They landed on a beach on the
northwestern coast of Corath. 

“You will, no doubt, recognize this coastline, Muirgan,” Erish
said with a sidelong glance. 

“I do,” Muirgan said.  “We call this place Beach Cliff, but I
haven’t been here since before Yann…”

“I thought this would make it easier and certainly safer for
you to contact what’s his name…I believe you called him Aindréas.
This is, after all, a popular gathering place for you Selkies due to its
remoteness.”

“But not this time of year,” Muirgan said with a dejected
tone. 

Erish laughed and it sounded colder than the chill breeze
that blew in from the ocean. “That’s why I chose it.  It will be
isolated until late spring, which means you’ll have finished your task
by then, succeed, or fail.”

A solid wall of stone behind them on the inland side of the
beach formed a formidable barrier to the mainland.  The cliff rose
several hundred feet above them and was virtually unscalable by
creatures unable to fly. It was rocky, and craggy, with sharp stones
jutting out at various angles. The face of the cliff was coal black and 
forbidding.  At the towering top, you could see tufts of grass growing
but none of them dared drape over the edge. The wind was fierce at
the top and the few trees that risked living there grew bent and 
twisted, leaning away from the edge. 

“Call him up,” Erish said.

“He won’t come if he sees you.  He never trusted humans and
since Yann stole my skin and held me captive and made me
pregnant, that distrust has turned into hatred.”

“I don’t have any use for humans either,” Erish said, “but I
am not human.”

“You look enough like one,” Muirgan said, looking at Erish
from head to toe.

“As do you,” Erish said with a curl of her upper lip.

“Point taken,” Muirgan said, “but all the same, I fear that he
won’t come near the beach if he sees you.  Perhaps you should hide
behind those rocks.”  She pointed to a large outcropping of rocks
that poked up through the sand at the back of the beach fairly near
the rock wall.

“Very well,” Erish said.  “It won’t matter.  You had better
make sure I can hear your conversation.  It’s not like you’re going to
run away from me while I have your skin.”  She decided that
remaining visible and hiding was a better course of action than
rendering herself invisible. She hoped it would serve to be a bit
more intimidating to Muirgan.

Erish turned and without another word walked to the
outcropping of rocks and hid behind it.  She sat on a relatively 
smooth chunk that jutted out in a bench-shaped angle. She stayed
completely hidden for a while, but couldn’t resist the urge to peek
out at Muirgan as the woman began making strange barking noises.

Erish watched as Muirgan tucked her skirts up, baring her
legs to mid-thigh.  She walked slowly and deliberately out into the
foamy waves of the sea, continuing to bay as she went.  She could
see Muirgan’s body shake with occasional shivers of cold from the
frigid waters swirling at her legs. 

Muirgan walked out until the water lapped at the turned up
edge of her skirt.  She pulled it up even further, exposing almost the
full length of her leg before she bent over and stuck her face in the
salty sea. Erish could see the woman’s back and body moving with 
the force of air through her lungs and she wondered if she had gone
mad and was drowning herself. She watched with her heart in her
throat and was about to run out into the brine herself and pull the
woman back to shore when she came up for air.

Muirgan paused to catch her breath and did it again,
repeatedly for at least fifteen minutes. She turned and walked back
to the rocks and sat down, leaving her bare legs sticking out to dry in
the sunshine.

“What were you doing?” Erish asked, sticking her head and
shoulders out from behind the rock to look at Muirgan.

“Get back there, fast,” Muirgan said.  “If Aindréas sees you, 
he won’t come up here.  I was calling him.  I sent out a call to pass
on to him if any other Selkies heard it.”

“I thought you were drowning yourself,” Erish said, not 
moving to comply with the request to hide. 

“I have thought about it more times than you’d guess,”
Muirgan said morosely.  “Now go, hide.  I see a brown spot in the
water, way out on the horizon.  It may be Aindréas.”

Erish paused to look at the water far out from shore but she
couldn’t pick anything out.  Was it a brown spot?  Or does this bitch
just not want to talk? Shrugging, she resumed her seat in hiding
behind the rock.  She wanted her daughter more than she wanted to
see what was happening, so she complied with the directive.

Finally, she heard a cry of joy and knew their target must 
have arrived. She heard Muirgan sob, a mixture of relief, joy, and
frustration.  Deciding to break the rule and take a peak, she
cautiously looked around the rock at the beach before her.

Muirgan stood, wrapped in the arms of a delightfully 
handsome and naked man.  The only bastion against his nudity was
the pelt of brown skin tied around his neck and hanging down his 
back like a cape.  He was tall, a foot or so taller than Muirgan and he
was sleek, well muscled and brown skinned on every inch of his
body.  He had thick, luxuriously shiny brown hair, nearly the same
shade as Muirgan’s.  He bent to her and locked her in a passionate
kiss that lasted until Erish grew uncomfortable watching.  As they
separated, she withdrew back to her hiding spot.

“What are you doing here?” Aindréas asked.  “How did you
get here?”

“Come sit on the rocks with me,” Muirgan said.

Erish couldn’t take it any longer, so she rendered herself
invisible and stepped out from behind the rock.  I will need to be 
careful, she thought as she looked around. If she walked too much, 
or in their line of vision, she’d leave footprints in the sand that they
may notice.  She decided to levitate to avoid that issue.  She hovered 
a few inches above the ground, before deciding she’d take a seat at
the top of the outcropping, six or so feet above where the two lovers 
sat. 

As she settled into place, she stared at the skin hanging down
Aindréas’ back and briefly entertained the idea of enslaving him as
well as his wife.  She dismissed the idea, for she had a goal to reach
and that could complicate things.  Besides, she reasoned, there may
be time for that and she would wait for an opportunity.  If it arrived,
she’d take it.

After Muirgan and Aindréas settled together on the rock,
holding hands and leaning lovingly into one another, they kissed
again, their lips lingering as if they couldn’t bear to part.

“What happened, Muirgan?” Aindréas asked again.

“There’s been a…an accident.  Yann might be dead.”

“What?” Aindréas asked excitedly.  “Did you get your skin?
Put it on.  Come on, let’s go.”

Muirgan shook her head, tears filling her eyes as she looked
at Aindréas. “I don’t have it.  Someone took it from Yann.”

“Who?” Aindréas groaned.  “Not another damned human
man,” he shouted. “I swear if some other man has your skin this
time, I’ll hunt him down and kill him myself.”

Muirgan shook her head.  “No, darling,” she said.  “It isn’t 
like that.  I know who has it.”

“Who?  They have to give it back.”

“She has asked me to perform a task for her.  She said once 
that task is done, I may have my skin and my freedom.”

“At least it isn’t a man.  Who is it?”

“It’s Erish, queen of the Lilitu,” Muirgan said.

“Where is she?”

“Do you want to talk to her?” Muirgan asked.  “I didn’t think
you would.”

Erish made herself visible. “I’m here,” she said from her
perch atop the rock. 

Both Selkies jumped up to face her. Aindréas clutched his
skin tightly in his hand. 

Erish laughed. “Don’t worry, Aindréas,” she said.  “I could
have taken it long ago if I had wanted to.  I chose not to.  And I won’t
take it.”

“What is it you want from us?”

“I have a task for you, and I can give you four months to
accomplish it.  If you are successful in carrying it out, I will give your
wife her skin back.”

“Where is it?”

“It’s quite safe, don’t worry.  I have it under armed guard.
No one will get it.”

“What do you want us to do?”

“I want you to search for my daughter, Adamen.  She’s
pregnant and I need her to have her child at my home rather than
out in the world like a common vagabond.”

“Is she grown up?” Aindréas asked.

“Yes, she is,” Erish said.

“She should make those choices for herself,” Aindréas said.

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple.  The Lilitu have certain rules
regarding births and since Adamen is my heir, as is her offspring,
those rules certainly have to apply to her stringently.  Besides,”
Erish said, tilting her head to the side a bit.  “You aren’t in a position
to argue on my daughter’s behalf if you’d care to have your wife’s
skin back.”

Aindréas’ cheeks flushed with color and his brow furrowed in
anger.  “Where is she?”

“I don’t know. Last I heard she had taken up company with
Ársa…”

“Ársa?  Surely you don’t expect me to fight Ársa for her?”

Erish laughed.  “Of course not. I expect you to be clever and
resourceful and lure her away somehow.  I expect you to bring her to 
Muirgan by any means you can, short of killing her.  Adamen must
be alive. Now, she is five months along, which means you have
approximately four months to find her and return her to me.  I want
her safely in my care when her child is born.”

“And you’ve no idea where to start this search?”

“None, other than that she is at or near a shore somewhere,” 
Erish said.  “I assume you have a network at your disposal that you
can use to speed up your search.”

“And if I bring your daughter, you will return my wife’s skin?
That’s a promise?”

Erish nodded but didn’t speak.

“Swear it,” Muirgan said, “promise it.” She knew all too well
how fragile a contract with a Fae could be.  While they didn’t
necessarily break their promises, they often found ways around
them.

“I said I would return your skin when you’ve satisfactorily
fulfilled my mission.”

“And the mission is to return your daughter Adamen to your
care before her child is born,” Muirgan said.  “Is that right?”

“Before she labors, if possible, however after the birth will
void our contract and I shall see Muirgan’s skin destroyed, thus
removing any hope that you’ll reunite.  As you can see, you had
better not fail.”

“When we first spoke of this,” Muirgan said hotly, “you said
if the child was already born you wanted me to bring him to you
instead of your daughter.”

Erish smiled smugly at the woman and said, “I have changed
my mind.  To err on the side of caution, Muirgan, I must require
that you bring her to me before she gives birth.”

“All right,” Aindréas said.  “I’ll do it.”

“Aindréas,” Muirgan said, but her voice faded away.  There
was no other hope for them.  This woman may turn out to be worse 
than Yann if that’s possible.

“I suggest you tell your wife farewell, and be on about your
search, it’s a big world, and you haven’t much time.”

“How will I get her to you when I find her?”

“Muirgan will remain here on this beach,” Erish said.  “I’ll
check on her from time to time to make sure she’s all right.”  She
looked around at the enclosed, isolated beach.  “She won’t get away
from here in her current state, and she can’t climb that way.”  She
pointed at the rock wall behind her. “She can’t swim far enough to
make it out of this cove.”

“There’s no shelter here,” Aindréas protested.

Erish grinned.  “I shall bring some people to erect a shelter 
for her.  We’ll make sure she doesn’t starve, but you had better 
hurry.  I will check in with her for a progress report from time to
time.  Either you, or a messenger you assign, will check in with her 
here to pass news along to me.  Is that clear?”

“Yes, I understand,” Aindréas said.  “But how will we 
transport Adamen when we find her?”

“I have this locket,” Erish said, removing a fine silver chain
from her neck.  The amulet was still warm from being nestled
between her breasts. She popped the locket open to reveal two 
images.  She handed it over to Aindréas. “There are two pictures 
here,” she said. “The one on the left is Adamen. Study it well so you
know what she looks like.  The image on the right is my own, as you 
can plainly tell.”  Erish took the locket back from the Selkie male
and broke it in two at the hinge.  “You will take the part with
Adamen’s likeness.  Muirgan will keep the half of the locket with my
face with her day and night, never to remove it from her own neck.
When you find Adamen, you will hold that piece of the locket in your
hand and Adamen with the other, Aindréas, and you will chant,
three times, ‘reunite me with thy mother’s jewel’.  You will Travel
here to Muirgan. Muirgan will snap the two pieces back together.
Holding Adamen with one hand and this locket with the other, she
will chant, three times, ‘reunite me with thy jewel’s owner’.  She, 
along with Adamen and the locket will Travel to me. It will only
work one time, so if you waste it by being frivolous, you will also
waste your chance to claim Muirgan’s skin.”

“I see we have no choice but to agree to do your bidding,”
Aindréas said. 

“You’d best kiss Muirgan goodbye and be on your way,”
Erish said smugly.  “Four months isn’t a long time to search the wide
world over.”

Aindréas bent and kissed Muirgan’s lips softly.  “I love you, 
my dear.  I won’t fail you.”

Muirgan sobbed as she watched him turn and head 
resolutely into the surf.  He slipped his skin on like a brown furry
coat as he waded deeper into the water. By the time he reached a
depth where he would need to tread, his skin was in place. He
cleaved the surface of the water and then dove beneath. The last 
they saw of him was a brown flipper-like tail slapping the wave as he
swam away.

2 months later 

Feralis 17, 762 

Tiran Province, Corath 

Muirgan
It was the longest two and a half months of Muirgan’s long
and mostly uneventful life.  The only momentous things that had
ever happened to her were Yann stealing her skin and Erish freeing
her from him.  Of course, she only held her captive for her own
benefit, but at least, with Erish, there was the slim hope of freedom
some day.

That might be nothing more than a dream, of course, but it
was the only hope she had.  Muirgan had already decided that if they
failed in their quest to locate Adamen, and she lost her last hope of
regaining her skin and her freedom, she would swim out to sea as 
far as she could and drown in the world she longed to live in once 
more.

She waited today, nervous and on edge as she had every day 
for the last seven weeks. Their time was almost up and Aindréas
still hadn’t located Adamen.  Erish came by three times a week to 
harass her about their lack of progress.  Muirgan wished she could
hide from the Lilitu queen, but the isolated cove offered no place to 
hide.

Erish had sent several of her people to build a hut for her to
live in.  The tides made it impossible to stay in it, however, and they
had to return and rebuild it on the flat top of the huge rock standing
at the back of the beach. Even then, high tides rose enough to be
mere inches from seeping into her dwelling.  If a storm blew in,
Muirgan would either get wet or be washed away.  She wasn’t sure
she cared at this point.  Death was better than this, she thought 
morosely as she sat in the sand and stared at the sea. It would be
dark soon and another day had passed without hearing from
Aindréas. 

Her stomach rumbled with hunger, prompting her to tear
herself away from her watch post.  She sighed and returned to her 
hut to search the basket of fruit sitting at her door.  She was down to
no more than four pears and an orange.  She longed for a fish, but 
she didn’t have much luck catching anything in this form.  She took
her fruit back outside and sat on the rock to watch the sunset and
wish for her husband’s return.

She peeled the orange and threw the peelings into the sea, or
as close as she could come to it.  Most of them landed on the wet
sand near the water’s edge.  She knew the tide would come in shortly
and carry them away.  She segmented the orange and ate it one slice 
at a time spitting the seeds in the same direction as the peels.  She
ate it slowly.  There was nothing to do and she had nothing but time.
Making mundane activities last as long as possible was her last
defense against madness.

She rose from her seat to start inside her hut when a splash 
at sea drew her attention. She looked up to see a round brown seal
crest the waters a short distance offshore.  Her heart pounded at the
sight of him.  She would know Aindréas anywhere.  How she loved 
him in his natural form and how she longed to take it herself and
swim away into the depths with her man.  She missed her mother
and her father, her sisters, and her brother. She was close to giving
up hope of ever seeing them again. She had been land-bound
almost two years. 

She watched with mixed emotions as Aindréas propelled his 
seal body closer to her, frolicking in the waves as he approached. 
When he drew near enough for her to hear, he barked out a loud
bray. She returned his greeting the closest she could come with 
human vocal cords.  It wasn’t anything like what she should be able
to do.  Her language was nothing more than human-speak now. 

She smiled at him, a mixture of joy and sorrow as he rose
from the waves and began to peel off his skin.  Soon, his straight,
sturdy human legs carried him through the shallow surf. He tied the
skin firmly around his waist.  He hugged her tightly when he
reached her and kissed her passionately before he let her speak.

“Did you…?” she asked with 
short-lived hope in her tone. 
“No,” he said shaking his head.  “But I need a rest before I go
back out for the search.  I got a message through The Chain today, 
though, minutes ago, actually.”

“What is it? Is it good news?” The Chain usually contained
important communications.  The Selkies used this method to pass
messages from colony to colony since they lived all over the world.

“My cousin sent a message saying she saw a girl, a pregnant
girl, living on the eastern side of Amalith Island.  They think it may
be Adamen. One of her bob saw her, too, and he swears they saw 
Ársa with this girl.”

“Oh, thank the gods,” Muirgan said.  “I hope it is her.  Our
time is almost out.  Perhaps we can get to her in time.”

“I am hopeful.  I will spend the night with you and start out 
in the morning after I’ve I’m rested.  Luckily the current is swift 
between here and there, and if I can pick it up it will take me near
their location and speed my journey.”

“I have to tell you, I’m close to giving up hope,” she said.  She
wrapped her arms around him and held him close, breathing in the
salty sea smell of him.

“What were you eating, love?” he asked, looking back at the
specks of orange peel wiggling on the beach as the waves came in
slightly deeper with each roll. 

“It’s an orange,” she said.  “It’s called fruit.  It’s human food.”
Her lip curled involuntarily.

“Hold on, babe,” he said.  He took his pelt from around his
waist and handed it to her.  “I’ll be right back.  Don’t let go of that
skin.”

Muirgan watched him walk back into the ocean on his
sturdy, muscular human legs.  She held his skin up to her face,
rubbing it against her cheek.  She buried her face in it, reveling in
the wild animal scent it held. She longed to wear her own again and
dive in the water, in her natural form at last.  She flung his skin 
around her shoulders and held it tightly under her chin, closing her
eyes with the memory of how it felt to wear it and change from
human form to seal and dive in the water, free.

“Muirgan,” he said to her, softly touching her arm.  “Are you
all right?”

Muirgan’s eyes opened with a start. “I’m sorry,” she said
with a sad laugh. “I got lost in the moment. The feel of your skin is
intoxicating.”

“We’ll get yours back, love, never fear,” he said confidently.
“But look,” he said, holding out a wiggling fish. “I brought you a 
gift.”

She cried with joy at the sight of the fish. “I haven’t been
able to catch one at all,” she said.  She took it and crunched her
sharp teeth into it, tearing off a chunk of meat.  It was harder to eat
than she had expected.  Human teeth and jaws were no match for
seal teeth and jaws when it came to eating raw fish, and she
certainly couldn’t eat it whole.

“Don’t worry,” Aindréas said after she had devoured her 
meal.  “We’ll be roaming the ocean together in no time.”

“I hope so.  Let’s go inside my silly hut and spend a little
precious time together,” she said, taking his hand.  They lay together
as darkness fell, as the high tide rose and lapped near their heads.
They shared her padded bed and spent an intimate night together.
At last, they slept after they had exhausted themselves mentally, 
talking and talking, as well as tiring themselves out physically,
exploring their human forms.

When Muirgan awoke at full daylight the next morning,
Aindréas was gone.  A stack of little fish lay in a woven bowl sitting
beside her fruit basket.  She knew he had caught them in his seal
form and brought them back to her one at a time before he left to 
investigate his lead off the eastern coast of Amalith Island. 

She smiled at the sight of his gift and her heart filled with 
love for him.  If only I could have as much hope as I do love, she
thought, staring out to sea.

5 weeks later
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Chéile
When her wedding day finally arrived, Chéile was so excited
and so nervous she almost wet herself. She was dressed in her 
exquisite wedding gown; her trim figure was beaded and cinched 
like never before.  The gown had jewels, gems, and pearls encrusting
almost every bit of it.  The bodice was low cut, off the shoulders, and
the skirt, while trim, flared at the bottom, and flowed into a train
that required ten little Elfin girls to carry it for her.

She stood, waiting in the vestibule of the palace. She was 
alone, except for her ten train carriers. She was waiting for the 
signal indicating it was time for her come out, walk down the path to
join her groom at the altar, built near the river, especially for their
marriage ceremony.

Her mother had left her side ten minutes before to find out
what was taking so long and she hadn’t returned.  Chéile shifted
nervously, worrying that she would knock the jewel-encrusted
headpiece out of her elaborately curled platinum hair.  Her hair was
normally arrow-straight and it had taken quite a bit of skill, struggle,
and time to get it to curl. 

After another long wait, she could see her mother trudging
up the path.  It took an eternity for the woman to arrive.

“Well?” Chéile asked as she stepped into the vestibule.

“Well, Prince Caolán isn’t here,” she said.

Chéile gasped.  “What?  What do you mean he isn’t here? 
Where is he?”

I have no idea and neither do any of the attendees or
guardsmen. There’s a lot of confusion going on down at the altar.
Everything  is ready, and we’ll proceed quickly as soon as Prince
Caolán returns.”

“Where could he be?  How long has he been gone?”

“I don’t know, no one will tell me anything.”

“Are all the guests here?” Chéile asked, alternately wringing
her hands, smoothing her dress, and patting her hair. 

“Yes,” her mother said, “the place is packed.  Even Ársa is
here.”

“Ársa?” Chéile asked with a shocked tone.  She hadn’t
thought of him all day.  “Does he know where Caolán is?”

“No, darling, he doesn’t.  I sent your father to ask him and he
said all he knew was that Caolán received a message shortly after 
dinner last night.  The prince cut the meal short and left
immediately—alone.  He hasn’t been seen or heard from again.”

“Oh, dear,” Chéile said. Her pale blue eyes welled with tears
and her lower lip trembled.

“There, darling, there,” her mother said, patting Chéile’s
shoulder affectionately.  “I’m sure it will be all right. I’ll bet he
returns in a few moments and the ceremony will begin.”

Chéile closed her eyes and resisted the urge to turn on her
mother with all the pent-up rage swelling within her breast.  She
took a deep breath to steady herself.

“Look, Lady Chéile,” one of the little train carriers fairly 
shouted.

Chéile bit her tongue to cut off the admonition she wanted to 
hurl at the girl.  Instead of launching into a tirade at the child, she
looked in the direction she pointed.

“It’s a guardsman,” she whispered.

Chéile’s nerves zinged higher and the blood pounded in her
ears as the man neared.  He reached the door and said, “The prince 
has returned, my lady.  Your father waits to escort you to the altar.”

“It’s beginning, then?” she asked with hopeful, wide eyes.

“The prince is, this moment, riding in with an entourage,
Lady Chéile,” the guardsman said.  “He’s getting his party settled
before making his way to the altar.”

“I see,” she said, but she admitted to herself that she didn’t
see at all.  What entourage?  What the Ifreann is going on?
“Who
are they?”

“I heard someone say they were from D’win’teasin, my lady,
but I do admit I didn’t see them so I can’t say for sure.”

“D’win’teasin?” Chéile questioned.  “Why would a delegate 
have arrived from D’win’teasin?”

“I don’t know, Princess.  As I said, I cannot confirm it since I 
didn’t see them with my own eyes.”

“Very well,” Chéile said with a dismissive nod. “We had
better get going because it takes forever to get these ten little twitninnies to move any distance at all.  It will take us the rest of the
afternoon to get that far.”

Where her father stood awaiting her wasn’t far, it was down
the walkway and around the corner, and from there it was a few
hundred steps to reach her groom.  She would let the girls fidget and
reorganize once they reached her father’s side before they proceeded
the rest of the way. She glanced at the children behind her and 
asked, “Ready, girls?”

“Ready,” they all replied discordantly.

The trumpets blared, signaling that it was time for the bride
to begin her wedding march.  The guardsman held the door for the
bride and her train carriers to pass. When Chéile’s mother stepped 
out, he offered her his arm.  “I’ll escort you down, my lady,” he said
with a smile.

“Thank you,” Chéile’s mother said gratefully.

“Mother, you two pass us up and run ahead.  I’d like you to
be seated when I arrive, rather than running in behind us like a
gaggle of geese.”

The two of them quickly passed the bride and walked briskly
down the path toward the congregation.  Chéile waited until they
were almost out of sight before she started forward again.
She walked slowly, and it took several minutes to reach her
father’s side.

“You’re beautiful, Chéile,” he said.  “I couldn’t ask for a more
radiant daughter.”

“Thank you, Papa,” she said.

“Your mother and I always wanted more children, but it
wasn’t to be.  As a result, I am afraid we spoiled you.  But I am
happy to see your dreams coming true for you.”

“I’m not spoiled,” Chéile said, slightly petulantly.
Her father chuckled and patted Chéile’s hand.  They walked 
down the long aisle together.  The wedding was to take place in the
palace’s enormous outdoor garden.  The place was packed with
chairs, benches, stools—each one of them occupied. People stood 
when they could not find a seat.  Chéile had never seen so many
people in one place in her life.  She grew more nervous with each
step she took. 

The whole garden was fragrant with ropes and ropes of
flowers draping everywhere.  The prince stood under a blossomdraped arbor with an arched roof.

He looks odd, Chéile thought the instant he came into view.
He shifted nervously, his eyes darting around as if unsure of where
to look.  At last, he made eye contact with Chéile.  He looked at her
for only a brief moment, before he cast his gaze down to stare at the
floor in front of the toe of his pale shoe.

He’s just nervous.  Surely even princes get nervous, too.  It
makes sense, doesn’t it?  I’m nervous, why wouldn’t he be?

She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was terribly
wrong.  Caolán looked as though he were caught in the sights of a
pirate’s cannon.  Her heart beat hard in her chest as fear gripped
her.  Something isn’t right.  She found she couldn’t look at her
husband-to-be without tears welling in her eyes and threatening to
spill down her cheeks.  She turned instead to look at the crowd, all of
whom were standing, staring at her.  Many of them began to 
murmur as she passed. Whispered voices, shushing along with each
step she took, closer and closer, to Caolán.  She couldn’t pick out a
single word but the feeling hung in the air, surrounding her, hanging
cloyingly around her.

Looking at the crowd was almost as difficult, Chéile found, as
looking at her prince. Then, she saw him. He was standing in the
crowd, a few feet from her prince.  He was dashing in a navy blue
dress uniform.  She had never seen him anything but grey or black.
The navy set off the blue of his eyes to even more advantage than
normal.  He looked almost attractive, she noted.  She thought
perhaps other women did find him handsome.  More than a few
women stared at him as he stood, broad-shouldered and muscular 
among the slender elves. 

Ársa held his head high and his eyes never wavered as he
looked at Chéile. He gave her a brief, small smile of 
acknowledgement but his expression gave nothing away. If he knew
what was going on, she couldn’t read it in his face.  She focused on
him, finding that she was capable of moving closer to her destiny if
she saw only Ársa. 

At last, she reached her groom and took her place beside
him, facing him.  She offered him a nervous, almost timid smile.
The wedding official took his place and stood awkwardly before
them, as Chéile looked at Caolán and waited.  She waited for him to
look at her.  She waited for him to take her hands.  She waited for
the official to start the ceremony.  Finally, she realized the official
was looking at the prince, too. He too was waiting for the prince to
give the signal that he was ready to proceed.  The prince stood
woodenly beside her, staring at the floor, looking like he had
swallowed a casaba melon whole.

She could see Ársa from the corner of her eye, standing with 
at least half a dozen people between them.  She studiously ignored
him, focusing, instead, on the ornately carved silver button on
Caolán’s waistcoat.  The seconds ticked by, each one feeling like a 
full minute, her nerves stretched taut to ripping.  She thought if 
someone didn’t do something soon she would scream, and perhaps 
keep on screaming until she passed out with the exertion.

The tension was beginning to strain the crowd too, for they
grew restless and their whispers were louder than before. She heard
giggles from behind her. The nervous titter grew and spread across 
the entire section of guests.  The train carriers stood quietly for
once, still holding Chéile’s train tightly clenched in their small, pale
hands.

At last, Caolán looked up, though at the official rather than at
his bride.  He cleared his throat.  Three times.  He spoke with a
shaking voice, in a lowkey, quiet tone.  “I’m sorry; this is simply not
going to happen.”  He turned to the crowd and spoke, now in a loud,
booming voice so there would be no mistaking his words. “This 
wedding between Chéile and I is simply not going to happen.  Not
today, not ever.  I am sorry for the inconvenience, but I cannot
marry her. She’s a lovely girl, and none of this is her fault.”

The crowd gasped and buzzed at his words. Chéile’s heart 
pounded in her ears so that she couldn’t be sure exactly what he
said.  But he continued talking even though Chéile thought surely
she was going deaf, or dying of heart failure. How could he keep
talking?  She felt dizzy and sick. 

“Instead of marrying Chéile, I will wed Princess Ly’wyn’tas of
D’win’teasin.  We will perform the ceremony today and the alliance
will work toward rejoining our people into one, once more.”  He
cleared his throat again and continued, his voice strong and sure, as
he spoke loudly.  “We believe this alliance will be much more
beneficial to all our people than a bond with Chéile.  I am sorry for
those of you who expected this wedding to go as planned.” Caolán
turned & signaled to one of his guards standing along the wall
behind the altar. 

Caolán gave a nod of his head to the man who stepped
forward  and said, “Please, escort Lady Chéile back to her chamber
in the palace so she can collect her belongings, then be so kind as to 
escort her to her parents’ home.”

Chéile was in shock.  She stood staring at him as if he were a 
two-headed monster.  The guard gently tugged her arm and waited. 
She made no move to follow him nor did she allow him to lead her
away.

Finding her voice, Chéile spoke in a ragged, raspy tone. 
“How could you do this to me?  Why would you do it this way?”

“Don’t cause a scene, Chéile,” Caolán said looking down his
nose at her.

“Don’t cause a scene?” she echoed harshly. Her voice shook
with her pain, sorrow, outrage, and embarrassment.  “You’ve
already seen to that, haven’t you?”

“Before you go, Chéile, please remove your headdress. It’s a
bridal headdress that’s been in my family for generations. It wasn’t
a gift to you, but to my bride.  I need it for my real bride.”  Caolán 
looked at her smugly. 

Chéile was stunned. She stood staring at him, unable to
move or to fully comprehend what was happening.

The prince snapped his fingers and several ladies in waiting
who served his mother stepped forward and began to roughly
remove the headdress from her hair while the guard at her elbow
began tugging on her arm anew.

She suddenly became aware that the guard tugging at her
arm was no longer there. Another man took her hand and said,
“Come with me, Chéile.”

She turned and found Ársa looking into her pallid blue eyes. 
His look of concern was pure as he held her hand.  “Come,” he said
again, in a soft, urging tone.  “I will take you out of here.”

Chéile gave in to him and walked beside him, back the way
she had come.  As they left the altar, he whispered, “Hold your head
up, love, and don’t let that bastard break you.”

She did as he commanded her, and held her head high,
keeping her eyes straight forward.  She took his hand in her left
hand and brushed her disheveled hair back with her right. She
refused to meet anyone’s gaze, not the gloating ones, not the
mocking ones, and not the sympathetic ones.  She held hands with
The Creator as she left behind what should have been her groom and
the happiest day of her life.

Ársa escorted her back to her royal chamber to gather her
personal belongings, so she could return, in shame, to her parents’
house. As he closed the door behind them, shutting out the Elfin
world, he said, “Will you have me now, Chéile?”

She looked at him. Though he was the most powerful man in
their world, he had always been gentle and kind to her. He had been
endlessly patient with her.  He had pursued her for many, many
months and had never tired of the game even when he knew it was
hopeless.

“No,” she sobbed. He took her in his arms and held her
while she cried. 

After she had composed herself a bit, he said, “What will it
take to make you change your mind, girl?”

Chéile knew that he wanted only a physical relationship with
her.  He had made it plain, and he had never offered her anything
more substantial than to be his mistress. She looked at him now 
and saw the raw desire on his face.  She unfastened her wedding
gown and let it drop from her shoulders to fall in a puddle of white
cloth at her feet. She peeled her soft, thin undergarments off slowly,
and one by one dropped them to the heap of cloth beneath her.
Finally, she stood, naked and splendid before him.  She could tell 
from the look on his face that he had never seen anyone more
beautiful.  She wasn’t afraid of him.  He had complete control of
himself.

“What would you give to possess me, Ársa?”

“Anything you ask,” he said hoarsely.  His voice was deep
and harsh but strangely quiet.

Chéile looked him over, appraising him and noted the bulge
in the front of his pants. It was far larger than the Elfin bulge she
had seen, on occasion, in the prince’s clothing when they had kissed 
for hours during their courtship. 

“Will you marry me and make me your goddess?” she asked.

Ársa looked at her for a long moment.  “Will you bear my
children?” he asked. He knew what his society expected of him,
even if he didn’t like it.  And he didn’t like it, even as he said it.  The
words seemed to leap from his throat.  Not stopping to analyze what 
compelled him to press for this, he shrugged it off as duty.  His
Envoy was small enough in numbers that breeding among 
themselves was necessary.  The only one of his Envoy he found
appealing wouldn’t have him, so what choice was left to him?  He
would agree to Chéile’s demands.

Chéile nodded.  “I will bear you two, one boy and one girl.
The order and timing are up to you.”

Ársa nodded.  “I have no time or order preference, Chéile,
since you will bear them it shall be at your discretion.  I will marry
you tonight,” he said.  “Anything to possess you.”

Chéile nodded. “Before I marry you, I would have you make 
me a goddess, to prove your faith.”

Ársa nodded in agreement, and Chéile knew her nudity, her 
splendid beauty, and the enormous bulge in his pants had conspired
against the poor man. She gloated to herself about the success she
was having with this one. I may have failed with Caolán, but I
stand to gain far more this way, anyhow.

Chéile dressed herself in her finest Eflin gown and
straightened her hair.  Standing in front of her nightstand to block
Ársa’s view, she slid open the drawer and stuff her doll of him into
the pocket of her voluminous skirt.  Turning to him with a radiant
smile that almost lit her icy eyes, she said with almost a purr, “Ársa,
my darling, could you bring the box beneath my bed along with us?”


“Sure,” he said. He quickly pulled the beautifully carved box
out into view.  “What’s in it?” he asked, starting to open the box.

Chéile laid a slim hand on his, stalling his movement.  “Come
now, dearest, a girl has to have a few secrets, doesn’t she?”

He held the box with one hand against his chest and offered
her his other. “Are you ready, my queen?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” she said, taking his hand and squeezing it for
added effect. 

Nalin 4, 762 
Na Réaltaí

Chéile
Ársa Traveled Chéile to Na Réaltaí, taking her to Infirmary 7,
where she now sat, alone, while he was in the outer waiting area,
talking to his chief medical officer, someone he called Grannus.

Chéile felt jittery and nervous, but excited. She looked
around the room, taking it all in, more as a way to distract herself
than curiosity.  She didn’t know what to expect from this process.
Would it hurt?  How long will it take? Would she be awake for the 
whole time?  What kind of a goddess will I be?

The room was cold, but she wondered if it only felt that way
because it was so grey and austere.  Everything seemed to be made
out of metal or tile.  The walls were covered in slick squares of shiny
grey tiles as were the floors.  There was a counter along one wall 
with a sink on one end. The counter and sink were both made of
gleaming steel. There were steel cabinets above and below the
counter for storage.  I wonder what’s in there? She slid off the hard,
tall bench she was sitting on and padded across the room, her soft
leather slippers making no sound on the cold floor as she moved.
Her fingers curled around the handle on the cabinet door over the
small sink and she was about to pull it open when she spied a small 
object mounted on the wall in the corner.  It was pointed right at
her. She looked at it and noticed a red light blinking like a
malevolent eye staring into her soul.  It made her uncomfortable
though she had no idea what it was.  She put her hand down at her
side and went back to the bench where she had been sitting. 

I have a lot to learn about this place,
 she thought as she
looked around at the long strips in the ceiling that illuminated the
room. She had never seen lights like those before either. At home, 
they used lamps fueled by scented oils. 

A raised voice outside the door caught her ear and she 
turned toward it, listening keenly. It was Ársa’s voice. While he
wasn’t yelling, he had spoken more sharply than before.  She
strained to hear and could faintly pick up another man’s voice as 
well.  She wished she had her scrying bowl with her.  Can I scry
from here?  I’ve never been able to see into rooms here.  I wonder if
that will be the same if I initiate it from here.  She cautiously moved 
closer to the door hoping to hear some of their conversation. 

She leaned against the wall pressing her ear to it, closing her 
eyes in concentration.  Her fingers accidentally grazed a small 
button on the wall near the edge of the door. She peered intently at 
it for a moment before she realized it was now blinking.  She pressed
it and hoped that it wouldn’t sound buzzers and alarms that would
bring Ársa’s entire crew here.  Oh, well, if it does, I’ll plead 
ignorance.  I have plenty of that when it comes to this place. There
was a slight swooshing noise and the voices outside the door came
through as clearly as if she were standing beside the speakers.

She recognized Ársa’s voice readily enough. “I don’t see why
you’ve an issue with it, Grannus.  It’s not against our rules.”

“We’ve not brought in an outsider in millennia, Ársa,” a
man’s voice responded. He sounded older than Ársa.  Chéile
assumed he must be Grannus, the medical officer of Na Réaltaí.

“I checked the rules before I called you,” Ársa said.  His tone
was stubborn. 

“And this isn’t something that needs to go to Council for a
vote?”

“No,” Ársa said.  “Here, look.”

There was a pause; Chéile assumed the older man was 
reading something. 

He sighed.

“Will you run the tests?  Or show me how to do it?”

“I’ll do it Ársa, you’re my commander.  I have to do it, don’t
I?”

“I’m not ordering you, Grannus.  I’m asking you, as my
friend.”

“Ársa, this seems pretty spur of the moment to me.  Don’t
you think you should think it over?”

“I’m sure, Grannus,” he said.

Chéile smiled.  She reached her hand into her dress pocket
and stroked the little doll hidden there. Her heartbeat quickened.

Another sigh.  “I will do it, as I said.  But, Ársa, when you
find out this was a big mistake you’re going to have to deal with the
consequences.  This process is so hard to reverse that it’s considered
impossible.  The side effects from any attempt at reversal could be
devastating.”

“I don’t see reversal in the future,” Ársa said.

“I have an uneasy feeling about this.”

“Duly noted,” Ársa said.  “It’s not like it will be for her how it
was for us, old man.  We went through this a long time ago.”

“It won’t be the same for her because our capabilities aren’t
the same as they were before we left the old world.”

“And our technology has improved since we went through
The Alteration.”

“I assume you can run the preliminary tests on your own,
Ársa. You are familiar with the machines in there. Do you need 
help with the blood test?”

“No, I can do all this part.  I’ll call you when we’re ready for
the final portion of The Alteration.  Which infirmary shall I take her
to?”

“Infirmary 1,” Grannus said. “I’ll meet you there when you’re
finished here.”

“Thank you, Grannus,” Ársa said.

Chéile heard a movement and panicked. She didn’t want to 
be caught eavesdropping. She slapped the button on the wall and 
ran back to the bench.  She slid to a stop and flopped into the seat
just as the door slid open, framing Ársa’s broad shoulders.  He
smiled at her. She returned the gesture nervously.

Her hand trembled as Ársa took it in his. “Are you nervous?”
he asked.

She nodded. “Yes.  I don’t know what to expect.  Is it going 
to hurt?”

“Not much,” he said.  “I’ll go over the process with you before
we begin.”

“Good,” she said.

“First, I’ll need some of your blood to do tests, cultures—to 
make sure you don’t have any infections or parasites or anything
that will degrade The Alteration.  It doesn’t hurt, maybe just a sting
when I prick your finger.”

“Just a prick?  That’s a relief.  I was afraid you’d have to cut
me open or something.”

Ársa laughed.  “It doesn’t take much to run the tests we need, 
so there’s no need for that. Back many, many decades ago, it took a
couple of teaspoons for these tests. Our technology has advanced a 
great deal since those times.  Now, it only takes a few smears to get
all that information and more.”

“Is this to see if I’m ill?”

“Yes, it tests for illnesses, bacteria, and other infections.  It
will only take a few moments. Are you ready to begin?”

Chéile nodded. “I’ve been ready a long time,” she said.

Ársa looked at her sharply.  “What?” he asked.

Chéile drew her breath in with an audible gasp. “I mean it
feels like I’ve been in here alone for an eternity,” she said hastily. 
She stuck her hand into her pocket and fondled the small doll
hidden there. 

Ársa stepped over to the silver sink and pressed a button.
Water gushed from the faucet.  Chéile’s eyes widened as she watched 
the water flow.  “Oh,” she breathed.  “It’s like magic.”

Ársa glanced over his shoulder at her.  “I forget that you
don’t have running water like this on Lerien.”

Chéile looked around the room. “You have a lot of things
here we don’t have on Lerien,” she said.

Ársa nodded and lathered his hands with soap from a tiny
spout sticking out of the wall.  “A lot of us wanted to give Lerien a 
more modern way of life,” he said, “but unfortunately, that didn’t
happen.  At any rate, I’m sure you’ll find the accommodations here
to your liking once you get accustomed to them.”

Chéile smiled charmingly at him. “I already like it here,” she
said. 

Ársa dried his hands with small squares of paper. He stuffed
the used papers into a hole in the counter that she hadn’t noticed
before.  He opened a cabinet door beneath the sink and pulled out
some thin gloves. They were deep, bright purple. Chéile watched
him put them on, popping them slightly to adjust the fit.

“What is that for?” she asked.

“These are to make sure I don’t contaminate your test results 
by adding any foreign particles of my own.”  Ársa stepped over to the
shiny metal counter and opened a cabinet door above the sink. A
small box sat inside with a slit at the bottom.  Chéile could see some
little packets inside.  Ársa took one and closed the door again. From
the next door over, he pulled out a similar packet, just as flat as the
first one but overall larger.  From a door beneath the sink, he pulled
out a tray of the same substance as the countertops. He placed both
packets on the tray, which he picked up and carried to her.  

Ársa set it on a small stand near the wall and opened the
smaller of the two.  “Are you left or right handed?” he asked.

“Right,” she said.  “Does it matter?”

“No, but we generally take the blood from your off hand so
there won’t be any issues in case it gets a little tender.  It bothers
some folks more than others.”

“Oh,” she said.  She offered him her left hand. 

He rubbed her middle finger with the small square he
removed from the open packet.

“It’s cold,” she commented.

“Yes, but it dries quickly.”

She watched with interest as he dropped the used wipe onto
the tray. He picked up the other packet and drew out its contents. 
It wasn’t much bigger than the wipe, but was made of more
substantial stuff.  It was small and oval shaped, less than an eighth 
of an inch thick, with two small buttons on it.  He pressed a button
on it and a tiny metal needle popped out. 

“What’s that?” Chéile asked, her eyes widening.

“This is what I’ll take your blood with.”

“Have you done this before?”

“Yes, many times,” he said.  “It really won’t hurt.” He gave 
her a moment before continuing.  “Are you ready?”

She nodded and presented her hand to him once again.

He took her finger as he had before but this time, he pressed
the tiny needle into the area where he had wiped. He pressed the
second little button on it and the object blinked and then beeped, 
barely three seconds later.  Ársa pulled the small needle out of her 
finger and pressed the moist wipe onto it.  He pressed the first 
button again and the needle drew back inside the small device he
held.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it for this part,” he said with a smile.

“What’s next?”

He walked over to the counter again and pressed another
button.  A round cylinder rose with a low hum from inside the
countertop.  It was silver metal like everything else in the room,
Chéile noted.  She watched Ársa press some buttons on the top of it.  

“What are you doing?” Chéile asked, moving to stand beside 
him so she would see better. 

“I’m tying in your name so when Grannus gets the test
results in about five minutes, he’ll know who they’re for.”

“That’s fast.”

“Yes,” he said.  “Just as we once required more blood for 
these tests, it used to take weeks sometimes to get the results.  Now,
it’s a matter of minutes.”

He pressed another button on the top. When the door slid 
open, Ársa dropped the blood collection tool inside it and closed the
lid.  Pressing a third button retracted the device into the countertop 
with a soft whirring sound.  Chéile could hear the whirring even
after it disappeared from sight. 

“I hope there’s some way I can learn about all this, Ársa,” she
said, looking at him, her eyes lit with excitement. “There’s so much
to learn.”

“I’ll make sure you have access to what you need to learn
about our history and our life.”

“What about the next part?”

“Now,” he said, taking her hand and leading her across the
room.  “You’ll go stand in here for a few minutes while the machine
scans you.”  He pressed a button from a small panel, opening a wide
door to reveal a dark room.  It was small enough that Chéile could
have touched the wall on either side of her just by stretching her 
arms out. The ceiling was a foot above her head, but no more.

“What happens here?”

“This is a scanner. It will look at every part of you to make
sure you’re healthy and can withstand The Alteration.  It doesn’t
hurt.  Nothing will touch you.”

“What if I’m sick?”

“We cannot proceed if you’re ill. You’d have to be treated
and cured of any diseases or disorders first.”

“What becomes of those who weren’t cured first?”

“That doesn’t happen anymore,” he said. “Early on in our
process of alteration, we had a lot of problems and side effects.
Now, we don’t have them.  We still use this procedure to make sure
nothing has gone wrong with anyone in The Envoy and repair any 
damage that may have been inflicted by injuries or contact with
diseases from Lerien.”

“What do I do?”

“Stand in the center there. See the mark on the floor? Put 
your toes even with that, but first, you’ll need to remove your gown
and your jewelry.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. 

“Chéile, you’ve already shown me how you look naked, so 
don’t get shy now.”

“I wouldn’t want you to take advantage of me,” she said, but
she was more worried that he would look through her pockets and
find her Ársa doll than anything he would physically do to her. She
moved to the bench where she had been sitting and removed her 
gown and carefully laid it on the bench, making sure to fold it so that
the pocket was on bottom. Worried that the doll would show
through as a lump in the soft fabric, she bunched it up a bit over it to
disguise its presence. She lifted her hair for Ársa to unclasp the
finely wrought, delicate Elfin silver chain from her neck.  The
pendant at the end was a heart shaped diamond encircled by
sapphires and rubies.  It had been Caolán’s mother’s.  He had given
it to her as a wedding gift, but after the way his people had stripped
her of her tiara, she had no doubt he would have done the same with
the necklace.  She held it in her hand for a moment as deep anger 
brought by humiliation welled in her breast. She turned to Ársa and 
pressed it into his hand.  “Is there a safe place we can lock this
away?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I have a safe in my office. No one has access
to it but me.”

She nodded.  “Is there anything special I need to do in 
there?” she asked, indicating the small room.

“Just stand in the middle, love,” he said.  “Stand still. The
scanners will hum and vibrate a little, but they are harmless.  The
whole process will take about five minutes. It will scan you from all 
angles, even the souls of your feet.  It’s important that you stand as
still as you can.”

“All right,” she said.  She kicked off her soft slippers and
strode into the room.  She placed her feet on the indicated strip and
nodded at Ársa.  He pressed a button and closed the door, sealing
her inside.

It wasn’t as dark as Chéile had expected it to be.  She closed
her eyes as the hum of the machine started, but moments later she 
opened them. There was faint light emanating from obscure areas 
on the walls.  It shifted and changed, moved around her like a living 
thing given flight.  She didn’t find it in the least unpleasant or
uncomfortable and it was quickly over.  The instant the door slid
open, her eyes immediately went to her clothing. She breathed a
sigh of relief for it looked as if they had not been touched.

“You can get dressed,” Ársa said.  “The results are being
formulated and they will be sent to Grannus is a few minutes.”

“What will we do in the meantime?” she asked, as she
slipped her gown on. 

“We could go to my quarters,” he said.

“All right,” she agreed.  “But we can’t do anything until we’re
married. I am not about to let you out of the bargain now. The
trap must be set before you get any part of what you want.

“We’ll Travel there,” he said, taking her hand.

She shook her head.  “No,” she said hastily. “Let’s just wait
here.”

He looked at her, puzzled. “All right, but why?”

She shrugged.

“You don’t trust me?”

She smiled. “I don’t have a lot of faith the word of men right
now,” she said.

“Ah, I can see why.  That’s fine.  We can stay here.” He
snapped his fingers and a chair appeared behind him.  He sat in it
and indicated that she could take a seat on the bench.

She looked at him questioningly but didn’t speak.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Are you ashamed of me?”

“No,” he said.  “Why should I be?”

“You wanted to Travel to your quarters rather than walking.
I wondered if perhaps you didn’t want your crew to see me.”

“My Envoy will see plenty of you as soon we’re done here.
They’ll all be welcome to see us wed, Chéile.  I just don’t need any 
unnecessary questions or opinions ahead of time.”

“I’m sure they’ll think you’re acting too quickly,” she
remarked, remembering Grannus’ comments.

“They may,” Ársa said noncommittally.  “Do you have any
questions about the process?”

“How does it work?”

“It changes you on a genetic level,” he said.  “It’s a
complicated process.  I don’t think I can make you understand it.”

“Is it painful?”

“No, not anymore.  I think it used to be, back before I went
through it. I know there were some real disasters in the early stages
of development, but it’s been a sound process for quite some time.”

“Why do you need it anymore if you’ve all been through it?”

“We don’t need in it the way that it’s being applied to you,
Chéile.  We use it now mainly for maintenance, repairs, healing—
that sort of thing.”

“Will it alter the way I look?”

“No, it won’t.  We don’t have the capability here to process
an Alteration to the degree that it will change how you look.  It will
change your capabilities.   You may have skills afterward that you
never had before.  Your hearing or vision may be sharper and more
acute.  You may be able to run faster or jump farther. You may or
may not be able to Travel as I do.”

“Are you all different then?  Some people in your Envoy can’t
Travel?”  She was disappointed.  She had assumed that all the things
he could do would be conveyed to her after The Alteration.

“Lots of my crew cannot Travel,” he said.  “That’s why we
have a teleportation system in place.  It accommodates those people
and allows them almost the same freedom those of us who can
Travel possess.”

“But I’ll look the same as I do now?”

“Yes, you’ll still be fair and beautiful.  Your eyes will remain
the same pale blue they now have.”

She smiled. She ran her hands down her body, pressing her 
dress close to her, accentuating her shapely figure.  She noted Ársa’s
eyes followed her hands.  He’s not going to back out now, she
thought smugly.  “What did you look like before?”

“Mostly the same as I do now.  It didn’t alter my features
any.  I may be a little bigger now, and more muscular, but not much.
I don’t have to work at it anymore, as I did before.  My hair was
blonde before,” he said, “and my eyes were lighter blue.  Not as pale
as yours, but not dark, either.”

“Your hair is so black now, it’s hard to imagine you being
blonde.”

“Yeah, I’ve almost forgotten how it looked.  Some people, as
you will see, were altered quite drastically.  Others, not at all or not
much.”

“Why is that?  And how can you be sure it won’t alter my
appearance that much?”

“The technology is better, for one thing,” Ársa said.  “And for
another, we don’t have machines here like what we left behind.  The
ones there were much stronger than what we have on Na Réaltaí.
Ours are a streamlined, portable variety, designed mostly for repair
and maintenance rather than restructuring.”

“Is that the only reason appearances were altered?  The
strength of the machine your people used?”

“As I said, the technology was new once upon a time.  They
didn’t have as much control over it until they gained knowledge and 
skill.  And I’m sure some were experiments. As time went on, a lot
of it depended on the level of alteration a person was given.”

“And they sent you off with machines that cannot do what
could be done where you came from?”

“That’s correct. They knew, after so many centuries of work,
that we didn’t need such machines. They didn’t expect we would
Alter anyone as we are Altering you.”

“And you’re sure this is safe?”

“I am.”

Chéile nodded as a buzzer sounded from inside one of Ársa’s
pockets. He removed a tiny, flat object and pressed a button on it.
Everything here has buttons. She was shocked when the small
object unfolded itself to be almost the size of the palm of Ársa’s
hand, but hardly thicker than a slip of paper. It glowed.  “What is
that thing?” she asked.

“It’s a gan-sreang.  I’ll see that you get one and someone can
teach you to use it.  It will be invaluable for you in learning about life
and communicating with others here on NaRéaltaí.”  He slid his
finger around on the lit surface. He paused for a moment, reading 
before he pressed a button that caused it to fold itself back up.  He
returned it to his pocket. “That was Grannus,” he said.  “He’s ready
for us.  I’ll Travel us to Infirmary 1.”

Before she realized they were doing anything, she was moved
into a new room. Where this was in relation to where she had been, 
she didn’t know. She looked around the room and found it virtually
identical to the one she had been in. The only reason she found to 
believe that she was in a different place was the fact that another
man was now in the room with them.  He had long, wild white hair
that stuck out from his head as if he were permanently surrounded
by a light field of static electricity.  He had a long white beard and a 
harshly black mustache. If she had met him while walking the
woods, she would have thought him an insane hermit and run the
other way. The fact that Ársa still held her hand was the only thing
that kept her feet still.  That, and the fact that she had no idea where
she would go if she ran. That, and the fact that she wanted so badly
what they had promised to give her.

Ársa introduced her to Grannus, his Chief Medical Officer.
She murmured a demure hello, but engaged in no other 
conversation and he seemed disinterested in pursuing any with her.

“Well,” Grannus said shortly, “let’s get this over with, shall 
we?”  Without waiting for a response, he went to a spot on the wall
and waved his hand over it.  A previously hidden panel opened with 
a whispering hum. A glassy panel pushed out to rest flush on the
wall.  Grannus waved his hand over it again to activate a red light on
the wall.  The light quickly flashed over the man’s face.

A voice seemed to emanate from the walls of the room. 
“Access granted.  Welcome, Grannus.”

Chéile jumped and looked around, trying to determine where
the voice came from, for she saw no one else in the room. Ársa
squeezed her hand reassuringly. She turned to look into the room
that was now exposed. There were two round glass booths two steps
above the floor.  Over to the far left of the room was another booth,
this one rectangular with a solid door on the end. It had a window 
in the front that faced the two glass booths.

Grannus turned to Chéile and said, “Remove all your
clothing and jewelry and step into the booth on the left, please.”  His 
tone was matter of fact, cool and professional.

Does he not like me or is this just routine for him?  
Chéile
had never disrobed in front of a stranger before. She looked at Ársa
questioningly.  He gave her a nod. 

“I’ll be right here,” he said.
Grannus didn’t seem to be aware of her discomfort.  He
moved into the smaller room and went into the rectangular booth.
Chéile could see him moving—doing something, what, she did not
know. 

“What happens here?” she asked Ársa, her voic
e shaking a 
bit.

“You do as he said.  Then you step into the glass booth on the
left.”

“Will this hurt?” she asked nervously.  I’m excited, but now
that it’s time to do this, I’m also a little scared.

“No,” he said.  “You won’t feel much of anything.  It will be
over in less than five seconds. You’ll be sent from the left booth to
the right one.”

“Then what?”

“Then,” Ársa said, “your Alteration will be complete.”

“And we can marry?”

“Yes.”

She nodded and quickly stripped off her clothing.  She
hurried into the booth on the left and tried not to think about
Grannus standing in front, watching her, seeing her naked body.

She felt a moment of panic after she shut the glass door for
the wall of the room closed, shutting Ársa out on the other side.  She
felt a strange shaky feeling, as if she were starving and hadn’t eaten
in days, though she wasn’t hungry at all.  She blinked her eyes and 
found herself standing in the other booth, the round glass one on
the right. She took a deep breath.  Do I feel different?

The wall opened again, and Ársa was standing there, looking 
at her. Grannus opened the door to the booth he was in and stepped 
out. He moved across the room to open the glass booth where
Chéile stood.

“Have seat over there and let me examine you, Miss,”
Grannus said. 

“Chéile,” she said.  “My name is Chéile.”

Grannus grunted and strode to the side of the padded, raised
bench and waited for her.

She hurried to comply, catching Ársa’s eye as she passed.  He
smiled at her. She took a seat on the bench.

“Lie back,” Grannus said.

When she had complied, he took an instrument from his 
pocket and pointed it at her.  Chéile cringed away in fright.

“This won’t hurt you,” Grannus said.  He turned to Ársa and
frowned.  “I hope you’ve thought this out, Ársa,” he said.  “I don’t
know that she was fully prepared for this.”

Ársa looked at the man but didn’t respond.

Grannus shook his head and continued testing Chéile.  He
moved the object over her body, scanning her, but not touching her.
“Hmm,” he said, as he scanned her head.

“Is something wrong,” she asked.

“Not physically,” Grannus said.  “You’re fine, I suppose.  It’s
been millennia since I’ve dealt with Elfin physiology, I think I need
to brush up.  But,” he said, glancing at Ársa again.  “I didn’t have
much warning tonight.”

“Your complaint is duly noted, Grannus. That’s enough,” 
Ársa said firmly.

Grannus stiffened and frowned. “You’re the commander,
Ársa,” he said.

“I…I…” Chéile stammered.  They seemed to have forgotten
she was there. They were glaring at one another and Grannus still
had the instrument he was using pointed at her, but he was no
longer moving it around. “May I get dressed now?” she asked.  She
shivered and felt suddenly cold. 

Grannus looked at her, seemingly remembering she was 
there. “Yes, yes, of course,” he said.  “I’m sorry.  I am remiss in my
duties. You are my patient and you deserve better than the
treatment you’ve received here tonight.”

Chéile’s pale blue eyes widened in alarm.  “Is something
wrong?”

“No,” Grannus said reassuringly. “You’re fine. We should
have spent more time preparing you rather than this hasty
Alteration.”

“Is everything all right?” she asked, looking between the two 
men.  “I don’t feel any different.”

“You don’t look any different either,” Ársa said.  “But, that’s a 
good thing.  You’ll feel different over time.  Given the level of
Alteration we’re able to make here, the most prominent change in
your being is your longevity.  Your lifespan has been greatly
increased with this procedure.”

“Elves have long expectancies anyway,” she said, frowning.
This isn’t what I signed up for.  I want power, I want an increase in
my abilities.

“Yes, they do,” Grannus said, kindly, “but yours is now
tenfold or more what theirs will be.”

“I thought I would be immortal,” she stammered.

“Immortality is difficult concept for most people to grasp,”
Grannus said. “And most people don’t want it once they have it.
Life can go on and on for a lot of the races and species we have come
to view as immortal, except that that immortality is often met with
considerably bad judgment.”

“As is commonly the case with Pixies and other Fae,” Ársa
said.  “They are given to poor decisions and it often ends their lives.”

“I see,” Chéile said.  “So you’re telling me to be cautious, 
then?  Is that it?”

“Something like that.”

“But if I’m cautious?”

“That increases your odds, certainly,” Grannus said.

“How old are both of you?” she asked, wondering for the first 
time, because Ársa seemed like a young man.

Grannus looked at Ársa and said, “I’m not sure either of us
have kept count after the first one or two thousand years,” he said.

Ársa shrugged. “Any other abilities you have garnered from
this process will likely develop over time.”

“Is that how it was for you?”

Ársa shook his head. “No, for me it was immediate.  But I
was given a much different process than you received.  We have
refined our techniques since I was Altered.  And we don’t have the
same capabilities here that we had on our home world.”

Chéile nodded, not fully comprehending what she was
hearing.  After a moment she looked up and said, “Now, for the rest 
of our bargain, Ársa.”

Ársa nodded.  He turned to Grannus and said, “Can you
please ask Conradh to meet us in the in Droichead.”

“Of course,” Grannus said.  He started for the door but
stopped as Ársa spoke again.

“Assemble the crew,” he said.  “Chéile wants a wedding in
front of the crew.”

Grannus shook his head slightly as if he thought his
commander had lost his mind.  The strode from the room and did as
he was ordered.

2 weeks later  

Nalin 25, 762
Amalith Island  

Aindréas, Adamen & Muirgan 
Aindréas crested the waves off Amalith Island’s east beach.
He bobbed, in seal form, a safe distance from the shore. He scanned
the area and waited for signs of life from the large white cottage
sitting a short distance beyond the beach.  Gossip through the
network for years said this place belonged to Ársa.  Even though he
hadn’t seen the girl whose picture was in the half locket hanging
around his neck, he was optimistic that this is where she’d be.

He had engaged his extensive family, as well as Muirgan’s, to
help him search for this woman. They were almost out of options.
If this failed, not only were there few other places to look, there was
no time left. The four months would be over in less than five days.
If he couldn’t find Adamen today, or in the next few, he would have
to abandon hope of ever having his Muirgan home again.

His heart filled with hatred as strong as the bitterest bile
when he thought of the last year and a half he had spent without his
wife, all because of a human being’s greed.  Now, he may lose her
because of the desires of the Lilitu queen.

His stomach fluttered as he saw a movement in the house.
He held his breath as he bobbed in the water, staring at the cottage.
A woman with an enormously pregnant belly stepped out of the
door. Aindréas couldn’t hear anything but waves and the wind, but
he could see that she was laughing.  She was happy here.  A man
stepped out behind her.  He was laughing, too.

Aindréas recognized them both immediately.  Here she was
at last, and his heart pounded with joy tinged with sorrow, worry,
regret, and even a little fear.  The man with her was a formidable
obstacle who wouldn’t let her go without a fight  He knew he was no
match for Ársa, no matter what form he took.

Staying in seal form, he moved closer to the shore. They
wouldn’t suspect anything from a seal even if they noticed him.  He
swam toward them as meandering and nonchalant as he could.  He
moved toward a rocky outcropping a few yards down the beach from
them.  He could hear them from that point and he would appear to 
be a seal sunning himself in the afternoon rays.

Climbing onto the rocks, he heard Adamen say, “Do you have
to leave me again so soon?”

“I’m sorry, but I do.  I have things to attend to that won’t
wait.”

Adamen rubbed her belly and gave him a flirtatious mock
frown.  “I had hoped you would stay until Girin is born.”

Ársa rubbed her belly gently.  He bent and kissed her softly.
“I don’t think I’d be of much use to you, darling,” he said.  “But
Lessie is here.  She will know what to do when labor starts.”

“It’s not the same as having you here.  There’s at least some
comfort in your presence, you know.”

“Yes, and I’m sorry, Adamen.  I got a call from Na Réaltaí
this morning and I have to get going. I should have been there
already.”

“All right,” she said.  “I haven’t been feeling too well today.
Maybe it’s getting close. I think I’ll have a swim and see if that 
hurries this process up a bit.  I’m anxious to get this behind me.”

“I don’t blame you.  You look miserable.”

“I am,” she said with a grunt.  “My back hurts, my stomach
hurts, and my feet are swollen.”

“Maybe a swim will speed things along.”

“Oh, look, Ársa, we have a visitor.”  She pointed to Aindréas
sunning his fat seal body on the rocks.

Ársa looked at him.  “Huh,” he said.  “That’s an odd sight to
see here.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen any of them here.” Ársa
continued to watch the seal suspiciously.  His gaze was so intense
that Aindréas began to fidget a bit on the rock.

“Never?” Adamen said.  “Well, maybe it’s a good omen.  They
seem so sweet.”

Ársa grunted.  “I don’t know about that. They’re wild
animals,” he said.  “There’s something odd about this, though, and I
don’t quite like it.  Maybe I should run him off before I leave.”

Adamen laughed.  “Oh, don’t be silly, Ársa. He’s perfectly
harmless lying there in the sun. Now, give me a kiss and get on your
way.  You don’t want to keep those very important people in Na
Réaltaí waiting.”

“I suppose not,” he said.

Adamen asked, “Is Moriko going to be there?”

“She is supposed to be but I doubt it.  She doesn’t care much
for Na Réaltaí and she uses any excuse she can find not to come to
the meetings.”

“From what you’ve told me, who can blame her?”

“Right,” Ársa said.  “I don’t blame her, but if she isn’t there,
I’m going to have to go tracking her down after this meeting, so it
may be a few days before I can come back.  If something happens,
Lessie will get hold of me.”

“Okay, Ársa, I won’t worry about you if you’re gone a few
days.”

Ársa bent and kissed her twice, before vanishing from the
beach, leaving her alone with the seal who sat on the rock watching
them closely.

Adamen stood pensively for only a moment before she
turned toward the sea. She dropped her skirt onto the sand and
walked into the waves wearing nothing but her long, thin cotton
blouse.

Aindréas watched her for a bit before he slid off the rock and
into the sea. He swam toward her, circling near her, being careful to
stay underwater and keep her in constant sight.

He swam nearby, coming to the surface only when he needed 
a fresh breath. She didn’t seem to be aware of his presence.
Aindréas took advantage of her inattention by staying in seal form as
long as possible.  He would have to shed his skin at some point to
transport her to Muirgan, so he would wait until she returned to the
shallows or the shore. He wanted to accomplish the transport as
smoothly and as quickly as possible. 

He stalked her, waiting, watching while she swam, circling
her with deliberation, focusing on her completely.  Growing
impatient, Aindréas swam up to her and nudged her in the back
with his nose, gently.  He didn’t want to alarm her; he only wanted
to move her toward the shore. He wanted his wife back and if
speeding up Adamen’s swim a bit helped, he’d do what he had to do.

She turned to face him. “What…?” she said, smiling when
she saw him.  She fearlessly patted his whiskered nose.  “What are
you doing?” she asked.

He swam around her again and nudged her once more, 
slightly harder this time. She lifted in the water and a wave assisted
him by sweeping her a little closer to shore.

“Hey,” she said with a slightly indignant tone.  “Not so rough,
there, boy.”

He swam around again, pressing closer to her on the
seaward side, so she had no choice but to move inland again. When
another wave rolled in, he swam beneath her to lift her upward,
making her ride the wave again.

“What are you doing?” she asked, looking toward the beach.
“I’m not ready to go back to shore.”

Aindréas nudged her again, pushing her forward. The next 
wave carried her in closer, but this time a riptide swirled around her
legs and the strong undercurrent pulled her down toward the
bottom and pressed her out to sea.

He dove with her and tried to stay beside her. He could 
clearly see her face scraping against the sand at the bottom as she
struggled against the current.  She held her breath and her eyes grew
wide and wild as she tried to push away from the bottom.

Aindréas struggled to swim to her; he hadn’t meant to get
into the riptide. He knew it was there, but he didn’t think she’d 
moved that far to the right. He had intended to keep her even with 
the area where she had walked in, but they had drifted.

He watched her struggle against the tide as her panic rose
and she made no headway against the water.  He could see her 
struggle to hold her breath.  He let the tide take him away from her
for a moment, only far enough to make it easier to move.  He quickly 
swam closer to the shore and stripped off his skin, tying it firmly 
around his naked hips before he swam with long, broad strokes back
to where he thought she was.  It took him some time to locate her
and his heart locked with fear that she would drown before he got
back to her.

When he did finally locate her, she was limp in the water, her
arms were still and suspended over her head.  Her eyes were open,
but they looked glazed and filled with death. Her mouth was open
slightly and he knew he had no time left.  He had to get her out of
the water one way or the other.

He swam up behind her and locked his arm over one
shoulder and under her other arm.  He grasped at his neck,
searching for the half locket hanging there. For a moment, his mind
went blank.  He was unable to remember what he was supposed to
chant.  He had practiced it every day for the last few months.
“Reunite me with thy mother’s jewel,” he gasped as he tried to keep
Adamen’s head, as well as his own, above the lapping surface of the
sea. The waves slammed in higher and stronger; taking all his
strength in human form to hold them both up.

“Are those the right words?” he muttered to himself.  He
repeated them once, twice, a third time and nothing.  His heart fell
and a sob welled in his chest and escaped his lips.  He was 
devastated.  He had no choice but to try to drag the woman to shore
before she died, if she wasn’t dead already.  He looked at her, dread
filling him at the sight of her blue-purple lips.  She doesn’t look too
good, he thought.

As he struggled against the current at his feet, trying to make
his way forward toward the shore, a wave engulfed him and swept
him back under. He felt his human lungs fill with water and fought
to hang on to Adamen while trying to put his skin back on.

Aindréas felt his vision blackening and silently sent a mental 
message to Muirgan. If this was his final breath, he hoped she knew 
how much he loved her. 

He felt himself waver and shake and wondered if this is what
dying was like…or if it was just what drowning was like. He felt a
wave of peace wash over him, knowing that he would be with
Muirgan soon, for he knew she would drown herself if he failed to
return.

The blackness swallowed him and then there was nothing 
until a searing, burning pain savaged his lungs.  He heard someone’s 
voice calling him but it was so vague and far away he thought he was
dreaming.  Do you dream when you die?

Someone was screaming, yelling, and coughing so hard.  All
he wanted was the blessed quiet he had found in the ocean.  He
wanted to yell at them to shut up and stop screaming between 
coughs.  But he couldn’t.  Slowly, he realized it was he doing the
screaming and coughing. 

Suddenly he was aware of himself again. He was out of the
water.  Where is Adamen? Where am I? He looked around him
coughing salt water out of his lungs.  Gradually the burning in his
chest subsided.  It must have only taken seconds, but it felt like an 
eternity.  He felt arms wrap around him.  He smelled her.  It was 
Muirgan. He crushed her to him in a desperate hug as tears of relief
tore from him.

“Aindréas,” she said, “are you all right?  I thought you were
dying.”

“I am fine,” he said, still gasping for air. “Or I will be.
Where’s is Adamen?”

“She’s here. I need to help her, or she will die. Her lips are
blue, she’s not breathing.”

Aindréas scrambled to his knees and scuttled sideways to
Adamen’s body where it lay inert, out of reach of the low tide 
lapping at the white sand beach.

Together, they worked furiously to pump the water from
Adamen’s lungs and awaken her.  She was in better shape than she
looked, for, with a little effort, they had her coughing and spewing
water. When her eyes opened, at last, the look of terror within their 
green depths was heart-wrenching for both Muirgan and Aindréas. 

Adamen sat up and scuttled away from them as quickly as
she could.  Pain and terror filled her eyes, and her red hair dripped
with seawater, hanging in wild ropes across her face.  “Who are
you?” she gasped. She stole glances around her while trying to keep
an eye on the two of them.  She scooted away until her back met the
large rock on the beach near the cliff. She was panting for breath 
and shaking with terror. 

Aindréas moved toward her.  He wanted to stop her escape
for he didn’t know exactly what powers a Lilitu has.  He believed
Erish’s Travel abilities were impressive, and he assumed Adamen’s
were too.  Perhaps holding onto her could stop her from popping out
of here.  If she escaped, they would lose all hope of getting Muirgan’s
skin back.

Adamen’s hand shot out. “Stop,” she barked. “Don’t come
near me.”  Her hands gripped her abdomen and she grunted in pain.

“She’s in labor,” Muirgan said, recognizing that Adamen’s
anguish was due to more than nearly drowning.

“Oh, dear,” Aindréas said.  “We don’t have much time.”

“Time? Time for what?”

“We are Selkies, Adamen,” Aindréas said.

“A human stole my skin,” Muirgan said.  “Your mother found
it and…”

“My mother?” Adamen shrieked. Sudden understanding 
dawned on her face.  “And she’s forcing you to bring me home.”

“Yes,” Aindréas said.  He handed his half of the locket to
Muirgan.

Adamen’s face blanched white and her lips, still slightly
tinged with blue, began to tremble. “You can’t do this. Please
don’t,” she said, shaking her head.  “She’s going to kill my baby if
you do.”

Aindréas shook his head in disbelief.  Surely, a grandmother 
wouldn’t do that to her grandchild.  No Selkie would ever do such a
thing.

Muirgan pulled her half of the locket from her pocket and 
snapped the two parts together, as Erish had instructed her to do.
Adamen’s fear disturbed her. She looked up at Aindréas. She could
tell he didn’t believe Adamen, but she did. That is exactly why 
Erish wants the girl brought home, so she can destroy the baby she
carries. It explained Erish’s single-minded desperation to have her 
daughter returned to her.

Sending Adamen back to Erish went against every moral
code Muirgan had.  She hated this. I’ll never be free to return to my
real form if I don’t do this. Tears welled in her eyes as she curled 
her fingers around the locket. Maybe I can find a way to help her
out once I get her there and get my skin.

Muirgan moved forward, toward Adamen, who scooted
sideways to escape her. She screamed when she felt flesh touching
her.  Aindréas had moved to box her in on the other side. 

“Please,” Adamen pleaded.  “This child belongs to Ársa and
it’s important for the future of our world.  Please don’t send me
back.  She will kill him.”

“She has my wife’s skin,” Aindréas said.  “She said she will
destroy it if we fail to bring you back.  If she does that, Muirgan will 
be stuck in human form forever.”

“I’m sorry,” Adamen cried. “Please, don’t take me back
there.” Another grip of pain shot through her and she panted,
holding her abdomen.

The prospect of living forever in this form, tore at Muirgan’s
heart just as the idea of having the death of a baby on her conscience
tore at her soul.  She didn’t want to choose.

“Do it, Muirgan,” Aindréas said.  “Take her home, now.”

Muirgan shook her head.  “I don’t think I can,” she
whispered.

“You have to,” he said.  “You can’t stay like this.  You belong
in the sea with me.  You can’t even catch fish for yourself in this
form.”

“I don’t want to be responsible for a baby’s death,” she
rasped.

“You surely don’t believe her story do you?”

“It’s true,” Adamen declared.

“Yes, I do,” Muirgan said with a nod. “I absolutely believe 
it.”

“You must take her now, and you must get your skin.”

“What if there’s another way?” Muirgan asked.

“I’ll help you get your skin after the baby is born and safely
hidden away,” Adamen said.  “I’ll help you, I promise.”

“There won’t be a skin to get,” Aindréas said through gritted
teeth. He grabbed Adamen’s wrist, holding it tightly.  He didn’t
want her to pop out and escape. 

“I’ll help you get it,” Adamen said, struggling against his
grasp. 

“Muirgan, take her now,” Aindréas said. “You can’t trust 
Erish.  If she thinks we’ve failed or betrayed her, she’ll destroy your
skin for spite.”

“How will she know the child has been born?” Muirgan
asked.  “How will she know we failed?”

“The baby is coming right now,” Adamen said, grunting with
pain.  “I can go get your skin in a few days.  I promise I’ll get it for
you.”

“Let’s wait,” Muirgan said, “let’s do it her way.”

“No,” Aindréas shouted. “We made a bargain and we need
her skin before that treacherous old bitch destroys it. Take her
now.”

Muirgan stubbornly shook her head.

Aindréas glared at her.  After a moment, he noted the locket
clutched tightly in her hand.  That’s all that’s needed, right?  I
wonder if it will matter who says the chant. He reached out,
grabbed Muirgan’s free hand, and slapped it onto Adamen’s wrist.
He held the two of them together and said, three times, “Reunite me
with thy jewel’s owner.”

He felt them waver and shift as he had felt it before when he
brought Adamen here.  Are we all three Traveling?

Moments later, the three of them weren’t on the beach any
longer.  They landed, sprawled in a soft grass clearing, surrounded
by the most enormous trees Aindréas or Muirgan had ever seen.

Shouting began almost immediately after their arrival and
soon the Lilitu guards surrounded them.  Several of them took hold
of Adamen and held her fast, ignoring her cries of pain.

“Be gentle,” Muirgan said.  “She’s in labor.” Her heart ached
for Adamen and she hated what they had done to her. She wasn’t at
all sure the price of her skin was worth it.

The guards opened the door and dragged a struggling and 
fighting Adamen with them.  More guards prodded Muirgan and
Aindréas along with them, forcing them to follow close behind
Adamen’s guards.

As they stepped inside with her, Adamen turned to Durada
and asked, “Please, give me a moment before you take me to my 
room.”

Durada nodded to the other guards and stopped.

Adamen reached up and pulled a button from her gauzy,
torn, wet and dirty blouse.  She squeezed it in her fist for a moment
before pressing it into Muirgan’s hand.  Leaning forward, she
whispered, “Please, use this to contact Ársa. It’s my last hope. I
forgive you for bringing me here.”

Before Muirgan could reply, an inner door opened and Erish
swept majestically into the room. “There you are,” she said with a
smile. “I had given up hope of seeing you again.” She turned to 
Durada and said sternly, “Take her to her room, and secure her so
that she may not escape.”

“Yes, my lady,” Durada said.  She frowned a bit as if the
orders didn’t sit well but she was too ingrained in her sense of duty
to argue with the queen.

At her word, the guards assisted in escorting Adamen from
the room, leaving Aindréas, Muirgan, and Erish alone.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you,” Erish said to Aindréas.  “Did
you have trouble bringing her here?”

“No, Queen Erish,” he said. “I wanted to make sure all went
well.  She went into labor, and it proved more difficult than we
anticipated.”

“She’s in labor?  You didn’t arrive a moment too soon.  You
certainly cut it close.”

“Please, Queen Erish, we fulfilled our end of the bargain.
May we please get my skin so we can be on our way?” Muirgan said.

Erish looked at them with disdain.  “Surely you don’t expect
me to take time out of my day to go fetch your skin now, do you?

“Yes, I do,” Muirgan said hotly.  “You made a deal.  This was
your idea, the way you wanted it.  It wasn’t mine.  You pay up, now.”

“Muirgan,” Aindréas said, trying to calm her down, though 
he was feeling much the same as she.

“No,” Muirgan said, turning on him.  Anger snapped in her
brown eyes. “You stay out of this. She promised me my skin and I’ll 
have it and I’ll have it now, or I swear to you I’ll wreck this entire
place and find a way to get Adamen out of here.”

Taken aback, Erish stared at her in wide-eyed surprise.
Muirgan had always been so meek, but this creature bore little
resemblance to the mild-mannered woman she had met before. 

“I said I don’t have time…” Erish said with haughty disdain.

Muirgan’s eyes narrowed fiercely and she growled, low and
guttural.  She lunged forward and tightened her fingers around
Erish’s slender neck.  She squeezed with surprising power, her
fingertips digging into the tender flesh of the Lilitu queen’s throat.
“I’ll have my skin now, thank you, Queen Erish,” she snarled.  “Or 
I’ll choke the sorry life out of you right here.  Sure, your guards may
kill me but your daughter will be queen and then you can’t kill her or 
her baby.  So give me my skin or I’ll have your life instead.”

Erish flailed and sputtered, struggling to breathe while trying
to pry Muirgan’s steely fingers from her throat.  At last, she
managed a small nod. 

“Are you ready to get my skin?” Muirgan asked, only letting
up a little in her chokehold.

“Yes,” Erish rasped, nodding slightly again.

“I’ll let you go, but we’ll follow you to get it so you don’t pull
anything else,” Muirgan said.  She had kept her promise in good
faith only to find she had been duped as to the reason why, and she
wasn’t about to be cheated out of her skin by this duplicitous bitch.

She let go of Erish’s neck and waited while the woman
coughed and sputtered, breathing hard.

At last, Erish said, “Very well, let’s get your skin.”  When she
turned toward the door, Muirgan reached out, and grabbed the
woman’s long black braid, winding it round and round her hand
until her knuckles pressed snugly against the back of Erish’s head.

“There, now, don’t try anything funny or I’ll snap your
stinking neck,” Muirgan said through gritted teeth.  She gave Erish’s
hair a small jerk, pulling her head back for effect.

Erish led them down a long elegant hallway to a guarded
doorway at the end. The guard at the door had rosy pink hair and 
blue eyes, the same as one of the guards who had taken off with 
Adamen.

“Please, stand down Talya and let me enter,” Erish said.

Talya looked suspiciously at the two Selkies in human form
trailing behind her queen. The male was completely naked which 
briefly caused her brow to furrow. “Is everything all right, my lady?”
she asked without budging from her post.

“Yes,” Erish said, attempting to nod.  She could barely move
her head with Muirgan’s hand wound in her hair and her neck was
beginning to bruise from being choked.  “I assure you everything is
fine. Please step aside. There will be no need to guard this door 
anymore, either, Talya. Please send for the birther to come attend to
Lady Adamen.”

“Yes, my lady,” Talya said. She stepped away from the door
but not before she graced both Muirgan and Aindréas with a
withering look. 

Erish opened the door and entered her bedchamber with the
Selkies in tow.  She pointed toward the lock box on her wall, 
indicating to Muirgan that she needed to go that way.  Muirgan
walked with her and waited while Erish opened the box, keeping her 
fist tightly wound in the queen’s braid.

When the safe opened, Muirgan gave a cry of joy and relief
when she saw Yann’s old wooden box lying in the darkness inside.
“Get the wooden box, Aindréas,” Muirgan said. She didn’t trust 
Erish and wasn’t about to let go of her hair until the box was safe.

Aindréas snatched the box out of the safe and stood looking
at it.  He was in shock over his wife’s aggressive behavior.  It was
unlike her, she was normally quite affable.

“Open it and make sure it’s inside before I let her highness
go,” Muirgan said.

Aindréas opened the box and pulled Muirgan’s sleek brown
skin out of the box.  “It is perfect, Muirgan, it’s as if you had only
this moment removed it,” he said. He rubbed the silky skin between
his fingers.

“All right,” Muirgan said.  “You leave with my skin and I’ll 
meet you outside away from the guards.” She looked around her in
Erish’s royal bedroom.  “There’s a window,” she said, but Erish 
interrupted her. 

“That window won’t open,” she said.

Muirgan continued, speaking to her husband, “When you get
outside, knock on this window three times so I know you’re safe.
Then walk straight into the woods from that point and I’ll meet you
out there in a few minutes.  Walk deeply into the forest until you
can’t see a bit of this place.”

“All right,” Aindréas said.  He was impressed with his wife’s
strength and courage. He turned to go, keeping the precious skin
clutched tightly and closely to his body. 

Muirgan stood holding Erish’s hair firmly in her hand
pulling her head back until her neck drew taut.  She wasn’t about to
give the woman a chance to turn the tables.  Queen Erish was
treacherous and not to be trusted.

After a long time, Erish said, “Please, can you relax my neck 
a bit?”

“No,” Muirgan said, shaking her head. “I can’t allow you any 
comfort until I’m gone.” She looked around the room and spotted a
straight-backed chair near Erish’s dressing table.  She led the queen 
to it and forced her to sit. She tied the woman’s braid to the back of
the chair before stepping away. Muirgan stepped to the bed, 
stripped off one of the silken sheets, and used it to tie Erish to the
chair.

As she secured the woman’s hands, feet, and body to the
chair, a knock sounded on the window.  Muirgan moved to the
window and peeked out in time to see Aindréas disappearing into
the woods with her pelt secured to his body along with his own.

“I’ll be going now, Erish,” Muirgan said.  “Think twice before
you double cross anyone else.  I’ll send an alert to all the Selkies in 
this world to beware of you and to tell stories far and wide of your
duplicity.”

With Erish securely tied, Muirgan tried the window, thinking
that too, had been a lie.  When the window did not readily slide
open, she picked up the large conch shell sitting on dresser nearby
and smashed out the window.  She knocked the jagged edges of glass 
out, climbed out, and headed in the direction she had watched her
husband go.

It took Muirgan more than half an hour to find Aindréas in
the woods outside the Lilitu colony.  She regretted returning
Adamen to her mother, and she felt terribly guilty for the evil about
to befall this child.  She took her skin from Aindréas as soon as she
reached him. She didn’t trust anyone else to look after it, not even
her Selkie mate.

“I think there’s a lake with an underground sea inlet up
ahead, maybe an hour’s walk through the woods,” Muirgan said,
turning eastward. 

“I think you’re right, Muirgan,” Aindréas said softly.  “But
I’m not sure we can make it that long underwater.  It’s quite a
distance.  We may drown.”

“If we can’t make it, it will be a long, long walk to the coast 
and it’s dangerous.  Some of the Fae creatures here are more
treacherous than the humans are. I think swimming is worth the
risk.”

“I’m worried we can’t stay underwater for such a long time; 
it’s a good two-hour swim through the channel to the sea,” Aindréas
said.

“And it’s a four-hour walk at least, over dangerous ground
among even more dangerous animals. Besides, there’s a cavernous
area in the tunnel where we can get air. It’s about halfway, so all we
have to do is swim underwater an hour.  We’ll take a break, and get
our breath before swimming the rest of the way.”

“It’s risky.”

Muirgan  sighed, exasperated.  “Aindréas, you do as you
please.  I’m going to take the tunnel.  If I don’t make it, I don’t make
it. I won’t allow myself to be enslaved by one more of these
bastardly land creatures and this is my best chance to avoid it.”

“All right, Muirgan, I’ll go with you.  Better that we die 
together,” he said.

Muirgan turned to him with a snarl.  “I don’t intend to die
today,” she snapped.  She glared him into silence before she turned
eastward and started her long walk through the hushed and solitary
forest. 

He stayed silent as he walked through the woods behind her.
After a long time, he said, “What’s that you have clutched in your
hand, Muirgan? You’ve have had your fist clenched almost the
entire time we’ve been out here.”

Muirgan stopped.  Up ahead she could see the last fading
light of day and she knew they were almost to the lake where they
could dive to find the tunnel to the sea and freedom.  “I almost
forgot about it,” she said, opening her hand to look at her palm.  She
stared at the button she held. “Adamen gave me this,” she said, 
looking at it.  “She said I was to use it to call Ársa to come help her.
But how?  How does it work?”

“I don’t know,” Aindréas said, stepping up beside his wife.
He gingerly touched it with the tip of his index finger. 

Muirgan felt it grow warmer in her palm.  She held it
between her thumb and forefinger and concentrated on Adamen.
She had no idea if it was what she was supposed to do or not. She
closed her eyes and focused her thoughts on Adamen and Ársa. She
tried to link them together.  She didn’t understand why but it felt
right so she continued to think of the two of them while
concentrating. She felt all the muscles in her body tremble and
shake. Her body temperature rose and she felt hot, sweaty, sticky,
and uncomfortable. She began to feel nauseated but she continued
to hold the button tightly, thinking of the two lovers.

After a while, the button grew so hot it began to burn her
flesh and she cried out. Smoke rose between her skin and the
button but she didn’t let go.  How long does it take?  Can Ársa hear
me?

The pain grew unbearable and Muirgan cried out, her
concentration broken.  She opened her fingers and dropped it on the
palm of her other hand.  The button was glowing red, and 
smoldering hot as she flipped her hand over, letting the smoking
disc slide to the ground. It landed on the dry leaves of the forest 
floor.

Afraid it would start a fire, Aindréas stomped on it, hoping to 
crush out any sparks before they started to burn.  The forest floor
was dry tinder.  He ground his foot over it, and gradually the heat 
subsided.  He moved his foot and the button went from red back to
white before it crumbled into grey ash and dust.

Aindréas and Muirgan frowned at the dust that was once the
button for a long moment before speaking. He looked up at her and 
asked, “Do you think it worked?”

She shrugged.  “I hope so.  We can do nothing more for her.
We’d better hurry so we can get in the water. It’s almost dark.”

“It won’t matter if it’s dark out or not, Muirgan,” Aindréas
said.  “The tunnel will be black as pitch anyway.”

Muirgan nodded and started for the lakeshore without
another word. 

A few hours later 
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Ársa
Spring, in the seven hundred sixty-second year after the end
of The Nascence of Lerien, was cold in places and balmy in others.
It was blustery everywhere.  However, on Na Réaltaí, there was no
weather and never had been.  It was always the same, neither hot
nor cold, nor wet.  Na Réaltaí wasn’t the kind of place where one
awoke from thunderstorms or ground quakes, for none of those
things existed there. No wind, no sun, no rain ever disrupted the
quiet filtered hallways and rooms. To maintain a constant, optimal
climate, the temperature and lighting were artificial, and machine
controlled. 

When Ársa awoke in his bed minutes after midnight with a 
panicked feeling that made his heart tighten in his chest, he had to
wonder why. Had he been on Lerien, his first reaction would have 
been to listen to outdoor sounds for clues, but here, there were none
of those.  As he sought to calm himself and direct his attention to
why he had awakened, he assessed his condition. His breath rasped 
in his throat as his eyes came open with a start. His arm was
trapped beneath something, but he couldn’t remember what in
Ifreann would be in his bed. He knew he was in Na Réaltaí even
though it was pitch dark in his chamber.

He could hear the low hum that permeated every room. His
night vision always took a moment to kick in, and while it wasn’t as
clear as in lighted areas, he could see well enough to identify objects 
and people.  It was clear sight, though not as acute as his daytime
vision. 

His eyes adjusted and he looked to see what trapped him.
His wife’s silver hair seemed to glow in the dark.  What the fuck
have I done? It was a question he asked himself every morning
when he awoke with Chéile. Why did I do that? He had a keen 
sense of buyer’s remorse every morning when he awakened and
found her still in his bed, found himself still married to her.  She
always woke and fondled him until he lost the idea from his head
and he took pleasure in her body. Then, he remembered why he had 
done what he did and brought her here, made her a goddess, made 
her his wife, but he felt no less remorseful about it after he was done
with her body.

He checked the time
—daylight was still hours away.  Lying
here in his darkened room, he felt a particularly mournful aspect to
his panic.  Why is that? He sighed in the darkness as Chéile
snuggled closer to him in her sleep.  Something isn’t right.  I have to
find out what. Ársa closed his eyes to clear his mind and focused in
on the panic and grief and—what else was there? Fear and terror.
Someone he cared for was in danger.  But who? His thoughts first
leaped to Moriko, and he instantly knew she was fine, wherever she
was.

His mind suddenly filled with Adamen.  She was in danger.
He keenly felt every emotion she was feeling. It was as if he became
her and he had to struggle to maintain himself in his own mind.  He
had to get to her quickly.  Time was valuable and he didn’t have a
moment to waste.  Ársa started to pop out of Na Réaltaí and go
directly to her, but he thought better of it as he remembered he was 
completely naked.  He might find himself at a considerable
disadvantage depending on the circumstances he may pop into.

He, instead, Traveled from his bed into his bathroom.  He
picked a clean uniform up from the counter where he’d left it.
Chéile had joined him in his shower and it had lain there, forgotten
after she proved quite a distraction.  He slipped it on and went in
search of his boots. 

Being able to see in complete darkness was definitely to his
advantage, and he went straight to them where they lay on the floor 
beside the bed. He slipped them on quickly and stood from his seat,
ready to find Adamen. 

“Ársa,” Chéile whispered, “what are you doing?”
“I’m sorry, Chéile,” he said, “I have an emergency.  I have to 
go.”

“But…” she protested.

Not staying to explain, he left instantly, leaving her alone in 
their bed to wonder what he was doing.

He heard her call his name even as he wavered, thinned, and
vanished.

He Traveled, being careful to keep his guard up.  He was 
prepared to face anything when he landed.  He came solid in a small,
low-ceilinged room with a narrow bed in the middle.  It was dark in
the room, but far lighter than his own had been. He had to shrink 
his size considerably so he didn’t hit his head on the ceiling.  He was
careful to Travel while invisible so he could take in his surroundings,
assess what was going on and who was here without anyone seeing
him.

“Bring in the midwife,” Erish said.  “Also, alert the stable that
they’ll receive a newborn within the next four hours.  This one is to 
be terminated immediately.”

A strangled cry from the bed drew Ársa’s attention and his 
eyes widened as he recognized a bruised and disheveled Adamen,
tied hands and feet to the narrow bed frame.  A gag covered her 
mouth but she railed against her bonds with as much noise and 
struggle as she could muster. 

Ársa waited while the servant Erish had commanded left the
room, and he watched the queen move away from Adamen and walk
around the foot toward the doorway leaving him a clear view of the 
bed.  He could see that the thin sheet covering Adamen’s legs was 
wet and spotted with blood.  She was breathing hard and tears
streaked her face.  Even from across the room, he could see her belly
contract with a hard labor pain.

He didn’t want to start any problems with the Fae by having 
a confrontation with the Queen of the Lilitu, and he hoped she’d
leave the room long enough to allow him to remove Adamen.  He
held his breath and waited, but he kept a close eye on her.  If he had
to do this roughly, he would, but he preferred not to.  He didn’t
know how much time he had, and Adamen didn’t look too good
from his vantage point. 

Ársa decided to give Erish a little mental nudge, pushing a 
thought into her head along with a fierce sense of urgency.  The
most benign thing he could think to do with her was send her to the
toilet. It was a call few could ignore, especially once it reached a
critical point.  He planted the thought and pushed it a little bit.

Erish reacted with surprise.  She clamped her legs together
instinctively and stopped stone still before hurrying toward the
door.  She stopped at the door and turned back toward her daughter.  
“If you’d behave I could untie you, Adamen.  I simply can’t have you
clawing at me and punching people. Your behavior is scandalous.
No other female Lilitu has put up such a fuss about giving up her
male child. I am ashamed that my daughter is acting like such a
fool.” The queen stepped through the door and closed it firmly
behind her. A loud click echoed through the chamber as she locked
Adamen inside.

Anger gripped him at Erish’s words to her daughter.  He
nudged her thought only a little more, just enough for her bowel to
relax.  The strangled, gasping noise from down the hall made him
smile.

Ársa wasted no further time moving forward to rescue his
lover from her bonds. He touched them with a heat that burned the
thick ropes through, popping her hands and feet free quickly.  He
didn’t pause to remove the gag as he scooped her from the bed in his
strong arms and instantly vanished from the room.

He came solid in his house by the sea, standing beside his
bed with her clasped tightly in his arms. He laid her gently down
and removed the gag.  She threw her arms around his neck and
sobbed into his shoulder.  He held her silently and patted her
comfortingly, though his mind raced with worry about her
condition. 

She cried out and clasped her belly with her hands.  “This is
the most awful thing I’ve ever felt, Ársa,” she said.

He fetched a glass of water for her and brought a damp cloth
to cool her brow.  “I’ll call for help,” he said.  “I confess I am not
much for baby delivery, and you don’t look so good.”

“I don’t think I am so good,” Adamen said.

“How did you end up tied up in your mother’s house?  I
thought you were staying here until the birth.”

Another pain gripped her body and she couldn’t answer.
Ársa turned and walked out of the room. He searched through 
several pockets looking for his gan-sreang.  Finding it at last, he
pulled it from his pocket and unfolded it. The device was folded into
a square hardly an inch on any side.  Once unfolded, it was nearly
the size of the palm of his hand and was slightly thicker than a sheet
of paper or thin leather. He swiped his hand over the front of it.
When it lit up, he tapped and swiped with his finger several more
times before finding what he sought.  He pressed the surface lightly 
with his finger and waited. 

After a moment, the screen lit again and man’s face
appeared.  A male voice said, “Ársa, my friend, what’s up?”

“If I send you my coordinates, Grannus, can you come to me
and deliver a baby?”

“Certainly, Ársa,” he said agreeably. “I’ll be right there. I 
need time to get my kit from the infirmary.”

“Great, I’ll send the coordinates.”  Ársa disconnected his gansreang and flipped to another screen where he pressed a teardropshaped icon, which made a series of numbers appear on his screen. 
He pressed another button and sent them to Grannus before he
hurried back to Adamen’s side.

Moments after taking Adamen’s hand and sitting beside her
on the bed, a man’s voice from the other room called to him.
“Ársa?”

“There’s Grannus,” he said to Adamen.  “In here, through the
door, Grannus,” he called to his visitor.

The door opened and Grannus entered, looking every bit as
disheveled as Adamen did.  His white hair stuck out from his head at
wild angles before it drooped down to his shoulders.  He had a long
white, tangled beard that was as wild and untamed as his hair.  His
mustache was coal black and curled at the ends, growing long and 
completely covering his mouth. “Get out of here, Ársa,” he barked
as he entered the room. 

Ársa stood up, still holding Adamen’s hand.  “I’ll be right
outside, Adamen,” he said.  “Grannus will take good care of you.”

Ársa closed the door behind him and breathed a sigh of
relief. He had never wanted children, and this whole episode made 
him nervous and slightly sick. He trusted Grannus explicitly and
wasn’t terribly worried about the outcome, but the noises from
inside his bedchamber began to wear on his nerves. He paced the
floor and his emotional state began to affect the Seirbhíseach staff
that lived here with him. Several of them would pass in the hallway
to glance in his direction, but he was caught up in his own thoughts
and didn’t see their looks of concern.

It was full daylight and the day was warming as Ársa paced
the room. He never noticed when Lessie, his housekeeper came into
the room and opened the windows to allow the ocean breezes to cool
the house.  He didn’t notice when she went into his bedroom and
opened the windows in there, either.

It was not more than an hour later when Grannus opened
the bedroom door to signal him to enter, but to Ársa it seemed as if
it had been all day.

“I Healed her so she’s doing well, Ársa,” Grannus said when
Ársa stepped inside the bedroom.  “The infant is fine, too.  I hope
you don’t mind if they stay here for at least two weeks. I’d prefer it
was a little longer, but she is a strong, healthy Fae and she should be
back to normal in no time.”

“She can stay as long as she likes,” Ársa said.  He smiled and 
waved at Adamen who lay on his bed in utter exhaustion.

Adamen waved back and gave him a weak smile.

“I think you should let her rest for an hour or two; she’s
apparently been through a terrible ordeal, judging from her
condition.  I think you should get her to fill you in on how she got
wherever it was you found her. Someone is responsible for this. 
She’s obviously been shackled. She labored for quite some time
before I got here. I have instructed Lessie to watch over the baby
and care for him. She is to bring him in only for feedings until
Adamen is stronger.”

“All right,” Ársa said, wondering when Grannus had spoken
to Lessie.

“However, I’m going to leave this nursing kit here,” he said,
taking a package out of his medical bag.  He set it on the side table.
“Let’s step out into the other room to talk, Ársa and let her get some
rest.”

“Sure,” Ársa said, looking at the nursing kit. He recognized
it as one commonly used on Na Réaltaí, but they weren’t among the
things allowed for the inhabitants on Lerien.  It was another battle
he and Anoba had fought and lost among his Envoy members.
There was a strong faction who didn’t want to give the dwellers here
any advantages at all.

They stepped back into the living room and sat on the sofa
together. 

“Ársa,” Grannus said, “I have deduced, and forgive me for
snooping, but I have deduced that this child is yours.”

Ársa nodded. 

“That’s why I’ve left the nursing kit.  Adamen informed me
that for the baby’s safety, she isn’t keeping him. She says she will, in 
a couple of weeks, find a safe, secure home for him to grow up in.”

“That’s what she said,” Ársa said.  “In her culture, the Lilitu
don’t allow male children the same privileges females have.  It is a 
society run and ruled solely by the females.”

“In many ways, it’s the opposite of most other cultures, and
given the outcomes in those, maybe they have something.”

Ársa looked at him but didn’t speak.

“I mean, Ársa, that I’ve never known the Lilitu to start a war
or wipe out other Fae. They tend to get along with the other species
in the Fae race.”

“I suppose that’s true, but there are other aspects at play 
here besides the Lilitu culture.”

Grannus nodded.  “I know.  I’ve been talking in depth to
Anoba lately.  She told me about the visions, for lack of a better
word, she’s received from her mother.”

“Visions?” Ársa asked. “You mean there’s been more than
one?”

“I assume she will fill you in on them.  We have started
calling them ‘The Prophecy’. Anoba is keeping a journal of all the 
information her mother has given her. I am sure none of us are
privy to a lot of it, but I believe her.”

Ársa nodded. 

“If what she’s been told is correct, you had best make sure no
one who wishes him harm ever finds this child. He is valuable to
several races of people before the battle comes.”

“I have set a shield about this place, Grannus, and I will 
strengthen it regularly. No one will get to either of them while
they’re here.”

“You had better think about empowering Adamen to shield
him even after she’s placed him with another family.”

Ársa nodded.  “I can do that,” he said.

“I’ll be off.  I’ll arrange for Lessie to get some more milk for
the baby. And a few more nursing kits.  If that’s to be his sole means
of nourishment for the next six or so months, they will need a large
supply.”

“Thank you, Grannus.”

“You’re welcome. Now, I think you should go talk to her
when she’s ready to speak.  The tale she will tell you may help
convince you of the need to protect this child.”

“I don’t need any other convincing, Grannus, but I will hear 
her out. I want to know what happened. She was here, and 
everything was fine when I left for Na Réaltaí yesterday.”

“Things can change fast in this world, Ársa,” Grannus said.
“All the more reason to be vigilant.” He snapped his fingers and
disappeared from the room. 

Ársa went back into the bedroom. He debated about going
to see his newborn son, wherever Lessie was caring for him, but he
decided against it.  Perhaps it would be better for everyone if he had
no idea what this child looked like at any stage of his life. 

He softly closed the door behind him and was surprised to
find Adamen’s eyes on him when he turned her way. “You’re
awake,” he said with a smile.

“Yes,” she nodded. “I’m fine, Ársa,” she said, patting the bed 
beside her invitingly. 

Ársa joined her.  “Why did you leave here?”

“I didn’t,” she said.  “I was attacked in the water when I went
in for a swim.  Then, I was taken from the beach by a spell cast by
my mother.”

“Your mother?”

“She wanted Girin to be born in the Lilitu Colony so she
could have him removed and executed.

“I thought perhaps she’d relent,” he said.

“I nearly drowned when I was attacked,” she said. “I thought
I was going to die for sure.  It started my labor, which made it
impossible for me to fight against my assailants.”

“Assailants? There was more than one?”

“There were two,” she said.  “At least I only saw two. I doubt
there were more, though.”

“Who are they?  I’ll go find them and punish them for this.”

Adamen shook her head. “No, Ársa,” she said. “They were
doing what they had to do, in desperation.”

“What do you mean?”

“They were Selkies,” she explained.

“Selkies?” Ársa said.  “I’ve never heard of Selkies harming
anyone.”

“That’s why I don’t want them punished.  My mother had the
skin of the female and she was holding it for ransom.  I was the prize
she sought. When they delivered me to Mother, she was to give the
skin back.  That is, if my mother didn’t double cross them.”

“Do you think she would?”

Adamen nodded.  “If she thought it would be to her
advantage later on, she would.”

“That’s horrendous.”

“It is quite dishonorable,” Adamen said.  “It sinks to a level I
didn’t think my mother would go. Anyway, I don’t want these
Selkies harmed. They did what they had to do and I’ve forgiven
them both.”

“They captured you and took you to Erish’s palace,” he said.
“But how did you contact me?  I know you must have, I could feel
you with me, inside my head.”

“I gave Muirgan a button and asked her to use it to find you.
She was terribly torn about turning me over to my mother even if it
meant she’d never get her skin.  Her husband forced her to do it.  I
am glad she did, now that all is well for Girin and me. I would hate
to think she had to spend the rest of her life as a human or continue
to do my mother’s bidding because of me.”

“That’s kind of you, Adamen,” Ársa said, smoothing her hair 
off her brow.  “How did you make a button contact me?”

“It’s from the blouse I was wearing while I was being
attacked, I used it as a spell focus. I imbued it with the power to get
to you.  I’m happy it worked.  I was worried and had no idea if it
would.”

“It worked quite well,” he said.  “I awoke from a sound sleep
in a complete panic to find you.  It was so strong it allowed me to 
Travel straight to you at your mother’s palace.”

“I was never so relieved to see anyone in my life,” she said
with a smile. She touched his face with her fingertips.  “I hope our
son is as handsome as you when he grows up.”

“And I hope he’s as resourceful as you,” Ársa said.

Ársa put his hand on Adamen’s chest, covering her heart.  He
closed his eyes and muttered something; his lips moved but no
sound escaped them. After a few moments, he opened his dark blue
eyes and looked at Adamen. “I gave you the power to cloak and 
protect him.  You will be able to cast a shield for him.  It will keep
him safe, but you will have to renew it from time to time, wherever
he’s living.”

Adamen sighed in relief.  “Thank you, Ársa,” she said.

“I’ll keep you safe until you leave here.  I don’t want to know
where he is.  If I don’t know, I can’t inadvertently give it away.”

“I understand, but I plan to see him as often as I can.”

Ársa nodded.  “You look tired, Adamen.  Get some sleep.  I’ll
check on you again in a while.”

Adamen closed her eyes to rest and Ársa left the room, but
not before cloaking it and the rest of the house from outsiders.

4 days later 

Nalin 30, 762
Na Réaltaí 

Chéile
The first two and a half weeks of their marriage were magical 
and they were inseparable. They made love half a dozen times a day
and Chéile found she actually enjoyed it.  She wasn’t even
embarrassed to admit it. 

Ársa’s real life began to intrude on her fantasy two weeks
into the marriage when he jumped up in the middle of the night and 
left without telling her anything.  After that, he seemed more distant 
from her and his job began to make demands on him.  Other people
in Na Réaltaí expected his attention and Chéile didn’t like it.  He was 
hers and was supposed to be at her disposal.  She was a princess in
her old life and a goddess in her new one and she didn’t care for
others thinking they were her equal.

She particularly didn’t like Éadomhain and her squalling
brat, Fearg. She didn’t care for Hermolaos, Éadomhain’s husband,
either. He kept touching her in inappropriate places. She disliked 
others in varying degrees, but there were none that she cared for
even a little.  She found that the best way to deal with the servants, 
the Seirbhíseach, was through fear.  She took every opportunity to
make them afraid of her, but only when Ársa wasn’t around.  He had
reprimanded her immediately when she was stern and threatening
to one of them in front of him. She didn’t like it that he was weak
with the servants.  She felt it emasculated him. 

Ársa had a greeting chamber, attached to, but not part of, his
suite. This is where he held meetings with various people in Na
Réaltaí.  She didn’t like it when he was gone for long periods, and
one afternoon, she went in search of him and heard him talking to
his sister, Anoba. Another one Chéile didn’t like. Anoba looked at
her as if she knew her deepest thoughts or could see into the core of
her being and didn’t like what she saw there. Chéile quickly became
uncomfortable and resentful. 

She remembered her first meeting with Anoba.  The woman
had looked at her, evaluating her, and, it seemed to Chéile, that
Anoba had found her lacking.  Feeling inferior to the green-skinned 
woman, who was still beautiful in spite of her coloring, Chéile had 
greeted her rudely.  However, she had been careful not to let Ársa
see their exchange. Anoba had responded by commenting that the
viper had arrived at last.  Chéile had demanded to know what she
meant by it, but Anoba had merely given her a sly smile and turned
away dismissively.

Chéile told herself she was far superior to Anoba, even if she
was a newly made goddess and Anoba had been one for centuries
and was quite comfortable in her own skin.  Anoba, Chéile thought,
will never be as beautiful as I am.  She looked like dirty river 
water.

Chéile was about to open the door to the meeting room and 
walk in, in spite of Ársa warning her never to do that.  When she
heard Anoba’s voice, she stopped to listen.

“Have you told Moriko yet, Ársa?”

“No,” he said.

“What a coward,” Anoba said scoffingly.  “You’ve mooned

after that girl all these many years and sworn your fealty to her and
your loyalty and then you go marry this…this…Elf,” her voice was
heavy with disdain.  “And you don’t even have the decency to tell
Moriko what you’ve done?”

“I find it difficult to face her.”

“You should find it difficult,” Anoba said.  “You should be
ashamed. I cannot believe you’ve done this.  I won’t even ask what
you were thinking, Ársa, for I know the answer, and I know what 
head you were thinking with as well.  You could have fucked her all
you wanted, but marry her?  Why did you have to marry her?”

Ársa mumbled something Chéile couldn’t understand.

“Ársa,” Anoba continued, “you know that marriages with us
are absolutely unbreakable without complete consent of all of us.  It
was a foolish thing for you to do.  You don’t even know her. And 
you’ve brought her here to live with us.”

“You’re right, of course, Anoba, I don’t know how I’ll rectify
this error, but I’ll find some way to do so.”

Chéile’s heart pounded in her chest and a frown creased her
brow with deep furrows. “This error,” she mouthed silently.

“I highly doubt that, Ársa, I don’t think there’s a solution for 
this problem.  Chéile looks as if she likes it here. She’s settling in.”

“Yes,” Ársa said.

“I think you’d better consider telling Moriko before someone
else does,” Anoba advised.

“I will. I’ll see her this week.”

“And what of your Lilitu?”

“She had her baby a few days ago…” his voice trailed off and
Chéile couldn’t hear what he said.

“Did you tell Moriko about it, too?”

“No,” Ársa said.

“Well,” Anoba said, “if you ever had any chance with her,
you’ve completely destroyed it.  Good luck, brother.  I think you
should wear two uniforms for protection when you do finally get 
around to telling Moriko.”

“Very funny,” Ársa said.

Anoba laughed cynically.  “I wasn’t kidding, Ársa.”

“I’m afraid I believe you. I suppose that is why I’ve put off
telling her before now.”

“This woman, this Elf,” Anoba spat the word as if it tasted
bad.  “I can’t believe you’ve brought her to Na Réaltaí.  Please, 
brother, promise me you won’t have children with her.”

Ársa grunted and said something unintelligible that Chéile
couldn’t make out.

“Ársa,” Anoba said, “does that mean you’ve discussed the
possibility of children with this woman?”

“On the night we married, we discussed having two. We 
agreed on it.”

“Oh, no, Ársa,” Anoba said.  “Why couldn’t you have left that
part out of it?  Now, instead of it being something you have to agree
on at the time of conception, you’ve already agreed to it, and she can
take advantage of it anytime she wants without your knowledge.”

“She doesn’t seem overly interested in children,” Ársa said.
“She can’t stand Fearg or Misery.”

Anoba laughed.  “No one can stand Fearg or Misery,” she
said.

Chéile turned and swept back to the room she shared with 
Ársa.  She had information to think about and she had to decide
what to do with it.  She had to keep her power over Ársa at any cost. 
Other women were after him, they were his lovers—or had been.
She had to find out more about this Moriko, who held his heart, and
who is that other woman and what was her baby to Ársa?  She had a
lot of scrying and investigation to do. 

She also meant to hone her powers and explore her new
goddess abilities.  She would begin in earnest tomorrow, learning all 
she could about how to develop her powers. Even the powers she
had before coming here would be stronger and more effective now
that she was a goddess.

What I need here is a friend
—someone who can tell me
things I don’t know.  But who? She made a mental list of all the
crewmembers she had met since coming here and she systematically
eliminated them all. After going over them, one by one, she finally
settled on one person.  She had seen him from a distance but hadn’t
actually met him. She would change that tomorrow and she would
see to it that they became friends. She would start the process right
away—tonight.

She dragged her box out of its hiding place in the back of her
closet and rooted through it for materials to make another little doll.
She selected shades that matched Vedran’s coloration.  He had
brown hair, so she chose thin, fine brown yarn.  For his dark brown 
eyes, she chose a darker shade of yarn.  His skin was pasty, pale
beige.  Not an attractive combination, she thought, but he was far 
more beneficial to her because of his penchant for gossip and
slander than for his questionable looks.

Chéile used her expert Elfish sewing skills to craft a
reasonable likeness of Vedran.  Upon completion, she looked at it
approvingly, pleased with her results. She thought that anyone who
saw it would instantly know it was Vedran.  As a result, she felt she
should hide it.  She didn’t want too many questions asked about why
she was constructing a doll in his likeness.  He had sharp, angular,
features and a thin, pointy nose that turned down at the end. His 
hair was long and thin, tied back in a ponytail hanging down his
back.  His lips were thin, and she represented them with a single,
delicate line of thread. 

She immediate
ly put her crafting things away.  She didn’t
know how long Ársa would be before he joined her, but she wanted
some time to work with the doll before he arrived and she certainly 
did not want her craft items strewn all about.

She lay across the bed after tidying up and she held the doll
in her hands and stroked it while muttering words in Elfish.  Chéile
was casting to draw Vedran to her, make him want to be her friend.
It would make things far easier if he came to her rather than her
having to seek him out. That way, everyone would know he had
sought the relationship, not the other way around.  It was important
to her that she not appear needy to these people whom she viewed
more as her enemies than her allies.

Chéile awoke with a start quite a long time later. She was 
surprised to find Ársa in their room, undressing for bed. “Ársa,” she
said sleepily. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“You were sleeping, Chéile,” he said.  “I didn’t want to wake
you.”
She suddenly remembered the doll and frantically felt the
bed, hoping to find it before Ársa saw it.  She had meant to put it
away before he came in, but sleep overtook her while she was still
working with it. She covertly searched the bed for the Vedran doll. 
Ársa must never know. 

Chéile located it at last, beneath her hip.  She grabbed it and
stuffed it between the bed and the wall. The hiding place worked so 
well, it became her standard hiding place for any doll she used in her
Rootwork casting on late at night.

Ársa lay down beside her and turned his back, pretending to 
fall instantly asleep. 

Chéile narrowed her eyes as she looked at his back. If you 
don’t watch it, I’ll get your doll back out and get to work on it
again.

1 day later 

Pales Night
Na Réaltaí 

Chéile 
Chéile awoke still feeling peevish about the conversation she
had overheard the night before.  The whole thing made her so angry
she wanted to destroy something. Or someone—but there wasn’t
anyone on Na Réaltaí that she could take on.  She needed someone
far more vulnerable to take her ire out on. She thought of her home
and her parents and suddenly felt homesick.  She wanted to see her
mother and have a good sob on her shoulder, but she didn’t want to
run into people in Lasahala Run like Caolán and his wife or even
Enric. 

She thought again about the derisive way her sister-in-law 
had said the word ‘elf’ as if Elves were somehow so far beneath 
whatever Anoba was. Who has green-black skin, hair, and eyes 
anyway?  That bitch looks like she crawled out of a stagnant river
bottom somewhere. Chéile suddenly longed for her ‘own kind’.

Chéile sat around the whole day fuming over Anoba’s 
illtreatment of her and working herself into a dither about every other
aspect of her life at this point.  She relived her tragic wedding day in
Lasahala Run playing every second of it repeatedly in her head.  She
had even begun to imagine snickers and comments from an 
audience who had sat in rapt attention, as she was publicly
humiliated in front of their entire population.

Her desire to see her family finally overrode her trepidation
about leaving Na Réaltaí and she decided it was worth the risk,
though it had taken her until late afternoon to work up her nerve.
Wanting nothing more than the comfort of her mother, she dressed 
and made her way to the transport station using a map she found in
a dresser drawer. She hadn’t had time to learn her way around or to
explore what talents or abilities she might have, so the map was her 
constant companion.  She felt sure she could return to Na Réaltaí,
though she was a little nervous about actually leaving.

She felt somewhat sickened by the whole episode when she
came solid on the surface of Lerien in a familiar place outside her 
village. It was a spot where the trees were thick with summer foliage
so she was well hidden.  It was almost evening—a time when many
Elves were out of doors, visiting in the cool of the day just before
dusk.  Groups of them walked the promenade around the village—
the path she had so often walked with girls her own age, before Ársa
had spotted her and before Caolán had mortified her at their
wedding. That was her last experience among her own people. She
didn’t fully understand why, but she found herself afraid to step out
into her village and face people.  She felt the color flame in her 
cheeks as she pressed back into the trees and watched silently.

Chéile was near her parents’ home, right in front of the huge
flower garden that was the pride of Lasahala Run. They had brought
those seeds and clippings with them, hidden away in pockets and in 
their hair when they had left the old world.  It was flora the Elves
had nurtured and kept alive throughout the devastation they had
experienced before leaving to come to Lerien.

She wondered if Ársa’s crew had known they ha
d those
things squirreled away.  If they had, they never once let on and the
Elves had been allowed to plant and cultivate this garden since their 
arrival in Lasahala Run. The flowerbed made a good hiding place.
No one looked into the woods with the flowers in full bloom and 
especially fragrant at the end of the day. The Elves loved night 
blooming plants best of all, for it added ambiance to their evening
walks.

Chéile’s heart pounded with excitement when the door to her
parents’ house opened. She hadn’t expected to miss them as much 
as she did.  Her mother stepped out, followed closely behind by her
father. They both looked mournful.  They didn’t join the other
groups that were stepping out of their own front doors, instead,
Chéile’s parents sat in two wooden rockers on their small front
porch.  Why aren’t they joining the others?

She quickly noted that members of the other groups
whispered and giggled as they passed her parents sitting on their
porch.  Chéile’s father held his head up but didn’t meet the eyes of 
any of the hecklers. Her mother’s cheeks flushed with
embarrassment and she cast her eyes downward.  Why are they
sitting out front if this is how everyone is treating them? Slowly, 
she became aware of jokes made at their expense, humiliating
comments made about Chéile herself, and rude remarks made about
the wedding.

One group shouted at them, asking why they were still in the
village when no one wanted them there. Another asked why they
didn’t go join their joke of a daughter. Yet another group of young
men put their hands out in front of their chests, mimicking Chéile’s
breasts while swaying their hips and laughing uproariously.  Yet
another group replied to the others reminding them that they sat out
in public by King Caolán’s and Queen Ly’wyn’tas’ decree—as a
reminder of the defector Chéile.

Anger swelled within Chéile at the public humiliation of her
parents, who were innocent of any wrongdoing to anyone, including
the king.  In truth, Chéile herself was a victim of Caolán’s duplicity.
Her rage consumed her and her mind went dark for a few seconds.
When she could see again, she realized she was standing in the
middle of the Elves prized flower bed, screaming her rage in a 
hoarse and ragged voice loud enough to make the birds quake and 
fly away in fear.  Every Elf walking about or sitting outside stopped
and stared at her. Many who were still inside, peeked out their 
doors and windows to watch her as she screamed and pirouetted
among their precious flowers. 

She began to rip out handfuls of plants and flowers, ripping
them to shreds and scattering them about while she screamed and
raged and called the villagers vile names.  She didn’t stop until the
bed was in shambles. She Traveled away quickly as her rage began
to spin itself out, amazed that no one—not even an Elfin guard—had
stepped forward to stop her.

1.5 weeks later 

Tarakal 16, 762 
Amalith Island  

Adamen
Adamen awoke feeling perfectly normal for the first time
since childbirth.  She told herself in the beginning not to spend
much time with Girin since she wasn’t going to be involved in
raising him.  That promise hadn’t lasted long and she began
spending every waking moment with him.  She was glad to have 
Lessie’s help caring for him; it had allowed her much-needed rest to
recuperate from the birth, as well as the kidnapping.

She had a plan, at last, for what to do.  Her priority was to
keep him safe.  Adamen felt sure that he would be safest among the
Fae, even though the Lilitu must never know of his whereabouts.

After careful consideration, she chose to look among the
Daisy Fae. She picked the Daisy Fae because there wasn’t a
continent on Lerien that didn’t have daisies of one kind or another,
therefore the Fae who lived among them were also the most 
plentiful.  Adamen decided it would be like looking for the
proverbial needle in a haystack to find Girin among them.

Adamen had always been fond of the Daisy Fae and she
thought Filigree would make a perfect surrogate mother.  Filigree
was a sweet, kind, older Daisy Fae who had never had a child of her
own, though she mothered any child who came along and she
helped all the Fae in her community to raise their children. 
Whether this was by choice or circumstance, Adamen didn’t know.
She hoped Filigree would be willing to take on this task, and she
meant to find out soon.  Her only dilemma was deciding whether to
take Girin with her when she approached Filigree about the matter. 
She knew he would be hard to resist but she didn’t want the Fae to 
feel forced into making a decision. 

In the end, she opted to leave Girin with Lessie, under the
protection of Ársa’s cloaking spell.  She hadn’t seen Filigree since 
the old home, and she didn’t know exactly where to find her.
Knowing her search could take a while, she set out in the early
morning and traveled to the first colony of Flower Fae she knew of
on Amalith Island.  She would start her search with them. A seeding
of Daisy Fae lived nearby, for they were plentiful everywhere on
Lerien.

After asking around in several Daisy Fae colonies, Adamen
finally had a lead on Filigree’s last known abode, and she was glad to
hear it was nowhere near the Lilitu Grove. She decided to go there
at once.

A short distance down the forest path sat a Fae portal.  The
Pixies guarded it fiercely and were quite selective about who they let
pass through it.  It kept down the traffic from some of the less savory
Fae. Not all races of Fae, she mused as she traveled down the path,
were nice and sweet like most of the Flower Fae. Some of them, like
Knockers, Spriggans, and Bogarts were wicked little things.

Adamen saw the portal through the trees. It was a high, 
slender arch, resembling an arbor of twisted branches covered in
flowering ivy.  Rocks, brambles, and briars surrounded it with only a 
narrow path leading to and from it in the middle of the clearing.
The center of the path under the tall arch was deceptive, she knew,
for it looked as if one could walk down the path, under the arch, and
out the other side and still be in the same clearing.  That was far
from the truth since many Fae portals were benign in appearance
but led to strange and dangerous places.  Generally, they wouldn’t
allow humans to blunder into them, but on the rare occasion a
portal was left unguarded, disaster could befall the traveler.  That
would not be the case with this one, for she could feel the woods
around her were flush with Fae.

As she approached the portal, a band of Pixies flew out from
hiding and hovered around it, blocking her access. She knew better 
than to try to shoo them away.  There would be a bevy of arrows,
little nasty barbs shot from the woods surrounding them, to stick in
every part of her. One never knew when a Pixie’s arrow might be
poisoned, either, which heightened her caution. Adamen stopped a
safe distance away and waited. 

“Who goes there?” a male Pixie shouted.
As with almost all Pixies, he was no more than eight inches
tall, though Adamen knew he could shift into another form and
become larger, if only for a short time.  He was delicate in
appearance, but that belied the ferocity of his nature.  He had doe
brown hair and bright purple eyes. His nose was a bit pug and his 
pointed ears jutted out from his roughly chopped hair.  He had red
cheeks, transparent brown wings, and his clothing looked as though
he had dipped each piece in a different part of a rainbow.

A
damen inclined her head respectfully.  “I am Adamen, of
the Lilitu,” she said.  She could have added more but didn’t because
sometimes the Pixies were peckish when given more information
than they requested.  This little guy looked irascible and she didn’t
want to ruin her chances before she even got started.  It would take
many days or weeks for her to travel on her own all the way to
Ceann’nathair.

“Where do you want to go?”

“Ceann’nathair,” Adamen said.

“What for?” the Pixie asked.

“I am looking for an old friend of mine,” she answered.
“Who is that?”

“Filigree, of the Daisy Fae.”

“Oh, Filigree,” he said with a laugh. “She’s a friend of mine.

She used to live next door to us in the old world.”

Adamen looked at him a bit more closely.  “Drawstring?” she

asked smiling at him.  “Is that you?”

The Pixie cackled with laughter.  “I was wondering how long

it would take you to recognize me, Adamen,” he said.

“You’ve cut your hair,” she said, “and I never saw you in a hat

before.”

He pulled the bright orange, tattered felt hat from his head

and swept it before him in a bow. “Whatcha going to see Filigree

about, Adamen?” he asked.

The other Pixie guards swarmed around Adamen kissing,

pinching, and poking at her playfully.  She was careful not to raise a

hand to them, for to be sure, there were many of them she didn’t

know.  After a few moments, Drawstring snapped his fingers and

said, “Enough.  Adamen is our guest.”

The Pixies all flew back to their hiding places in the woods

surrounding the portal, leaving Drawstring and Adamen alone in the 

clearing.  Once the twittering and fluttering in the woods had

subsided, Adamen turned to Drawstring and spoke in a low voice.  “I

need her help,” she said. “I don’t know if you are aware, but I 

recently…”

Drawstring interrupted her with a wave of his hand.  “You

had a baby,” he said joyfully, loudly enough to echo painfully into 

the forest.

“Shhh,” Adamen said.  “I don’t know if my mother has spies

around or not. I don’t want any of the Lilitu to figure out where my

son is.”

“Oh,” Drawstring said, his bright purple eyes lighting up.  “I

see. Mean old Queen Erish wants to get him, does she?”
Adamen nodded. 

“Well, I’ll let you pass, but Filigree isn’t in Ceann’nathair.”
“She isn’t?”

“No, she’s in Silverwilde, on Cardosa.”

“You’re sure?”

“For sure,” Drawstring said with an emphatic nod that sent

his hat flying toward Adamen’s face. She caught it and handed it

back to him.

“Can I get to Silverwilde through this portal?” she asked.
“Yes, but you have to go around and go through the back.”
“All right,” she said, nodding.  “May I pass?”

“It’s all right with me, but we’ll have to ask Skill,” he said.

“She is the guardian of the backside of the portal.”

It seemed logical to have a singular portal guardian making

these decisions, but these were Pixies and therefore, logic often had 

little place in their decisions. 

“I’ll go with you,” he said cheerfully.  He flew up high over

the portal while Adamen walked around the wide clearing. He met 

her on the other side of the ring of stones circling the portal.
“Skill?” he called.

“I’m here, I heard ya,” she said.  A tall, slender female Pixie

appeared beside Drawstring. She was much larger than he,

towering at least four inches over his height.  Adamen’s best guess

marked her close to a foot tall, where all the other Pixie’s she had 

known were no taller than eight inches.  While still delicate and

slender, she was more substantial as well.

She was pale brown, with darker mottling along her hairline.

She had chestnut hair, growing in wild tangles, and gold-colored

eyes rimmed with thick, dark lashes. Her wings were autumn

shades and her features were refined. She narrowed her almondshaped eyes and pursed her bow-shaped mouth as she looked over 

Adamen.

Skill’s outfit was festooned with shells, feathers, beads, and

sticks.  She was certainly woodsier in her dress than other Pixies

Adamen had known. She wore knee boots, an article of clothing she

had never seen on any other Pixie. Generally, they wore soft

slippers or ankle boots, but Skill’s boots were red leather with a

black and white checkerboard inset along the sides.  She had tiny 

silver spurs on her boots as well as a silver-colored crossbow and a

quiver of tiny bolts. She was far fiercer looking than any other Pixie 

Adamen had ever seen.

“I suppose you’ll need to pass twice, then?” Skill asked 

sharply.

“I’ll need to return,” Adamen said.  She briefly wondered

where this strange Pixie girl had come from—for she’d never seen

one like her before, not on Lerien and certainly never in the old

world. 

“Yes,” Skill said with a slightly condescending tone, “and

then you’ll have to take your baby back, which makes two trips from

here.”

Adamen raised her head in understanding.  “Oh, yes,” she

said.  “If Filigree will help me, I’ll need to return.”

Skill nodded.  “Go on, and don’t worry.  If Queen Erish

comes here, we won’t tell her anything.  In fact, I might just shoot

her with a bolt.”

“She has nasty little poison arrows,” Drawstring whispered

loudly, and in quite a happy tone. 

“It’s a crossbow, so it shoots bolts, not arrows,” Skill said

with almost a condescending tone. 

Drawstring made a face and stuck his tongue out at his

companion.

“Thank you, I will remember your kindness, all of you,” she

said. “If ever the Pixies need me, just call, I’ll help you anytime.”

Adamen stepped through the portal.  She found herself in a clearing 

remarkably similar to the one she had been in moments before. If

one wasn’t paying attention and accidentally stepped through such a

portal, they may not realize they had traveled to another place until

they were too far away to find the path back again.

Adamen took note of her surroundings, knowing she could

easily get lost finding her way back to this portal.  She took a deep

breath, checking the air for scents of flowers that could indicate

which direction she should travel.  There was a multitude of spring

wildflowers off somewhere to the west, she decided.  She took a

narrow path through the forest in that direction.

After walking and flying a ways, she came to a meadow full of

flowers. There were many kinds here, and daisies were prevalent

among them.  It felt safe here, she mused as she focused on the

Daisy Fae. At least there aren’t any humans here, she thought. 
As she passed among the patches of flowers and the few trees

growing here, she heard the tittering and chatter of Fae. She turned

and saw a dozen or so varieties of Flower Fae following her at a 

distance.  She stopped and paused for a moment before turning

around.  She didn’t want to frighten them.

“Good morning,” she said.  “I am looking for Filigree. Can 

you help me find her?”

An Iris Fae moved forward. “Who are you?” she asked

suspiciously.

“I’m Adamen from the Lilitu Grove. I used to live near

Filigree in the old world.  I haven’t seen her for so long.”
The Iris Faerie turned to a Holly Fae and said something 

Adamen didn’t understand.  Each kind of Fae had a language they

spoke only to others of the same kind, and occasionally to close

neighbors.  They also had a common language that they all spoke.

She assumed these spoke to one another in a Tree Fae dialect of the

Fae language they all shared. Most Fae spoke a minimum of three

languages, their common Fae, their racial dialect, and the common

language that allowed them to communicate with beings of other

races. 

The Holly Fae bolted off, darting in and out among the trees

that Adamen noticed for the first time were holly.  They were all

short and scrubby as if this wasn’t a perfect environment for them.

She stood, waiting, while all the other Fae gathered around her. She

smiled at them a few times but she soon gave up when she was met 

with nothing but hostile glares.

After a few long, awkward moments, she heard a lilting voice

that she recognized.  “Adamen,” came the yodeling cry before she

could see Filigree hurrying toward her on green, leafy wings. “I

thought I’d never see you again,” she said, flying into Adamen’s face

and planting a welcoming kiss on her cheek.

At this ebullient greeting, the other Faeries faded away,

leaving Filigree alone with her guest. “How have you been,

Filigree?” Adamen asked.

Filigree brushed back her white daisy petal hair and grinned.

She was tiny and had only been visible from any distance because

she had made herself bigger.  Flower Fae had this ability, as almost 

all Fae, to both shrink and enlarge themselves at will, even if only for

a few seconds at a time.  Some Fae could do it for longer than others

could, but the Daisy Fae never seemed to manage more than thirty

seconds at a time.

Filigree’s leaf-green eyes smiled brightly, wrinkling at the

corners.  Her skin was the color of a daisy’s center.  Her clothing

appeared to be made from the flowers themselves. Overall, Filigree

presented a jolly, joyful appearance and it was hard not to smile and

feel carefree in her presence.

“I’ve been well,” she said, “but I hear disturbing rumors 

about you.”

“Ah,” Adamen said, brushing her curly red hair from her

face.  “That’s why I’m here.  Can we talk a bit?  Have you the time?”
“I always have time for you, Adamen,” Filigree said.  “Come

over to my house.  You’re always welcome inside if you can still

manage a good enough shrinking for long enough.”

“I can manage,” Adamen said with a grin.  She followed

Filigree back to her home among a wide patch of flowers,

predominately daisies—in more varieties than she had ever seen

before.

Once shrunk, they went inside the tiny Fae home to chat.

Over dandelion tea, Adamen told Filigree why she had come to see

her.

Filigree listened silently and at the end of the tale, she said, 

“Why, if a colony of Flower and Tree Fae can’t keep one little baby

Fae safe, I don’t know who can. And he’s Ársa’s, you say?”
“Yes,” Adamen said with a nod.

“So, it’s true,” Filigree said.  “We heard rumors that there’s a

prophecy about the future of our world.  We heard that someone is

plotting to damage or destroy our Fae world, too, as part of the same

future war.”

“Oh, I hope not,” Adamen said.  “I haven’t heard that, but I

will see what I can find out for you. It won’t hurt to be prepared.”
“Any news will prepare us,” Filigree said.  “But you bring the

little one over as soon as you’re ready.  I must tell you, though, that

the sooner we take him in the easier the adjustment will be.”
“He isn’t accustomed to living in the Fae world, so it won’t 

matter as much.”

Filigree nodded. “Is the rumor true that we’re going to get 

our own goddess?”

Adamen nodded.  “That’s true, too, Filigree, but I don’t know

how soon that will take place.  Ársa has yet to arrange it.”
“Well, hopefully, it will happen soon. There was a goddess

out in Lasahala Run, southwest of here, a week or so ago.  She was

tearing up a flower garden the Elves had planted long ago. Some

said she has a beef with the Elves there,” Filigree said.

“What a beast,” Adamen said. “Isn’t that where all the Elves

live?”

“More than half of them live there. They live in two different 

camps. The Elf king, Caolán, recently married a princess from the

faction that split away a few hundred years ago. Their marriage

joined more of them back together again. I don’t know about the

other, smaller group of them. I’m not sure where they are.”
“I see,” Adamen said.  She wondered if Ársa knew about this.

He had told her a bit about the Elves a while ago but hadn’t spoken 

of them since.

“There was so much damage to the Flower Fae homes in the

area that we had to take in refugees.”

“When did this happen?” Adamen asked.

“It was about a week ago, I guess,” Filigree said.  “The

woman was all in a rage over something, though.”

“Any idea who she was?”

“None,” the Daisy Fae said, shaking her head.  “The Flower

Fae here, though, said she looked quite Elfish herself. They thought 

she must be a goddess of some sort, though how and why she came

to be there is anybody’s guess.”

“If I hear anything, I’ll let you know. I should be out in the

world much more since Girin was born.”

“Girin is the little one’s name, then, eh?”

“Yes,” Adamen said.

“Well, whenever you’re ready to bring him to me, just pop

over. You know where the portals are.”

“I don’t know if I remember how to get back to this one, on

Cardosa.”

“No worries, when you’re ready to go, I’ll have someone lead 

you back to it.  Bring me the baby anytime.  Will you be coming to

see him at all as he grows?”

“I would like to if that’s all right with you.  And as long as it

doesn’t lead anyone else here.”

Filigree nodded.  “Aye, I’m sure we can work something out.

We’ll band together to cloak the place.”

“I’ll help you if I can.”

“Any idea who the Fae goddess is going to be?”

“I hear it may be Moriko, the Forest Goddess, but Ársa hasn’t

spoken to her yet.”

“Ah, glory, that’s a good choice.”

“I thought so, too,” Adamen said.  “Now, I’ll be on my way.

I’ll come back tomorrow and bring Girin to you.  Thank you,

Filigree; you have no idea how much this means to me.”
“And you’ve no idea how much it means to me. I’ve always

wanted a child of my own and this is almost as good.”

“I am grateful,” Adamen said. They chatted a while, catching

up on one another’s lives before she took her leave.

Filigree called for one of the tree Fae to escort her guest 

when she was ready to leave for home.  The young Rowan Fae

looked at Adamen with wide, curious eyes but didn’t initiate any

conversation. 

Adamen left her escort at the portal and quickly made her

way back to Ársa’s home on Amalith Island.  Tomorrow would be a
hard day for her and she needed to prepare for it. Keeping Girin
safe was her priority.  If seeing little of him as he grew accomplished
that goal, it was a sacrifice she was willing to make.

1 month later  

Agmen 17, 762
Na Réaltaí 

Chéile 
A knock at the door roused Chéile from her doze. She looked
around Ársa’s chamber to find herself alone. There was no
Seirbhíseach to order to answer the door.  She frowned.  These are
the worst servants I’ve ever encountered. I wish Ársa wasn’t such 
a doddle when it came to the Seirbhíseach. He has the audacity to 
expect me to do things for myself.

Chéile rose from the bed and slipped a gossamer thin robe
over her naked body.  She didn’t bother to pull it closed over her or 
tie it shut. She preferred to let it flap in the breeze as she walked
across the chamber.  She didn’t care who was on the other side.  She
enjoyed their disconcerted behavior when she opened the door 
mostly naked.

As she strode b
riskly across the room, one of the robe’s
shoulders slipped off, leaving her entire left breast completely 
exposed. She opened the door and smiled as the Seirbhíseach who 
stood there ogled her, opening and closing his mouth four or five 
times. 

“Yes?” she said with a honeyed tone.
“Lady Chéile,” the man said.  “I’ve come from the tailor with
your order.  I have it all here if you’re ready for delivery.”

“Certainly, please bring it in,” she said, stepping aside from
the open doorway to allow him to enter.

“I have five children behind me, madam,” he said, looking
over his shoulder.  His cheeks flushed with color as he tried to keep
his eyes off her erect nipple when he turned back to her.

She smiled again, but it didn’t reach her pale blue eyes.
“That’s all right,” she said.  “Have them bring it in.  You can put it
anywhere it will fit.”

The man cleared his throat and stepped into her chamber.
He indicated for the youngsters behind him, all early to late teens, to
enter and unburden themselves.  Most of them openly stared at her 
as they passed.  “Hurry up, now,” the deliveryman said, clapping his
hands sharply.  “No dawdling.”

They managed, after some jostling around and bumping into
one another, to dump their packages on the bed, the floor, and the
dressing table, all the while staring at her nudity with their mouths 
open before they filed out of her room.

She had ordered, upon her arrival in Na Réaltaí, a new 
wardrobe of hand-woven, hand-sewn garments from the
Seirbhíseach tailors.  The cloth was delicate and sturdy, woven in
colors she chose herself.  She decided not to use Ársa’s family cloth.
She wanted nothing to do with anything Anoba had a hand in
designing.  Besides, they were all bold, brash colors in deep, dark
jewel tones.  She wanted muted tones and colors, pastels and
neutrals, something more tasteful than Ársa’s colors.  She intended
to use it for everything she wore—no more of that Elfish cloth for
her.  This cloth was so far superior to even that fine stuff that she
could only call it ‘god’ cloth. She vowed she would never again wear
anything else.

She opened each box, one after the other and reveled in the
garments within.  Finally, she chose the one she wanted to wear and 
left the others in heaps, scattered and hanging everywhere in the
room. She dressed and stepped into the hallway to flag down a
Seirbhíseach under Ársa’s direction. Giving the woman an order to 
clean up the mess she had made, Chéile sauntered off down the long
hallway toward The Droichead, the central meeting place for all 
departments of Ársa’s crew. Their private quarters and family areas 
extended out from this central hub in a spoke-like fashion. Each
family or department wing held a private gathering area for the
residents, but none was as large or grand as The Droichead.

Occupying the heart of Na Réaltaí, with a domed ceiling
spanning high above every residential floor, the room towered
upward, its walls lined with spiraling staircases reaching each level. 
The elevators were down a short hallway outside the open area 
where they wouldn’t spoil the majesty of the room.

As Chéile walked in, she noted that no one was present.
They must all be out being gods and goddesses. No matter, Vedran
will be here soon enough. She stuck her hand in her pocket and
fondled the little doll she had created in Vedran’s likeness.

She went to the bar and sat on a stool at the cozier end away
from the more trafficked areas. She passed her hand over the shiny
black surface of the bar. The surface lit up with a whole list, 
complete with pictures, of items she could order. She pressed a
finger on her selection and listened to the hum within the bar
indicating her drink was being processed.  After a few moments, the
bar top in front of her slid open and a drink pushed up through the
opening. The glass sat on a black platform that disappeared when
she lifted the drink. The opening closed, returning to the shiny
black surface it had been.

She sipped her drink and set it in front of her.  All this
technology was strange to her—she was a long way from being
comfortable with it. She leisurely sipped her drink and waited. She
didn’t expect it to take long before her quarry showed up.

After a few moments, she heard footsteps approaching and 
she glanced in the mirror behind the bar. It was lonely in here, but
later it would be bustling with activity.  After everyone finished their
duties, they would gather in groups and there would even be a living
bartender taking people’s orders.  She, like most of the inhabitants 
of Na Réaltaí, preferred their food and drinks served and prepared
by real people rather than an automated process deep in the belly of 
the bar or in some dark box mounted on the galley wall. 

A shadow falling on the floor at the intersection of one
hallway let her know someone was about to enter.  She was certain it
would be Vedran. 

She was not disappointed.  He paused before entering the
Droichead and looked around.  Spotting her at the bar, he smiled.
His smile, she noted, didn’t make him look any less weasley or ratfaced.  His face, like his body, was all angles and points.  He was thin
and bony and seemed to be a sack of elbows, knees, hips, and 
shoulders.  His long, thin nose was no less pointy than his thin
jutting chin.  He had thin dark brown hair which he kept slicked
back and pulled tight into a long, straight ponytail at the nape of his
neck.  His eyes were as dark brown as his hair and his skin gave an
overall impression of being beige—just plain unexciting beige. 

“Ah, Chéile,” he said ebulliently, holding his arms wide as he
approached her.

“Vedran,” she said with a nod. “Care to join me?” She
smiled and patted the stool beside her invitingly.

“It’s not often I get a warm invitation from such a beautiful
lady,” he said, sliding onto the stool beside her. “Are you sure Ársa
won’t mind?”

“I’m free to do as I please,” she said in a slightly sultry tone.

He mimicked her earlier actions to place an order and took
his drink when it rose from the opening in the bar.  “I’m sure it gets
lonely with Ársa out and about his duties all day, anyway.”

“I manage to keep myself entertained,” she said.

“I’m happy to be the entertainment of the day,” he quipped, 
waving his hand in a flourish simulating a bow. He looked her over
thoroughly when he turned his stool to face her. “I hear you went
out for a little…um…recreation the other day.”

Chéile looked at him questioningly.  “What do you mean?”

“I heard you paid your former home a little visit.”

Chéile laughed charmingly, but it was tinged with a bit of
bitterness.  “Oh, that,” she said, smiling happily. “I was a feeling a
little nostalgic, thinking of my engagement to Prince Caolán.”

Vedran was practically salivating as he looked at her. “Is it
true, then?  You were engaged to Prince Caolán and he jilted you at
the altar?”

Chéile gritted her teeth.  She doubted Ársa would have
gossiped about this and she placed the blame strictly at Anoba’s 
door. “A nice girl doesn’t like to talk about things like that, Vedran,”
she said.

“Well, at least you can tell me about your adventure when
you went down there the other day.”

“I wrecked their landscaping,” she said with a shrug.  “It’s
what they deserve for being smug and sanctimonious. It’s the least I
could do for what they did to me.”

Vedran grinned, his eyes opening wide with joy, letting
Chéile know she had confirmed the rumors about her. She thought
it could be beneficial to her, perhaps stop people from
underestimating her.  She knew this would be the subject of his next 
conversation and anyone who spoke to him would hear all the
details.  “I must admit that you showed extreme calm, Chéile,” he
said.  “I must tell you, if that happened to me, I doubt I’d be as easy 
on them.  Why, I may even want to extract a little personal revenge
if I were you.”

“Speaking of which, I would like to learn a little bit more
about the skills training and such that are available to me,” she said.

“Oh, that’s easy, Chéile,” he said.  “There’s a library and a
gym for training and studies up on the fifth floor. I’m sure you have
clearance to use them anytime you’d like.  I’m surprised Ársa didn’t
tell you all that.”

“I’m sure he was busy,” she said, “and didn’t think I’d be
interested. Are any instructors available?”

“There are instructors, but they’re only for the children
growing up.  It’s a regular part of their training. There has never 
been a reason to train adults, so there’s nothing in place to 
accomplish that. I mean, we have drills, but all that is for skills we
already possess.  It seems like you’ll be on your own.”

“I guess it’s the gym and the library, then,” she said, a little
disappointed. 

“All the things you’d need for comprehensive training are
available up there. It comes down to how dedicated you are to it.”

She grinned and sipped her drink.  “Oh, you’d be amazed at
how dedicated I can be.”

“A lot of people were quite upset when you came along, my
dear—fit to be tied, you might say,” he said. “But I’ll be pleased to
inform them that you’re not at all the bitch they think you are.”

This was precisely the type of information she wanted from
him. She chose Vedran because he seemed more than eager to
spread gossip and rumors.  Chéile meant to take full advantage of 
his natural tendencies.  “I am not yet acquainted with many people
around here, Vedran,” she said. “But I keep hearing one particular 
name repeated frequently.  I can’t seem to put a face to the name. 
Perhaps you can fill me in about her.”

Vedran grinned and leaned forward. “I’d be more than
happy to tell you anything you want to know, darling Chéile.”

“Who is this Moriko I keep hearing so much about?”

Vedran’s slender brown eyebrow jutted upward and a small
smirk tugged at the corner of his thin lips.  “Moriko, eh,” he said.
He sipped his drink and watched Chéile covertly over the rim.

“Yes,” Chéile said, happy that he seemed to be taking her
bait.  “What can you tell me about her?”

“Moriko is in charge of forestry, as she was before we left the
old world. She loves the outdoors and the animals. She doesn’t 
come to Na Réaltaí often anymore.”

“So I gathered,” Chéile said. “I hear she’s a great good friend
of Ársa’s.  Is that right?”

In mid-sip, Vedran almost choked on his drink. “A friend of
Ársa’s,” he said with a smug nod.  “Ah, well, yes, I guess one could
say that she’s a great, good friend of Ársa’s.”  He stressed the word
‘good’.  “In fact, I would say that Ársa has had the hots for Moriko
for decades, if not centuries.”

“Is that right?  Well, apparently he’s been disappointed since
he was a free man up until recently.”

“Oh that’s right,” Vedran said.  “I don’t know what held them
apart.  I know that Moriko wouldn’t agree to live here full time.  I
doubt that’s all there is to it, though. Ársa isn’t exactly forthcoming
with his feelings for Moriko and she’s even less so about hers. 
However, many people know that they’ve had a ‘thing’ for each other 
for a long time.”

“I see, well I guess it’s not something I should worry about,”
she said.  “Since he did, after all, marry me.”

“Oh I suppose not,” Vedran said, but his tone lacked
conviction.

“Do you know anything about the Lilitu?” she asked.  “I am 
not well versed in other races. We Elves tend to hold ourselves
separate from all the other races.”

“The Lilitu?” he asked, frowning.  “No, I can’t say I am
familiar with them. I’ve heard  of them, but I don’t know anything 
about them.” He paused in thought then snapped his fingers.  “Oh,
wait, unless they’re among those dastardly little Fae creatures Ársa
pitched such a fit about bringing with us from the old world.  That
could be the case.”

“A Fae?” Chéile said with disdain.  “Is there anything worse
than a Fae?”

Vedran laughed.  “I don’t think so,” he said.  “But I don’t
know anything about any of them in particular.  I heard he had
several meetings with a Fae named Erish.  I think maybe she’s a
Lilitu.”

“Well thank you for helping me get acquainted with things
around here, Vedran,” she said. Chéile decided to find out all she
could about this Erish, but she hoped, whoever she was, that a
rock—a big, gigantic rock crushed her immediately.  She intended to 
find the bitch and see what color her blood was.

“Oh, don’t mention it, Chéile,” Vedran said.  “It’s my job as
Social Coordinator to help people get oriented with new tasks.  And
it’s the part of my job that I relish.”

The sound of a baby crying, coming down the hall, growing
louder by the second interrupted their conversation.

“Oh, dear,” Vedran said.  “That’s dreadful.”

“It must be that nasty little pug, Fearg,” Chéile said.

“Or that aptly named Misery,” Vedran said with a laugh.

“I can’t imagine a more accurately named creature,” Chéile
said.

“Nor can I,” Vedran agreed.  “Perhaps we should look for a
place to hide together?” His eyes fastened on her ample cleavage
showing above the V-neck of her top. 

Chéile looked at him watching her and smiled.  “I don’t think
you could stand the fallout from Ársa were we to do what you’re
thinking, Vedran.  Better value your skin more than that,” she said.
“You are welcome to hide from these bitter little pills wherever you’d 
like, but it won’t be with me.  I am going to the fifth floor to check
out the library and gym you’ve directed me to.  I’ll see you soon, I’m
sure.” She squeezed his cheeks in her long slender hand before she
patted him twice. She walked away, leaving him looking longingly
after the sway of her slim hips.

2 weeks later  

Nonae 8, 762 

Blackpool, Catormad, Corath 

Erish
An hour earlier, Erish had paced the floor of her private
chamber in the Lilitu Grove in Mirus Province, grinding her teeth
with each step.  Her breath heaved in her chest, another sleepless 
night while her daughter was missing—stolen from her secure bonds
in her bedroom. 

She felt certain Ársa had been behind the kidnapping of her
daughter.  No one else would have had the wherewithal to do it—nor 
would they have had the audacity to surreptitiously enter a Fae
queen’s home and take her child.  Erish ignored the fact that she
herself had kidnapped her own daughter and planned to murder her
grandson carried within Adamen’s womb. Her inability to lash out 
at Ársa, The Creator, the God of the Gods, as humans now called 
him, only heightened her frustration. The breath in her lungs
tightened as she threw herself across her un-slept-in bed. 

She punched the pillow, pounding it savagely with her fist
before picking it up, smashing it to her face, and screaming into its 
feathers. Her frustrated thoughts turned to the Selkie she had
forced to bring Adamen home.  That little bitch.  She needs to learn 
a lesson about attacking a Fae queen.  But, that is one I can do
something about. Her throat raw from belting her rage into her
pillow, she jumped out of bed and dressed quickly.  She left of her
room before she changed her mind.

After her night of sleepless pacing, she stood in the pre-dawn
hours, outside a rundown shack on the outskirts of Blackpool, a
poor, downtrodden fishing village in Catormad, Corath, the
neighboring province from her home in Mirus. Whereas numerous 
bands, races, and species of Fae inhabited Mirus, Catormad was
solely populated with humans.  It created a stench Erish could
almost smell from home.

She blocked out the roiling of her stomach as she stood on a
ridge at the dune’s edge facing Yann’s house. Erish hadn’t been here
since she ran the man’s own knife between his ribs the day she
absconded with his Selkie wife, Muirgan. She wasn’t even sure if he 
was still alive. Did I kill him?  Now that he’s useful, let’s hope not.
She moved forward, maintaining her invisibility.  She didn’t want
any humans to see her. 

She walked up to the dilapidated shack and peeked in the
open window. The sea breeze blew the curtains aside, giving her a
full view of the room.  Empty bottles were scattered about, and an
empty crib lay, overturned, with a broken leg, on the floor beside the
bed where Yann snored with his arms flung wide, one hanging off 
the bed, dangling in midair. 

Erish spotted a darkened spot on the rough floor, where
Yann had fallen and bled after she stabbed him. She looked back at
the man clad only in a pair of filthy, tattered trousers sagging low on
his hips, exposing his hairy, naked belly.

She shook her head, curling her lip in revulsion, muttering,
“Disgusting  glunterpeck.” She stared, repulsed yet unable to look
away for a few more seconds before making herself small enough to
move through the window.  She landed in a relatively clear spot on
the floor, enlarging herself to full size.  She was mindful of where
she put her slippered feet among the filth and debris. The stench is
repugnant. She looked around the room and spotted one of the
main culprits: a full chamber pot.

I can’t stay in here long enough to accomplish my business
with that in the room.  She leaned her head out the window, took a
deep breath, and pulled the collar of her dress up over the lower half
of her face. Holding her breath to keep from vomiting at the stench, 
she turned toward the offensive slop jar and prepared to rid the
dwelling of its nasty presence.  Grateful for her Fae abilities, she
levitated the pot from the floor, taking great care not to jostle it and
slosh its vile contents out into the room. She magically moved it, 
hovering it in the air from its corner, making a slightly wobbling
path to the window, where she forcefully hurled it as far as her Lilitu
powers could heave it. 

That’s better.
 She smiled with satisfaction as she watched
the pot sailing through the air.  Its dark, liquidy contents—and even
darker chunks—made a stark contrast against the red sun only now
cresting the horizon.  It landed with a soft, tinny thud in the deep
sand of the reedy dunes outside the hovel. 

She brushed her hand past her gown, changing its
appearance from an ethereal, see-through, gossamer garment into a
thick, opaque, substantial fabric.  She had no desire for a human to
see her in her Faerie raiment.  She was selective about who saw her
body and folks outside the Fae realm were not among those on her
list. 

Erish, satisfied that her body was demurely covered, snapped
her fingers, making a loud, thunderous crack reverberate in the
small room.  Yann sat up in fright, looking around himself wildly.

“What the Ifreann…” he muttered in confusion.  He sat up
quickly and instantly yelped in pain and grappled at the puckered, 
angry red scar on his lower back. Erish thought, from the looks of it,
that it had gotten badly infected before it healed. It appeared as
though a drunk or a child had sewn it up, which had helped create
the raised, ugly sight it now was.

“Yann,” Erish said softly, making her visage shimmer as if
she were a dream spectre.

“Yes?” he said, looking for the voice he heard in the dim
room.

She moved forward, no more than a single step out of the
shadows.  “I am here to help you,” she said softly.

“Help me?” he muttered.  His face bore a deep confusion as
his eyes focused blearily on her.  “Who are you?”

“I am here to help you,” she repeated.

“Do I need help?”

“I know what happened to your wife, Muirgan,” she said.

“Muirgan?” he asked dumbly.  “She’s gone, she stole her
ski…she stole something valuable from me, stabbed me and run off.
The bitch.”  His tone changed to anger tinged with disappointment.

“I can tell you where she went, Yann, and I know how you
can get your revenge.”

“What makes you think I want revenge?” he asked, but his
blue eyes glittered with interest. 

“Who wouldn’t want revenge in your place, Yann?” Erish
asked.

Yann frowned in confusion.  “What are you?” he whispered,
fear creeping into his voice.  “You’re not human.”

“I’m your friend, Yann,” she said, smiling.  “I can tell you
what happened to your wife.  You must be angry after she stabbed
you and ran off, not to mention that she abandoned your child.  Her
own child, Yann.  What kind of heartless creature does that?”

Yann’s face hardened.  His mouth thinned into a hard line.
He pushed a clot of limp blonde hair from his face.  “That bitch,” he
snarled.  “Where did she go?”

“You are aware that she wasn’t human, right, Yann?” Erish
asked.  She sidled around to the end of his bed where he sat with his
hands on his knees. 

He nodded and his voice was pensive when he spoke. “I 
thought I was so lucky when I found her sunning on the beach. She
was so beautiful she hurt my eyes.  I didn’t even know the pelt she 
used for a pillow was important until I pulled it away and she got so 
upset to get it back.”

“I understand, Yann,” Erish said sympathetically.  “You
didn’t mean her any harm.  You didn’t deserve to what she did to 
you.  Neither did your child.”

“I didn’t know she hated me so much, she always obeyed me
and did what I told her. She said she wanted to go home, but I
thought in time she’d learn to love me and she’d accept being here
and forget about her past life.”

Erish looked at him with pity she did not feel.  Idiot, love 
isn’t something you learn. You deserve far worse than you’ve
gotten. Fate has been kind to you. “Yann, she took her skin and
returned to the sea, a Selkie once more.”

He looked crestfallen. His lower lip trembled slightly before
he gained control of it.  “Then, she’s never coming back,” he said,
shaking his head in disbelief.

“No, Yann, she’s never coming back.  But, I believe you 
deserve to know that she went straight into the arms of a Selkie
male.  She is living with her herd—her bob, where her mate lives. 
They’ve been together since she left you.  You should have seen them
cavorting in the waves. They are clearly lovers.”

A strangled cry escaped his lips.  He shook his head as if it 
would change the facts.

“There’s an island out a score of miles or more from here,
slightly to the southwest, Yann,” she said.  “Do you know it?”

“Aye, I do,” he said with a nod. 

“Muirgan and her lover sun there nearly every afternoon,”
she said.  “They make love on the rocks there, in human form, and 
they laugh at what she did to you.  They think you’re dead, Yann.
They think Muirgan murdered you and they think it’s funny.”

“No, my Muirgan wouldn’t be so cruel,” he argued.

Erish laughed softly and shook her head.  “Poor Yann,” she
said, “she was never yours. She’s nothing more than a wild animal. 
She’s a magical animal, to be sure, but wild nonetheless.” Erish was
only slightly surprised at not feeling any remorse for betraying
another Fae creature to a human being.

Yann’s breathing quickened.  His mouth opened and closed.
His cheeks flushed. 

“If you want to have your revenge, Yann, next time you’re
sailing in that area, look for them.  See if I’m right.  If I am, you can
have your revenge on them both.  You can use your knife, the one
Muirgan used on you, and you can cut their miserable throats.”

“They’d see me coming,” he said. “There’s no way to get on
the island from my boat where they wouldn’t see me approach.”

Erish laughed.  “I can help you with that,” she said.  She
stepped forward, closer to the bed. She held up her hand.  “Don’t
move, Yann,” she said sternly.

Yann eyed her warily. 

She reached into a pocket and pulled out a tiny wishbone. 
She placed it in her palm and held it out for him to see. “This is how
you’ll do it,” she said.  Her eyes flashed with excitement as her 
luscious pink lips turned up in a smile. “Take this on the boat with
you,” she said.  “But, be cautious, Yann, you’ll have to go alone. If
you take anyone with you, the magic will fail and the sea may
swallow you.  Tell no one what you’re doing.”

“What does it do?” he asked suspiciously.

“It will render your boat invisible if you lay this on the deck.
Be careful not to lose it.  It’s delicate and tiny.  If you use this, they
won’t see or hear you coming.”

He stared at the tiny charm with his mouth agape.  “What 
about when I leave the boat?”

“You pick it up and put it in your pocket,” she said.  “Once 
you leave the boat, you can sneak up on them and kill them.”

“Won’t they be able to see the boat after I’ve left it?”

Erish let her breath out in an exasperated woof.  She rolled
her eyes and shook her head. “Yann, are you really that stupid?
Perhaps you don’t deserve revenge.  Perhaps you never deserved to
have a Selkie for a wife.”

“I don’t know anything about magic,” he said defensively.  “It
doesn’t make me stupid.  Where’s your skin?  Are you a Selkie, too?
Perhaps I should keep you here with me.”

Erish laughed. “Don’t even think about it,” she said.  “I’d slit
your throat before you could count to one.”

“One,” he said mockingly, rising from the bed to advance
toward her.

With his first step toward her, Erish put up a hand and he
froze, unable to move.  “Do you want this or not? Or should I just
kill you now?”  She stepped up to stand near him and raked a sharp 
fingernail across this neck as if simulating cutting his throat.

Her point found its mark and Yann’s face blanched out pale
white and stayed still for a moment before he struggled against the
invisible bonds she held him in. “Are you sure it will keep me
invisible?” he asked.

Erish didn’t answer him and didn’t release him until his
struggling ceased.  “Now, do you think you can behave?” she asked.

He nodded. 

“If I feel you’re a threat to me, Yann, I’ll not help you.”

“I won’t hurt you,” he said.  He eyed the golden charm
gleaming in the palm of her hand. 

“I’m sure it will keep you invisible,” she said.  “Once it’s
activated, lay it in the bottom of the boat while you row. Then, put it
in your pocket when leaving your boat. Sneak up behind them and
kill them both.  The charm will hold.”  She didn’t tell him the charm
would only hold until he attacked them. If he were unsuccessful,
he’d have to contend with them both.  If he managed to kill one of
them, the other would still be hale and hearty and able to attack
him.  “I would suggest that you kill Aindréas first.”

“Who is Aindréas?”

Erish laughed.  “He’s her Selkie husband, of course.”  You
dolt. Either way, if he managed to kill Aindréas and not Muirgan,
her revenge would be complete.  The little bitch would be without
her lover.  “If you cannot kill Muirgan, perhaps you can recapture
her and bring her back home, Yann.”

“What do you want for that charm?” he asked.  “I haven’t any
money.”

“I don’t expect any payment, Yann.  I am only interested in
seeing justice done.  I would like to see your attempted murder
avenged.”

“All right,” he said, licking his lips greedily as he stared at the
golden wishbone. 

“As you can see, it is worth quite a bit of money,” Erish said
as if she read his mind.  She picked it up between her long slender
fingers and held it before her face. She rubbed it on her cheek, 
closing her eyes in ecstasy. She breathed a bit harder and rubbed 
the charm against her lips as if it were a lover’s kiss.  “However, I
would suggest you use it before you attempt to sell it. This is a
powerful charm and in the wrong hands, it could do a lot of damage.
Don’t let anyone know you have it until you’ve destroyed your
targets.”

“I understand,” he said with a nod.  He reached his hand out
toward her, palm up, waiting for her to give him the charm.

She smiled. It was cool and calculating and didn’t quite 
reach her eyes.  “Place this charm in the boat with you when you set
sail.  Say ‘prátaí’ to activate its magic.  It will continue to shield you
until you’re done.  Take care not to activate it too soon.” She placed
the charm in his hand.  No need to tell you that it will disappear
when the first of them is dead and the charm is broken.  You idiot.
The moment the charm left her fingers, she shrunk herself small
enough so that he could no longer see her and she sailed through the
open window and far down the beach. When she was safely away, 
she returned to her normal size and returned home, satisfied that
her mission would garner the desired results.

2 weeks later  

Nonae 28, 762 

Blackpool, Catormad, Corath 

Yann
For two weeks, Yann rode out to sea on his brother’s
 dogger.
Using the scope, he checked the island as they circled it to see if
Muirgan and her lover were there. Each day, he was disappointed
that no one was in sight. He rubbed at the knife on his belt as he
scanned the island.  He sharpened his blade every night in
anticipation. 

Today, with the sun glinting off the water, as they neared the
island Erish had spoken of, Yann raised the scope to his eyes and 
slowly scanned the island.  This was the twentieth day and he was
growing despondent.  Had they moved on to another trysting
place?  How long would that Fae’s charm last?

A movement caught his eye and he whipped the glass around
to get a better look.  He saw them walking across the beach, hand in
hand.  Muirgan was looking up into the man’s face and laughing.
She never looked that happy with me.  Knowing he had to act fast,
he waved to his brother to alert him that he had found his quarry.
His brother wouldn’t have condoned this mission had he told him
the truth, so he had only told him he had word that Muirgan was
living on the island and he wanted to bring her home.  His child
needed a mother.  His brother had supported him in his quest by
fishing near the island even when the fishing wasn’t good.

He and his brother lowered the dory into the water and Yann 
climbed aboard.  Waving goodbye, he rowed closer to the island.  He
debated in his head about how he would explain the dory’s
disappearance after he laid the wishbone out in the boat. I’ll deal
with that later; I can’t risk losing my opportunity. After he was far
enough from the boat and close enough to the island, Yann took the
charm from his pocket and laid it on the bottom of the boat.

He muttered, “Prátaí,” as he set it carefully on the worn
wood of the dory’s bottom.

The ocean around him became misty and dim, and he
rubbed his eyes to see better. Is that how it works? He picked the
oars back up and began rowing again. He steered around the island,
not wanting to come to shore near them.  He didn’t want to alert
them to anyone else’s presence. As long as surprise was on his side,
he stood a better chance of success.

When he reached the backside of the island, he found a
sheltered and secluded spot to row ashore.  Certain that he wasn’t
visible to the lovers across the island, he stepped out onto the sand 
and dragged his boat as far inland as he could.  He was certain the
tides wouldn’t change drastically while he was here.  After tying the
rope off to a thin, scrubby tree, he turned toward the boat to fetch
his charm. His heart leaped to his throat as he saw the boat was no 
longer there. He realized he should not have left the charm loose in
the boat.  He had to find that charm, he needed the invisibility to
sneak up on his target.  In his panic, he scratched around at the tree
to locate the invisible rope he had just tied to it. He sighed in relief
as his fingers curled on the tether.  He followed it all the way back to 
the boat and banged his knee loudly on the hull as he reached it.
After climbing inside, he could see the hull again perfectly, just as he
had rowing away from his brother’s boat. He looked where he’d left
the charm, but it was no longer there.

Yann’s stomach tightened and constricted all the way up into
his throat.  Where is it? He scrabbled around in a panic looking for 
it.  After a frantic few seconds, he felt it.  It had slid as far back in the
boat as it could go and it was wedged into a small crack in the wood.

He nearly cried with relief as he slipped it into his pocket.
He looked down at himself and saw nothing different. There was no 
mist as had happened with the boat. Will they see me coming? I 
have to be quiet.  I have to trust this is going to work. He
unsheathed his knife and picked his way down the trail across the
island.  The vegetation here wasn’t overwhelming and he was
grateful.  That, at least, worked in his favor, although, in places, he
had difficulty climbing over the rocks. A few were too big, too 
straight and too jagged to scale, making him skirt around them to
advance in his quest. 

He stepped out of the foliage onto the beach on the other
side of the island. He saw the two of them, basking in the sun on a
large flat rock.  The male, Aindréas, was lying on both their pelts for
cushion against the hard surface. Yann’s lips hardened and pursed
as his brow furrowed.  He felt sick and shaky as he realized what 
they were doing.  Muirgan, in all her exquisite beauty, was naked 
and straddling the man’s hips.  Her head was back and the
expression on her face was rapturous delight.  She never looked like
that with me.  She didn’t move like that with me.  She always just
laid there like she was waiting for it to be over.  The man had both
his hands on her bare breasts. 

Yann stood and watched them a moment, stifling a growl of
rage.  He didn’t want to alert them. He was only sorry he wouldn’t
be able to easily get Muirgan’s pelt.  Which one is hers?  Maybe 
there’s a chance I can make her come back to me.

He walked slowly, carefully placing his feet so he only 
stepped on soft, silent sand.  The rock, he estimated was low enough 
that he could lash out quickly and take Aindréas out before Muirgan
realized he was there. Then, perhaps in her panic, he could snatch 
her pelt.  If he could get possession of it, he would make her pay,
and he would enjoy every minute of it. This time, maybe he would
even make some money off her. He didn’t know a man in the town 
of Blackpool that wouldn’t pay dearly to crawl between her legs. 

Yann closed the last few feet between them and the knife felt 
heavy in his hand.  He stood silently watching them so near him. He
let the anger build in his stomach and chest and enjoyed its rise and
surge through his body. He lifted the blade and quickly slashed
Aindréas’ throat.

Muirgan screamed and fell back as the hot blood squirted
out and splattered on her bare thighs and the flat of her belly.  She
fell backward, between Aindréas’ quivering, jerking legs.  Almost
without pause, she was on her knees and scrambling backward, her 
hands were clawing at the rock, seeking her skin. 

“Yann,” she said, her dark brown were eyes round with
terror. 

“You can see me?” Yann gasped in shock.  That’s not
supposed to happen. He paused in his advance only long enough for
Muirgan to pull her skin free of Aindréas’ legs.  She flung it over her
blood-spattered shoulders, as she ran for the sea. Before she
reached thigh-deep waters, she had transformed into a fat, round
seal and she dove beneath the surface and disappeared from Yann’s
view. 

Yann gaped after her, staring at the sea for a few moments 
before he looked down at himself. Dumbfounded, he looked back at
the ocean in time to see Muirgan crest the waves and look at the
island. He could have sworn there was profound sorrow on her 
seal’s face.

4 days later
Phaedrus 2, 762 

Pine Mountain Pond 
Tiondel, Til’gaviel

Ársa
Ársa had searched everywhere for Moriko.  He had to see
her, talk to her, and explain his behavior to her.  He didn’t think
she’d understand, but he had to do it.  It was unfair and unkind to
ignore her or let her find out what he’d done some other way.

He tried to find her the way he always had found her, by
concentrating on her and allowing himself to connect with her. This
time, it didn’t work.  Why? He wondered if it was his own sense of
guilt at having betrayed her by marrying someone else. She was
going to be hostile and angry when she found out. He didn’t blame
her.  How would I feel if she did to me what I’ve done to her?

He was at the northernmost peak on the rocky shore of
Faedrell Province, Ceann’nathair. It was cold here.  It’s always cold
here.  I don’t think it’s ever been warm here.  It’s summer 
everywhere else and the waves down there look like slush, there’s
still so much ice in the water.  And the wind is the bitterest thing
this side of Hermolaos’ heart.

Ársa’s thoughts turned to warmer places. Moriko loved the
warmth.  She wouldn’t be here unless there was something wrong in
one of her beloved forests. He remembered spending days on end 
with her many years ago. They had swum, kissed, and played. 
Where was that place?

He remembered.  He immediately stood and Traveled there.
Why didn’t I think of looking here before? This place was instantly
more welcoming.  It was warm, balmy and the breeze was cool and 
comforting. The Pine Mountains ranged in the distance before him
where he came solid on the sandy bank of a clear pond. He kept
himself invisible while he scanned the area for danger.

A fire caught his attention on the opposite bank of the wide
pond.  Ársa closed his eyes and focused on the area near the fire. He
could feel her, almost smell her.  His beloved Moriko, Goddess of his
Forests, was here.  He had to be cautious about approaching her.
He didn’t want to startle her and wind up sitting in the bottom of the
pond. 

He Traveled to her side of the pond and stayed invisible, 
landing behind her, watching her for a few moments. She seemed
tinier than usual with the mountain for contrast.  He stood quietly in 
the twilight, silently watching her and admiring her beauty.  She was
roasting fish on a stick across her campfire, while she was perched
on a small log like a fragile bird.

She turned the fish over so the other side got equal time over
the fire.  “Come out, Ársa,” she barked. “You aren’t fooling anyone
hiding in the forest like that.”

Ársa laughed, but he quickly stepped out of the woods and
into the clearing with her. “How did you know I was here?”

She grunted at him as if it were the stupidest question he had
yet asked.  “Care to join me for dinner?” she asked without looking
at him. 

“I don’t want to take your food, love,” he said, sitting down
on the empty log opposite the fire. 

“I planned on enough for you when I started cooking,” she
said. 

He tilted his head curiously.  “You did?  How did you know I
would be here?” he asked again.

“I could smell you coming,” she said.  She looked up at him
for the first time and gave him a crooked smile. “It’s been a while,
Ársa,” she said, turning her attention back to the fish.  “I guess
you’ve been busy.”

Her tone made him suspicious.  Does she already know?
Who told her? “How have you been, love?” he asked.

“Solitary,” she said. “It’s been good.”

She can’t possibly know about Chéile.  She would have
stabbed me through the heart with her little fish roasting sticks if 
she knew.

“I’m sure you feel that’s good for you. It doesn’t serve us all.
I’ve been looking all over for you, Moriko. How long have you been 
here?”

“I only got here this afternoon,” she said. She tested the fish 
and determined they were ready.  She walked around the fire and
handed him a stick full of roasted fish. She took one for herself
before returning to her seat to dine.

“These are delicious,” he said.  He sensed an awkward
tension between them.  Am I imagining this? 

They bantered with small talk during dinner.  Afterward,
without ceremony, Moriko walked to the pond’s edge, stripped off 
her clothes, and dove in for a swim.  Ársa wasted no time joining
her.  Soon all awkwardness between them was gone, and they
laughed in one another’s arms as if they spent all their days alone
together. 

After their swim, they lay together on her blanket on the
sandy shore. He wrapped his arms around her and held her in the
cool of the evening by the glow of the low-burning fire. 

After a long, comfortable silence, Moriko asked, “Why are
you here, Ársa?”

Ársa chuckled.  “Can’t I come see my best girl without
needing a reason?”

Moriko brayed a sarcastic laugh. “Where is your best girl?”

“Oh, don’t tease me,” he said, hoping she wasn’t asking it in
earnest.  “You’re the love of my life.”

“You love me, do you?” she asked.  Her tone was a blend of
flirtatious seriousness. 

Ársa looked deeply into her brown eyes.  “You know I do,
Moriko, more than anything in this world.”  He kissed her tenderly,
pulling her naked body close to his.

Moriko wrapped her arms around his neck and held him
fiercely close as if he were her lifeline in a raging river.  She kissed
the side of his neck.  “I love you, too, Ársa,” she whispered. “But,”
she said aloud, a little too close to his ear, “It doesn’t alter the fact
that you’re here for a reason, so why don’t you just spit it out and tell 
me.”

Ársa pulled away from her far enough to look into her face.
She’s cute, pretty, beautiful, mean, delightful, sexy, and innocent—
she is all those things.  How can I break her heart? He considered
his options and took the coward’s path.  “I came to ask you if you’d
take on another duty, Moriko.”

She was surprised.  “Like what?”

“I have had a request from the Lilitu to assign someone to 
represent and look after the Fae here.  They don’t have anyone, you
know.  And I thought since they all are so close to nature, many of
them living in the forests, that you’d be a perfect choice.  Would you
be interested in looking after the Fae, Moriko?”

Moriko looked at him steadily for a long time, as if she was
assessing him, his words, and the situation.  Her golden brown eyes
never left his face during her silence.  At last, she nodded.  “Aye, I’ll
do it.  I see the Fae on a regular basis anyway.  They already call on 
me when they need something, so we may as well make it official.”

Ársa sighed in relief. “Thank you, lover,” he said. He bent
his head and kissed her mouth.  “Erish will be pleased.  You were
her choice when she asked me to find someone to represent them.”

“Queen Erish asked for me?” Moriko asked.

“Yes,” Ársa said with a nod.

“Well, I guess that’s flattering since word has it she doesn’t 
like very many people.”

Ársa laughed. “I never found her to be cool or aloof,” he
said.  “In fact, I’d say she’s quite pushy and passionate about getting
what she wants.”

“You sound as if you know,” Moriko said.

“I’ll tell you one day,” he said. Ársa wished he could blurt out
the rest of his story, why he came to see her. The other reasons why 
he came here.  He didn’t think she’d take the news of Adamen’s
child—his child with Adamen, he corrected himself—or his marriage
to Chéile with as much grace and agreeability as she did taking on
the Fae. He felt ashamed, but he assuaged himself by pulling
Moriko close to him so she could rest her head on his shoulder.  He
leaned his cheek against her head, reveling in the woodsy scent of 
her tangled, messy hair.  She always feels like home.

Phaedrus 2, 762 
Na Réaltaí 

Chéile
An uneasy feeling crept up Chéile’s spine and latched itself
tightly around her throat.  She hadn’t seen her husband in over a
week. When she asked about him, everyone said he was busy, but 
no one gave her any information.  Busy isn’t a good enough answer.
0h, well if no one will tell me, I’ll find out for myself.

Chéile unlocked the bottom drawer of her dressing table and
pulled out her ornate wooden box, the box her Elfish headpiece had
been delivered in. She may have endured the indignity of having the
tiara ripped out of her platinum blonde hair on her wedding day, but
she wasn’t about to give the box back to the bastards.

She took out the small bowl and the bottle of liquid.  She
kept her liquid in a much larger more finely wrought bottle now.
Without parents breathing over her shoulder, she had been able to
make larger quantities of her scrying solution. Ársa paid little
attention to what she did and so there were no questions coming
from that quarter.  She frowned at the tiny bowl and thought
perhaps she needed a bigger one. She stashed it back in her box and 
strode down to the galley where the meals were prepared to search 
for a large serving bowl.

The selection in the kitchen area did not disappoint her.  She
found a perfect bowl hidden in the back of a long cupboard that
caught her eye. It was silver, with hands, severed at the wrists,
supporting it. The hands were gnarled and clawed and quite ghastly
looking.  What in the world was this used for?  I can’t imagine it 
being used at any of the banquets they have here.  And who here
would use such a thing? The actual rim of the bowl had a pinch in 
the lip, which formed a small spout like protuberance, making it
perfect for her needs. Obviously, no one had used in quite some
time, for it was extremely tarnished. She spent some time cleaning
it up. She rubbed the bowl with silver polish and a piece of soft godcloth.  With each stroke, she concentrated on her scrying abilities,
imbuing the bowl with her power as she cleaned.  Even after the
time-consuming  task was completed, she still couldn’t shake the
uneasy feeling that gripped her. 

Chéile took her now cleaned up prize back to the room she 
shared with Ársa. She poured the contents from the scrying bottle
into the bowl. She was amazed at how well it worked.  Focusing on
her husband, she had barely gotten started casting her spell when an
image appeared in her bowl.  There he was, sitting by a campfire, 
eating fish and talking.  She widened her view and saw the young
woman with him. Who is this? She remembered the conversation
she had overheard between Anoba and Ársa and surmised that this
was one of the women they had spoken of. But was it Moriko or the
Lilitu?  What do Lilitu look like? The woman shared her dinner with 
Ársa and they chatted around the fire.  Though she could find
nothing overly intimate about the scene, it bothered Chéile all the 
same.  Her stomach knotted and a pain shot through her gut.  She
turned her attention to her husband, rather than the woman.

Ársa was looking at the young woman as they talked.
His
eyes, oh, mo dhia. He’s in love with her. The look in his eyes, his 
dark blue eyes, as he talked to this wild-haired beauty, tore at 
Chéile’s heart.

Chéile flew to her bed, abandoning the scrying bowl to bury
her face into her pillow and weep bitterly.  It was one thing to miss
your husband while he was out working and going about his duties.
It was quite another to see him looking longingly and lovingly across
a campfire at another woman.  That what she witnessed wasn’t quite
infidelity didn’t matter to Chéile.  In her heart, in the core of her
being, she knew she had lost him. It never occurred to her that she
couldn’t lose what she never had.

Her bitterness swelled within her though she had not given
up hope that she could bring him back to her and things would be
the way they were the first two weeks of their marriage, though she
knew they would never be quite the same either.  She was happy to 
turn her wrath to a target other than her husband.  She would, for
now, give him the benefit of the doubt.  After crying her pillow wet,
she decided that she would have a peek at her former fiancé and see 
how his marriage was coming along. She rancorously hoped his
bride was making him thoroughly miserable.

She walked back to the scrying dish and stirred it with her 
finger.  As the image dissolved into nothing, she caught a glimpse of
Ársa lying naked on a blanket under the stars with his petite beauty
snuggled on his shoulder.  He pressed his cheek to her hair and his
face bore such a look of love that it stabbed Chéile’s heart even
though she hardly barely glimpsed it.  She cried out as she tried to
get the image back but it wouldn’t return.  Oh, why didn’t I look at
that before I broke the spell?  Idiot.

She hoped someday to increase her skills enough that she
could scry with sounds. It would be a lot more helpful if she could 
hear their conversations.  She was already improving in all the
training she was putting herself through.  It would pay off in the
end.

She channeled her anger into the bowl of scrying fluid and
felt the power surge through her as she gripped the gnarled, silver
hands cradling the bowl. The surface of the fluid smoothed over like
ice on a glassy pond. Then it rippled and shook before growing still
and calm once more.  Slowly, an image faded in before her. It was
Prince Caolán’s bedroom, she realized.  Though by now, he must be
King Caolán.  She recognized his large feather bed.  They had lain
there together many nights, after dinner, before their engagement 
announcement. Though she had remained fully clothed, he had
managed to pull her long full skirts up enough to unfasten her
undergarments. He said there was no need for either of them to 
disrobe to have a bit of fun.

Chéile frowned at the thought of it.  It hadn’t been much fun
for her.  Not like what she did with Ársa.  Ársa was a much better
lover than Caolán.  She declared to her parents and to Ársa that she
was pure, that Caolán had never touched her, but it was a lie.  He
had ‘done her’ several times.  That was his name for it, ‘doing her’.
As if she was merely a prop and not a participant. She supposed, as
she watched the scene clarify in her scrying bowl, that he truly 
viewed her that way. It seems that’s all I was to him. She wondered 
if he had ever intended to marry her. 

The door of Caolán’s chamber opened and laughter filled 
Chéile’s room.  She gasped as she realized she could hear them.
How did that happen?  I certainly couldn’t hear Ársa and his little
whore. Chéile watched and listened as King Caolán and his bride 
entered their bedchamber, touching each other lovingly and
laughing at a private joke.

She watched them undress one another. Though her
stomach knotted, she couldn’t make herself break the spell.  She
continued watching as Ly’wyn’tas touched, kissed, and sucked
Caolán in places that would make a real queen blush.

Chéile jealously noted that Caolán seemed quite taken with
Ly’wyn’tas as he had never been with her. After removing her top,
the slender Elfin woman had faced her husband, showing Chéile
only her backside.  His bride’s naked body captivated him, whereas
he had never wanted to see Chéile completely naked after the first
time.  She stared at Ly’wyn’tas as she lay on Caolán’s bed with him.
The girl was young, at least twenty or thirty years younger than
Chéile, and she was reed thin. She looked far more like a boy than a
girl, for she had a straight waist and tiny breasts. Her breasts were
hard little knots on her bony chest.  Chéile could almost count the
girl’s ribs.

Her usurper had golden blonde hair, cut in a short bob at jaw
level, with straight bangs at her eyebrows.  She had blue eyes, much
darker than Chéile’s pale white-blue ones. She had a long, straight 
nose, far too prominent for a well-bred Elfin woman.  She had a big
mouth, too, and a strong, square jaw, Chéile noted derisively as she
watched them cavorting together.

Chéile told herself she 
didn’t want to see this but she couldn’t
look away.  She sat, staring into her bowl in morbid fascination.
After a bit, she realized they were talking about her, making fun of
her. Ly’wyn’tas was joking about Chéile’s enormous breasts. She
knew they were unusual for an Elfin woman.  Even most of the
women on Na Réaltaí don’t have assets that large.  It had never
occurred to her that they would be a point of ridicule.  And she
certainly felt ridiculed watching the two of them making jokes about 
her body. 

Ly’wyn’tas opened the 
nightstand drawer and withdrew the
headpiece Chéile had been wearing on the day Caolán had jilted her
for this scrawny boy-girl.  She put the crown on and pretended to 
snatch it off, screaming with laughter and leaving her hair sticking
up in odd disarray.

Chéile’s shoulders sagged and her hands went up as if to
shield her ponderous breasts from view.  She whimpered as she
watched them both cackle with glee at her expense. Unable to stand
anymore, she slapped the bowl from the table, showering the room
with scrying fluid, and sending the silver bowl flying into the wall.  It
struck with a loud ringing sound and landed with a bounce on her
side of the bed she shared with her philandering husband.

As she stared at the bowl slowly spinning on her bed, the
desire to make them pay for their sport of her rose and wrapped 
itself around her heart. Her eyes narrowed as she dwelled on her
former lover and his bride. She walked to the bed and picked up the
bowl.  I’m tired of hiding who I am. Rather than hide the bowl
away, she made room for it on the display shelf against the wall 
behind the desk.  She corked up the rest of her scrying fluid in her 
ornate bottle and set it on the shelf beside her sterling bowl.

She strode to her closet and dressed in a dark, tight-fitting
suit that closely resembled Ársa’s uniform. It was solid black where
his uniforms were black and shades of grey. She slipped on black,
flat-bottomed knee boots and ran out of her bedchamber.  She
hurriedly made her way down to the Transportation Room where
she could travel to Lerien from one of the many portals there. She
chose one and focused on her destination. She felt herself waver as
if she were a reflection in a pond. 

She came solid outside the Elfin palace where the king lay
with his wife.  The hour was late and everyone was abed. She looked
around the village she had lived in all her life until recently.  It was 
so familiar to her and yet so foreign.  She remembered the village 
they had lived in on the old world. That one had been all carved 
stone, ancient and beautiful.  This one was mostly wooden.  They
had planned to build another stone city, but that had never
happened even though they had been here a thousand years.

Chéile smiled but her eyes were cold.  She would never be
able to do this if they had a stone city. She hoped she destroyed
them all.  She held out her hands, palm upward and focused all her
energy into them. Her hands grew warm, then hot, and soon began
to glow red. Flames leapt off her palms and rose level with her cold
blue eyes.  Without warning, she hurled her handful of flame into
the wooden structure that housed the Elfin king.  It caught, greedily 
licking at the dry boards.

Chéile blew a fierce gust of air, fanning them, adding fury to 
the already hotly burning fire.  The flames licked out and sparks flew
on the wind to land on the next structure, hungrily taking root and 
burning everything they touched.  She blew again and fanned the 
flames she had created until nearly every building in Lasahala Run
was aflame.  The heat was too much for her to stand and she reeled
back from it, breaking her concentration for the first time.  The
moment she was ready to Travel, she looked up and saw Enric 
staring at her with cold assessing eyes.  He shook his head but
quickly turned his attention to rousing others from sleep.

She smiled at him with cold delight before she Traveled back
to the safety of Ársa’s bedroom on Na Réaltaí.  It pleased her to
learn that Traveling back required no special portal as Traveling to 
the surface of Lerien did.  It made escaping from danger so much
easier.

5 days later  
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Moriko
Moriko sighed and scratched her head distractedly.  She
stared into the fire as she roasted a rabbit.  She was deep in the
woods in Larandir Province on Til’gaviel.  Five days had passed
since Ársa had visited her at Pine Mountain Pond.  Every time he
visited her, it made her heart ache with joy, followed by sorrow
when he went away.  He terrified her and he made her soul sing.

She shook her head as if arguing with her own thoughts.
Ársa is scary and dangerous.  He’ll break my heart.  I’m only truly
happy when he’s with me.  The time when he’s gone feels empty.
He scares me.

Moriko frowned and moved the rabbit off the flames.  She
scraped it from the spit onto a tin pan she had pulled from her pack.
His life is Na Réaltaí and traveling around.  Mine is here, in the 
forests.  I can’t live in Na Réaltaí.

She reasoned with herself, she argued with herself but it 
always came back to one fact she couldn’t deny:  she loved him.  She
believed that in his own wayward fashion he loved her, too.  Besides,
what would change if they became lovers?  Nothing.  We’d still see
each other the same amount, maybe even more often because he’d
know where I am more of the time.  I wouldn’t have to hide from
him anymore.  He said he’d be true if I agreed to be his.  Maybe it’s
time to trust him, give in, and move forward with him.  One thing 
is certain, there will never be anyone I love more than I love Ársa. 

Moriko leaned against a large rock, tore off a chunk of
roasted rabbit, and ate it.  She continued to think of Ársa and her
relationship with him, or lack of, mulling over the situation until she
had finished her meal. 

She decided to leave her camp here, in its current state.
She’d come back later, after she settled things with Ársa.  She put
out her fire and washed her hands in water from her canteen.  She
Traveled to Na Réaltaí, the first time she’d visited there in at least 
five years. 

Nothing has changed.
 She looked around her in disgust.
Someone dusted her chamber regularly, she noted.  She kept
nothing personal or important to her in this room; it was a bare,
austere bedchamber. She hadn’t slept in a real bed in that same five
years.  I guess I’d better get used to it. Ársa has a fondness for
comfort.  He’s not going to like sleeping on the ground all the time.

She checked her closet. There were clean uniforms hanging
within.  She took a quick shower and changed into one. It hugged
her small, muscular frame perfectly. She left her tattered, dirty one
on the bathroom floor. Whatever servant cared for her chamber
would tend it and either repair it or replace it

She decided to Travel to Ársa’s hallway instead 
of walking,
since she wasn’t in the mood for company, and she knew this time of
night, the Droichead would be packed with other crewmembers 
being sociable, drinking, and playing games.  She had nothing to say
to any of them and she wasn’t interested in drinking. 

Moriko came solid in the hallway outside Ársa’s door. The
only other occupied rooms in this branch of Na Réaltaí belonged to 
his sister, Anoba, and his cousins, Gealach, Ída, and Oseyan.  She 
wasn’t likely to encounter one of them.  Oseyan spent only slightly
more time in Na Réaltaí than she did and Gealach worked nights.
She had always gotten along well with Anoba and she didn’t mind
running into her unexpectedly, so she didn’t bother to render herself
invisible.

She lifted a curled hand to knock as raised voices filtered 
through the door.  It was clearly a woman’s voice, raised in anger.
“Who is she, you son of a bitch?” the woman shouted.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Chéile,” Ársa said.
Moriko could hear how strained his voice was.  He was trying
to be calm.

“I know you’re seeing someone, Ársa, so you may as well tell
me who she is.”

Ársa said something but Moriko couldn’t understand it.  His
voice was muffled and he spoke in low tones.

Moriko’s mind raced trying to understand what she was 
hearing.  Who is this woman?  Why does she think she has the right
to question Ársa?

Deciding she didn’t want to know anymore and that she was
a fool for coming here, Moriko stepped back into the middle of the
hallway, preparing to Travel out of Na Réaltaí when the door of
Ársa’s room slid open and his muscular form filled the door.

“Moriko,” he said as the color drained from his face.  “What
are you doing here?”

“I was about to make a big mistake, Ársa,” she said, her tone
edged with steel.  “But you’ve saved me from it, so I guess I should
thank you.”

Ársa grabbed her arm. “Don’t you dare Travel away.  That’s
an order, Moriko,” he said.  “We need to talk.”

“Who is that out there, Ársa?” the woman behind him said.

She stepped up to the door behind him, as Ársa stepped out
to grab Moriko’s arm.

The woman was nearly as tall as Ársa and strikingly
beautiful.  She had perfectly groomed platinum hair.  Even fresh
from the shower, Moriko felt dirty and dowdy in her presence.

The woman smirked at Moriko and looked down the length
of her, judging her and apparently finding her wanting.  “I’m Ársa’s
wife, Chéile,” she said with a falsely sweet tone.

Moriko couldn’t hide the shock that flittered across her face.
She quickly got it under control, however, and she turned cold
golden brown eyes to Ársa.  Her throat closed up and her breath
heaved from her chest. She didn’t want to cry. She straightened her 
spine and looked at his hand, still gripping her arm. She stared at it 
for a moment before looking up at him. The pleading in his eyes
almost destroyed her, but she took a deep breath and said, “Take
your hands off me before I cut it off at your wrist, you fucking
coward.”

The venom in her tone took Ársa aback. He let go of her arm
and shook his head. “Please, Moriko, we need to talk.”

“I think it’s a little late for that,” Moriko said. She took
another step back, trying to gather her composure enough to Travel
back to her camp.  She heard a door open down the hall.  Oh, great,
that’s all I need.  A witness.

Anoba quickly assessed the situation and started to step back
into her chamber.

“Who is this little bitch, Ársa and what does she want with
you?” Chéile said.

“I’m no one,” Moriko said before she vanished.

She Traveled back to her camp and sat alone in the chilly
dark for quite some time.  She forced herself not to cry.  She didn’t 
want to cry over someone like him.  How could I be so stupid? She
heard a twig snap behind her and she quickly drew her knife, ready
to eviscerate whoever came near her.

“Moriko,” Anoba said, moving forward. There was no need 
for light, for both of them could see in the dark.

“Go away, Anoba,” Moriko said.

“No, I won’t,” she said. She walked over and sat down on the
ground beside the smaller woman.  “You’re my friend and I won’t
abandon you.”

Moriko shook her head.  “I don’t need you,” she said.

“Ársa is distraught.”

“Ársa is married,” Moriko snorted.

“He’s an idiot,” Anoba said. “I don’t know what he was
thinking, bringing that viper to Na Réaltaí.”

Moriko exhaled loudly.  “Who in Ifreann is she?”

“She was an Elfin princess,” Anoba said.  “Now, she’s a 
goddess, like the rest of us.”

“Goddesses,” Moriko said.  “What fucking rubbish.”

“Well, you know what I mean, and for lack of a better term,
it’s what we have to work with.  We don’t have any other name to 
call ourselves.”

Moriko shook her head but remained silent.

“As I said, she’s the viper my mother warned me about in
The Prophecy. And I cannot tell you what he was thinking, but no
one likes her.”

“I can tell you what he was thinking with,” Moriko said
derisively.   

“Well, that’s painfully obvious,” Anoba said.

“I don’t want to talk about him anymore, Anoba, so if he sent
you here to bring me back or to tell me anything, don’t waste your
breath.  I’m done with him.  If I never see him again, it will be too
soon.  I’ll do my duties, but anything between Ársa and me is over
and done with.”

“You went up there to tell him you wanted to be with him,
didn’t you?”

“I can’t believe I was so stupid,” Moriko said.  She punched
the ground beside her with her small fist.  “And I don’t want to talk
about him anymore,” she repeated.

“All right,” Anoba said.  “We won’t speak of him again. May
I tell you about The Prophecy?”

“I’ve heard some of it, but I'm sure there's a lot more to it
than what I know.”

“I’ve talked to my mother once a week for the last year and a
half.  She’s told me stories that will happen.  She’s given me names
and lists of people who will be important. I have been recording it
all in my notebook.”

“Ah your famous purple leather book,” Moriko said.

“Yes,” Anoba said, smiling at her friend.  “My tattered old
purple book.”

“How do you feel about seeing your mother like that?”

“At first it was a little freaky, but now, I kind of look forward
to it.”

“I can’t imagine. Pádraigín was always a little intimidating
in person.  I can’t think what it would be like to see her this way.”

“She’s telling me what can happen if we do and don’t do
certain things. She warned me about Chéile. She said there would
be a viper among us, and I know it’s her.”

Moriko stubbornly refused to respond.

After a few moments, Anoba said.  “I hear you are
representing the Fae now.”

“Yes,” Moriko nodded. “I guess they need someone and I’m
the logical choice.  I spend a lot of time in their territory anyway.”

“I think it’s a good match,” Anoba said. “I know the river Fae
are excited about it. And Oseyan has told me the oceanic Fae feel
the same way.”

“I am sure they will eventually be disappointed. But I would
appreciate it if you and Oseyan could work as liaisons for me since I
don’t have such easy access to the water Fae.”

“Speaking for myself, I’ll be happy to.  I am meeting with
Oseyan tomorrow.  I’ll mention it to him, but I’m almost one
hundred percent positive you can count on him, too.”

A rustling in the forest behind them drew their attention. 
They turned to watch a slender young man step out of the woods.
“Lady Moriko,” he said softly, “permission to approach.”

“You’re a Tree Fae,” Moriko said. “Come forward.”

She watched him stumble a bit before she realized that while
he could see in the dark, his vision in it wasn’t as great as her own.
Moriko snapped her fingers and a fire popped up in her cooking pit.
“That should help,” she said.

“Thank you, Lady Moriko,” he said politely.  When he moved
into the ring of light where he could see her, he dropped to his knees
with his head bowed. 

“Hey, what are you doing?” she asked almost alarmed.

“I’ve never seen a goddess before, Lady Moriko,” he said with
awe in his voice.

“Well, you still haven’t,” she said but Anoba dug an elbow
into her ribs and she stopped. “Sit up, there, fellow,” she said. “We
can’t know why you’ve come if you wallow on the ground that way.”

“My name is Frump,” he said as he sat up.

“Welcome, Frump,” Moriko said.  “This is Anoba.  She’s a
friend.”

His eyes widened and his mouth gaped open for a moment
before he hit the ground again. “I am humbled, ma’am,” he said.  “I
never thought to see two goddesses.  I have heard many good things
about you from the River Fae.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Frump,” Anoba said.  “But
please, sit up and tell us why you’ve come.”

“I came to ask if you’ve heard about the big fire in
Silverwilde.”

“No,” Anoba said.  “Have you?” she asked Moriko.

“No,” she answered with a shake of her head. “But I thought 
I smelled smoke a few days ago. When was it?”

“About five days ago, my lady,” he said.  “So you likely 
smelled it.  The smoke drifted all over the world.”

“What happened?  Do you have details?”

“I am a Sweet Gum Fae,” Frump said, though both women
had already surmised that from his bright green hair that looked like
a wig of sweet gum leaves. His eyes were the same green as his hair
and his skin was brown as bark. His body was thin, as were his long 
arms and legs.  “There were three dozen or so other Tree Fae Groves 
displaced in the fire, along with other species of Fae. Some of them
have come to live with us here.”

“We’ll have to check out the area,” Anoba said.

“There’s more,” Frump said.  “My cousin told me this and I
thought you should know.  He lived in the burned out Fae village.
They lived in the trees surrounding the Elves’ village.”

“The Elves?” Anoba asked in surprise.

“Yes, my lady,” Frump said.  “The entire village was
destroyed.”

“The Elfin village was destroyed in this fire?” Moriko asked.
“Were any of them killed?”

“There were at least a dozen or two, but we haven’t heard any 
real word, Lady Moriko,” Frump said.  “You know how Elves are.”

“Should we check on them in the morning, Anoba?”

“I think so, Moriko.”

Frump shook his head.  “You can’t,” he said.  “They’re all 
gone.”

“Gone? Gone where?” Moriko said. “Did they join the other 
Elf colony at D’win’teasin?”

“No,” Frump said but he stopped short when he saw Anoba
shaking her head, looking at him with wide eyes.

Moriko looked at him curiously before looking at Anoba.
“What’s going on?” she said.

Anoba sighed. “The other colony rejoined the Lasahala Run
group when King Caolán married their princess.  She was the
daughter of the old king—the one who used to rule before the Elves
split apart so long ago.”  Her tone held reluctance to speak.

“That’s right,” Frump said. “It was when Caolán dumped 
Princess Chéile at the altar and Ársa came along and married her
that same day.”

Moriko stiffened her spine. So Ársa married an Elf princess
and turned her into a goddess.  No wonder she was so damned
haughty. What an idiot Ársa is.

“Did they go back to D’win’teasin to live?” Anoba asked.

“No,” Frump said.  “The survivors joined forces and did a
spell to open a portal to another realm and they all left and went
there.”

“Another realm?” Anoba asked.

“Yes,” Frump said, “and none of us Fae are sorry to see them
go.”

“Why’s that?”

“Elves are assholes,” Frump said matter-offactly. “But that
isn’t the entire story,” he said. 

“There’s more?” Anoba said.

“Well, there was an old Elf, one of their Elders,” Frump said.
“I think his name was Enric. I don’t know him, I never had anything
much to do with the Elves, but my cousin said he knew him. Enric
said that a while back, some goddess came down and destroyed a
bunch of flowers.  He called her an Elfin traitor. Her attack
displaced a lot Fae. I know this is true because my friend who
guards the Amalith Island portal told me about it.  A bunch of Fae
moved there right after it happened.”

“A goddess?”

“Yes, and we think it’s the same goddess who set fire to the
Elfin colony, Lady Moriko, and since you’re the Goddess of the Fae,
we felt you should know.”

“What goddess would do such a thing?” Anoba asked.

“Enric said it was Lady Chéile,” Frump said.  “He said he saw
her as the village fire began to spread, and she disappeared, leaving
the fire blazing behind her.”

“You’re sure about this?” Moriko said.

“I’m sure,” Frump said.

“Thank you, Frump,” Anoba said.  “We appreciate the
information. Please don’t hesitate to contact either of us if you have 
a need.”

“Thank you, Lady Anoba,” Frump said. “Do you think you
could Travel me back home?  It’s quite a walk from here.”

“Certainly,” Anoba said. She took his slender hand in hers
and sent him on his way.

After a few moments of silence, she turned to Moriko and
said, “It looks like the viper is going to be a bigger problem than we
first thought.”

“Ársa is such a fucking dumbass,” Moriko said bitterly.
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Ársa
“I told you to tell her,” Anoba said, glaring at her brother as
Moriko vanished from the hallway outside his door.  She
disappeared almost as soon as she said it.

“Who was that?  Ársa?” Chéile asked shrilly from behind
him.

“No one you need to be concerned about,” Ársa said.  He
turned around and brushed past his wife, jostling her aside as he reentered his chamber.

“Ársa, I think a woman coming to your rooms to see you in
the middle of the night is my business,” she said turning to follow
him inside his chamber. She closed the door behind her. 

“I didn’t say it wasn’t your business,” Ársa said.  “I said it
wasn’t anything to be concerned about.”

“You’re obviously concerned,” Chéile persisted.

“Shut up, Chéile,” Ársa said.

Chéile’s eyes flared.  “Don’t you dare tell me to shut up,” she
said.  Her loud tone reverberated in the room.

“Don’t shout at me,” Ársa said quietly.

“I want to know who that bitch was and what she wanted
with you,” Chéile demanded.

Ársa stared at Chéile for a long, quiet moment.  “She is my
Forester,” he said.  “She is a dear friend, and I should have told her
about you, but I didn’t.  Now, I’ve hurt my best friend because I was
too weak to do the right thing.”

Chéile narrowed her eyes.  “I can’t see why this is such a big
deal if she’s just your friend,” she said with a suspicious tone.

“Considering that you have no friends and have never had
any, Chéile, I can see why you don’t understand.”  She is here and 
Moriko isn’t. He wanted to lash out at her, hurt her.

“I don’t need friends,” she said with a snide smirk.  “I have
you and apparently that’s the prize Moriko was seeking.”

Ársa spun around and glared at his wife.  “I’m not sure you 
have what you think you have.”

She grinned.  “I am your wife, and that’s something you
cannot readily or easily change.  I have researched your laws, Ársa,
and to rid yourself of me, you’d have to either kill me—which I don’t
think you will do—or divorce me, which you cannot do without the
unanimous agreement of every member of your crew.  While you no
doubt have a faction who would side with you regardless, Moriko
and Anoba and a few others are not sufficient. Besides, I expect
Moriko would have to abstain since her vote would be considered a
conflict of interest.”  It was the first indication she gave that she
recognized Moriko as the woman she had scryed Ársa with. “I have
been working on building my own faction,” she continued, “and they
won’t agree to grant it were you to petition for divorce.  It looks like
you’d better find a way to deal with your Forester.”

Ársa opened his closet and removed a jacket.

“Where are you going?” Chéile asked.

“I have things to do,” Ársa replied tersely.

“Moriko?” she asked.  “Is she what you have to do?”

“I need to talk to her, she didn’t deserve to find out this way,”
he said.

“You had better give up on her, Ársa,” Chéile warned.  “I’m
your wife and I do not intend to sit idly by while you sample other
women, especially not that one. If you value her, as you say, you
should not see her again.”

Ársa sighed.  “Do not threaten me, Chéile,” he said, looking
coldly at his wife before he Traveled out of his bedchamber in search 
of Moriko.

5 days later  
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Chéile 
A few weeks earlier, Chéile decided that she needed her own
private space where she could work on her Rootwork training
without anyone sticking his nose into her business.  She wanted to 
be able to have all her supplies and components readily at hand 
instead of having to keep it all hidden away as she always had. She
wanted to be able to scry any time she pleased without those loyal to
Ársa telling on her. 

She had secured a Seirbhíseach for herself, so Ársa’s staff
couldn’t spy on her.  She had also gotten her own gan-sreang so she
could learn as much as she could about the culture and history of
Ársa’s Envoy. Knowledge of their laws was imperative if she
intended to maintain her position here. 

Chéile had brought in a crew of Seirbhíseach carpenters to
remodel her suite of rooms.  She had them remove the wall between 
the rooms she chose and the empty one next door so she had more
space. She designed and had them create a wall of shelves to store
her bowl, bottles of liquids, and her dolls. They had built a chest to 
store the herbs, buttons, threads, needles fabrics, and yarns she
used to create those things. 

She pulled her dolls out, lovingly inspecting each one before
carefully placing it on the shelves, mindful of who sat next to whom.
She was surprised at the sheer number she had accrued. She had 
dolls from her old life as an Elfin princess, as well as her new one as 
the High Goddess. 

She stood back and looked them over appreciatively, smiling
at each one. When she came to the doll that looked like Ársa, she
picked it up and kissed it. She rubbed it on her cheek and stroked 
its hair lovingly.  She whispered to it with her lips against its face.
Chéile started to set it back on the shelf but paused within inches
from its spot.  She poked the doll into her cleavage before turning
away from the shelf. 

She reached for another of her dolls, looking at it critically.
She frowned. It isn’t as good as some of the others are. I don’t 
think it looks like Moriko at all.  But, oh, well, that’s who it is and it 
will have to do.  I haven’t seen her enough to replicate her as well
as I’d like.

She pulled her Ársa doll from between her breasts and held 
them up together, Moriko in one hand, Ársa in the other. She
moved them around, circling one another, chanting in a low mutter 
under her breath.  She turned the Moriko doll’s back to Ársa,
continuing her chant. After a while, she took both dolls to the shelf
and set them down, far apart from one another.

Ársa might not come home tonight, but he won’t spend it 
with that little forest tramp. Chéile pushed her husband and
Moriko from her thoughts. She sighed. She felt lonely. And why
shouldn’t I?  I spend most of my time alone. I have no friends here. 
It’s not like in Lasahala Run where I used to walk around the
village with the other girls.  Even though I know they looked down
on me, I still miss it sometimes.  I wonder—

Chéile decided to look in on the Elfin village and quickly
assembled the silver bowl and fluids she needed.  She hadn’t 
checked on the Elves since the fire. Who had survived?  Are they
rebuilding? She glowered at the bowl as she set it up and prepared
her spell.  I hope Caolán and Ly’wyn’tas are both burned to a crisp.

Soon, the area was visible in her silver bowl, but nothing was
stirring. There seemed to be no signs of life at all.  Most of the
village was in ruins; nearly everything was destroyed.  She took note
of a newly built graveyard.  There were hastily crafted markers for
what looked like half her village.  She dearly hoped their king and
queen were among those buried there. But where is everyone else?
Perhaps they went to D’win’teasin to live.

Chéile tried to shift her scry
 to that location, but she couldn’t
find anything and never got a good enough connection to be certain
she was looking at the right place. She had never been to 
D’win’teasin.  After several tries, she gave up.

She decided to scry on Ársa instead.  She found a shaky 
image of him. He looks desperate, she thought. What is he doing?
An ocean’s high tide of rage swelled within her as she realized he
was searching forest after forest, no doubt looking for his precious
Moriko.  He’s crazy as Ifreann if he thinks I’ll let him go that easily.

He’s a boring old bastard tonight. There must have b
een 
something wrong with my attempt to contact Lasahala Run.  I’ll
try it again.

She used a technique she had been creating for the last few
weeks.  She desperately wanted to get better at Traveling and her 
scrying bowl had become a perfect aid.  If she could see a place
clearly, it may help her Travel to it.  No place was more familiar to
her than her old home village so she focused on it. 

She watched intently as the visage of the burned out village
became increasingly clear.  She could hear the night birds chirping.
She felt herself waver as if she had the shakes.  She could smell 
flowers off at a distance; feel the wind on her face.  She smelled the
acrid scent of smoke still hanging in the air after all these months.

It’s dark now, so dark.  I can’t s
ee anything. She suddenly
realized she had her eyes closed. She opened them to find herself 
standing, physical, and real, in the center of the burned out village. 
It worked.  It actually worked.  I’m really here. When she had 
Traveled from Na Réaltaí to Lerien before, she had done so with the
aid of the portals set up for the use of the few crewmembers who 
could not Travel on their own. 

Her heart pounded and she couldn’t keep the grin from her
face as she looked around her.  If she could master this, she could go 
anywhere, do anything. Things were going in the right direction for
her at last. 

The village was empty. There was no sign of life anywhere
except for a few shoots of grass valiantly poking up through the
scarred ground.  Most of the buildings were in ruins, heaps of
burned boards and beams collapsed upon themselves.  She
concentrated on the Elves to see if any of them were nearby.  She
picked up nothing. No living Elves were in the vicinity.  Where are
they?

She walked toward the newly created graveyard.
 So, they
stayed long enough to bury their dead. She began to walk among
the graves, reading the hastily created markers stuck at the head of
each one. So many names. The consequences of her actions began
to weigh on her.  She had done this act without thinking, and now it
was real. She knew all these names, she could put a face and a smile
to each one. She remembered each voice as she read the names 
aloud.

As she moved among the rows, she read a name and cried 
out, collapsing to the ground.  Her shoulders shook in sorrow and 
she wept aloud, wailing in the twilight.  Her mother’s grave lay 
before her. She sat down and cried, staring at the marker with her 
mother’s name on it before she noted the one to her left that bore
her father’s name.  Her wailing renewed as she prostrated herself on
her mother’s grave.  There was no grass to cushion her or protect
her clothing from the damp dirt but she didn’t care.  She lay there
for an hour crying, sobbing out her sorrow at the realization of what
she had done, and exactly whose lives she had taken in her rage.

She felt as if an iron door in her mind slammed shut with an 
echoing clank as she sat up and dried her tears at last, smearing dirt,
ashes, and soot across her delicate cheek.  If that miserable king
and queen are here, it may have been worth it.  This whole thing is, 
after all, their fault.  They shouldn’t have treated me so badly.

Chéile rose on shaky legs and finished her circuit of the
graveyard, looking at each marker until she reached the end and 
came to the older graves. There was no Caolán, there was no
Ly’wyn’tas.  Damn them.  They had somehow managed to escape. 
But where are they?

She turned to walk away from the graveyard and spied a
small building that was still mostly standing. It was scorched but
not burned to cinders like the others.  It sat on the outskirts of the
village.  It’s where that old hateful Enric lived. She picked her way 
through burned rubble toward the old shack.

She pushed the door open with a squeak and stepped inside.
There was a scrawled note on parchment tacked up to the wall of the
empty hut.  In Elfish, it said: 


To Ársa, we have relocated to a 
new land of promise with less treachery, recently 
found by our sorcerer. There is an evil afoot in 
this land of man and our holy people have 
prophesized that it will only bring us harm 
should we stay. Our king and queen are safe, 
as is the baby she carries.  We will overcome 
this tragedy.  Perhaps we’ll meet again. 
Beware of the danger in your midst.  ~ Enric

Chéile’s knees shook and she let her breath out in a 
woof.
She stumbled backward, saved from falling only by an old chair that
faced the hearth.  She landed hard in the seat, rocking it back on its 
rear legs momentarily.  She steadied herself and stared at the note.
Her fit of rage had not accomplished what she desired.  Unless—
unless Enric was just saying these things because he knows what I 
did and he thought I’d return here.  He was always an old bastard.
He has never liked me. After a few moments, she pulled herself
together and looked the note over again. She realized that Ársa
must never see this note.  Can Ársa read Elfish?  She stood, 
snatched it from its tack on the wall.  She wadded it into a tight ball 
and dropped it to the scorched floor before she Traveled back to her
chambers on Na Réaltaí. 

1.5 weeks later
Phaedrus 27, 762 
Faedrell Province
Ceann’nathair

Moriko
Moriko had done her best to stop the spread of cold hatred
that crept through her.  She awoke in the predawn and knew she had
failed.  She couldn’t stop it from overtaking her heart, her mind.
The sense of betrayal she felt was profound and filled her 
completely. 

Adding to her morose mood was the fact that she had left the
comfort and familiarity of her forest to camp here, in an open
meadow that she had never visited before.  Now, she lay in the
darkness, staring at the ceiling of her small tent, with no forest
anywhere nearby.  This province only had woods in the southern
part. Here, where she was, in the far north of the northernmost 
province of the northernmost continent of Lerien, the terrain was 
mostly meadows, cliffs, and caves. 

“What am I doing here?” she muttered to herself as tears
rolled from her eyes and annoyingly into her ears.  “Mo dhia,” she
said in aggravation as she sat up, sticking her fingers into her ears to
wipe away the tears. 

She patted around in the darkness, feeling for her jacket. 
Once found, she slipped it on. Even in Phaedrus, the warmest
month of summer, it was chilly here.  Chilly enough to be 
uncomfortable. Nowhere near as chilly as my heart.

Moriko kicked off the Chikandi blanket and slipped on her
boots.  She crawled out of the tent and looked around.  No one lived
in this part of the province, though she knew there was an island
where some of the immortal creatures they had brought along had 
established themselves. 

Seeing this place now, she fully understood why no humans
had ventured this far north.  While vegetation grew here, the
growing season for food would be short.  She gave a grudging
respect to anything growing here in the fierce wind that blew from
the ocean. She looked to the east as the sun crested the horizon.
Part of the reason for the perpetual chill in the air, she realized, was
because it was so far above the ocean here.  The entire edge of
Ceann’nathair in the north was a sheer cliff, dropping down a 
hundred feet to the ocean.  In places, it was even more.

What was Ársa thinking when they designed this area?
 The
thought of Ársa filled her with a cold rage.  She shook her head.  I 
can’t live like this.  This is killing me.  I have to purge myself and 
try to find a way to move forward. She tilted her head back and 
inhaled deeply.  The air was cold and salty.  She could hear the
waves crashing into the rocks below.

Moriko moved to the cliff’s edge and looked down.  A loose
rock skittered across the pale grass and hurled down toward the
white foamy waves that splashed and licked hungrily against the
stone embankment. 

Since it wants to be cold here always, I’ll accommodate it.
She drew her rage up from within and forced it from her, using the
gelid portion of her Thermo-Hibernal skill, she froze the area from
the cliff’s edge to several miles inland. She walked, freezing the
terrain and air as she went, from province edge to province edge, 
along the arching northern top of Faedrell, cursing Ársa with each
step. 

She let her anger, frustration, and humiliation fill her before
she thrust it from her, leaving a path of never-ending winter in her
wake.  She had started her trek on the southeastern side of Faedrell, 
before camping at the northernmost point.  She continued toward
the Mieranshire Provincial border which formed the southwestern
boundary of Faedrell.

Moriko stopped and looked behind her. It was colder than
before, and the wind whipped fiercely inland.  She took a deep
breath.  Do I feel better? She looked at wilting and drying grasses,
burned by the cold wind.  She felt a twinge of remorse at what she’d 
done.  But yes, I feel better.  I feel cleansed. She retraced her steps,
modifying the few trees, flowers, and grasses that grew here, giving
them the ability to withstand the bitter cold that now locked the rim
of Faedrell in perpetual winter.  She could have undone the icing she
had given it, but decided it was better to leave it.  Adapting the
vegetation and animals here to withstand it made a deeper
statement and one she would never forget. 

4 days later
Ancil, 762

Faedrell Province
Ceann’nathair

Anoba 
“Hey Ársa,” Anoba said, walking up and greeting her brother
who stood at the edge of the cliff glaring out over the ocean.  He
turned his glare on her as she approached, his steely blue eyes filled
with rage.  “You’re in a mood, I see.”

“Look at this, Anoba,” he said, indicating the iciness around
him.  “How did this happen?”

Anoba looked around and took in the frigid terrain of the
area.  “I would say that someone did some venting.”  She smiled at
her brother. “I don’t see why you’re so upset.”

“Seriously? You don’t see anything wrong here?” Ársa asked 
in a scathing tone.  “You think this is exactly how we created it to be
here?”

Anoba shrugged.  “It might not be how we created it, Ársa,
but it’s how it’s supposed to be now.”

“What does that mean?  Are you spewing more of that
Prophecy bullshit?”

“It isn’t bullshit,” Anoba said, flaring up at her brother a bit.
“Things aren’t always the way you planned but it doesn’t mean 
they’re not right.”

Ársa narrowed his eyes at her.  “You know something,” he
accused.

“I know many things,” Anoba said.

“No, I mean about what happened here in Faedrell.”

Anoba shrugged.  “I don’t see why you’re upset,” she said
again.

“The fact that this place is in deep winter and it’s just
summer’s end, Anoba,” he said.  “Doesn’t that strike any chords with
you that something is amiss?”

“It is,” she said in a measured tone, “as it should be now.”

Ársa sighed.  “The plants have been adapted to live and grow
and even bloom here,” he said, contemplating his surroundings.
“Yes, it would appear so.”

“Who did this, Anoba?” he asked sharply, looking piercingly
at his sister.  “Did you do it?”

Anoba shook her head. “No,” she said, “I haven’t enough
prowess with plant life to pull off something like this.  Nor, I might
add, do I have the proper adroitness with temperature control.”

“Moriko did this,” he said surely.

Anoba shrugged again.

“What do you know of this?” he asked. “Tell me what you
know, Anoba. That’s an order.”

Anoba frowned.  “I don’t know much, honestly, Ársa,” she
said.  “I dreamed about this.  Mother mentioned this place to me last 
time we spoke.  She said it would come about without my
intervention.”

“If you realized how sick to death I am of hearing about that
stupid Prophecy, Anoba, you’d never mention it to me again.”

“Be that as it may, Ársa,” she said, “it doesn’t change what is
or what will be. Mother said this place will be important in the
future. In more ways than one. It will affect a lot of us on down the
line.  What comes from here will be important to our survival many 
centuries from now.”

“What comes from here?” Ársa asked. “Just what will come
from here, Anoba?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I only know that something or 
someone will come from here that will matter to us in our future.”

“This Prophecy shit is tedious,” Ársa said.

“Do not be impatient, brother,” Anoba said.  “You’ll come to
see how it all fits together some day.”

“I’m going to go find Moriko and make her put it back like it
was.”

“You cannot,” Anoba said.  “It cannot be undone now. This
place is as it should be for our future. Someday, you’ll see. And
besides, if you’d pause a moment for thought, you’d realized what 
kind of anguish went into the creation and transformation here.”

Ársa stood silently for a long time, looking around.  He
turned and walked away from his sister.  He could tell she followed
him for he could hear her footsteps in the permafrost.  She
continued to follow him for the better part of an hour.  He finally 
stopped and turned toward her.  “This is my fault, isn’t it?” he asked.

“She purged herself of her grief, Ársa,” Anoba said.

“And of me,” he said.

“That remains to be seen. We don’t know if that’s even
possible.  Could you purge yourself of her?”

“Never,” he said.

“Even if The Prophecy weren’t part of it, Ársa, you must
leave this place as is, to serve as a monument for Moriko.  She
needed this.  Leave it be.”

Ársa nodded and Traveled away. 

Anoba looked around at the icy terrain surrounding her.  She
saw the bitter beauty in the place. She saw the pain that went into 
creating it, as well as the care taken to ensure that plants and 
animals alike could continue to survive here.  “I hope you feel better
now, my forever friend,” she said before she, too, Traveled away.

5 months later 
Ianualis 11, 763

Bacainn Island 

The Spiorad Islands

Ársa
It was winter on Lerien and the north wind was bitter in
many places, but Ársa wasn’t uncomfortable standing on the beach
on Bacainn Island, the smallest isle of the Spiorad chain. The island 
was mostly egg-shaped and was comprised of far more beach than
vegetation.  Though its forests were small, they were denser than on
any of the other islands in the archipelago. It was warmer and more
tropical than his beloved Amalith Island off the eastern coast of
Til’gaviel.

While Amalith Island still had seasons, even though they
were milder than most areas to the north, here, the weather was 
almost always warm and by far the most tropical location on Lerien. 
He noted that few inhabitants lived on these islands and he
wondered why.  How have they not discovered this paradise yet? 

He had chosen Bacainn Island for his search tonight solely 
because of those dense forests. He had walked every inch of this
island three times in the last two weeks, looking for Moriko. He had
called to her, hunted her, for months now, since she had come to his
room and discovered Chéile.  It’s not how he wanted her to find out.

Ársa cursed himself as a coward and walked out of the woods
onto the beach. He looked at the waves glittering in the moonlight.
He moved forward to stand on the damp sand, staring out of the
waves. 

“She doesn’t want to be found,” a man’s voice said.
Ársa nodded.  “I’m sure you’re right,” he said.  “Good
evening, Oseyan.”

Oseyan emerged from the sea and walked up to stand beside 
Ársa.  Oseyan was a similar size, but with a deeper bronze hue to his
skin.  His hair was frost white and shoulder length.  His eyes were
sky blue and friendly. 

“Good evening, Ársa,” he said.  “I’m afraid, cousin, that with 
this one, you’re going to have to relinquish control and find a way to
be all right with letting Moriko have her own way.”  Oseyan had
been naked when he emerged from the surf, but with a snap of his 
fingers, a standard issue uniform appeared on him, fitting him
perfectly. He was a Mover, able to bring things from remote
locations to himself instantly.  As long as he knew the reasonably
accurate location of an item, he could transport it to himself.  The
most convenient thing to move, he had long ago discovered, was his
clothing.

“I need to at least talk to her,” Ársa said.

Oseyan shook his head.  “Bad idea, my friend,” he said.
“She’s angry and more than that, she’s terribly hurt.  Who can blame
her?”

Ársa shook his head. “I don’t blame her. I was stupid.  And
wrong.”

“Yes, you were,” Oseyan said agreeably.

“You don’t have to be so quick about it,” Ársa said.

“Anoba said your mother called Chéile the viper in her
prophecy.”

Ársa glared at Oseyan. The moonlight made his eyes gleam.
“Do you believe all that malarkey?”

Oseyan nodded.  “Aye, I do.  It makes sense.  And it all fits.
Now you’ve gone and brought in an ally for Hermolaos’ party.
You’ve married her, which further complicates the situation.”

“It was stupid, but I can’t take it back.  Perhaps I could rally
the Envoy to grant a divorce. We could collectively strip her power.”

“It won’t happen, at least not yet. She’s making friends in Na
Réaltaí, Ársa, and that takes away votes from you.  She has the
advantage.  All she has to have is one vote in her favor to deny you
your unanimity.”

“Damn,” Ársa muttered. “It’s a bad situation, Oseyan, I am
aware.  We have to find a way to make the best of it.”

“Don’t make it worse by having children with her. At least,
without a mutual agreement, that’s something she can’t do on her
own.”

Ársa groaned. 

“What?” Oseyan asked. “You didn’t…”

“We agreed to have two children before we married,” Ársa
said.

“Well, we had better hope she doesn’t figure out that she can
use that agreement to get pregnant any time she wants.”

“She doesn’t know much about our rules and laws yet,” Ársa
said. 

“False hope, old son,” Oseyan said.  “She’ll figure it out.
Anoba said she’s gotten a gan-sreang  and she’s set up a suite of
rooms just for herself.”

“She’s not staying in my room anymore?”

“When is the last time you were on Na Réaltaí?” Oseyan 
asked.

“It’s been months,” he said, thinking back.  “Not since the
night Moriko came to see me and found Chéile.  That was, what—
four or five months ago?”

“Ársa, you need to let Moriko go.  Give her space to be hurt
and angry.  You need to go back to Na Réaltaí and take care of your
duties there. If you’re gone too long, Hermolaos and Éadomhain
will start thinking they’re in charge.  We can’t afford a coup.”

“I’ll send Moriko an order to appear.  She’s never refused a
direct order before,” he said.

Oseyan  grunted.  “You’re a hard-headed man, Ársa, but I
think you’ve met your match with Moriko.”

“Maybe, but that’s all the more reason to not let it go.”

“Courting disaster, there, my friend,” he said. “I’m leaving, 
but I think you should go back to Na Réaltaí. You’ve been gone long
enough.”

“I will,” he said.  “I’ve been meaning to.”

Oseyan walked back into the sea and disappeared, leaving 
Ársa reflecting on his choices standing on the beach alone.

He took his gan-sreang from his pocket and tried again, for
the thousandth time to contact Moriko.  It was as unsuccessful as all
the other times he had tried over the last few months.

Ársa opened his official directives and sent her a message
telling her to report to Na Réaltaí immediately.

He instantly received a terse ‘no’ in response.

He re-sent the directive telling her it was an order. Again, he
received the same brusque ‘no’.

Ársa’s next reply read, “If you do not comply with my direct
order to report to Na Réaltaí immediately, you will be courtmartialed and brought back against your will.”

Instantly she responded, “You will have to find me first.”

Ársa was relieved that she was at least responding to him
now instead of ignoring him as she had been doing. “I will put out a
bulletin for anyone who sees you to arrest you and return you to Na
Réaltaí.”

“Go for it,” was her next message.

He typed out, “Come talk to me, Moriko,” but he didn’t send
it for another message from her came through.

“I won’t come to Na Réaltaí.  I know someday I will have to
see you again but that won’t be for a while. You won’t find me until I
want you to find me.  Now, leave me be.  I’m done with you.”

Ársa erased his prepared message and replaced it with, 
“Reconsider.”

Moriko replied, “Finished.”

“Moriko?”

She stopped responding. Ársa’s stomach burned.  His heart
and his mind ached and he felt angry with himself.  I suppose it’s 
just as well we leave it at this because as soon as she’s over this
business, some asshole will make sure she finds out about Adamen.

Ársa shut down his gan-sreang and slid it into his pocket as
he Traveled back to Na Réaltaí.

Ianualis 11, 763
Na Réaltaí

Chéile 
Chéile had scried on Ársa every night for the last four
months.  He was looking for someone. He was always alone,
walking, endlessly walking through one forest after another. She
watched him until she was bored and poured her fluid back into her
bottle until the next evening.  Each night became the same, 
muddling one into the next, another never-ending evening of
boredom.  What the Ifreann is he doing?  Why doesn’t he just come
home? It finally occurred to her that he was looking for Moriko.
This realization fanned the embers of her rage every night when she
watched him trodding on dim forest paths. He never seemed to
grow weary of it. 

What dedication he has. Things would be remarkable if he 
had that much interest in his marriage. Chéile’s anger smoldered
as she watched him tonight. 

Adding to her frustration was dismal results she had in
Traveling to her scrying locations.  The only one she consistently
had gone to was Lasahala Run.  She had never yet managed to make
it to any location her husband had been when she watched him.  It’s
not going to stop me from trying.

W
atching Ársa tirelessly search for his lost love, she decided
to find that lost love.  She focused her thoughts on Moriko. It was
harder for her to do when she had little emotional connection to the
person.  She had plenty of anger and hatred for the woman, but it
didn’t seem to be enough to allow her to find her in Lerien.

Next, she decided to use her doll along with her scrying
equipment. She brought out her recently created likeness of Moriko
and held it tightly as she sat in front of her silver bowl.  Using the
doll made it easier to find Moriko. She connected to Moriko quickly
once the doll was in place, and found her standing in a forest, where
a  stiff breeze blew through the trees, stirring the woman’s wildly
unkempt hair.  She hid in her forest and looked out on a beach,
watching someone.

But who?
 Chéile tried to nudge the vision a bit to see what
Moriko watched, but it was night and she couldn’t see that far away.
Moriko undoubtedly could see in the dark, Chéile mused.  A nifty
talent, that.  I wish I could do that.  I wonder why I can’t.  It cannot
be because I started out as an Elf.  All these people undoubtedly
started out as human, a life form far inferior to my own.

Chéile tried to Travel to Moriko several times, only to end up
frustrated.  Finally, she gave up trying to see who Moriko spied
upon.  The little idiot is content to stand in the dark in a forest and 
stare at someone, but I don’t have the patience for that kind of 
foolishness.

She cleared her bowl and returned to Ársa.  He stood on a 
beach staring out into the waves.  Whatever for?  Did he think his
beloved Moriko was drowned?  Too bad she hasn’t.

Chéile focused on her husband and managed to Travel to a
spot short distance off to his left as he stood facing the ocean.  Her
heart pounded with nerves and excitement.  She felt jubilation at her
successful Travel.  She was about to move forward and speak to him
when a movement out in the water caught her eye and she stopped
to watch the scene with renewed interest.  Who is that white-haired
man?  I haven’t seen him before. She watched the handsome fellow
leave the waves to stand beside Ársa on the beach. The wind wasn’t
in her favor and she could only hear their conversation sporadically,
but she didn’t dare move any closer. 

She realized after their greeting that this man was Oseyan,
the one people called God of the Oceans.  They were discussing 
Moriko deliberately hiding from Ársa. Oseyan was encouraging
Ársa to leave her be. I like this fellow more all the time. The
conversation turned to Chéile herself and her attraction for Oseyan
dried up like grapes in the sun.  I wish I could hear better.  She
stepped into the shadows and inched forward as far as she dared.
She was glad there was a forest on the island, thin and scrabbly
though it was. 

She certainly understood their words well enough when
Oseyan told Ársa that his stupid sister said that she was the viper in
her mother’s prophecy.  They were all crazy for believing in that
idiot’s warnings.  She could be dead for all they knew, and it was
pure insanity that any of them believed this crap.  Anoba was the
most insane of the lot. 

I should become what they claim I already am.  The
bastards would deserve it if I did. They’ve convicted me of it
anyway, so why not make them happy by fulfilling their stupid
prophecy.

Chéile listened to their conversation and a cold darkness 
filled her heart as she heard her husband voice his regret at having
married her. A hollow feeling filled her chest as he spoke of trying
to divorce her.  Her lip quivered and her hands shook as she
listened.

At 
 Oseyan’s mention of children, Chéile’s attention riveted
back to the conversation, shaking off her self-pity.  His words ‘get
pregnant any time she wants to’ rattled in her head and her chest,
vibrating throughout her entire body.  Here was the information she
had searched for, for the last few months. It had always eluded her 
and, at last, one she perceived as her new enemy had served it up to 
her.

She smiled slyly.  Now, all she had to do was get Ársa to
make love to her. He’s been gone so long, obsessing over Moriko. 
What will he be like towards me when he returns?  I’ve never had a
problem getting him interested before, perhaps I still won’t. She
sensed that things had changed between them, and wondered if this
would make it difficult.  It would certainly be in her interest to give
him one of those miserable brats he had bargained for before they
married.  I will make it happen no matter what. 

A rustling in the trees behind Ársa drew her attention.  She
peered into the darkness, straining to see. Her heart pounded again,
this time with fear.  As the moon moved from behind a cloud, her
breath drew inward in a sharp gasp.  She could see, at the edge of 
the darkness, in the blackness of the dense forest, Moriko standing
in the shadows, silently watching Ársa. 

Chéile started forward, meaning to confront the woman, but 
as soon as she stepped out of her hiding place, she felt herself waver
and her knees grew weak. She fought to remain on the beach, but 
was instantly transported to her chamber on Na Réaltaí.

1 week later 

Ianualis 22, 763  

Silverwilde, Cardosa  

Moriko
Moriko had spent the last several months fighting off the
bitterness.  She felt that part of herself was slipping away.  She had
always been quick to laugh, quick to find the joy in the mundane,
commonplace things.  Now, she found she seldom ever laughed and
rarely smiled.  Her heart felt like a solid chunk of rock in her chest.
She didn’t like it.

She poked her campfire with a stick and frowned.  She still
got messages every day from Ársa and every day, she ignored them.
She wouldn’t have gotten a different gan-sreang even if she didn’t
have to go to Na Réaltaí to get it, for it would have done no good.  It
wouldn’t have stopped Ársa.  He was their commander, he was in
charge of everything, and there was no information secret from him.
If she had changed anything, he would have found out and it would
have only served to make him more determined to find her.

Her only hope was to ignore him.  At least he wasn’t
messaging her every hour anymore. When she felt her heart 
softening even a little toward him, she allowed the humiliation to 
flood into her again. She must never forget.  She had almost trusted
him and that’s what he had done.  He had lied, cheated, and
humiliated her in the worst way. How dare he message her every
day wanting to talk to her? How dare he call her his baby, his
love?  He had that rotten Elf bitch in Na Réaltaí.

Since it was common knowledge that she knew about the
Elfish woman, the Envoy members she ran into were eager to talk.
Moriko had heard plenty of tales about Chéile.  She was a real piece
of work.  The other crewmembers were not sparing in their opinions
of her when Moriko met them as she traveled about Lerien. None of 
their opinions were high, either. It made Moriko angry that he
would choose, over her, someone so bereft of value, someone so 
corrupt of spirit.  It was insulting.

Moriko sighed and stared into the fire.
 It has been months
now.  I have to do something about this. She decided to take her
new role seriously; she would set out to check on every colony of Fae
she could find. The water ones would be difficult for her.  She would
have to get help from Anoba and Oseyan for meetings with those.
But she could start out with the easy to find colonies, she decided.

She tossed dirt on her campfire and extinguished it.  She
made certain it was cold before she packed up her camp and headed 
out. Years and years of traveling had taught her the need to pack
light. She had scaled back her equipment as much as she could, and 
for the rest of it, she relied on her abilities to ease her burdens.

Organization, for Moriko, was key in making things easier
for her nomadic life.  She kept like items grouped together in her
laghdaigh bag. She packed all her camping supplies away, slipping
them into a purple corduroy bag no bigger than a loaf of bread. She
slipped the purple sack into the bag she wore at her belt. The purple
bag grew smaller and smaller in her hand as it entered the mouth of
the brown leather pouch.

As soon as she tucked it inside, Moriko pulled the flap of the
bag over and fastened it shut. The bag looked as empty as it had 
before she put the camping equipment in it.  She had created the bag 
herself, eons ago, during her many solitary months of wandering the
world and she called it her laghdaigh bag. It came in handy and it 
kept her from having to carry needless weight.

All packed up, she got up and left her camp behind, walking
silently and sure-footed through the forest heading south toward her
next destination. Moriko knew where all the Fae lived—or most of 
them. She had seen them many times over the years but she had
never ‘officially’ visited them since she had agreed to represent them
at Ársa’s request. 

Moriko preferred walking over Traveling, and she chose to
do so now.  It kept her in touch with the world that way; it kept her
attuned not only to the forest but also to all the creatures in it.  She
felt as if they all fell under her dominion, whether they were plant,
animal, or Fae. If they lived in or near the forests, they were hers to 
protect. She stayed in touch with others on Ársa’s Envoy as their
areas overlapped hers, but she did not maintain contact with Ársa.
If he didn’t like the job she was doing, he could relieve her of her 
duties. She knew that wasn’t going to happen.  Her territory was
enormous and no one would be more dedicated to it than she was.

The first Fae colony she came to in Silverwilde was a troop of
Flower Fae interspersed with a small band of Tree Fae. Moriko was
careful to approach the area with caution, alerting them to her
presence.  She didn’t want to surprise them.  Upset Fae creatures
could be a real danger to her and to themselves.

Moriko began to sing a forest song as she drew near.  Most 
Fae liked music and she thought it would draw their attention.
Mortals couldn’t see them without special help unless the Fae
desired it, but she needed no such aid. She saw a small troop of
them gathering, even though they were invisible to most creatures.
Being able to see invisible things was part of Moriko’s special
abilities from The Alteration.  She could see as well in the dark as 
she could in the daylight, however, her night vision did render the
world a little differently.  How she saw invisible creatures was more
akin to her night vision, a bit grey and wavy.

She would continue to advance, pretending she didn’t notice
them until one of them chose to approach her. She changed her
song so that now she sang of who she was and why she was here,
giving them information since she had gained their attention.

The flowers were growing thicker in this wide meadow with
sparse trees. The Flower and Tree Fae were quite familiar with her. 
Many of them resided in her forests. She was surprised, however,
when a Pixie approached her first.  What in Ifreann is a Pixie doing 
here? 

“Hello, Forest Lady Moriko,” she said. She had hair almost 
the same color as Moriko’s—perhaps a bit redder and her eyes were 
golden.  Her wings looked like autumn leaves in color and shape.
She was slender and wiry and Moriko thought she looked like a bit
of a threat.  It was more than the fierce expression on a face that
looked as if it would be sweet in repose.  She was vibrantly aware of
her surroundings. She was also armed to the teeth and wore silver 
spurs on her boot heels.

“Good day,” Moriko said, stopping in the middle of the path.
The Pixie flew at her face level, and hovered in front of her, giving no
ground. “You have me at a disadvantage,” she said. “You seem to 
know me, but I’ve no idea who you are.”  She could see the Pixie 
clearly because this creature wanted to be seen.  The others held
back, waiting. 

The Pixie laughed. “I am Skill,” she said. “I escorted a
seeding of displaced Flower Fae here from Amalith Island.  They
wanted to join some of their relatives here.”

“I see,” Moriko said.  “That was good of you.”

“I have a considerable amount of combat experience,” she
said.  Her tone was matter-of-fact, without conceit or braggadocio.
“I have spent quite some time fighting mortals of all kinds as well as
monsters, demons, and supernatural beings.  I also worked closely
with a group of humans, and one shriveled up, old undead guy.”

Moriko laughed.  “I see,” she said.  “Well, you sound like the
perfect escort for the Fae, then.  Thank you for looking after them.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “I’ll be around if you need me
for anything else.  Besides, you can always call on me.  I’m staying
with the Fae on Amalith right now, helping them guard the portal.”

“Perhaps you could tell me who the troop spokesperson is,”
she said. Moriko had learned long ago how much stock the Fae took
in names, their own personal names, as well as their grouping
names.  She was careful to use the word ‘troop’ which was widely
accepted by Fae in general and was often used specifically when 
referring to a mixed group of Fae races.

“Sure, I can take you to Filigree. I think she’s the troop 
elder. She’s also the seeding elder for Flower Fae. And you’re in
luck because a representative of the Lilitu is here today as well.”

“Is that right?”  Moriko said.  “I didn’t know the Lilitu
associated with other Fae all that much.”

“Come on with me,” Skill said, turning to fly down the path
through the flower-strewn meadow.  “Normally, they don’t, but
Adamen isn’t like the other Lilitu.”

“Adamen?  I have known her a long time,” Moriko said.

“She’s here visiting Filigree. They used to live near one
another in your old world.”

“My old world?” Moriko asked in amusement.  What an odd 
way to put it. “Isn’t it your old world, too, Skill?”

“Oh, yeah,” Skill said as if thinking of this aspect for the first 
time. She shook her head. “I’m not from either of your worlds. I’m
from another realm.  However, we can talk all about that later if
you’d like.  It’s where I learned about humans and stuff.”

“Do you know where the Elves went after their village
burned?” The mention of another realm reminded her of the Elves
missing from Lerien.

“I think I do, but I’m not sure.  I was going to the burned out 
village, Lasahala Run, I think they called it, when I’m done here. 
Would you like to go with me?”

“Sure, we can do that.”

“After that, I’ll go into some other realms where I suspect
they may have gone.  I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“I appreciate that, Skill.”

“Well, we’re here,” she said.  “I’ll go see if Filigree and
Adamen want to see you.”

“Thank you,” Moriko said.  “I’ll wait right here.”  She looked
around her at the convention of Fae gathering to watch her.  Many
of them looked cautious, but most of them smiled. A few even 
waved.  She acknowledged them all with a nod of her head.

After a few moments, Adamen emerged and expanded from
tiny to the size Moriko remembered her to be when they met so long
ago.

“Moriko,” Adamen said warmly.  “How nice it is to see you
again. I am grateful that you accepted the position to represent us.
We couldn’t ask for a better guardian.”

“I hope your faith in me is well founded.”

“Filigree will be out shortly.”

“Thank you,” Moriko said.

“Before Filigree comes out, though,” Adamen said, lowering
her voice so folks nearby wouldn’t overhear. “I wonder if you can
find out something about someone for me.”

“Perhaps,” Moriko said.  “Who is it?”

“I met a Selkie once, a while back, and lately, I’ve had terrible
nightmares about her. They are all red and filled with blood and 
panic.  I would like to find out if she’s all right or if something awful
has befallen her.  Her name is Muirgan, and her husband’s name is 
Aindréas.”

“I see,” Moriko said.  Selkies were Sea Fae creatures, and as
such, fell squarely in her domain. “I’ll talk to Oseyan and get him to
help me find her.”

“Thank you, Moriko,” Adamen said relieved.  “I am afraid
she’s made a powerful enemy.”

“Hopefully,  it isn’t the nasty goddess who burned the Elves
out.”

Adamen shook her head. “No, I don’t think they’re in
cahoots. See, the enemy I feel that Muirgan has made is my mother. 
It’s a long and dreadful tale and one that will keep for another time.”

“Very well,” Moriko said.  She was curious but it didn’t alter
the obligation she had taken on.  It didn’t matter to her why or how
a Selkie may have made an enemy of Queen Erish.  She would do
her best to fulfill Adamen’s request. “I’ll speak to Oseyan at my first
opportunity, Adamen.  I’m sure he knows where most of the Selkie
bobs live,” she said, calling the creatures by the group name they
preferred.

“Thank you so much,” she said, relief tangible in her voice. 

The door of Filigree’s flower home opened and she came out,
carrying a tiny Fae baby on her hip. The child looked to Moriko to
be six to nine months old. She had no experience with babies and
wasn’t the best judge of anything about them. 

“Adamen,” Filigree said, “could you change this darling’s
smelly little bottom while I chat with our goddess?”

“Certainly,” Adamen said.  She covertly glanced at Moriko
and suddenly seemed a bit nervous.  The baby shifted in size from
tiny Flower Fae to one that fit more comfortably with a creature
Adamen’s size.

Something about the child made Moriko look harder at its
face.  “Hold on, Adamen,” she said barely above a whisper.  Her
throat constricted so that she could barely speak aloud.

Adamen drew in a sharp breath and stopped stock-still.  She
glanced nervously at Filigree but said nothing.  She turned toward
Moriko and waited. 

Moriko looked at the baby with sharp, assessing eyes. She
looked at Adamen’s face carefully before she turned to study 
Filigree’s. She looked back at the baby and Adamen once more. 
Dawning lit her eyes and she nodded her head.  “That’s Ársa’s child,”
she said with certainty.  Her tone was flat, conveying neither anger
nor pain. 

“Don’t be silly,” Filigree said rather loudly in protest. 

“Shush,” Adamen said, touching Filigree gently on the arm.
“I will not lie to Moriko.  Yes, this is Ársa’s son. Please don’t tell
anyone about him. He is in danger from my mother and if she finds
him, she will kill him and perhaps all the other Fae here who protect
him.”

“I won’t speak of it to anyone,” Moriko said.  Her mind raced
as she tried to sort out what she was feeling.

“I know this must hurt you, and I don’t think it’s fair for you
to find out this way,” Adamen said.  “I had thought—or perhaps only
hoped—that Ársa would tell you himself.”

Moriko snorted.  “There’s a lot in his life’s script that Ársa
chooses to leave out when it comes to me.  Not the least of which is
his marriage to Chéile, the Princess of the Elves.”

“What?” Adamen shrieked. “You mean…” she let her breath 
out in a completely aggravated ‘aw’ sound.

“Well, it seems that there are a lot of things the two of us
don’t know about Ársa’s life.”

“So it seems. I am sorry, Moriko. I should have told you
myself.  It perplexes me that he didn’t tell you because I know how
much he loves you.”

Moriko snorted derisively.  “It seems that Ársa is too much a 
creature of the flesh to love anyone.”

“I won’t argue that he’s a creature of the flesh,” Adamen said,
“but I honestly believe that he means it when he says he loves you.”

“This is a point on which we must disagree and there’s no
further use in speaking of Ársa, Adamen.  Congratulations on your
son.  Neither your mother nor anyone else in any of our worlds will
ever hear it from my lips.”

“Other than the Folk of this troop, the only other people who 
know of it are the Selkies I spoke to you about and Anoba.”

“Anoba?” Moriko said, feeling slightly betrayed by the secret
her friend had kept for her brother.

“Yes, but please don’t hold it against her for not telling you.
She said it was part of fulfilling The Prophecy.”

“I see,” Moriko said. She was feeling a bit ambivalent about
that damned prophecy these days.

“And I know she urged him to tell you everything as soon as,
if not before, it occurred.”

“And as always, he neglected to take sound advice,” Moriko
said dryly.

“I’ll leave you to your discussion with Filigree, Moriko. I’ll
see you soon, I hope,” Adamen said. She turned and carried her
baby back into the Daisy Fae’s home, shrinking as she passed
through the doorway.

Moriko spoke to Filigree for quite some time, discussing
their needs in this troop and discussing Moriko’s role as their
representative.  She made sure that Filigree would spread the word
among the other Fae that she would make herself available to them
any time they had a need. 

After their meeting, she turned to go and found Skill
hovering over the trail the way she had come in. 

“Are you ready?” the Pixie asked.  She wiped her nose with
the back of her hand. 

“Yes,” Moriko said.

“You don’t have a weapon,” Skill said.

“I don’t need one,” she said. “There isn’t anything out in the
world that’s all that dangerous to me.”

Skill shook her head, making her wild, untidy hair dance.
“Things are changing,” she said.  “You should get a weapon.  I’ll
teach you how to use my crossbow.”

“That little thing?” Moriko asked, pointing at the tiny
crossbow hanging at Skill’s belt.

Skill unhooked it from her belt and handed it to Moriko.  It
grew in size as she took it and it now was a perfect fit for the larger
woman.  She handed her companion one of the tiny bolts from her 
quiver.  It grew in proportion, as well.

“Well, that’s convenient,” Moriko said.  She didn’t know why
she was surprised because many things about the Fae Folk amazed 
her.  She relished the idea of getting to know them better.  She
handed Skill’s weapons back to her after looking them over and
praising their beauty and craftsmanship. It delighted her to watch
them shrink back down to fit Skill’s size.

“Let’s go,” Skill said.  “I’ll give you pointers on how to shoot
as we make our way to Lasahala Run.”

They set out and Skill proved to be a verbose companion
along the way and was an attentive and astute teacher who was quite
adept with her aim. Moriko found that she was grateful for the
company.  It kept her from thinking about Ársa, for Skill never 
mentioned him. 

1 week later 

Feralis 3, 763
Na Réaltaí 

Chéile
Chéile’s dilemma was how to make Ársa cooperative without
rendering him unconscious.  He was useless to her unconscious.
Generally speaking, men had to participate to a certain extent in
order to have sex, at least with women.  Now, if I were a man, I
could just take him against his will.  That thought excited her, but it
did little to solve her problem.  Too bad the infirmary doesn’t have
any of his sperm preserved.  Stealing that would be easier than
getting it from Ársa, the way things currently stand between us. 

She picked up the Ársa doll she had sewn so long ago and 
fondled it.  The doll was useful, but it would only get her so far. She
needed something else to help her secure his cooperation.  She
thought of plying him with Apple Fizz, but enough to do what she
wanted would make him suspicious before it got that far. She
wanted him cooperative and willing.  He had to want her, desire her
madly as he did when they first married. 

Lately, she had been scrying on humans in a variety of
different places. She had no use for any of them and cared not what
they were doing. She watched them only as a distraction, a way to 
pass the time, nothing more.  She had seen many things about them
that perplexed her and revolted her.  However, there were lower
class groups of them that frequented the waterfronts of larger cities
that intrigued her for their sheer depravity.  She spent countless 
hours watching them.  She had noted many of them used a 
substance that certainly lowered their inhibitions and seemed to 
increase their sex drive before it knocked them out altogether.  She
had even seen some of them imbibe too much and die.  It was a 
grisly death, she noted, but no more than any human deserved.

Chéile was terribly interested in the substance.  She had
learned they called it lalin sik. She had learned many things
watching the humans.  She could now listen to them as well since
she was able to get clear audio in her scrying bowl far easier with
humans than with anyone else.

Because her scrying sessions were so clear and consistent,
she knew where to go to get the drug and she knew exactly which 
humans to approach for it. She wasn’t sure it would work on Ársa,
but she was willing to find out.

She walked to the closet in her private chamber and took out 
an outfit that could easily pass as human clothing. She dressed and 
checked herself out in the full-length mirror she recently had
installed in her room. 

The god-cloth skirt and blouse were loosely fitting and thin
enough to see through.  It was obvious that she had failed to don any
undergarments before putting them on.  She could readily see her 
own nipples through it. The bush of hair at her crotch was not
obscured in the least.  She smiled delightedly but the light failed to
warm her cold blue eyes. 

She slipped on a pair of flat shoes and tossed a slightly more
opaque cloak over her shoulders.  The cloak wasn’t thick enough to
totally block out the view of her body, but she cared little what
anyone in Na Réaltaí thought of her. She didn’t even care about any 
gossip they may spread.  She intended to walk, in this outfit with her
head held high, straight through the Droichead on her way to the
portal.  This late in the afternoon, the place would be full with
people wrapping up meetings and making plans.  Let them wonder.

Chéile wasn’t the least disappointed when everyone looked
her way as she passed them with her head high. She looked neither 
right nor left at anyone and she ignored a few catcalls thrown her
way by some of the more uncouth members of Ársa’s crew.  She
went down the hallway, into the transport room, selected her
destination, and stepped inside.  Moments later, she came solid
outside the squalid little city of Fogedge.  It was a port on the
southern tip of Amalith Island.  The obscurity of it was in her favor.

She looked around her and listened carefully. She wanted to
know what her surroundings were before she moved forward and
made her way to the docks. She fervently hoped she could pass
herself off as human, but she was quite doubtful that she would be
successful.  In all her scrying, she had never found a human being
who could rival her in beauty, but she made sure her long, silky,
platinum hair covered her pointed Elf’s ears.

She waved a hand and rendered herself invisible. It was a
trick she had recently learned in her long hours of practice and it
was one that would come in handy over time.  She hoped it would
hold because sometimes, it would fade if she moved too quickly or if
she knocked into something. This ability, like all of them for her,
was difficult to achieve and often had tentative results that
depended on many conditions being perfect. She didn’t want
anyone seeing her until she was ready. 

She picked her way, with some deliberation, through the
dank squalor toward the docks. The town was small and seemed
dim and grey to her.  It smelled bad, too. Of course, she could smell
the stench of humans but this was worse.  It was filth and offal 
heaped on top of filth and offal. She gagged several times as she
made her way down the dismal streets.

When she could clearly see the dock area, she paused and 
glanced around to get her bearings. She knew exactly the place she 
wanted.  She moved further into the area, sticking close to buildings
and shadows as she walked along the ill-lit street.  A drunk bumped 
into her and reached up to steady himself by grabbing her breasts
with both hands. He leered into her face and breathed his fetid 
breath on her, drawing another gag from her. She hadn’t realized
she was now visible. When did that happen?  When he bumped me, 
or before?

“So sorry, 
mum,” the man said.  “I didn’t see you there until I
bumped ye.  My, but you’re a fetching young thing.  I’ll give ya a
week’s pay to let me have a poke at ya. There’s a stack of kegs right 
over there, no one will see us.”

“No, thank you,” Chéile said politely.  She stifled the urge to 
hurl him from the dock and into the cold sea waters.

“Oh, ye’re a high and mighty bitch then, eh,” he said,
weaving and leaning in toward her again.

She swatted his hands downward and away from her.

“I’m busy,” she said, “and besides, my husband would have
your head for what you’ve already done to me.  Be gone.”

“Be gone?” the drunk said, pulling himself up straight.  “Be
gone?  What do you think you are? Some kind of a princess?”

Chéile smirked at him with thick condescension.  “As a
matter of fact, I do,” she purred. “In fact, I think I’m a goddess.”
She lifted her finger and flicked it in his direction.  The drunk flew
backward and landed with a heavy thud on the weathered boards of
the dock directly behind them. His head thwacked hard against the
planks and he lay inert. Chéile lifted her chin with a satisfied smile
before she turned away dismissively and continued on her journey.

A few yards down the street, she saw the sign she sought. A 
roughly cut and even more roughly painted board swung from rusty
chains on an arm that hung above a splintery door. The paint was
faded but still visible enough that she knew she had the right place.
The picture on the sign was an ox’s head, denoting the name of the
place as The Ox Head Pub.

The light within was as dim as the light on the street. The
few people inside were mostly so intoxicated they weren’t aware
anyone had entered. She looked around the room, hoping the one
particular man she sought was inside. 

Chéile spotted him at last, sitting sulkily in the far corner.
She could tell from the glittering of his eyes in the candlelight that
he was staring at her.  Her heart quickened in her chest.  She took a
deep breath that pushed her large breasts upward, straining them
against the thin cloth of her blouse.  She pushed the cloak back off
her shoulders so his view would be unhampered.

She was satisfied to note that his tongue flicked out quickly,
wetting his lips and his eyes flared more brightly for a moment.  She
walked with painstaking slowness over to his table. She stood
before him, in the glow of his candle’s light, allowing him to view her
body in all its glory, up close.  Obviously, the humans have a better
appreciation for large breasts than the Elves do.

“Máel?” Chéile asked with a warm, soft purr.

The man looked up at her questioningly.  He was thin, with
olive skin, and greasy brown hair hanging in ugly clumps to his
shoulders.  He was starting to go bald and had a pronounced
receding hairline.  His eyes were as dark as his hair. His lips were
thin, with the lower being far thicker than his nearly nonexistent 
upper.  His nose was prominent and slightly hooked.  He had a 
square chin and his face was beginning to wrinkle.

“Who in Ifreann are you?” the man asked gruffly as he
looked her over. His eyes kept coming back, repeatedly, to her large
breasts with their erect nipples and the bush at her crotch. He
swallowed hard as he dragged his eyes to her face.

“May I join you?” she asked.  She didn’t wait for an answer
but instead pulled the chair next to him out and slipped into it. She
was aware that several of the drunks had roused up from their
stupors and were watching her. The ones seated near one another
whispered and the buzz steadily rose as they pondered who she was 
and how Máel got so lucky.

Máel looked at her with amusement. “Please, do,” he said in
mock politeness. 

“I need something that you can help me with, Máel,” Chéile
said.  She decided not to fool around.  The place smelled terrible and
her stomach roiled from the stench.  Better to get right to the point;
I don’t want to stay in here any longer than necessary.

“What’s that?”

Chéile looked around the room at the drunks and the rising 
buzz from their surreptitiously voiced curiosity. “Is there
somewhere private we can go to talk?” she said, pouting her lips
prettily.

Máel nodded.  “I have a room upstairs,” he said.  He drained 
his amber colored drink and leaned toward her.  “But I have to warn
you, beauty,” he said in a low tone, “I never take women up to my
room unless they’re willing to—ah, be friendly.”  His tone was
suggestive and he raised his bushy eyebrow at her.

Chéile smiled coyly.  “That is something I am sure we can
discuss,” she said.

“Well, come on then,” he said gruffly, standing up and
scooting his chair back.  He held a dirty hand out to her and she took
it.

Chéile followed him to his room and was surprised to see
that it wasn’t at all dark and dank like the rest of the place.  In fact, it
was clean and well lit, though the coverlet on his bed had been
repaired more than a few times. 

“Have a seat,” he said.

She looked around and found that the only place to sit was
either on the chest at the foot of his bed or on the bed itself. She
opted for the chest.  “I would like to buy some of that substance you
sell,” she said.

His brow furrowed in a dark frown.  “What substance is
that?” he asked cautiously.

“That white powder you’re always selling to people who
come in here.” Chéile decided not to admit how much she knew
about him or his business. 

“How do you know about that?” His spine had gone rigid
and his fingers shook.  He shoved his hands in his pockets.

“Someone told me about it,” she said quickly, hoping her 
tone was sincere enough to put him at ease. 

“Who?”

“A woman I met on the docks,” she lied.  “She said she gives
it to her husband sometimes to make him—ah—friendlier,” she said,
mimicking his tone from before. 

“I see,” he said.  He moved into the room and sat on the bed.
He took his boots off and tossed them in a corner.  “And who was
this woman?”

She shook her head.  “I don’t know her name. I came here
for help, because you see, I love my husband but he’s not interested
in me, and I want a baby.”  She was surprised at the honesty of her
answer. 

“Well, if that’s all you want, honey, I can give it you, and you
won’t need to dope up your husband.”

Chéile shook her head.  “It has to be my husband’s child,”
she said.  “He will know if it isn’t.”

Máel laughed loudly.  “No man ever knows if a brat is his or
not, we just take our chances depending on whether or not we like
the bitch that pops it out.”

Chéile blushed. 

“Oh,” he said, laughing. “I see you think you’re a proper
lady.  I never had me one of them.  Let me tell you something,
honey, if a man needs to dope up to have a poke at you, he has
problems.  Are you sure he doesn’t like boys?”

“Oh, I’m sure,” she said.  “I think he’s fallen in love with
someone else and it’s terribly important for me to have his child.”

“How do you plan to pay for this dope you want?” he asked.
“And just so you know, it’s called lalin sik.”

“I’ll remember that, Máel,” she said.

“But I can give you what you need,” he said.  “How much do
you want?”

“How much would it take to make him want to bed me
without knocking him out?”

“How big is he?”

“He’s taller than me and outweighs me by at least one
hundred pounds,” she said.

Máel whistled.  “I can give you that much, but how to do plan
to make him take it?”

“I thought I would give it to him in a drink,” she said.

“It would have to be a sweet drink,” he said.  “This stuff runs
a little bitter.”

“I see,” she said. 

“And it would take a little more to do the job being drunk
like that.  And it would take longer, too.  So since I’ll have to give you
about twice as much for a guy that big and given that way, you’ll
have to pay a right dear price for it.”

“What are you asking?”

“Take off your clothes and get in my bed.  Once I’ve given
you a test run, you can have your drugs.”

She looked him over from the corner of her eye. She had 
been with two men of two different races, one Elfish and the other 
Ársa—whatever race he was.  Ársa, whom she always thought at
least had started out as human, was clearly beneath her in racial
equality, so how much lower would her standards be if she bedded
Máel?  He isn’t all that ugly.  I had planned to kill him to get it, but
this way might be better. It rather pleases me to think of having
Ársa after I’ve filled myself with another man’s juices. 

Chéile’s fingers shook as she reached up and unfastened her
cloak. She let it fall onto the chest where she sat. She stood up and 
stepped around the end of the bed to stand in front of Máel.  “You
have a deal, Máel,” she said.

She un-tucked the end of her blouse from the waistband of
her skirt and she stripped it off over her head.  She dropped it on the
floor. She smiled as Máel’s eyes widened and his mouth slacked
open with desire. She saw the bulge in his pants grow.

He stood up and began hastily stripping off his clothing as
she unfastened her skirt and dropped it to the floor at her feet.

Less than an hour later, Chéile returned to her room on Na
Réaltaí with her precious bag of ill-gotten drugs in her hand.  She
placed it on her desk and called her newly acquired Seirbhíseach,
Tola, to bring her a decanter of the sweetest Apple Fizz in the galley.

As soon as Tola left the decanter, and Chéile was alone, she
mixed the entire bag of lalin sik into the Apple Fizz and strode down
the hallway to her husband’s bedroom.  The sound of the shower
greeted her as she slipped inside. This is a pleasant surprise.  I
didn’t think he’d be here until much later.

Chéile set the decanter on Ársa’s side of the bed beside a
crystal glass. She took a seat at his small dining table where they
once shared intimate meals to nervously await his arrival.

1 day later 
Feralis 4, 763 

Westbarrow Beach
Galimir Province
Til’gaviel

Moriko, Adamen, Skill
“I don’t miss my teammates as much when you guys are
around,” Skill said as the three of them sat on the beach in the
moonlight. They huddled under a blanket because the wind was
fierce and the ocean air was cold.

“Do you ever see them anymore?” Adamen asked.  She had
grown fond of Skill and the stories she told about her past
adventures. 

“Not for a long time,” she said.

“Maybe we’ll meet them someday,” Adamen said.
“Maybe,” Skill said.

“Are they real?” Moriko asked.  “I mean your team does seem

a little farfetched.  I can’t imagine the Fae here having relationships
like that with humans and a vampire.”
“A vampire?” Skill said, her tone implying a mixture of
outrage and disbelief that anyone would say something so silly. “Dr. 
Roberts isn’t a vampire.  He’s a mummy.”

“Oh, so sorry,” Moriko said, but she didn’t sound at all sorry
to Skill.

“Why couldn’t we have met Oseyan on a warmer beach?” 
Skill asked, shivering.  She was in a larger form, now, and wedged
between the Lilitu and the goddess. 

“I don’t know.  I asked Oseyan a couple of weeks ago to check
on the Selkie for Adamen, and this is where he told me to meet him.”

“It’s cold here,” she complained.

“You didn’t have to come, Skill,” Moriko said.

“Oh, I couldn’t let you two go alone. Someone has to look
after you.”

Moriko and Adamen both giggled.

“What?” Skill asked with indignation.  “You aren’t done with
your crossbow lessons, Moriko, and if it wasn’t for me, Adamen
would have you standing around with your shoes hanging out of a
tree.”

“I have no desire to learn who I’ll marry,” Moriko said.

“Bah,” Skill said, “marriage is overrated.”

“How would you know?”

“Look,” Skill said, avoiding the subject, “there’s something
moving in the water.  Is that your Ocean God?”

Moriko looked where Skill indicated.  “I do believe it is.”

“Good evening, ladies,” Oseyan said walking up on the
beach. He had been naked when he rose from the water, but with a
wave of his hand, he was wearing a blue and black uniform similar 
to Moriko’s as he approached.  “It’s a little chilly tonight, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Skill agreed.

Moriko introduced Skill and Adamen to Oseyan.

“Why didn’t you build a fire?  It would have kept you warm
until I arrived.”  He snapped his fingers and a small heap of
firewood appeared. He passed a hand over it, making it burst into
flames.  “That should help until we’re done,” he said.

“Did you find Muirgan?” Adamen asked excitedly.

“I did,” Oseyan said.  “I’m afraid the news isn’t good, 
however.  She’s living with her bob far out at sea, she’s alive but she
is not well off.”  He had a grave expression his face.  “And her
husband, Aindréas is dead.”

“Dead?” Adamen said in shock.

“Yes, he was murdered,” Oseyan said. “Right before
Muirgan’s eyes. I didn’t speak to her, though I did speak to the elder 
of their bob.  He gave me as many details as he had. It happened
almost six months ago. She arrived home in rough shape after 
wandering the ocean for a month or more.  She held a private
conversation with her father the day she returned to the bob but she
hasn’t spoken since.”

“Oh, no,” Adamen said, shaking her head in disbelief.

“I don’t know what to make of her story,” Oseyan said.  “She
said the human who held her captive, Yann, found them on an
island and he sneaked up, invisible, and cut Aindréas’ throat.”

“Invisible?” the three females said in questioning unison.

“How is that possible?” Moriko asked.

“That’s what I wondered,” Oseyan said. “We all know
humans cannot manage such a feat on their own.”

“He’s human, a plain old human,” Adamen said.

“Without magic or a special charm, a human couldn’t do it,”
Skill said.  “There aren’t any humans in this realm who possess the
kind of magic that would take.”

Oseyan warmed his hands over the fire.  “You’re absolutely
right.  I went to Blackpool to find this Yann fellow and find out more
about the situation.”

“Did you find him?”

“Aye, Adamen, I did.  He was almost too wasted to be of any
use, but I did manage to sober him up enough to learn a little.  He
described a woman, small and slender, with long black hair, and
sweet, soft features, about your size, Adamen. This woman had 
black eyes and pointed ears.  Does she sound familiar to any of
you?”

“Aye, Oseyan,” Adamen said, her tone was as grave as
Oseyan’s face had been.  “I believe the woman is my mother, Queen
Erish.”

“That makes sense.  She gave him a wishbone charm that
allowed him to row his dory invisibly through the water and moor
on the island where Muirgan and Aindréas were.  It also allowed
him to sneak up on them invisible, as well.  He remained invisible
until…”

“Until he attacked Aindréas,” Skill said. “Typical invisibility
magic. There are two types. There is the kind that lets you be
invisible until you move, and there’s kind that lets you be invisible
until you attack.  Creatures that cannot invis themselves naturally 
can only do those two types.  It’s the physics of the mortal world,” 
she said.

Her three companions looked at her oddly; all were
surprised to hear such serious dialog from the normally lighthearted, fun-loving Pixie.

“Right,” Oseyan said.  “Yann sneaked up and sliced Aindréas’
throat.  Muirgan ran away into the sea with her pelt as fast as she
could go.  She hid in the waves until Yann left in his boat, before
returning to the beach and put Aindréas’ skin on his dead body and
dragged him back into the water.”

A strangled noise escaped Adamen.  “Why would my mother
do this?” she asked, shaking her head.  “I didn’t think she was
capable of this kind of meanness. Granted, she’s been hard and 
demanding but not like this.”

“Muirgan is heartbroken, angry, and completely bereft.”

“Who could blame her?” Moriko said.  “I would want revenge 
if it were me.”

“I surely cannot blame her,” Adamen said.

“I hope Muirgan gets well and kills that mac soith,” Skill
muttered before she disappeared, leaving her companions to finish
their talk with Oseyan without her.  She returned with an armful of
driftwood for the fire as he was returning to the ocean.

“I can’t believe Erish would do such a thing,” Adamen said.
“But, I didn’t believe she would have forced a Selkie to kidnap me
and bring me home, either.”

“You are probably better off if she doesn’t realize you are
aware of this, Adamen,” Moriko advised.

“I am sure of it,” she said.  “I cannot abandon my people and 
I need to stay close to make sure she doesn’t harm any of them.”

“Perhaps you should see about removing her from power,”
Moriko said. 

Adamen shook her head.  “I don’t think that’s possible.
However, I will keep an eye on her and I’ll stop her if I see anything
untoward happening in our grove.”

“Skill and I will check in on you from time to time as well. 
But I don’t think you should stay with your mother in her house any 
longer.”

“Oh, I’m not,” she said. “I’ve been staying with some friends 
at the edge of our grove.”

“Good idea,” Moriko said.

“What’s that noise?” Skill asked looking around.  She quickly
popped into her Pixie form and vanished in less than a heartbeat.

The other two, at Skill’s alarm, disappeared as well, though
they stayed near the fire. 

The air crackled around them again, and the ground shook. 
A tall, blonde woman appeared before them, on the opposite side of
the fire from where they were. Moriko recognized her instantly.

“Ah there you are,” Chéile said as Moriko became visible
again.   

I will never run away from this bitch. “What do you want,
Chéile?” she asked coldly.

“I came to warn you,” Chéile said, looking down her haughty
nose at the smaller woman, as Moriko rose to her feet.  “Stay away
from my husband,” she spat. “Or you’ll be very, very sorry.”

“I haven’t seen your husband,” Moriko answered in a like
tone to the one Chéile had used.  “If you can’t keep up with him, it’s
not my problem.”

Chéile narrowed her powder blue eyes at her rival and said, 
“I know he’s looking for you, and you’d better remember he’s off
limits.”

“He’s my commander,” Moriko said.  “If I have business with
him, I will not shirk my duty for you. I’ll see him when I see him.”

Chéile raised her fist to Moriko and punched the air from
across the fire. The breath in Moriko’s lungs went out in a woof and
she flew backward several feet, landing on her back and sliding
across the sand into a dune.

Moriko was up instantly and hurling a powerful punch at
Chéile’s face.  In the same instant, Adamen and Skill both launched 
an attack.  A tiny, silver bolt flew through the air and landed,
burying itself deep into the woman’s right calf.

Chéile yelped in pain as a barrage of hen’s eggs smacked into
her, exploding on her head and face in rapid succession.  Adamen
reached into her pouch once more and pulled out another handful,
ready to launch those, too. 

Chéile screamed and limped a few steps away before pulling
the crossbow bolt from her leg. She dropped it on the sand and 
Traveled away. 

“What the Ifreann?” Adamen asked, placing her eggs
carefully back into the pouch.

“Yeah, what in the Outer Darkness,” Skill asked. “Don’t you
think it’s a little weird to carry eggs around in a sack tied to your
belt?”

Adamen shrugged.  “Raccoons like them,” she said.

“How come they don’t break in your pouch?”

Adamen shrugged.  “I have no clue. It’s a special pouch,
Moriko made it for me.  It’s like hers.”

“It’s a laghdaigh bag,” Moriko said.

“I want a la-dedah pouch, too,” Skill said, eyeing it 
covetously. 

“I’ll make you one, Skill,” Moriko said.  “Don’t get any bright
ideas about taking hers.”

Skill shrugged.  “I’ll wait for the pouch,” she said.  “It’s the
eggs I’m interested in, now.”

“You can’t eat them raw,” Adamen said, wrinkling her nose
in distaste.

“We could cook them if we had a skillet.”

“I have a skillet,” Moriko said as if this was a perfectly
normal conversation.  She reached into her pack and withdrew her
camping skillet. 

As they scrambled the eggs, Skill asked, “Who was that bitch
anyway?”

Adamen said, “Was that…”

Moriko said, “Yep that was Chéile. Doesn’t Ársa have good 
taste, though?”

24 days later 
Feralis 28 763

Springmeadow, Old Cliff 
Cardosa

Muirgan
Unbeknownst to anyone in the bob, Muirgan was aware of 
Oseyan’s visit to check on her. He had asked many questions about
her.  She knew that he had come at the behest of Adamen.  Her heart
was heavy for her own loss, but she was pleased to know that
Adamen was safe.  Hopefully, her child was, too.  She didn’t think
she could bear it if that child was dead and she had lost Aindréas,
too.

Muirgan awoke early in the morning on the day she decided
to be the sword of justice in an unfair world.  She realized she had
made a decision during the night, though it had taken her over six 
months to get to that place.  It was the first night’s sleep she had
experienced that didn’t end in her waking, screaming in terror,
racked with the shakes and a cold sweat When she awoke, 
everything was clear in her mind for the first time.  She would grieve
for decades, perhaps centuries. She would never forget what Yann
had done. When she opened her eyes to greet the sunrise, she knew 
with certainty what she must do.  The only thing she lacked was the
knowledge of how to exact her revenge. 

She spent several weeks tailing Moriko across Lerien.  She
was grateful that Moriko preferred walking and it was in her favor
that she also liked camping near water.  It wasn’t always salt water, 
but at least it afforded Muirgan the opportunity to return to her skin
to swim and eat.  She wasn’t adept at living on land even though she
had done it for nearly two years.

She found she was learning more than she expected from
following Moriko and watching her.  She was grateful Moriko wasn’t
in a hurry to do anything except interact with her environment. One
of the first things she learned about Moriko was the woman’s
character.  She found her to be kind, considerate, and empathetic to
the living creatures around her.  She found her to be honorable.

Muirgan meant Moriko no harm.  She was following her
because of her relationship with Adamen.  She had followed Oseyan 
to the beach the night he met the three of them, Moriko, Adamen, 
and an unknown Pixie. She had lingered, watching them after
Oseyan had returned to the ocean. She had seen the goddess come
and attack them.  She had seen the trio rally against her, sending her
scurrying away. 

In that moment, a kernel of an idea was born in Muirgan’s
head and she intended to nurture it into a full-grown plan, and so 
she continued following Moriko, waiting for her opportunity to see
Chéile again. She knew she’d be back. Chéile isn’t the kind to take a 
shot and leave it alone, Muirgan thought.  And so far, she was right.
Chéile had come back three times during the last week.  Moriko had
faced her alone each time and they had argued, spat words at one
another, but Chéile hadn’t physically attacked her again.  Muirgan
was sure it was because Chéile didn’t have the advantage yet, and 
was equally sure that would change the instant she felt things were
in her favor. 

What I am waiting for,
 she thought, as she trod along
several paces behind Moriko, is for Chéile to linger after Moriko
left, rather than running off like a scalded dog.  So far, that
opportunity had been elusive. That’s all right.  I can be patient.  I
have no one to go home to anymore.

As they made their way through the forest path, Muirgan
took care to keep a discreet distance behind Moriko and move as
silently as possible.  Moriko stopped walking unexpectedly and
stood still listening. Suddenly, a woman appeared before her, but it
wasn’t Chéile.  Muirgan moved closer for a better look and
recognized her as Anoba, the guardian of the river.

“Hail, Moriko,” Anoba said.
“Hello, sister,” Moriko answered back.  “What brings you
here?”

“I came to invite you to Na Réaltaí for the banquet we’re 
having tonight.”

“No, thank you,” Moriko said.

“Don’t you even want to know what the banquet is for?”

“No,” Moriko said, shaking her head.

“I told Ársa it wouldn’t work.”

“He sent you here?”

“Yes,” Anoba said.  “But you are getting an award, so you 
might want to reconsider coming.”

Moriko shook her head. “I don’t need to be there for that, or
anything else.”

“You’re getting an award for taking on the Fae.”

“Someone had to, they need protection. It makes sense for 
me to do it.”

“I’ll help you out, though, Moriko,” Anoba said.  “There’s no
sense in you doing it all alone. There are, after all, a lot of Fae folk 
who live in the water.”

“I appreciate that,  Anoba,” Moriko said.  “I do have my
Tardigrada suit here, but I won’t turn down an offer of help.” She
patted the small bag at her hip, indicating that she kept her hard
armor suit in the bag with her other belongings.  The Tardigrada suit
would allow her to survive in unfavorable conditions, including
extreme temperatures, airless, weightless conditions and even the
intense pressures in the ocean depths.

“Have you seen Chéile again?”

“She’s managed to find me three times more,” Moriko said.
“I don’t know how she’s doing it, though.”

Anoba shrugged. “I don’t either, but I can only assume that 
she is getting better at Traveling.  She’s been studying and practicing
different skills, I’ve noted.”

“She intends to be as big a danger as she can possibly be.”

“She’s  fou,” Anoba said, using a slang term for crazy.  “I
absolutely believe that she is the viper my mother spoke of.”

“Did you ask her?  Your mother, I mean, not Chéile.  I doubt
she would admit to her true nature.”

“I haven’t had the opportunity.  Lately, she has been feeding
me information about The Prophecy without me being able to speak
directly to her. I hope she will soon.”

“You’ll be fou, too, before too long,” Moriko said with
a 
laugh.

“I wanted to ask you something, Moriko,” Anoba said.

“What’s that?”

“I wanted to ask you to keep an eye out for people talking 
about having children with the gods.  According to The Prophecy,
it’s about to become a critical issue.”

“Oh, mo dhia,” Moriko said.  “Is that already going on?”

“Yes, some of these people will be adults by now, so we
should be seeing some impact from it.  If you hear stories of people
being accused of strange crimes, or witchcraft or anything like that,
let me know so I can investigate.”

“Are you expecting that sort of thing?”

“Oh, yes,” Anoba said.  “I’m expecting that and more.  You
know how humans react to things that are new and different.”

“Yes,” Moriko said, “They kill it.”

“Precisely,” Anoba said.  “And there are some of them that 
we cannot allow it to happen to.”

“How do we tell the difference?”

“Oh, I know the difference,” Anoba said.  “I cannot get into
specific names, however, but there are some of these hybrids that 
will be far more important than others.”

“I suppose that Adamen’s child is one of these,” Moriko said.

“Yes,” Anoba said.  She and Moriko understood one another
and the Forest Goddess knew she wouldn’t sugar coat anything to 
save someone’s feelings.  “He is, Moriko, he’s vitally important. I 
can’t say why, or how, but he will be important many, many years 
from now.”

“I guess there will be others who are as crucial to the world,” 
Moriko said. 

Muirgan’s heart pounded as she eavesdropped on their
conversation.  While she didn’t fully understand the implications of
this prophecy they spoke of, she realized that she unwittingly played
a part in nearly derailing one crucial aspect of it.  If she hadn’t
contacted Ársa at Adamen’s request, that child would likely be dead. 
She knew it was Erish’s intention to kill him at birth.  Bitterness
swelled in her heart for Erish.  She was relieved to know that Erish 
had been thwarted and the child had survived.

“Yes, Moriko, there will be. Some of them will be my own.
And I tell you, I am not looking forward to any of that part of The
Prophecy.”

“What will you do, Anoba?  Any children you have with
mortals or whatever won’t be able to be raised on Na Réaltaí.”

“And I wouldn’t want them to be,” she said. “I shall leave
them all with their mortal parent.  I have never truly wanted any
children.  I know you realize that men, generally speaking, are not
my…um…thing.”

“I kind of knew that, Anoba,” Moriko said with an odd blush 
and shy grin.  “Some people we left behind in the old world had
some issues with it, but I don’t think anyone who came along with 
us from the old world is among those. If there are any prejudices 
these days, it’s only among the mortals.”

“I hate that we had to start them off only a few centuries
ahead of how they started out last time.”

“Light years ahead, even if they are still backward,” Moriko
reasoned.  “At least this time they didn’t start out in caves.”

“True,” Anoba said.  “Still, if we had been allowed to start
them off in a better spot, this whole world would likely last longer
and be a lot more peaceful.  I think we should have set them up to
govern and live as we know they should.”

“I agree, but we were outvoted.  I still don’t understand how
that group managed to sway a majority of votes.”

“I think there were a handful of proponents of this backward
thinking among our fellow officers, and they managed to rally
enough of the lower Envoy into siding with them.  They won by only
a handful of votes.”

“That would make sense.”

“I want you on my side in this endeavor.  The most
important thing, to me, is building this land for the hybrids as
technologically advanced as we can make it.  I want to start them off
where Lerien should have started—where it would have started had
it not been for the opposition.”

“I agree, and I’ll stand with you, absolutely.  You can count
on me.  And this one won’t be up for a vote, either, so I don’t see why
we can’t do it however we please.”

“That’s the best part about this thing; we can leave out all the
troublemakers from our Envoy.  I’d like you to keep an eye out, in
your travels around Lerien, for these Narcene and how they’re
treated as they develop and show their abilities.”

“Narcene?  Is that what they’re to be called?”

“It’s what my mother called them.”

“All right, I’ll let you know when I hear things.”

“When we build a separate place for them, Mother said it will
be called MeánAosta,” Anoba said.

“What are we waiting for?”

“We need to see how things go with the mortals, but I agree
that we should go ahead and get started planning it, rather than
waiting. We need to keep it a secret and not involve a lot of the
others. If we knew which faction of them rallied the Envoy against 
us before, it would help us determine who to avoid.”

“I think the smaller the group of us working on this project,
the better.  I won’t pretend I don’t know which faction of them is to
blame, Anoba.  It isn’t helping us to give them a free pass like that.”

“You’re right, I have a difficult time giving up on diplomacy.
It will take longer if we work with a smaller group, but I agree,
Moriko,” Anoba said.  “Who do you suggest?”

“Oseyan, Grannus, Gealach, and her daughter Ída, and most
of the nature Envoy,” she replied.  “And many of the Ethereals, but
none of the Sins and Sorrows.”

“The Sins and Sorrows?” Anoba asked with a laugh.  “Who
are those?”

Moriko smiled, saying, “Hermolaos, Éadomhain, they are the
Sins.  He’s definitely lechery and she’s vanity for sure.  His sister and
brother in law, Éad, and Vibol, they are definitely deceit and
jealousy.  The Sorrows would be Éadóchas, Ochón, and his brother 
Bhrón.  They are definitely despair, woe, and sorrow, in that order.”

Anoba laughed. “I have never heard a more accurate
assessment of them. Did you know Éadomhain recently had a little
boy?  They named him Evaris.”

“Oh, great, that’s all we need, more of them.”

“Éadomhain announced last night, very proudly, I might
add, that she’s pregnant for the third time.”

“They seem to be making up for others’ lack of breeding.”

“Unfortunately,” Anoba agreed.  “It’s the worst group of
them to be doing it, too.  In addition, Éad and Vibol also had a baby.
He’s a fat, nasty little thing they named Craos.  He’s always
quivering and drooling.” Anoba shuddered.

Moriko shuddered. “I’m not sure I want to hear any more
about what’s happening in Na Réaltaí,” she said.

“Then let’s return to our topic of how we build Meán-Aosta, 
and who is going to help,” Anoba said.

Moriko happily complied with that suggestion by asking,
“Will the Weather Envoy be involved? Or will they be on standby
since the weather is already established?”

“I thought having them on standby was a good idea in case 
anything goes wrong.”

Moriko nodded.  “I agree,” she said.  “But will The Creator?”

Anoba lifted her chin to acknowledge that she had noted the
change in Moriko’s tone when she mentioned Ársa.  “I think Ársa
will agree with us,” she said quietly.

“You can count on me,” Moriko said.  “I’ll watch for changes
and when you’re ready to get started with the new creation, let me
know.”

“Even if that means working closely with Ársa?”

“I’m working on coming to terms with my feelings about
Ársa,” she said.  “Right now, I’m at the bitterness stage.”

Anoba laughed, but she knew Moriko was serious, all the
same.  “Say, do you feel that change in the air?”

“Uh-oh,” Moriko said. “The last time I felt the air shaking
thing like that, Chéile showed up a few minutes later.  However she’s
Traveling, it seems to disturb the air around where she lands.”

“Let’s hope that doesn’t change, it serves as an early warning
system.”

Moriko laughed.  “That it does.  Unfortunately, I am not in 
the mood to mess with her.  How about we go check out a village 
near here? I hear the innkeeper cooks a great stew and I think there
may be a hybrid or two living there. I recall hearing some stories a
decade or so ago.  We should check it out.”

Still  in hiding, Muirgan’s palms became sweaty at Moriko’s
announcement of Chéile’s imminent arrival. She hoped she’d get
her chance at the newly made goddess.

“Sure, let’s go.  It would be funny, though, to see the look on
her face when she gets here and finds you gone.”

Moriko held out her hand.  “Come on, I’ll take you there.”

Anoba took Moriko’s hand and they instantly vanished,
leaving nothing but a few scuff marks in the middle of the sandy
path where they had stood.

Muirgan’s dark eyes watched around her carefully as she
moved closer to the spot where they had been. The air felt heavy
suddenly as she waited.

Instantly, as she moved into the pathway, a woman appeared
before her.  Muirgan stopped and stood frozen in mid-step as she
waited for Chéile to turn and see her.  Her mind raced as she went
over her plans again, hoping her choices would be the right ones to
appease this woman.  She didn’t want to die in the middle of a dirty
lane at the hands of a psychotic goddess. 

Chéile turned, looking around her and Muirgan knew she
was looking for Moriko. When the woman turned, at last, in her
direction and her pale blue eyes locked on the Selkie in human form,
Muirgan dropped to her knees and hung her head.

“Goddess Lady Chéile,” she said.  She hoped her tone
conveyed the proper inflection of whatever emotion would satisfy
Chéile. 

“Who are you?” the woman asked sharply.

Muirgan stole a glance up at the tall woman but didn’t move
to stand back up.  “My name is Muirgan, my lady,” she said.

“Where is Moriko?  What are you doing here?”

“Moriko was here a few moments ago, but she left with
Anoba.”

Chéile spat on the ground.  “Anoba?  What a waste. Where
did they go?”

Muirgan shook her head. “I do not know, my lady,” she said.

“Stand up,” Chéile said.

Muirgan did as commanded and she stole another glance at 
Chéile from the corner of her eye. “The only thing they said was that
they were going to find the Fae woman Ársa is seeing,” she said,
hoping this would rivet Chéile’s attention.

She was not disappointed when the Elfin woman’s head
snapped to her with renewed interest.  “What?” she said in a voice
that rose to a higher pitch.

Muirgan nodded. “Anoba came to see her and told her about 
a woman, a Fae woman, Ársa has been seeing.”

“How do you know all this?” Chéile asked suspiciously.

Muirgan blushed a bit as she answered. “I overheard them. 
I was in the woods, there,” she said, pointing back to the place where
she had stood listening. “I was trying to find a briar patch my
grandmother used to tell me stories about, and they came walking 
along while I was hidden there. I didn’t mean to listen, I couldn’t
help it.”

Chéile laughed. “All the better for me, then,” she said.  
“What did they say about this woman?  Who is she?”

“Her name is Erish, ma’am,” Muirgan said.  “His lover is
Queen Erish of the Lilitu Fae.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes, my lady,” Muirgan said sincerely.  “That’s what they
said.”

“I never heard of Erish before,” she said. “Unless there are
more I am not aware of, I have now identified two of the women of
his cheating heart, Moriko and Erish.”

“Moriko was pretty angry that he was cheating on her with
Erish.”

“Is she going to find this Erish?” Chéile asked.

“I think so,” Muirgan said.  “She said she was going to warn
Erish about him then she would be done with Ársa. She made a
comment about him being married to a nasty whore or something.”
Muirgan felt a twinge of guilt at lying about Moriko, but she wanted
to snare Chéile more. 

Chéile laughed.  “That little girl is hardly more than a gnat on
a dog,” she said.  “But, please, tell me more about Erish.  She seems
to be two of the things I hate most in this world.”

“What’s that, my lady?” Muirgan asked.

“Why, she’s my rival and she’s a Fae.”

“I see,” Muirgan said.

“Do you know where I can find this Erish?” Chéile asked.

“No ma’am,” she said, “but if you’d like to meet again later, I 
can try to find out for you.  I know an old woman who claims to have 
a direct link to the Fae.”

“I can do that,” Chéile said.  “What’s your name again?”

“Muirgan,” the Selkie in human form said.  It annoyed her
that Chéile didn’t bother to remember her name for even a few
minutes.  She masked her irritation and bobbed a curtsy.  It was 
brief, hastily done, and completely uncoordinated, which lent itself 
to her act far better than if she had pulled it off with grace.

“Muirgan,” Chéile said.  “Very well, where would you like us 
to meet and when?”

“It’ll take a while to get to the old woman, ma’am, so how
about we meet in Blackpool in a week?”

“Blackpool?  Is that on Corath?”

“Yes, my lady,” Muirgan said with sweet politeness.  “It’s on
the coast of Catormad Province.” Muirgan chose that spot because
she was familiar with it and it was only a few provinces away from
where Erish’s Lilitu lived. She didn’t want to send Chéile on her way
yet; she wanted time to string her along a bit before she gave her the
information. 

“All right,” Chéile said. “I’ll meet you on the beach at
Blackpool, Catormad in one week at this same time.”

“I’ll be there,” Muirgan said.  She had also chosen it because
it would give her an opportunity to even the score with Yann.  She
had plans of her own in that quarter.

“Give me your button,” Chéile said, pointing at one of the
tiny buttons that fastened the blouse she had stolen from a
clothesline when she first started following Moriko. 

“My button?” Muirgan asked in confusion.

“Yes,” Chéile said impatiently.  “I cannot Travel as well as
some of the others can yet, so I will need a personal item of yours in
order to come straight to you.”

“I see,” Muirgan said.  “Do you have a knife?  I hate to tear a
button off if I can cut it. You see, this is my only good blouse and I
don’t want to ruin it.”

Chéile sighed in exasperation. She reached out and touched 
the button on Muirgan’s blouse.  It popped off as she held it with her
thumb and forefinger. 

“I’ll see you in one week,” Chéile said before she
disappeared. 

Muirgan exhaled loudly in relief when she stood alone in the
middle of the path.  She was glad Chéile hadn’t asked her how she
was going to get to Blackpool from here. 

Springmeadow was thousands of miles from Blackpool and it
would take her the better part of the week to swim there even if the
currents were in her favor.  Knowing she had a grueling trip ahead
of her, Muirgan hurriedly made her way back to the waters.  She
opened the pouch hanging from her belt and pulled out her pelt. 
She slipped it on and submerged herself in the waters of the
Jeredian Sea.  She set a northwesterly course toward the Afrona Sea.

16 days later
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Chinquapin Brake 
Mirus, Corath 

Ársa
Ársa had hunted for Moriko for months. She was 
deliberately hiding from him but he never stopped looking for her. 
While he hadn’t stopped, he had lessened his searches.  He no
longer actively tried to locate her and Travel to catch her. She was
blocking him from locating her. He still searched for her on a daily
basis, though now, it was half-hearted. He approached each attempt 
with a defeated attitude and no longer expected anything of her.  He
still, from time to time, sent her messages via their gan-sreangs. He
never got a response unless he sent it as an official order, in which 
case, he got a terse one-word reply refusing to cooperate. 

He knew she was alive and well, for he continued to ask his
sister about Moriko.  Anoba saw her frequently and they were as
close as they had ever been, if not closer.  She told Anoba about
Chéile’s attacks and confrontations that were happening with 
alarming regularity.  When Ársa confronted Chéile about them, the
woman merely shrugged and replied that she didn’t have to suffer a
philandering husband as part of their marriage vows.  She ignored
his protests that he had never had an affair with Moriko.  Chéile was
convinced otherwise.

He expected nothing different today when he searched for
Moriko.  He was surprised when he actually managed to lock in on 
her without her instantly disappearing.  Ársa kept her as his target
long enough get a location on her.  Not believing his good fortune,
he immediately Traveled to her. 

Ársa came solid in a swampy-forested area.  He stood and
looked around to get his bearings.  He was in Mirus, Corath, but he
hadn’t been here in the flesh before.  He looked down to find himself 
mid-calf deep in swampy, murky water. The trees were old growth
here, mostly untouched by human life.  They were tall, with a wider
girth than his arms could span.  There were long tendrils of thick,
grey moss hanging from the feathery-leaved branches of cypress 
trees. Cypress knees popped out of the water everywhere. On the
few patches of solid ground that he could see, some of them were old
enough and big enough to form benches.

Making his way to the nearest one, Ársa climbed up to stand 
on the widest knee protruding from the muddy water. Algae and
tiny little water plants covered most of the surface as far as he could
see. Many of the trees were thin in the deeper, more congested part
of the swamp, growing too close together for a person to 
comfortably get between.  Looking around, he could see, as the
forest moved on in the other direction, where the trees grew sparser
and larger and the water was more open. The water had enormous 
water lily pads growing on the surface. Many of them were large 
enough to support the weight of small land animals.

This place, while not traditionally so, was still a forest and
one of exquisite, quiet beauty.  It was peaceful and serene here and
he felt instantly at home.  He closed his eyes and breathed in the
smells of the swamp.  It was both musty and clean, he was surprised
to note. He could hear birds calling high up in the trees as well as
other animals among the branches.  He looked around at the water
surrounding him and decided the best way to navigate was hovering
until he came to higher, firmer ground. 

He closed his eyes again, this time to focus on his prey.  He
needed to home in on Moriko and make his way to her.  He strongly
felt her presence and knew exactly where to go. He waved a hand
over his boots to clear them of mud before he moved in her
direction.  Another quick pass dried them and restored them to their
original state.  He took care to stay inches above the water’s surface.

After a few minutes, he felt her presence grow stronger and
he knew he was nearing her location.  He could see open water,
perhaps a river, through the trees up ahead. There was a structure
here, he noted. He thought it odd that someone had actually built
something in this remote place.

As he neared the area, he could see an open channel, a 
waterway running between two thickly forested groups of trees.
Whether it was a river or a stream, he didn’t know, but he instantly
realized that this was something his sister and Moriko had
collaborated to create.  He smiled at the simple charm of the place.

At the edge of the channel, he saw, cloaked in trees draped
heavily in moss, a rundown white building built on pilings so that its
floor was several feet above the ground near the water’s edge. It had 
a porch that wrapped around all four sides, a set of steps leading
down to a long pier and dock on the water. The paint on the
building was faded and peeling in places, but the windows were all
intact even if they hung at oddly skewed angles. The door was ajar
but the interior of the place was dim.

From his vantage point, no boat was visible at the end of the
dock.  He moved closer, out of curiosity, and as he neared so he
could see the end of the dock, he saw her sitting with her back
toward the swamp. She was fishing as she sat cross-legged on the
end of the pier. She was wearing a battered straw hat but he
recognized the unruly ropes of matted dark brown hair as Moriko’s.
Ársa hovered at the edge of the tree line, where the boggy ground
gave way to the muddy soup of the swamp, gazing at her back and
smiling, careful not to breathe too loudly and disturb the moment.

Without turning around, 
Moriko said, “Well, Ársa, what are
you waiting for?  Either join me or leave, now that you’ve intruded.”

Ársa chuckled.  She had known he was here all along.  He
realized she had allowed him to find her.  That’s progress, right?
He moved forward and stood on the rough-hewn boardwalk for a
moment, savoring the sight of her.

“Good afternoon, Moriko,” he said, walking with a light tread
down the dock to sit beside her.

“Good afternoon, Ársa,” she said, flashing a smile at him and
peeking at him from the corner of her eye. “You treacherous 
bastard.”

“What kind of fish are you going for?” he asked.

“Catfish,” she said, pointing at a stringer that hung from a
metal ring on the edge of the post holding up the dock.

Ársa looked around as he sat beside her. He looked up and
down the channel running right in front of the house.  “Whose place
is this?” he asked.

She looked at him and frowned. “It’s mine,” she said. “You 
don’t mind, do you?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head.  “I have my own place, too,”
he said.

“So I’ve heard,” she said with an acerbic tone.

“Have you now?”

“Yes, Ársa, I have,” she said.  “I know about your dalliance
that produced your little Fae son.”

“Oh,” Ársa said.  “I’m sorry, Moriko.  I was a coward and I
should have told you.”

“You should have told me lots of things,” she said. “I’m not
surprised.  It was always my contention that you could not keep that
thing in your pants and that’s exactly why I have been reluctant to
participate in your peculiar brand of love.”

“I’ve given you much ammunition to make you feel that way,
Moriko,” he said. “I don’t blame you for feeling betrayed.  But I am
truly sorry and if I could go back and not be such a damned fool, I
would.”

Moriko grunted.  “Well, since we both know that’s one of the
things even we cannot do, I guess it’s a safe declaration.  One you’ll
never let me down about since I’ll never prove it’s a lie.”

“I won’t lie to you, ever again, Moriko, I promise.  Even if the
truth is ugly and hurts us both.”

“Ársa, spare me,” she said, waving her hand dismissively.
“We all know that your solution to that one is to neglect to tell me
anything.”

“I’m not the one who’s been hiding out down here,” he said.

“I’ve not been hiding, I’ve been screening my calls,” she said. 
Her tone was serious but she couldn’t keep from smiling, letting him
know she had, indeed, been hiding from him.

“Well, Moriko,” Ársa said with a suddenly quiet and serious
tone.  “I guess since I’m making a new truthful and transparent 
chapter in our relationship, I had better tell you this.”

“Uh-oh,” she said.

“Chéile is pregnant.”

Moriko’s mouth thinned to a hard, tight line.  She didn’t
make any sound or move at all even though there was a clear, hard
tug on her fishing line.  After a few moments, she merely nodded her
head.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. 

Moriko said, “Just keep her away from me.  I have too much
to do with all the forests and all the Fae, to put up with shit out of
that crazy bitch.”

“I’ll see what I can do, Moriko, but honestly, I don’t know
how I can stop her.”

Moriko snorted derisively. 

Ársa said with a slightly indignant tone, “It’s true, Moriko.  I
don’t know how she’s doing it. She never displayed any real
Traveling ability when we assessed her after her Alteration.  She
uses the transportation room because she’s still not much good at 
Traveling.  I don’t know how she’s managing to find you
specifically.”

“Lucky me,” Moriko said.

“And while you may be her most frequent target, you aren’t
the only one. She came to Lerien and destroyed the Flower Fae once
and she burned out the Elves.”

“I know about those.  We have to do something about those
attacks on the Fae, Ársa, whether you like it or not. They are my
charges, at your request.  And I will do whatever I have to do to 
protect them now that they’re mine, and that includes killing your
wife.”

“Hopefully she will be preoccupied for at least the next few
months or so.”

Moriko scoffed.  “I am sure she can’t wait to hustle her
chubbies down here and show off what she’s done.”

Ársa agreed with Moriko but he declined to say so. “Look,
Moriko,” he said, touching her gingerly on the arm.  “I’m sorry.  I
was stupid and I should let you kick my ass. I would if I thought it
would make you love me again.”

“I love you, Ársa,” she said.  “I just don’t trust you.”

“Do you think someday we could be friends again?”

“We never stopped being friends, you idiot.  And I never
stopped loving you, but we can’t be any more than that.  There’s too
much to overcome.”

“I understand,” he said.  “Does that mean you’ll start obeying
my orders and come to Na Réaltaí?”

Moriko laughed. It was more of an abrasive bray than a real 
laugh. “No,” was all she said.

Ársa nodded.  “So where did this place come from?” he
asked.

“From you, stupid,” she said.  “From you and me and Anoba,
it’s the creation of all of us together.”

“We did a good job, didn’t we?”

“I think so, but most people find the swamp pretty dismal.”

“It’s hot and steamy here,” he said.  “Is the water
swimmable?”

“If you want your penis bitten off by an alligator, I guess it
is,” Moriko said.

“Eww,” Ársa said.  “I guess I’ll pass.  I’ll stay hot and sweaty.”

“Probably a good idea,” she said.  “Or you could go back to
Na Réaltaí.”

Ignoring her suggestion, Ársa said, “Where did the house
come from?”

“I built it,” she said.

“With,” Ársa said, waving his hand around in a similar
fashion he had used when he cleared the mud from his boots.

Moriko shook her head.  “I physically built it,” she said.
“Hammers, nails and saws, the whole thing. Anoba helped me, and 
so did Oseyan and a few others.”

“I’m impressed,” Ársa said.  “When did that happen?”
“Over the course of the last year or so,” she said.
“Where was I?” he asked, frowning a bit.

“You, my darling, were chasing Elf maidens and making Fae 
babies,” she said.

“I get the feeling that this place is significant,” he said,
choosing to ignore her comment.

“It is,” she said.  “This is a replica of my family home in the
old world before it began to die.  It was one of the first areas flooded
by the massive sea storms before the droughts came.”

“You came from…” he paused a moment, choosing his words.
“Humble beginnings,” he said at last.

Moriko laughed. “I came from the bayous in the southland,” 
she said.  “I’m a child of the swamp and I won’t apologize to anyone
for it.”

Ársa caught her defiant tone and was quick to placate her. “I
don’t see that there is anything to apologize for, Moriko.  I was 
surprised.  I think most of us have some secrets pertaining to our
backgrounds.”

“I hardly think I’m the only one who set out to duplicate my
ancestral home, Ársa,” she said.

“No, I suppose you’re not.  The home I built on Amalith is a
replica of the vacation home we had when Anoba and I were
children.”

Moriko nodded.  “Our backgrounds were very different.”

“That’s true, but our lives and directions haven’t been.”

Moriko pulled in her fishing line and wrapped it up, securing
the hook in her beat up cork before she stood up.  “I don’t know
about that, Ársa,” she said.  “We’ve made some pretty different life
choices, you and I.”

Ársa stood up beside her. “I suppose that’s true, but part of
mine were made because of the lack of decisions on your part.”

Anger flared on her face and she whipped the pole around,
smacking him in the shins with the hard handle of it.  “Don’t you
dare go blaming me for your poor decisions.”  She sidestepped him
and jerked her stringer of fish from the water before she stomped
furiously down the dock toward the land.

Ársa sighed and rolled his eyes.  How stupid can you be? He
berated himself for only a moment before he moved to catch up with
her.  His long legs made up the distance in a few strides.  “Moriko,”
he said, “I wasn’t blaming you.  Let’s call a truce, shall we?  Try to be
friends at least?”

Moriko threw an ugly glare at him as she set to cleaning her 
fish on a beat up old table at the back corner of her house,
underneath the elevated floor, beside one of the thick pilings.

Ársa took his knife out from his belt scabbard and used it to
help her skin and fillet the fish. After they finished cleaning them,
she walked to the edge of the water and dumped the bucket of guts, 
skins, and bones into the water for the alligators who were delighted
to be remembered. 

“I’m going inside,” she said, picking up the bowl of fish
fillets.

“Do you want me to leave?” Ársa asked.  He thought they had
been getting along, and far better than he had expected given her
level of vitriol.

“If you want to peel potatoes,” she said, “you can stay for
dinner.”

“Sure,” he said, brightening at the opportunity.  It was a gift
he hadn’t expect from her.

She dredged the catfish fillets in cornmeal after salting them
and adding a good portion of ground red pepper to them.  She fried
them in oil while Ársa fried the potatoes.  In between watching the
skillets of fish, she chopped some onion and pickles, which she
mixed with mayonnaise to make a dipping sauce for the fillets.

After they had finished cooking, she poured him a glass of
sweetened tea, which she made cold, not with ice, but with her 
fingertip, lowering the temperature of the liquid in seconds, until it
was frosty and just beginning to freeze. 

“That’s a convenient talent,” he said.  “I always forget you
can do that.”

“I can boil the Ifreann out of it, too,” she grinned, biting off a
chunk of the steaming fish.  “Although, I prefer to do that from
outside the container rather than in.”

“It is probably better for the flesh on your fingers that way,
Moriko.”  Ársa took a bite of his fish fillet and chewed, rolling his
eyes in delight.  “Hmm,” he said, “this is delicious. I don’t think I’ve
ever had fish like this before.”

“This is a family thing,” she said, “it was the way we lived for
a hundred generations.  Before…”  She let her voice dwindle. “You
were lucky, though, Ársa,” she said.  “You grew up with a real family.
By the time I was fifteen, all of my family was gone.  I was on my
own.”

“I guess we were unique in that way,” he said.  “I’m fortunate
to have parents still alive when we left.  And I’m grateful to have 
Anoba with me.”

“And you still have your cousins, don’t forget them,” Moriko
said. 

“I don’t forget them,” he said.  “I don’t see as much of Oseyan
and Gealach as I would like.”

“You can change that,” Moriko said.

They chatted about his family, past events and future plans
while they finished their meal and cleaned up the kitchen.

“I see you have implemented a bit of advanced technology
that the mortals didn’t get,” Ársa said, turning a handle and 
dispensing clean fresh water. 

“This is advanced by this world’s standards, perhaps, but
barbaric by Na Réaltaí’s.  That’s part of the reason I chose this
remote location.  I wanted lights and water inside my house.  I
wanted a toilet I could use rather than an outhouse.”

“I thought you enjoyed roughing it,” Ársa said.

“I do,” Moriko said, drying the last dish and putting it away.
“I just don’t want to do it all the time. Once in a while, I would like
something a bit more comfortable, like a nice hot shower.”

“There’s always…” Ársa said.

“Na Réaltaí,” Moriko said, interrupting him. She shook her
head fiercely.  “No, thank you.  I didn’t like it there before the
climate went downhill with the addition of an interloper goddess.”

“I can understand that,” he said.  “I don’t like it there myself,
sometimes.”  He glanced across the room.  “Hey is that a music
player?”

“It is,” she said.

“May I?”

“Certainly,” she said.

He crossed the room and turned it on. The speakers were
terrible, but it was the first music from home he had heard in
decades.  He turned to her and held his hand out with a smile.
“Dance with me?”

Moriko hesitated for a moment before relenting.  She placed
her hand in his and stepped near him. He took her in his arms and
pulled her close as they danced to the slow, soulful music that filled
the room.
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Chéile
Chéile awoke from her nap feeling smug. She was quite
happy with the way things had been going lately. She caressed her
belly, happy with herself for the tiny life that was growing there, yet
too small to feel.  Her plan had worked perfectly and the
information she had garnered by eavesdropping on Ársa and Oseyan
had paid off. Due to their agreement prior to their marriage, she
had managed to get pregnant without his active agreement at the
time of their copulation.

Otherwise, things had gone better the last couple of months,
as well.  Ársa was spending more time on Na Réaltaí and had been
more attentive to her than he had been for a while. He seemed
pleased enough with her condition and asked her if she had chosen a
gender at the time.  She admitted she did not.  She hadn’t realized
that was a possibility.  Oh, well, next time. Whatever this one is, I’ll
choose the opposite next time, now that I know that’s possible just
by deciding it.

Chéile sat up in her bed, not the one she shared with Ársa, 
but her own bed in her own chamber that he had never entered.  She
pressed a button on the headboard to call Tola, her Seirbhíseach. 
Within moments, the woman nervously entered her room.  That she
was terrified of Chéile was evident in her jittery muscle spasms and
her darting gaze. 

“Yes, miss?” Tola said.

“Bring me some Apple Fizz immediately,” she said.
“But you’re,” Tola said, dropping her gaze to Chéile’s

stomach.
Chéile narrowed her eyes and lifted her head in a sharp 
upward nod. “Tola?” she said.  After a brief pause, she asked, “Are
you questioning my judgment?”

“Of course not, ma’am,” she said.  “I’ll get the Apple Fizz
right away.”

“Thank you, Tola.”

Tola rushed from the room and returned so quickly, Chéile
knew she must have run all the way to the galley. Seirbhíseach 
couldn’t Travel and there were no internal ports within Na Réaltaí.
“Pour me a glass and you can be off the rest of the evening.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tola said, setting the tray with the large
decanter and a tall glass on the desk.  Her hands shook as she placed
it, causing the fine crystal it bore to chitter against the tray.  She
poured the glass full and handed it to Chéile, being careful not to
spill any of the liquid. 

“Set the tray on my bedside table. And hand me that silver
bowl from the shelf there, and the bottle beside it.”  Chéile pointed
at the bowl with the carved hands she used for scrying.

“Yes, ma’am,” Tola said. She quickly moved the decanter to 
the nightstand before turning to the shelf behind the desk to retrieve
the bowl and bottle her mistress had requested.

Chéile took them from her and waved at her dismissively.  As 
soon as she was sure the servant was gone, Chéile drained her Apple
Fizz and poured another glass. She loved the rush she got from
draining a glass of premium Apple Fizz quickly. The next one, she’d 
sip more slowly and enjoy its divine flavors as she spied on her
husband.

She held the ornate bottle of her scrying fluid between her 
knees and opened it with one hand so she didn’t have to let go of her
drink.  She poured the liquid into her scrying bowl and set the bottle
aside. 

She was getting adept at scrying, though mainly on Ársa and
Moriko, but she had managed successful scries on a few others as
well.  The mortals were easy targets for her, for they had no
defenses.  Today, she wasn’t interested in spying on mortals.  Ársa
had been gone all day, and she wanted to know where he was and 
what he was doing.  And more importantly, who he was doing it
with.  She sipped her drink while she cast her scry. It was slow
getting started and she was on her third drink before the liquid in
her bowl started to ripple.

It seems that something is trying to block me.  I seldom
have trouble locating Ársa anymore, but Moriko was another 
matter. Sometimes she went days without being able to lock in on
her enough to go to her. The liquid began to ripple in the bowl and
Chéile felt the excitement rise within her.

After a moment, it cleared and she could see a dim image. It
was a rundown house in a swamp.  She saw the swamp with clarity
but could not place where it may be located. She stared at the
swamp for several minutes as she drank her Apple Fizz.  Nothing
happened. In disappointment, she refocused her thoughts and the
water rippled again, blurring the swamp scene.

As it focused in, she saw the house again, but this time, she
could see the door was open and her view rushed inside the
building.  It moved swiftly, darting fast enough to make her feel
slightly dizzy and a bit nauseated.  At first, the view inside was dim,
she could hardly see, but as dim rooms in person do, her vision soon
adapted. There was a couple, moving sensuously close together,
their arms encompassing one another. The female dancer was short 
and she had her head on her partner’s chest, her arms around his
waist. He rested his cheek on the top of her head. His eyes were
closed and his expression subliminal. For a moment, she didn’t
recognize his face. 

She took in her breath in a ragged gasp as she realized that 
the face, relaxed and almost beautiful, belonged to her husband.
Chéile began to shake all over. If she had been standing, her knees 
would have buckled and dumped her in a heap on the floor.

Chéile watched him lower his hands to Moriko’s bottom and
lift her from the floor so that her face was level with his.  Moriko
wrapped her legs around his waist to help support her weight.  She
sat on his clasped hands and he held her easily for she was small.

Moriko leaned back slightly to look at his face.  He said
something Chéile couldn’t hear and the woman in his arms laughed.
Ársa said something else and her expression grew serious.  She
leaned forward, moving her face close to his and Ársa kissed her.

Chéile cried out in spite of her desire not to make a sound.
Tola would come in to check on her if she heard the noise. She
needed to get the Ifreann out of here before the nosy bitch arrived.

Chéile focused on the couple in the rippling water of her
bowl and tried to Travel to them.  She failed.  She tried again. She
felt herself waver and thin and fully expected to disappear from Na
Réaltaí.  She closed her eyes in anticipation of opening them to find
her cheating husband with his whore in his arms.

She felt herself grow solid again and opened her eyes.
Another ragged cry escaped her lips when she realized she still sat in
her bed, her Apple Fizz clutched in one hand and her silver bowl as
still as glass, sitting on her lap, reflecting nothing at all.

She screamed and hurled both bowl and glass across the
room.  The glass smashed against her door and shattered into razorsharp shards. The bowl clattered loudly enough to set her ears to 
ringing for several moments. 

1 day later  
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Chéile 
Chéile stayed up all night making a fresh batch of scrying
fluid to replace the bowlful she had flung against the door in outrage
at finding her husband dancing with his forest guardian.  She had
used it as soon as it was completed, scrying on Moriko to see if she
could pinpoint her location.  Since she hadn’t been able to lock in on
the house where Ársa was cheating on her with his lover, she hoped 
she could get to the bitch when she was in another place.

She set the bowl down on the desk and focused on Moriko,
hoping to Travel to her. Chéile was frustrated that her Traveling
abilities were not coming along as well as some of the other talents 
she was developing.  But this morning, she felt herself waver right 
away, which gave her hope that she could go straight to her rival. 

She felt herself become solid and she immediately opened
her eyes.  She didn’t want to give Moriko any advantage in their
exchange.  Chéile was managing to stay invisible for a few seconds 
after she Traveled. She wondered, though, if Moriko could see her 
even then.

Moriko sighed and shook her head as soon as Chéile landed. 
“Why don’t you give it up, Chéile?”

“I can’t give it up as long as you’re cavorting with my
husband.”

“I don’t ‘cavort’ with your husband, whatever that means.”

“I see you two together.  I know what you do.”

Moriko laughed.

“I want you to stay away from my husband,” Chéile spat.  She
clenched her jaw so tightly the muscles flexed visibly. 

“I haven’t sought your husband out, Chéile,” Moriko said.
Her tone was maddeningly reasonable.  “I do my job and I mind my
own business. Any issues you have, you need to take up with your
husband.”

“While I’m here,” Chéile said with a distinctively catty tone,
“I’d like to tell you something.”  She turned a bit sideways toward
Moriko, though her eyes never left her rival. She pressed her
clothing against her stomach. “I thought you’d like to know about 
this.”

“I know about that,” Moriko said.  “I don’t care about it.  It
doesn’t affect my life at all, so why don’t you go home and gloat to 
someone else?”

Chéile laughed.  “I know it gets under your skin.”

“Look, Chéile,” Moriko said, “I don’t have anything going on
with your husband. We’ve been friends a long time.  It’s nothing
more than that.”

“He’s in love with you,” Chéile said. Her tone was sharp and
hot.

Moriko shook her head.  “He loves me as a friend, nothing
more. We’ve never had a physical relationship.  Now, go away.  I’m
busy.”

Chéile narrowed her eyes at Moriko.  She allowed her rage to
fill her like spring runoff.  “Don’t patronize me,” she snarled.  “I’m
not stupid.”

“That’s debatable,” Moriko said.

“I’ll find a way to keep you two apart if it takes me a million
years,” Chéile snarled.

“Why don’t you concentrate on what you can to do to 
improve your relationship with him, rather than what you can do to
destroy mine?”

Her reasonable, even tone infuriated Chéile.  She wanted to
smash Moriko’s face.  She narrowed her eyes at the smaller woman
and snapped, “You need to learn not to be impertinent to your
betters.”

Moriko laughed again. “Go away, Chéile,” she said, waving
her hand as if she were waving away a gnat.

Chéile stuck her hand out and balled it into a fist, drawing it
sharply in front of her, from left to right.  Moriko’s legs flew out
from under her and she landed on her back with a solid thud.

Moriko wheezed as the breath returned to her lungs. She 
shook her head and tried to rise from the unexpected blow. As she 
struggled to sit up, Chéile used her fist to punch in the air and
Moriko flew backward a dozen or so feet, coming to a halt mere
inches before striking a tree.

Moriko growled and narrowed her eyes. Her expression was 
quite feral as she turned her attention to her attacker. She waved
her hand casually through the air and Chéile’s head snapped to one
side with an audible crack.  The woman shrieked in pain and rage.

Chéile snarled again and tried to send a bolt of force into
Moriko once more, but the smaller woman blocked it easily.

Before Chéile could prepare another punch at Moriko, the
forest guardian rose to her feet and slammed her in the shoulder
with a punch so hard it sent her reeling off balance. The tree limbs 
near her seemed to reach for her as she spun before flying through
the air.  She landed on her side in the sandy roadway.

Chéile felt a twinge of pain in her stomach and her hand
involuntarily went down to press on her abdomen.  “I’m pregnant,” 
she said with a whine and an accusatory look at Moriko.

Moriko shrugged.  “You should have thought about that
before you started this fight. I didn’t come to you, but I won’t back
down from you either.  You decide if that baby is important enough 
to you to leave me be or if you really want this fight.”

Chéile struggled to her feet.  Her head was reeling and her
vision dimmed. She should Travel away but her pride rose in her
chest like a swarm of bees.  “You’ll pay for hurting me,” she snarled.
“You’ll pay for not leaving my husband alone, you little bitch.”

“Yeah,” Moriko said derisively.  “You just come on back
anytime you want your ass handed to you, Chéile.  I’ll be happy to
oblige.”

Chéile raised her hand one last time and sent a stinging slap
across Moriko’s face, making her jaw pop with the force of it.

Moriko pushed with both her hands and sent Chéile flying 
through the air to land flat on her back in a patch of low grass and
weeds.  As she sailed backward, something small flew away from her
body and arced through the air, landing in the brambles a few feet
away from her.  The briars seemed to reach forward to grab the
falling object. 

Chéile cried out from physical pain as well as
embarrassment. As she rose to her feet, she felt a driving, clenching 
pain shoot through her abdomen and fear clutched her heart. I can’t
lose this baby. She completely forgot her rival in that moment as
she focused on getting back to Na Réaltaí without suffering further
damage.

Moriko stood watching her go without advancing on her
further.  Her face was impassive as she stared at her until she
vanished.  Once Chéile was gone, Moriko looked at the spot where
the object had landed when it flew from Chéile. She walked over
and parted the limbs of the weeds and brambles.  She was careful
not to snag her flesh on the thorns of the briar as she moved them
aside to peer into the bushes.

There, there it is. It’s too far for me to reach. Moriko put 
her hand out as far as she could and wiggled her fingers as if
beckoning the item to come to her. After a moment, it began to
move in painfully slow increments toward her.  At last, it was close 
enough that she could kneel and reach it if she stretched forward. 
She leaned into the briars a bit too far and felt the thorns pierce her
cheeks and her chin.  One of the sharp barbs scratched across the
bridge of her nose as her fingertips closed around the object.
It’s
made of cloth.

Moriko grunted with the effort as she pulled it out, being
careful not to snag the fabric on the greedy bramble of thorns.

What the fuck?  It’s a doll.  It’s a doll of Ársa.

Moriko stared at it for some time, trying to decide what she
should do with it.  She held it in her hands, staring at it. It felt warm
and soft and it looked uncannily like him. I have never seen
anything quite like it, she thought, before the memory of a woman
in the Spiorads came to her.  She had met her once, quite some time
ago. The woman was a Rootwork priestess.  Could this woman still
be alive? The overwhelming urge to protect this doll swept through
her. Moriko opened the small bag at her waist where she kept her 
tent and camping equipment.  She placed the Ársa doll inside it.

1 day later 
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The Spiorads 

Devil’s Finger Isle

Moriko
Moriko landed on Devil’s Finger as dawn was breaking and 
the sun crested the water of the salty bay, surrounding the island
with a red glow. Devil’s Finger Isle was an oddly shaped island on
the north-western end of The Spiorads.  Its northeastern shore faced
the Afrona Sea.  Dragon Isle’s rocky skyline was to the east. The
western and southern sides accessed the Jeredian Ocean.

Devil’s Finger was a large crook of land shaped a bit like a 
bent, thorny finger.  Wide peninsulas jutted out into the Afrona,
from above, always reminding Moriko of spikes on the backs of
mythological reptiles.  She looked around at the beauty of the place
that was still so little changed even after all the years it had been
since her last visit. She needed to spend more time here, she 
decided.

She made up her mind to tour all the islands in the Spiorad
chain, due to the early hour of her arrival.  She was aware that most
folks living in this archipelago operated on ‘island time’, which
meant they were never in a hurry to get about their day.  Everything
happened at a slower pace here than anywhere else on Lerien—
except perhaps in her swamp, so she took her time looking around.
It was almost mid-morning before she returned to the island that
housed her destination. 

Devil’s Finger 
was the home of a clan of dark skinned women
and their few and carefully selected menfolk.  Moriko noted that in
the two or three decades since she had been here, the village had
grown.  Groups of scantily clad children played in the open center
around which all the huts and houses sat in a widely arcing circle.
There had been no children before, and Moriko guessed this would
be the third or fourth generation of them since she was here last.

The children seemed to take no notice of her as she stood
and watched them from the shadow of the forest. The banana,
papaya, and mango trees would provide big leafed shade from the 
island sun in mid-day, but now, in the early morning hours, they
provided a dark place to hide in solitude.  She didn’t render herself
invisible, but she didn’t readily reveal herself either as she stood 
watching the children play, and tried to remember which hut would
have belonged to Anahera.

A child broke free of the group and walked right up to
Moriko, not the least intimidated by the presence of a stranger. “Are
you Moriko?” the young boy asked.

“Yes,” Moriko said with a nod.
“Granny Anahera is expecting you. She 
say I bring you to
her righ’way.”

“All right,” Moriko said with a nod.  “Where is she?”

The boy couldn’t have been more than thirteen, but he was
already taller than Moriko, who stood right at five feet tall.  His skin
was as black as Moriko remembered Anahera’s to be.  His hair was
longish, forming a tightly curled cap for his head.  He had a wide 
smile and dark, lively eyes.

“She’s expecting me?” Moriko asked with surprise.

“Granny Anahera always knows when company come,” he
said.

Moriko nodded.  “Thank you for showing me the way.”

He turned and trotted across the village center and took a
path through the forest on the opposite side from where Moriko had
arrived. The guardian of the forest followed him with no
trepidation. She was safe here, far safer than anywhere else and she
had no fear anywhere in the world.  The only thing plaguing her was
Chéile’s incessant popping in to confront her. 

“Has your Granny Anahera moved?” Moriko asked as they
wove their way down the trail. 

“She lived in the same hut all mah life,” the boy said.  “But
me mama say she used to live in town.”

“Town?  You mean your village back there?”

“Aye,” he said, “that be the biggest thing on the island.”

“Of course it is, but the last time I was here, it’s where
Anahera lived.  Of course,” Moriko said, “there were only four other
huts here at the time.”

The boy laughed. “That be long ago, indeed, ma’am,” he
said.

“I guess I should visit more often, eh?”

“Aye, ma’am,” he said.  “We have forests here, too, ya know?”

Moriko smiled.  She was a bit surprised that he knew who
she was.  “You are right, and I have been neglectful of my duties in
this area. I will make sure to rectify that in the future. May I ask
your name?”

“I’m Sunder, ma’am,” the boy said.

“It’s nice to meet you, Sunder,” Moriko said. “Thank you for
escorting me.”

“It’s me pleasure, ma’am,” he said.  “It isn’t every day we get 
visitors, especially one as important as you.  Granny Anahera said
you will watch over our forests and they keep us safe. So we should
all t’ank ye, ma’am.”

Moriko smiled.  “You’re welcome, Sunder. I think your
island is lovely.  None of the others are as forested as this one is, for 
sure.”

“Aye,” he said with a nod. A proud glow shone on his face as
he said, “We careful to always replace any trees we use. We plant
trees every year.  We want to keep our island foresty.  We got plenty
of beach, too, so it’s the best of both worl’, my Granny say.”

“I think she’s right,” Moriko said. She could hear the waves
rolling in to shore up ahead, and she could smell the salt in the air as
the breeze blew in from the ocean. The waves were seldom as large
here as on other islands, though, she knew that in storms they would 
still be fierce. As they turned a curve in the path, she could see a
small grass shack up ahead, close to the edge of the forest.  “Is that
her place?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Sunder, it’s beautiful here.  And food grows everywhere,”
Moriko said. 

“You’ll never go hungry when you visit here, miss,” he said.

“I see that.  Look,” she said, “you even have avocado trees.”

“Oh, those are my favorites.”

“Hmm,” she said, “mine, too.”

Sunder grinned at her, displaying big white teeth. He
knocked on the door and didn’t wait for a response.  He opened it,
calling, “Granny? She here.”

“Come in, Sunder, bring her in.”

Sunder stepped aside and let Moriko pass.  “I’ll be out here
to lead you back to the village,” he said.

“No need, Sunder, but thank you,” Moriko said. “I will be
leaving straight from here.”

“Go gather Miss Moriko some fruits, Sunder. Take my
basket there by the door.”

“Thank you, both,” Moriko said.  “That’s thoughtful of you.”

“Come in, dear,” Anahera said.  “It’s been a long time since I
saw you. What?  Near thirty year?”

“Every bit of that, Anahera,” she said. “How have you been?”
“I couldn’t be better,” the woman said.  “Please, sit down.”

Moriko sat down and watched Anahera prepare a pot of
coffee.

“You look exactly the same, Anahera,” she said.

The woman was tall and thin.  Her skin was ebony, as were
her eyes.  She had a broad flat nose, a wide full mouth with thick
lips. She smiled easily and her face was warm and friendly.  Her
hair, still ebony, grew in a circle around her head, much as Sunder’s 
did.  Anahera’s was much longer and framed her face with soft,
tight, wiry curls. 

“Well, that’s certainly flattering,” Anahera said, bringing two 
cups of coffee to the table. She set them down and took the seat at
the table opposite Moriko.  She pulled a flask out of her apron
pocket and uncorked it. She poured a healthy draught of amber
liquid into each cup. “This is some homemade cherry brandy,
Moriko,” she said.  “It will warm you nicely.”

Moriko laughed. “I thank you, Anahera, but it’s not cold
out.”

Anahera laughed with her.  “No, but we can always use a
little warming for our innards, can’t we?”

“I suppose we can.” She sipped her coffee and brandy.
“Hmm, it’s delicious, Anahera,” she said.

“As much as I love the company and I’m happy to see you,
Moriko, I know you didn’t come all this way to share a cup of coffee. 
What’s wrong?”

“You seemed to know I was coming,” she said.

Anahera nodded.  “I did, but I don’t know why. I do sense
there’s something unsavory going on.”

Moriko briefly explained her relationship with Chéile,
without going into too many details.

Anahera nodded. She was satisfied with Moriko’s story and 
seemed to notice the intent and emotion of the situation without
many words. “That’s unsettling,” she said.  “You must always be on
your guard with this one. She’s a viper.”

Moriko smiled with little mirth. “That’s what Anoba calls 
her, too.”

“Oh, she’s a nasty one, to be sure, and as time passes, she
will have helpers and cohorts.  You all should be on your guard
against them.”

“Have you heard of The Prophecy?”

Anahera nodded.  “I have spoken to Pádraigín myself,” she
said.

“Have you?” Moriko asked in surprise.

“Oh yes, but I have sworn to her not to divulge what I know
until the time is right.  But I can tell you that you have to watch out
for Chéile.  If she can find a way to alter your life, she will do it with
malicious glee, Moriko.”

“I have no doubts that you’re right on that score.”

“But why did you want to see me?”

“I found this,” Moriko said. She opened her bag and reached 
inside.  After a moment of feeling around, she withdrew the Ársa
doll and laid it on the table in front of Anahera. 

The woman’s dark eyes grew round as she looked at it. “May
I pick it up?”

“I assume so,” Moriko said.  “I did.  I’m still alive.”

“Where did you get it?” Anahera asked.  She picked the doll
up tenderly, almost reverently, and looked it over carefully but with
an air of respect.

“It flew off of Chéile in the last fight we had.  I slugged her
good and sent her backward.  I saw it fly through the air to land in a
briar patch.  It must have been in her pocket.  I guess she didn’t
notice she’d lost it  since she didn’t look for it. She fled and I 
retrieved it.”

“This is, who?” Anahera asked, looking at Moriko.

“It’s Ársa,” she answered.

“Ah, it is the viper’s husband and our creator. Our god of the
gods.”

Moriko didn’t respond to this title. This adulation still made
her uncomfortable.

“This is quite fine tailoring,” Anahera said.  “I assume it
looks like him?”

Moriko nodded.  “It’s quite a good likeness of him,” she said.
“I recognized it instantly.”

Anahera inspected the doll beneath its clothing. She glanced
inside the little pants by opening the front. She closed them quickly
and looked at Moriko.  “It’s anatomically correct,” she said.

“I didn’t look,” Moriko said. “I found it and knew it was out
of my skill range.  I put it in my bag and came here.”

“How long ago did you find it?”

“Yesterday, in the early evening.”

“I see.  Well,” Anahera said. “This is some Rootwork.  That is
definitely what it is.  Someone used this, Chéile, I assume, to control
Ársa.  Perhaps that’s how she got him to marry her and make her a 
goddess.”

“Perhaps,” Moriko said.

“It’s a level of expertise somewhere between a beginner and 
an expert, but it’s genuinely well made. The crafting is excellent.
She’s a master seamstress, for sure.”

“What shall we do with it, Anahera?” Moriko asked.

Anahera continued to look the doll over in silence. 

“I mean,” Moriko continued, “is there some special care we
need to take with it?  I don’t want any ill to befall Ársa because of it.”

“Of course not,” Anahera said.  “What we will do, we will do 
to protect our God of Gods.  Now, first thing I will do is cleanse this
doll, and that will remove any connection she have with it, any
control she have over it.  I will cleanse it and then I will protec’ it.”

“Protect it?  You mean sort of block Chéile from using it
anymore?”

“Aye, and it will also prevent her from linking another doll to
Ársa because I guarantee you she will start work on another to
replace it when she figures out this one go missing.”

“Good, I wouldn’t want her doing this again,” Moriko said.

Anahera looked at her sharply; her eyes were piercing as she
stared.  “I betcha she has one of you,” the woman said.  “I can feel a 
link to you somewhere, and it’s not just to Ársa.”

Moriko shuddered at the thought.

“This Chéile, can she find you, see you places when you think 
she can’t?  Have you felt hard and angry and mean toward Ársa?”

Moriko laughed.  “Well, Ársa deserves all my hard feelings,
but I’m mostly over those. Things will never be the same but I’ve
decided not to hate him anymore.”

“Ah, if dis Chéile, she have a doll of you, you may not be so 
choisy about it. But I can give you a temporary fix for dat, Moriko.
Widout your doll, though, I can’t break it like I can dis one.”

“All right,” Moriko said.

Anahera gathered an array of supplies, a sack of small, old
bones, a jar of dried worms, various scents and colors of oil, some
dirt, and a small bowl of seeds.  She also had several bundles of
dried herbs, which she set in front of Moriko as she arranged the
other items in front of her. She arranged them around the doll in a 
circle, with other smaller circles of items branching out from there.
She placed thin lines of ground powder in various colors encircling
all those circles on her table. She used a red powder and a yellow 
one. She encircled the entire thing with a ring of salt.  At four points
around the circle, she set up candles, alternating white and blue,
being careful not to disturb her salt and powder circles. She lit them
and sat down to look at Moriko.  “Pick up a bundle of herbs and
hand it to me,” she said.

“Which one?”

“Your choice,” Anahera said.

Moriko picked up each bundle and sniffed it. She chose the
most aromatic one and handed it to Anahera. The woman smiled at 
her and accepted the bundle.

“Good choice,” she said.  She lit the bundle and moved the
smoking herbs around in a circle counterclockwise.  She began
speaking in a language that Moriko didn’t understand. It had a
slightly chanting cadence to it, but the pattern was more chaotic
than rhythmic.

Moriko sat in silence, watching Anahera work. She tried to 
identify the scents she smelled from the burning herbs.  Sage,
definitely sage.  It had a readily identifiable smell. There is
lavender in there, too.  Its dirty floral scent is easily recognized. 
She couldn’t easily identify the other scents.

She sat in watchful silence while Anahera worked, paying
close attention to everything the woman did and said.

After Anahera finished and she extinguished the burning 
herbs in a pail of sand sitting next to the table, she turned to Moriko
and smiled.  “That cleanses the doll, and it should break the bonds
she formed with Ársa through it. And it should block her from
reattaching another one to him.  While this one still exists, she won’t
be able to link another doll to him. He is free of her—at least 
through this item and any control it gave her.”

“What else was in the bundle you burned?  I smelled
lavender and sage.”

“Angelica and mugwort,” Anahera said.  She got up from the
table and went to a shelf where she pulled down a small bag. She
loaded it with several different herbs and dried flowers.  She cinched
the bag up tightly and returned to the table. “Keep this with you,”
she said.  “Chéile won’t be able to find you while this is working.
The next time she finds you, come back to me and I’ll make you
another one.”

“Can you teach me some of your skills?” Moriko asked. “I
am not too adept at warding and that sort of thing.  I could use a
tutor.”

“Certainly,” Anahera said.  “It will be my honor.”

She picked up the doll and handed it back to Moriko. “I
would suggest that you keep this safe and hidden in a place where
Chéile won’t find it.  Even though I know you’d like to give it to Ársa
for safe keeping, I would urge you not to.  If it falls into Chéile’s
hands she could reactivate it.”

“All right,” Moriko said. She slipped the doll back into her
laghdaigh bag. “I appreciate your help, Anahera.”

“I will help you anytime.  I hear you are the representative of
the Fae, as well as forest protector.”

“Yes, Ársa assigned that task to me.”

“He must trust you a great deal,” Anahera said.  “I think that 
doll will be in the best hands possible if it stay with you.”

“I appreciate your kind words, Anahera, and if you ever need
me, please do not hesitate to call on me.”

“Please keep a close eye on the Fae,” she said. “I have been 
having bad dreams for the last month.  Something terrible is gonna
befall a group of them.  I don’t know when or who.”

“I will do my best to watch over them,” Moriko said. She
stood from her chair.  “Thank you again,” she said.

“Don’t forget your basket of fruit at the door.  Sunder left it
there a bit ago.”

“That’s kind of you, thank you. And please thank Sunder for 
me, too.”

“I will, Moriko.  You can bring my basket back when you
come for your first lesson in a few weeks.  Drop in any time you have
a chance.  I’m always here.”

Moriko thanked her again and exited the small hut.  A large 
basket of various fruits was waiting for her outside the door.  She
picked it up and Traveled to her swamp home. She had enjoyed 
enough of the world for one day.

1 day later 
Imber 16, 763 

Springmeadow, Old Cliff
Cardosa, Lerien 

Muirgan
Muirgan’s nerves were always jittery when she was meeting 
Chéile.  They always started jangling their way through her body two
days before their scheduled meeting.  This time was no different, in
fact, it may have been worse. She crested the waves offshore earlier
than necessary, though she intended to be on time.  First, she had
something she wanted to accomplish.  It would serve to sweeten her
revenge. 

She swam for the shore and climbed out of her skin, 
transforming from a creature that looked like a fat, round seal into a
beautiful, brown-haired human woman.  She made her way, naked 
except for the luxurious pelt she tied around her waist, to a portal a 
mile inland from the beach. Deep within that grove was a portal
that would lead her to Springmeadow.  It had taken her some time
to learn the locations of this network of Faerie portals, which
afforded her the ability to move around with ease.

She had planned this day months ago when she first 
approached Chéile.  Muirgan had carefully strung the newly minted
goddess along, using the woman’s paranoia and jealousy against 
her.

Muirgan was surprised at how easy it had been to 
manipulate Chéile.  Consumed with suspicion and hatred, the
woman didn’t think logically in the least.  It had been nothing to
convince her that Erish was having an affair with Ársa; the woman
was so willing to believe. 

Muirgan had chosen Springmeadow especially because she
knew a Fae portal was hidden away behind a miniature grove of
toadstools.  That portal would take her within an easy walk to 
Erish’s Lilitu Grove, two continents away.  Today was the day she
would go to Erish.  She wanted the terror to be exquisite.

Springmeadow was an open field surrounded by a thick
forest in the north, where the woods turned to plains. It was at the
edge of the densely treed center of Old Cliff.  The rest of the province
was plains, farmland, and cattle grazing territory, with miles and
miles of mostly craggy shoreline. Despite its greenery, the ground
was rocky and hard, mostly clay in the forested region.  The rocks
carried over into the farmland, making it an intense place to make a 
living for the few who dared.  Not many humans lived here; most
were not fit for the hard life it required to make it here.  A tiny
village stood nearby, one of the few between Springmeadow and the
coast where most folks lived so they could fish.  The forest, the
villagers said, was haunted.  It was inhospitable and didn’t like
letting humans through.  According to their legend, the meadow was
a place of eternal springtime.  The grass was always green, the
flowers always in bloom and the small babbling brook running
through it never froze.  They also said it was a myth and didn’t exist
because none of them had ever actually seen it. The few of them
who tried never returned, giving credence to the haunted forest
stories. 

Muirgan was familiar with this forest after spending so much
time here.  It was the location where she most often met Chéile to
share news, rumors or gossip about Erish’s whereabouts.  It wasn’t
far from the coast, which made it easier for Muirgan to come here.
It seemed to be a little more difficult for Chéile, though the woman
was improving over time. The forest, due to its proximity to the
meadow, seemed forbidding to mortals, making them
uncomfortable and reluctant to come here. The only creatures that 
could traverse this area without feelings of discomfort were Fae or
other immortals. Even those were subject to Fae approval.  Chéile
was not Fae and Muirgan was sure she was beloved by no one.
Coming here seemed to take a toll on her.  It made Muirgan feel a bit 
safer to meet where Chéile felt at a disadvantage for she harbored no 
illusions that Chéile was her friend or that she was safe in her
presence.

Muirgan went to the largest tree at the edge of the clearing 
and reached into a knothole.  She pulled out an oiled canvas bag.
She withdrew human clothing, a skirt, a loose blouse, and a pair of
flat leather shoes.  She slipped the clothing on, folded her pelt, and
slid it into the bag, which she tied onto a metal ring hanging from
the skirt’s waistband.

After she was dressed, she approached the tiny, half-hidden
grove of toadstools and walked around it three times before she
stepped a foot into a small clear spot in the center. The instant her 
foot touched the grass, she disappeared. She reappeared in another 
clearing that was remarkably similar to Springmeadow.

She set off on foot, heading south, making her way to the
Lilitu Grove.  It would take her almost a day to get there. Another
day back to the Mirus Ring and she would be back in Springmeadow
in time for Chéile to lock onto her for their meeting. As long as
Chéile didn’t get impatient and try to arrive early.

After a long and tiring walk, Muirgan stepped into the Lilitu
Grove.  She knew that, within seconds, a guard would come to
confront her. She remembered the inside of Erish’s palace well, but 
this area was unfamiliar. She had gone directly to Erish last time—
the only time—she was here.

Within minutes, a guard approached Muirgan, wielding a
sharp nasty looking knife. “Who are you and what do you want?”
she barked sharply.

Muirgan held her hands up in surrender. “I need to speak to 
Queen Erish,” she said, taking pains to keep her voice friendly and 
calm.  She was shaking inside and desperately wanted to keep it out
of her voice or her outward appearance.

The guard had rosy pink hair, bright blue eyes, and skin as
white as a daisy petal.  She had seen her before, and she hoped the
woman wouldn’t recognize her and sound an alarm. 

“Who are you?”

“My name is Muirgan,” she said.  “I am a friend of your
queen. I have some information for her that I am sure she will find
beneficial.”

“What information is that?” the guard asked, poking the
knife aggressively in Muirgan’s direction.

“It’s for your queen’s ears only and the fate of the Lilitu may
rest on her getting it in due time.  I’m sure she won’t appreciate it
being delayed by a guard who won’t let it through.”

The guard thought for a moment before indicating, with the
knife, for Muirgan to move toward the center of the grove.
Numerous buildings stood here, and to her, they all looked like
mounds of dirt with doors.  “Go on, then,” the guard said.  “I’ll ask if
she will see you.”

Muirgan hastily complied with the guard’s directive as they
moved toward a door where another guard stood.  This woman
looked almost exactly like the other and Muirgan wondered if Erish 
and Adamen were the only Lilitu that looked different.

“What have you there, Durada?” the look-alike guard asked. 

“Someone to see the queen, Talya,” she said.

“What’s her name?”

“She calls herself Muirgan.  You guard her out here and I’ll
go in and ask Queen Erish about her,” Durada said.

“My pleasure, sister,” Talya said, drawing a sword every bit
as nasty looking as Durada’s knife.  She pointed it with expert calm
at Muirgan’s throat after she moved aside so her sister could enter
the palace.

Muirgan stood still, though her heart was beating so hard
she thought it would be physically visible to the guard. She made no 
attempt at small talk.  She wanted to get this whole process over as
quickly as possible. 

Moments later, Durada opened the door and said, “Let her
in, the queen wants to see her.”

“What?” Talya asked in surprise.

“Yeah, I know,” Durada said. She opened the door wide and 
motioned for Muirgan to enter.  She stopped her as she crossed the
threshold, and said, “I have to check you for weapons,” she said. 
Durada tucked her knife into her belt scabbard and began to frisk
Muirgan. “She grabbed the bag and felt it.  “What’s this?” she asked.

“My, um, my cloak,” Muirgan said, hoping that would satisfy
the guard.

Durada squeezed the bag again. “I don’t feel anything hard,”
she mumbled.  She frisked over Muirgan again to be sure, before she
stepped through the door on the left and said, “Queen Erish,
Muirgan is clean.  Do you want me to show her in?”

A mumbled reply drifted to Muirgan and she could only
assume it was affirmative because Durada turned and pushed her
into the room. 

Muirgan swallowed hard at the sight of Erish, sitting on her
high-backed chair with quiet dignity.  Her long black hair was
braided down both sides of her head and twined into one thick braid
in the back.  It draped over her shoulder and coiled in her lap.  It
reminded Muirgan of a long, thick water snake.

Erish looked at her guest and a moment of panic and
surprise swept over her face, replaced quickly by a cool gaze that
gave away nothing.  “Durada,” she said with a sickly-sweet tone, “it’s 
all right, you may leave us alone.”

“Yes, my lady,” Durada said.  She turned to glare at Muirgan
as she made her way back to the door.  “I’ll be right out here, my
queen,” she said.  “Just call if you need me.”  She closed the door,
leaving Muirgan standing in stiff silence before the calm beauty of
the Lilitu queen.

“Well, Muirgan,” she purred.  “I never thought I’d see you
again.”

“Nor I you,” Muirgan said.  She managed a tremulous smile.
“I have come here to warn you, my lady,” she said.

“Warn me?” The admission clearly shocked Erish. 

“Yes, my lady,” she shifted nervously.  “There is a rumor
among the water folk that a goddess, apparently a new one, is on a
rampage.  She is sure her husband is cheating with a Lilitu.”

Erish’s eyes widened, stunned by the words.  “What?”

“I came to warn you,” Muirgan said.  “This goddess, her
name is Chéile.”

“I’ve heard of her,” Erish said cautiously, not wanting to give
anything away.  “She’s married to Ársa, is she not?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Are you saying that my daughter, Adamen is in danger from
this woman?”

“No, my lady,” Muirgan said.  “Adamen is quite safe.  To my
knowledge, Chéile knows little to nothing about Adamen and she 
certainly does not connect her to Ársa.”

Erish looked confused.  “Who is in danger?  For, as you
know, Adamen is the only Lilitu to ever have an affair outside her
race.”

Muirgan smiled.  “She is looking for you, Queen Erish.”

“Me?” Erish gasped.  “Why on earth would she look for me?”

“Because I told her you were having an affair with her
husband.”

“What?” Erish shrieked.  “You did what?  Why?”

“Because you sent Yann to kill Aindréas, and perhaps had
planned for him to kill me, as well.”

Erish stared at her. Her lips thinned into a hard line and her
nostrils flared with each heavy breath. “I could kill where you 
stand,” Erish said.

Muirgan nodded.  “That’s true, you could. But you see,
Erish, my advantage is that I don’t care what you do to me.  I’m
supposed to meet Chéile tomorrow.  If I don’t show up, she will go 
on a rampage and destroy everything she can. She will never stop 
looking for you, either.”

“If you don’t show up she won’t know what happened to 
you.”

“Oh, but she will,” Muirgan said.  “I left her a note at our
meeting place telling her exactly where your Lilitu palace is. She
will be here in no time.”

“You…” Erish fought the panic that rose on her face. She
looked around the room as if searching for an escape.

“Your guards won’t hold her off for long, Erish,” Muirgan
said.  “They will be no match for a goddess. Unless you want the
wholesale slaughter of your people you had better figure out a way to
deal with this.”

“What do you want?” Erish asked suspiciously.

“I want you to run for your life, Queen,” she said.  “I don’t
wish any harm to befall your people, but I do want you to pay for
what you’ve done to me.  And I think that will be served by seeing
you flee from Chéile until she either catches you or gives up the
fight.”

“Oh, mo dhia,” Erish said.

“I don’t think your goddess will help you now,” Muirgan said
with a smile. “You see, Chéile hates Moriko almost as much as she
hates you.”

“Why?” Erish said.

“Because, Ársa loves Moriko better than he does Chéile. 
Chéile is a jealous and vengeful goddess. If you hope to escape her,
you had better flee remarkably fast.”

Erish drew in a deep breath. Her hands shook as she rose
from her throne.  She fled to her bedroom, leaving Muirgan standing
alone in the room. Muirgan smiled and turned to leave the palace.

Durada was waiting outside the door when she opened it.
The pink haired woman peeked inside and asked, “Where is Queen
Erish?”

Muirgan shrugged.  “She ran to her chamber. Perhaps you
should check on her.”  She stood and watched the guard run toward
her queen’s bedchamber before she let herself out of the building
and hurriedly began her journey back to the Faerie portal.

She arrived back at Springmeadow with barely an hour to
spare before their meeting.  She sat on the ground to rest under the
shading limbs of the large tree with the knothole where she had 
removed her hidden human clothing the day before.

At almost half an hour early, the air crackled and snapped in
the middle of the clearing.  Muirgan rose to her feet, knowing this
signaled Chéile’s impending arrival.

Seconds later, the goddess appeared.  She looked around her,
not spotting Muirgan in the shade of the forest at first. 

“Oh, there you are,” Chéile said, finding her at last. “I
thought you were late.”

“I’m not late,” Muirgan said peevishly. “Even if you weren’t
half an hour early, I would not be late.”

“Where is Erish? Did you find out where she lives?” Chéile
asked ignoring her.

“I did,” Muirgan said.  “She lives in a grove in the central
part of Mirus Province on Corath.”

“Are you sure of this?  Has she met my husband there?”

“Oh,” Muirgan said, “she meets your husband all over.  They
are a regular thing in that province.  It shouldn’t be too difficult to
find her.” Muirgan described in minute detail what the Lilitu Grove
looked like and precisely how to find it.

Chéile was grinning widely; her eyes gleamed as she looked
at Muirgan. She laughed as she bounced up and down a few times.
“Oh, this is joyous,” she crowed. “I can get my revenge on her at
last.”

Muirgan smiled.  So can I.

“I’m sorry, but I have to go,” Chéile said quickly. “I need to 
get there and find her right away.  Don’t worry, Muirgan,” she 
added, “your loyalty to me will not go unrewarded.”

“I have one request of you, my lady,” Muirgan said.

“What is that?” Chéile asked.

“I would like you to grant me the ability to Travel to 
Blackpool on the coast of Catormad. There is someone there to
whom I owe a debt.”

Chéile frowned. She reached into her pocket to see what she
could use as a charm.  She pulled out a small, square bead with a
hole through the middle.  It was swirls of black, red, and deep
purple. She had stolen it from Anoba’s room a few weeks before. 
She had forgotten it and it had somehow managed to stay in her
pocket even through laundering. 

Chéile took it and turned her back. She rubbed it between 
her palms and mumbled something in Elfish.  She felt the bead grow
warm as she rubbed it. After a few moments, she kissed the bead 
and curled her fingers into a fist around it.

“There you are,” she said, as she handed the stone to 
Muirgan.

“This will work?” the Selkie asked.

“Of course it will,” Chéile said confidently.  “Just hold it in
your hand and think of your destination. It will take you there. But, 
mind you, don’t squander it. It will only work once.  If you go before
you’re ready, you will have to find your own way there next time.
And also you will have to find your own way out.”

“Leaving Blackpool is no problem,” Muirgan said.

Chéile waited in the clearing and watched Muirgan walk
away down the narrow trail leading toward the ocean.  She would
have Traveled away immediately, but her spotty skills in that
department embarrassed her.  She didn’t want any inhabitant of
Lerien to realize she wasn’t as powerful a goddess as Moriko.  She 
wondered if the charm she had given the woman would even work.
Quickly deciding she didn’t care, she breathed a sigh of relief when
Muirgan was out of sight and she stood quite alone in the clearing.
Imber 16, 763 
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Chéile 
Chéile still struggled with her Traveling skills.  Most of the
time they were hit or miss—mostly miss. After four tries to Travel
from Springmeadow to Mirus, she finally gave up and returned to
Na Réaltaí.  She could at least use the portal from there.

She stalked from her chamber to the portal room, stomping
and glaring as she went. Her hair was a bit of a mess and her face
was set in a grimace.  She shook her head, berating herself for being
such a pathetic goddess that she couldn’t even Travel properly.

A wave of early pregnancy nausea overtook her and she
broke out in a clammy sweat.  Her heart always softened a bit no 
matter her mood, when she thought of her children. She caressed
her belly as she rushed into the transportation room. Once you
come out, I’ll dedicate myself to learning to Travel so I can do it 
with ease any time or place I please.

She stepped up to the portal and set her destination into the
control panel.  The door slid open and she stepped inside the clear
cylinder.  The door closed, shutting her inside the tight confines.  A
puff of air blew into her face as she felt herself start to waver. The
room outside the clear wall blurred and she exited Na Réaltaí
without ceremony. 

Her destination was a tiny clearing in a wooded area.  She
was disoriented for a few minutes, not knowing which way she
needed to go.  She stopped and calmed herself, concentrating on
slowing her breathing and gathering her thoughts.  Muirgan had
been meticulous with her description.  Chéile believed she would
recognize Erish when she saw her. She focused on her prey and let
her instincts guide her, following the trail as if it were a physical
thing she could see and smell.

In a matter of minutes, she came to a grove with big grasscovered mounds. There were a number of them here, all different 
sizes. The biggest one in the center back was striking.  As Chéile
drew nearer and circled around the grove, she realized there were
doors and windows in the mounds.  These are houses.  She gasped
at the realization.  She didn’t see anyone stirring and she wondered
if this place was abandoned. Had something happened?  Had the
Lilitu abandoned their homes?

She prepared herself for battle as she stepped into the grove. 
She was ready for anything, but most of all she was ready for a gout
of blood from Ársa’s lover, Erish.

No one accosted her as she strode across the grove toward
the largest mound. It’s where I would live, if I were queen of the
Lilitu, she reasoned. As she neared the door in the large mound,
two guards appeared suddenly in front of her, popping in from some
unseen place. They looked exactly alike, rosy pink hair, blue eyes 
and paler skin than Chéile’s herself.

“Halt,” one of the
 women barked. 

“Who are you and what do you want?” the other said sternly.
Chéile stopped and stared at them for a moment, quietly 

deciding whether to blast them to bits and proceed on her way or
answer their questions and let them live.  Finally, she decided they
had nothing to do with anything and it was no skin off her nose to
let them live.  “I need to see your queen,” she said.  She stood quietly
waiting for them to respond.


“Our queen,” one of them spat, “has run off like a coward.
We are waiting for her daughter to arrive to take her place and
declare her abdicated.”

“Erish?” Chéile said with a slightly escalating, shrill tone.
“Erish has run off?”

“Yes,” one of the guards said.

“A woman came to see her and when she finished talking to
her, Erish ran off.”

“A woman?  What did she look like?”

“Brown hair, brown eyes, reasonably attractive for a human,” 
the other guard said. 

“Well, assuming she was human,” the first guard said.  “She
smelled a bit off. Rather fishy, if you ask me.”

“Fishy?” Chéile echoed.  “She smelled fishy?”

“Yes,” the guard said.

“Did she have a brown pelt or skin of some kind tied around
her waist?”

“No,” the guard said.  She paused and frowned.  “She had a 
bag with something soft in it.  She said it was her coat.”

“Muirgan,” Chéile snarled.  “That double-crossing whore.”

“Aye,” the guard said, snapping her fingers.  “That’s what she
said her name was.”

Chéile growled.  “Where is Erish?” she said, grinding the
words out one at a time, haltingly.

Her tone frightened the guards, for they stepped back with
wide eyes.  “We don’t know, ma’am,” they said together.

“We’ve sent out a patrol looking for her.” The guard on the
left shifted nervously as she stared at Chéile with slightly narrowed
eyes.

“And to look for her daughter, to take over in her absence,”
the other said. 

Chéile turned and lifted her fist. She screamed in rage and
pushed her fist through the air, downward, with a ground-shaking
force. One of the smaller mounds exploded. The force of the blast 
took the roof off the place next to it.  Lilitu began to run from the
buildings screaming. 

The guard on the left raised her sword, swinging it toward
Chéile, jumping up and forward as she did so.  The tip of it grazed
the Elfin woman’s neck, drawing a bead of blood as it moved past.

Chéile shouted and slapped her hand to her neck in surprise.
The second pink haired guard took advantage of the intruder’s 
distraction to swing her sword forward, aiming at the woman’s belly.  
If Chéile hadn’t moved back in a quick hop, it would have 
eviscerated her. Chéile, viewing them as a threat for the first time, 
moved her hands toward them both as if she were shoving them, 
hard, backward.  Both Durada and Talya abruptly sat down on the
ground with enough force to rattle their teeth.

Chéile narrowed her ice blue eyes and swept her hand past
them, swiping the swords from their hands, before she turned to 
focus her rage on another three roofs near her and three grassy
thatches burst into flames.  She waved her hand and set a strong
wind in motion, causing the flames to leap from one grassy roof to
another.  As the inhabitants came pouring from their homes, the
guards ran for water buckets to try to stop the fire from spreading.

Chéile blew the flames into the trees, lighting the leaves and
boughs on fire.  She turned her attention to the largest building in
the grove and exploded it, blasting the roof up into the trees before it
came crashing down, collapsing the walls.  Men screamed from
inside and the scene grew more chaotic as Chéile continued her
rampage.

A red-haired, green-eyed Lilitu hurled herself into Chéile, 
knocking her to the ground. The woman was small but big enough 
to overbalance her with a running tackle.  Chéile grunted as she hit
the ground.  The Lilitu sat straddling her stomach and Chéile
thought she could feel the fetus inside stiffen in protest.  It is too
early for the baby to come.  She’s killing it.  How will I keep Ársa at
my side if this bitch kills his heir?

She was suddenly terrified, but pride tinged her terror at
what she had accomplished in the Lilitu Grove.  If she could find a
way to channel that kind of power without having it stem from
complete rage she would show both Erish and Moriko what
happened to people who mess with her.

Chéile pushed the woman to the ground and got up.  As she
moved backward in quick retreat, a pain gripped her and she
doubled over.  As she did, she realized she was outnumbered, even
with so many of the Lilitu putting out the fires she had started.  I 
have to get out of here. Chéile fervently hoped that her sketchy
Traveling abilities wouldn’t let her down as she concentrated on her 
chamber in Na Réaltaí. 

“She’s leaving, Adamen,” one of the pink haired guards
shouted to the red-haired woman.  “Stop her.”

The red-haired woman rushed toward Chéile, her fingertips 
outstretched. She moved as fast as she could, reaching as far as 
possible.  She managed to dig her nails into her assailant, shredding
the flesh of her right arm as the goddess wavered and vanished from
the Lilitu Grove.

Becoming solid in her bedchamber on Na Réaltaí was the
sweetest sense of being Chéile had ever felt. She breathed a sigh of 
relief that was short-lived as another pain shot through her. She
doubled over again and this time, she didn’t manage to keep her feet 
under her.  She bowled over onto her bed, calling for Tola to bring a
medic.

2 days later 

Imber 18, 763 
Na Réaltaí 

Ársa
Ársa slammed the report his assistant had given him down
on his desk in rage and disgust.  He contacted several Envoy
members on his gan-sreang for more details of what had happened
two days earlier. 

Satisfied that he knew enough, he rose and instantly traveled
to his wife’s private chamber. He wanted nothing more than to 
wring her blasted neck but he knew that couldn’t happen. She was,
after all, pregnant and Anoba had told him that this child was
important to The Prophecy.  He wanted to punch his fist through a
wall at the mere thought of that wretched prophecy.

Ársa didn’t wait for an invitation, nor did he knoc
k.  He
appeared in Chéile’s room unannounced. She jumped and screamed 
as he came solid in her room at the foot of her bed.

What the fuck is she doing?
 She was sitting cross-legged on
her wide, soft bed, painstakingly picking fingernail slivers from a
rumpled tissue and dropping them into a jar.

“Mo dhia, Ársa,” she said, looking up at him briefly before
returning to her task.  She dropped the last few nail clippings in the
jar, placed the stopper in it, and set it on her nightstand before
turning back to him.

“What the Ifreann do you think you’re doing, Chéile?”
“I think I’m sitting on my bed minding my own business,
Ársa,” she said smugly. “What the Ifreann do you think you’re
doing?”

“Don’t be glib, Chéile,” Ársa said.

“Don’t you ever knock anymore?”

“I’ll knock the fucking door off its rails if you don’t watch it,”
Ársa snarled.  “What are you doing going off and burning down the
Lilitu Grove?”

“Oh, that,” Chéile said with a shrug.  “I thought you were
fired up over something important.”

“You killed twenty-seven of their males, and at least half a
dozen of their women, Chéile, not to mention completely destroying
all their homes.”

“They had it coming,” she said nonchalantly.

“You’re a heartless bitch,” Ársa said, glowering at her. 
“You’re lucky Moriko hasn’t come up here and done me the honor of
removing your head from your neck.”

Chéile glared at him, lifted her chin haughtily, and looked
away.  “You’re the one who should take something away from this,
Ársa, not I.”

“And what is that, Chéile?”

“Don’t cheat on me.”

“What the Ifreann would that have to do with the Lilitu
Grove?” he asked, perplexed.

Chéile snorted.  “Don’t insult my intelligence by pretending
you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

Ársa shook his head.  “I’m baffled, Chéile, because I don’t
know what you’re talking about.”

“I know all about you and Erish.  That dirty slut ran off when
she knew I was coming for her.  I can’t think of anything that speaks
to her guilt more than that.”

“I would say it speaks of her fear far more than her guilt.  I
am not having, nor have I ever had an affair with Erish.”

Chéile looked at him sharply.  “You sound almost believable,
Ársa,” she said at last.  “However, I have it on good authority that
you’re not only a cheat but you’re a liar.”

“And you’re a vicious idiot.”

Chéile shrugged.  “I have a right to avenge such a
wrongdoing as infidelity. Since I can’t do anything to you about it,
you being the god of the gods and all, I have to take it where I can
get it.  I’ll hound Erish to the grave, so you should tell her to stand
up and take her lumps.  If she cares a hoot about her people, that’s
what she’ll do.”

Realizing the conversation wasn’t getting him anywhere and
was increasing his foul mood, he said, “I’m putting in a request to 
the Justice Panel to have them indict you,” Ársa said.

Chéile looked at him with her cool blue eyes and offered him
a crooked smile. “It won’t do you any good,” she said. “You need a
unanimous agreement for them to do anything. You won’t get it,”
she said.

“What makes you think I won’t?”

“Well,” she drawled, standing up beside her bed. “I happen
to know that in this quarter, the Justice Panel is comprised of at
least one person who won’t side against me.  They swore in the
current panel last week, and one of them is Vedran.  He doesn’t like
the Fae one bit more than I do,” she said smugly.

“If this one fails in its duty, I’ll present the same case to the
next panel and the one after that until I find one who will convict
you and put you in prison where you belong.”

Chéile gave him a simpering pout.  “Do you want your first
child to be born in prison, Ársa?”

“Don’t use that fetus you’re carrying as a pawn,” he said.

“Oh, whatever, Ársa.  Is that all you came to say?  I’m tired of
this conversation, now.”

“Stay away from the Fae, Chéile,” Ársa warned.  “Next time
you have a run-in with them, you may not be so lucky.  If you come
near them when Moriko is present she will kill you and she’ll be well
within her rights to do so.”

“She’s a cunt,” Chéile snarled.  “Someday, I’ll kill her, too.”
She reached up and unfastened the quick-release snaps at the
shoulders of her gown.  The soft fabric slithered down her long,
slender legs.  She stood, completely naked before Ársa, glaring at
him, her eyes locked with his. “If that’s all you came to say, then
we’re finished.  I am going to shower.  I have to go to the infirmary
in the morning for a checkup with Grannus. Good night, Ársa,” she
said dismissively.

Ársa wanted to rip her head off as she sauntered into her
bathroom and shut the door. 

3 weeks later
Nalin 13, 763

Woodmist, Mirus 
Corath, Lerien

Ársa
Ársa found that he enjoyed walking the world he had
created.  Like Moriko, it gave him peace and solace.  He fully 
understood why she was constantly roaming Lerien.  While she
spent her time in the solitude of the forests with the animals and
plants for companionship, he enjoyed being among the mortals.
They gave him a sense of purpose that felt lacking in his day to day,
century after century.  After his last meeting with Moriko, he hadn’t
sought her out anymore. He knew, deep down, that she was right.
It accomplished nothing but frustration for them to see one another 
all the time.  Seeing her made him want her, but she had made it
plain that, while she loved him, she wasn’t about to lie with him—
certainly not while he had a wife. 

He thought of Adamen, for the first time in a long time.
They had, by some mutual and unspoken agreement, stopped seeing 
one another.  Adamen felt more and more guilty about it as she and
Moriko had become closer friends. He was also worried about
Adamen’s safety because he hadn’t yet figured out how Chéile knew
so much about his life on Lerien.  The less he saw of people who
mattered to him, the safer he thought they would be.

Ársa stepped out of the forest and stood at the river’s edge,
quietly waiting.  After a few minutes, the water, flowing sedately at
his feet began to move faster, almost roiling until a white froth 
appeared on the surface.  Soon, his sister’s dark greenish-black hair
was visible beneath the surface, floating out around her like writhing
tendrils of eelgrass. Moments later, she crested the water and 
smiled up at her brother. 

“Sorry I’m late, Ársa, but I had a meeting that ran longer
than I expected.” Anoba rose from the water and walked naked to 
the bank where she climbed up to stand beside her brother. The
water on her dark, murky green skin glistened in the sun as it did on
the surface of the river behind her. She snapped her fingers and she 
was instantly fully clothed in a tight-fitting, body-molding uniform
much like the one Ársa wore.  Once clothed, she hugged her brother
and kissed his cheek in greeting.

Ársa hugged her before smiling into his sister’s face.  “That’s
all right. Were you meeting with Moriko?” He noted the hopeful
tone of his own voice and was only mildly disappointed in himself.

“No,” Anoba said, shaking her head.  “I was meeting with
Oseyan, but I can tell you that Moriko is doing fine if you’re
curious.”

Ársa shrugged, hoping it appeared nonchalant. “Did you
have an opportunity to complete the task I asked of you, Anoba?” he
asked, getting straight to the subject of their meeting.

“I did,” she said with a grim nod.  “But the results won’t
make you happy.”

“I figured as much.”

“Unless you can find some grounds to imprison Chéile, Ársa,
you won’t be getting a divorce anytime soon.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” he said.  He moved to sit on a 
flat rock jutting from the ground near the riverbank.
“Unfortunately, she’s managed to stack the Sanction Panel with at
least one supporter, so nothing will be done about her destruction of
the Lilitu Grove.”

Anoba took a seat next to him. “There are a few people
opposed to granting the divorce, as well,” she said.’

“Hermolaos and Éadomhain,” he said.

“Yes, those two, but they intimated that they could be
persuaded with the right incentive.  There was also opposition from
Woe and Despair,” she said, calling Ochón and Éadóchas by their
nicknames.

“That isn’t surprising either.”

“And another voice in opposition was Kealoha.”

“Ah, yes, the record keeper for Na Réaltaí.  I should have
known he would oppose it.  He never wants to undo any record he’s
ever created.  Vedran also is on her side.”

“Things have seemed pretty calm on Na Réaltaí lately,
though, Ársa.  Are they deceptive?”

Ársa shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “Things have been calm
because Chéile is keeping a low profile after the Lilitu Grove. And 
Grannus said she’s having some morning sickness issues, but that
will stop in a couple of months. It is a peace I do not expect to last,
however.”

“Is she still on a tear over Moriko?” Anoba asked.

“She hasn’t mentioned her much in a long while. She is 
convinced I am having an affair with Erish.”

“She’s dangerous,” she said.

“Last month, she accused me of sleeping with Moriko and
she made a comment about our dancing.”

“Dancing?”

“Yes, but I honestly do not know how she found out about
it.”

“What?” Anoba asked.  “Were you dancing with Moriko?”

Ársa nodded.  “At her swamp house. Chéile described the
scene perfectly, so she learned about it somehow. There was no one
there but the two of us, so no one told her about it. It’s as if she had
seen it firsthand.”

“How is it possible?  I mean, we do have surveillance set up
to monitor Lerien, Ársa, but Chéile does not have clearance to access 
any of it.  And besides, only a select few of us know about Moriko’s
swamp.”

“I know, but Chéile knew too many details.”

“Like what?”

“Like me picking Moriko up and her wrapping her legs
around my waist and us kissing.”

“I see,” Anoba said.  “She has some method of spying, you
can be sure, but it isn’t through our system.”

“I need to investigate to find out how she’s doing it.”

“She’s sneaky, Ársa, so it won’t be easy.”

“She is careful not to let anyone in her rooms, except in the
sitting room, although I busted in on her the other night.”

“She guards her inner bedchamber like a dragon with its
treasure, in those old world stories.”

Ársa laughed. “Truth be told, Anoba, I have never been
unfaithful to her.  I’ve never done anything with Moriko except kiss
her.  And even that was more flirtatious than serious.”

“And you don’t consider that cheating?” Anoba asked.

“No,” Ársa said.

“Really?” Anoba asked. Her tone conveyed her disbelief as if 
this were among the most incredulous things she had ever heard.

“What’s wrong with it?” Ársa asked a bit defensively.  “I have
never had sex with Moriko.  And my physical relationship with
Adamen had fallen apart before her son was born.  We never had sex
again after she got pregnant.”

“Her son? I believe it takes two, Ársa, so what do you mean 
‘her son’?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Anoba,” Ársa said.  “We both know that
I don’t view him as my child.
Why, I’ve never laid eyes on him.  I
mean, I know he’s mine but he isn’t. He’s not part of my life.  He
never will be.  He only exists because of that damned prophecy.”

“And what of the child Chéile carries?” Anoba asked.  “Do 
you feel the same way about it?  I know you never wanted children,
but it’s not their fault and they don’t deserve to be punished by you 
for existing.”

“I have come to understand that there are serious penalties
for existing, Anoba.  And I don’t know how I feel, yet, about Chéile’s
child. She will rear it on Na Réaltaí and will be part of my day-today life.  I will likely see him every day and have an active hand in 
raising him.”

“I can’t believe you feel that way.  Girin is your flesh and 
blood, Ársa,” she said.

Ársa grunted in a slightly derisive tone.  “Wait until you have
your first child solely to fulfill The Prophecy, Anoba, and then tell 
me if you have familial feelings toward it.”

“Well, at least Chéile doesn’t know about him, so hopefully 
your life will be peaceful while she’s occupied with her pregnancy.
Maybe the baby will help her not be so crazy.”

“Don’t think I didn’t note you changing the subject, there,
sis,” he said, looking at her with a knowing smile. “But I will let it
pass for now.  And I, too, am hopeful that she has moved beyond her
jealousy.  She seems to have nurtured it so far, though.”

“Is she living completely in her own rooms, now?”

“Yes, and I’m all right with that.  I hope she stays there. I
didn’t like sharing my space. I need to be able to come and go as I
please.”

“And how is she when you see her?  I’m assuming you see
her once in a while.”

“I avoid her as much as possible.  Grannus keeps me
informed about the pregnancy. We haven’t slept together since the
night the fetus was conceived.”

“You don’t find that odd?”

“I am relieved by it, frankly,” Ársa said.  “I don’t know,
Anoba.” He shook his head distractedly as if trying to sort his 
thoughts.  “Before, it was like I was drawn to her, almost against my
will.  It was as if she was some kind of virus running in my veins.  I
don’t understand it.  I don’t know the reason for the change, but I
feel I’ve been cured of her. I feel at peace with my feelings for her, 
or lack of feelings for her, for the first time since shortly after we
met.”

“You’re spending a lot more time down here, I noticed.
You’re joining our Lerien Rover’s Club,” Anoba said with a laugh.

“I never heard of that club,” he said, “but yes, I am spending
a lot of time here.”

“It’s an old joke among those of us who spend most of our
time here.  I think it was actually Moriko’s idea. She was joking of
course, but there’s a ring of truth in the title.”

“That sounds like her.  I understand her better now.  I
understand you, Oseyan, all of you who spend the majority of your 
time here.  I find a lot of comfort in walking around Lerien.”

“Believe me, I understand, Ársa.”

“I feel alive here. I can think or not think, as it pleases me.  I
can shut Na Réaltaí out of my mind if I choose and for as long as I 
choose when I’m here.  The only time it intrudes is when my gansreang drags me back to reality.”

“Too bad you can’t ignore it as much as Moriko does.”

He laughed. “I know. She’s quite the queen of pretending
she doesn’t have a gansreang, isn’t she?”

“You know she has different tones set up so she knows
instantly who’s trying to contact her.  She only ignores certain
people.”

“And, of course, I’m one of them.”

“Of course you are,” Anoba said with a laugh. “She’ll forgive
you completely some day.”

“I hope she will.  Her attitude has improved already.  She let
me dance with her and she let me kiss her. I’d say that’s a bit of
progress.”

“I guess so,” Anoba said, “but it’s debatable how healthy that
kind of progress is.”

Ársa grunted but didn’t comment.

“So, where are you headed?” Anoba asked.

“I’m going into the village of Woodmist,” he said.  “It’s a
short distance north of the Lilitu Grove, so it’s about ten miles from
here.”

“I see,” she said.  “Are you going to the Lilitu Grove, too?”

He shook his head.  “I hadn’t planned to.”

“Having the Lilitu living so near the humans has created
quite an uproar in this part of the world.  It’s that way in every place
where the Fae live near humans. Of course, the rebuilding of the
grove will take some time, and that, in itself causes an uproar.”

“The humans are a superstitious lot,” Ársa said, “and
everything about the Fae way of life feeds into that, which makes the
relationship full of superstition, rumor, and myth.”

“Well, as long as those things don’t work out to the detriment
of the Fae,” Anoba said.

“I’m sure the Fae are being well looked after,” he said.

“Moriko loves them.  She takes her job guarding them
seriously,” Anoba said.

Ársa looked at her with his blue eyes glittering.

“But you know that.  So is that why you’re here?  Because you
think it’s an area where you’re more likely to run into Moriko
because of the reconstruction?”

“No, and don’t be so suspicious, sister,” Ársa said brusquely.

Anoba laughed. “Well, it was nice seeing you, Ársa, but I
have to run.  I have a meeting with Gealach before nightfall.  I’ll see
you again soon.”

Ársa nodded and kissed her cheek.

Anoba snapped her fingers, making her clothing disappear
before she dove, naked, back into the river.  He continued to stand,
alone and only slightly lonely on the bank, staring at the water until
the rippling receded.  He turned and picked his way down the path
toward Woodmist. He wanted to be out of the woods before it 
started getting dark but he also wanted the solitude of the walk over
the speed of Travel. 

The myths abounding here were in part responsible for the
village’s name, Woodmist.  The forest in this area filled with mist in 
the evening and generally stayed that way throughout the night, at
least as far as humans’ vision was concerned.  Ársa knew the facts,
and he didn’t blame the Fae at all for playing up the fear.  It was in
their best interest to keep the humans at a safe distance.

He hadn’t been to the Lilitu Grove in a year, not since he
rescued Adamen from her mother.  Before that, it was when Queen
Erish had summoned him to request that he honor his promise to
her and assign them a representative. He had given them Moriko,
and the Lilitu were pleased, as were the other races of Fae he had
encountered across Lerien.

Ársa didn’t plan to visit the Lilitu Grove this trip, though he
knew he should since Chéile had destroyed their grove.  He didn’t
want to see Adamen.  It would likely be awkward between them.
What if Moriko were with her?  Shirking his duty made him feel
somewhat guilty so he decided he would give it some thought, as he
walked into the village of Woodmist.  It was evening, about time for
dinner and he was hungry.  He quickly located the tavern and made 
his way in. Hopefully, the Harpy’s Head Tavern served a meal of
some sort.  Most of them did.  It was generally only the basest of
establishments that neglected at least a simple meal.  This place
looks better than those, he thought, as he entered through the heavy
wooden doorway.

It was loud inside as the farmers and other local folk came
together for a drink to relax after a hard day’s work.  Ársa slipped in
quietly, though more than a few heads turned in his direction.
Mostly, they were satisfied that he was nothing more than another
traveler and they turned back to their conversations and their mugs
of ale.

Ársa took a table in the corner near the bar and kitchen area. 
It was quieter, with less chance that someone would draw him into a 
conversation.  He usually wasn’t opposed to socializing with the
mortals, but today, he felt more reflective than sociable and he
wanted nothing more than a meal and mug of ale.

The barmaid was a buxom young woman with raven hair
that curled and waved its way down to the small of her back. She
had a nice smile, a pretty face, and a friendly demeanor.  She walked
up to Ársa’s table and smiled.  Leaning over so that her blouse
gapped away from her breasts, she said, “What will you have,
tonight, Mister?”

Ársa’s eyes flickered over the ample view she offered him
before he looked up into her brown eyes. “Do you have a meal?”

“Yes, we have a nice hearty lamb stew tonight,” she said
without moving or standing up. 

“I’ll have that and your best ale,” he said.

She smiled at him again.  “I’ll get it right away,” she said.
“And perhaps later I could interest you in a little something—
special.”

“Perhaps you can at that,” he said.

Her grin broadened.  “I get off work in two hours,” she said.
“I have a room upstairs.”

Ársa nodded.  He watched her walk away to get his food and
drink, admiring the sway of her hips as she went.

Nalin 13, 763 
Na Réaltaí

Chéile 
Chéile stopped feeling queasy for the first time in a week so 
she decided to venture out of her chambers for some food and
companionship.  She quickly learned that it was a dull night for
company since it was the start of a new workweek for most of the
crew. The food turned out to be a bad idea, too, for the smell made
her stomach rebel.

She returned to her chamber after attempting dinner in the
Droichead and soon grew bored.  She dragged out her scrying bowl
and poured the special liquid into it. She hadn’t felt up to using it
much for the last month. The last time, she reflected, was when she
caught her husband ‘dancing’ with Moriko in some crappy looking
shack that Chéile herself wouldn’t be caught dead in.  She turned her
thoughts to her other rival, one she hoped to have more success
getting rid of since Moriko proved to be a real stubborn obstacle for
her.

She focused on Erish and waited. Nothing came up. The
woman was hiding from her. She wasn’t sure exactly how to go 
about finding her since her link to the woman was tenuous. After a
few frustrating minutes of failure, Chéile gave up.

She shifted her focus to Moriko.  She almost never had any
issues locating her.  She found her readily.  The woman was in the
forest, as usual. Doing nothing but being boring and alone.  She
hadn’t seen her with Ársa, much to Chéile’s relief, since the day she
had seen them dancing together.  If you could call it dancing. Who
dances holding the woman off the floor?  And she has her legs
wrapped around his waist.  Who the Ifreann do they think they’re
fooling? 

Moriko didn’t hold Chéile’s interest for long since she was
alone. She shifted her attention to Ársa. Nothing happened. She
shook her head, confused.  She had been having a lot of trouble
tracking Ársa for the last month. She admitted that she had given it 
no more than a half-hearted effort.  Tonight was the first night she
had seriously tried to find any of them in several weeks.  She had
made a few pathetic attempts, nothing more than cursory, and she
hadn’t cared one way or the other what the results were.

Tonight, she decided, she would make some real effort since 
she was feeling better, more like her old self.  She wanted to will
away the discomfort this pregnancy was causing her.  Now, she
wanted to get back to her routine, and that included knowing who
Ársa was with every minute she could. 

What will help me find him?
 She looked around her room
and saw her collection of handmade dolls.  Valuing the secrecy of
them, she kept the shelf veiled so that no one entering would see
them.  To the casual visitor, they would see a shelf full of 
knickknacks and nothing more.  Her scrying bowl and potions were
well protected alongside the dolls.  She was the only one who could
see them as they truly were.  Where is Ársa? She frowned at the
dolls lined up on the shelf. They were all there, except Ársa. 
Chéile’s heart pounded in her throat and her ears.  Her mind raced
as she tried to place the last time she had seen it. Where could it be?
It can’t be gone.  I don’t even know when I saw it last.

In a fevered panic, she tore through every pocket and box,
desperately searching everywhere it might fit, frantically looking for
her Ársa doll.  In crushing defeat, she conceded its loss and went to 
her dressing table to sit in the chair and cry. How could you have
lost it, you fool?  Where could it be? When is the last time you had
it?

Oh, well, 
she thought at last, no help for it.  I’ll just have to
make another one.

She dragged out her craft box and set to making another
Ársa doll. It took her hours to accomplish and it was nowhere near 
as good as the first one she had created. She began casting her 
magic over it, linking it to Ársa.  Each attempt ended in
disappointment for she never felt the link connect.  No wonder he’s
been so independent lately.  He’s been attentive to a degree, but not
like before.  I’ve lost control of him and something is blocking me
from making a new charm of him.  I have to find that damned doll.

She returned to her scrying bowl and tried one last time to
connect to Ársa.  She succeeded this time.  She found him, shirtless,
in a dimly lit room that was no doubt on Lerien in some low-class 
human village, not unlike the one she had found Máel in when she 
had gone in search of lalin sik.  It was squalid and the sight of it
made her shudder. What is wrong with him to want to be with
these horrible creatures in the horrible places they’ve created?

As her vision cleared, she could see him better. His pants
were unfastened and drooping at his narrow waist. He was in
someone’s arms; someone who had her pale, white legs wrapped
around him.  The woman had a tumultuous tumble of raven hair
that obscured her face.  They were kissing and locked in a passionate 
embrace. 

Chéile’s stomach churned as a heated flush flooded from her
chest into her neck and face as she watched him pick the woman up
from the table where she sat and carry her to a ramshackle bed in
the dim room. 

She screamed in rage and shook the bowl, spilling liquid
onto the backs of her hands, clearing the vision completely.  Erish.
The first thought that entered her mind was the Lilitu queen, and it
renewed her desire to find the bitch and bring her to justice.

4 days later
Nalin 17, 763

Blackdale Province
Cardosa, Lerien 

Ársa
All morning, something had nagged at Ársa, and he couldn’t
quite figure out what it was or why. He had been in Corath and
suddenly had had an oppressive urge to Travel to Blackdale, the
southernmost province on Cardosa.  He Traveled there,
immediately, not knowing exactly where he should go or whom he
needed to focus on.  He came solid in a wooded area, but the ground
here was rocky and volcanic, and the forest was more shrub than
tree. 

He looked around to get his bearings and maybe some idea
of what to do next. Having no context clue to go on, save the poor
excuse for a forest here, he focused on Moriko.  Perhaps his feeling
of unrest and distress came from her. 

He almost instantly felt himself drawn. He gave in to the
feeling and allowed himself to Travel wherever it took him. The first 
thing he heard was voices, raised in anger.  Female voices and he
knew them both. 

“Why can’t you leave my husband alone?” Chéile said.
“I haven’t touched your husband. I haven’t seen him for
weeks,” Moriko replied. “It’s not my fault you can’t keep him at
home.”

“You lying, cheating little whore, I should tear you apart.”

“You just come on and try,” came the irascible reply. “I’ll put 
an arrow between your shitty eyes.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Chéile said.  “I’m going to burn your
forests, each and every one.”

“Like you did to the Lilitu Grove?” Moriko snarled.

Chéile laughed. “That was a double score for me, wasn’t it? I
got a forest and your precious Fae in one shot.”

“If you keep attacking my Fae I’ll kill you, Chéile,” Moriko
said. “It’s within my rights to do so and the only reason I haven’t is
because of Ársa.  For some reason, he won’t set you aside.”
Ársa moved forward, alerting them both to his presence.

Chéile was surprised to see him, though Moriko didn’t seem
to be. 

“You two stop it,” he said.  “Chéile, what are you doing
here?”

“I came to have it out with your mistress,” she said.

Ársa said, “She isn’t my mistress,” at the same time that
Moriko declared the same thing. 

“Ársa, get this crazy bitch out of here, I’ve had enough of
her.”

“Chéile, go home,” Ársa said.

“No,” Chéile said stubbornly.  “And leave you here with her?
Are you crazy?”

“If you don’t go of your own accord, I’ll send you there.”

“And please tell her to leave my Fae alone, Ársa,” Moriko
said coldly.  “I will kill her if she keeps this up.”

“She can’t kill me,” Chéile said, looking at Ársa. “I’m
immortal just like you.”

Ársa shook his head grimly.  “I’m afraid she can. Even
immortals can be killed.  You won’t die of old age but you can be
killed and you can die of illness or injury.”

“What?” Chéile was clearly unhappy with this news.

“It’s almost the same as when you were an ordinary old Elf,” 
Moriko said with a tiny bit of taunting and gloating in her tone.
“Only slightly better.  Elves live a long, long time, but they aren’t
immortal like us or the Fae.”  She pointed between herself and Ársa,
making them a group that excluded Chéile, once again.

Chéile narrowed her eyes at Moriko and lifted her hand to
strike. 

Ársa stilled her attack with a quick motion of his hand.  “Ah,
Chéile, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

“Ársa,” Moriko said, turning to her commander with an
arrogant expression, “she has twice attacked my Fae. I will abide no 
further transgressions from her on this score.”

Chéile shook her head. “The first time I attacked them, they
weren’t yet your domain.”

“And she has at least twice burned my forests, Ársa,” Moriko
said.  “You had better find a way to put a stop to this behavior or I
will have to kill her.”  She turned to Chéile and said, “And you
cannot use the excuse that they were not my forests when you 
burned them, you bitch, for they’ve been my forests, always.”

Chéile lifted her chin defiantly and glared at her rival but
said nothing.

“Go home, Chéile,” Ársa said.  “I forbid you to speak to
Moriko again. She’s right, you have trespassed on her area more
than anyone should tolerate and she would be well within her rights
to kill you.”

“You’re siding with her?” Chéile shrieked.  “I cannot believe
you’d go against your own wife for this…this…little…”

Ársa interrupted her.  “I go against you because you’re
wrong.  Who you are has nothing to do with it.”

“You should side with me because I’m your wife.”

“Never when you’re wrong,” Ársa said. “Now, go home.  I’ll
be along soon.”

“After you’ve had a go at your mistress?” she snapped.

Ársa rolled his eyes in exasperation. 

“Don’t think I didn’t see you the other night with Erish,” she
said.  “I saw you, fucking her in some dank, rundown human hovel.”

“What?” Ársa asked, perplexed.

Moriko laughed.

Chéile lifted her hand to Moriko again, ready to strike.
Before she could land a blow, Ársa waved his hand her way and sent
her back to Na Réaltaí. 

He turned to Moriko and said, “I’m sorry, love.”

Moriko glared at him and said, “Stuff it, Ársa.”  She quickly
Traveled away leaving Ársa standing alone on the rocky turf.

After she vanished, Ársa shook his head lamenting how
difficult his life felt these days.  He could hardly wait until his
unborn child was old enough to take over this ungrateful job he had.

2.5 weeks later  

Tarakal 1, 763
Lilitu Grove 

Adamen 

“I can’t believe my mother picked up and left like she did,”
Adamen said. 

“At least we’re getting started on the rebuild,” Skill said.
“I’m glad to have you both as friends. I don’t think we could

do this without your help,” Adamen said.

“It’s nothing,” Moriko said.  She stepped out from behind a 

newly constructed wall in the largest mound. “This one is being a

bit of a bugger, though, isn’t it?  What do you use such a big building

for?”

“It’s our stable,” Adamen said.  “We keep our males here for 

breeding.”

Skill laughed. 

Moriko said, “Maybe the world would be better off if we

locked all the men up and never took them out except for mating.”

Her tone was clearly disenchanted.

“The system has good points and bad points,” Adamen said.
“Not as many bad points as systems that let men run amok,” 

Moriko said. 

“Are you going to take over as queen in your mother’s

absence?” Skill asked.

Adamen shrugged.  “I suppose I will when the time is right.

It’s up to the grove, however, and things are moving forward for

now. They haven’t mentioned declaring a new queen.”

“That’s because you’ve stepped in to be their leader, 

Adamen,” Moriko said.

“Yeah,” Skill said, “you’re the queen without the title.”
“That’s all right with me,” Adamen said.

“I think we should gather your Lilitu and as many other Fae

races as we can, and join our abilities to protect this grove when it’s

rebuilt,” Moriko said.

“I think we should do it now to keep anything from ruining

our progress.”

“I agree,” Adamen said.  “In fact, I have issued a decree that

we’re to have a Barrier Party tomorrow.  Skill has helped me spread

the word, and we’d like you to be here, as well, Moriko. Will you 

help us?”

“Of course I will.”

“Can you invite others of your people to help us?”
“I will.  I know quite a few who will be happy to help us

throw up a shield in this area.  We don’t want to give Chéile the

opportunity to come back and burn it out again.”

“Who will you call?”

“I will start with Anoba, and Oseyan and his sister Gealach,” 

Moriko said.  “There are quite a few others who will come, too.”
“I’ll get the troop to start work on a feast,” Adamen said, “so 

we can feed everyone after the barrier is in place. With that many

folks pitching in, it should be as safe as we can possibly make it.”

1 month later  

Agmen 5, 763  

Nur Province, Antus 

Erish 
A scritch-scratching noise awoke Erish in what, she
assumed, was the middle of the night. Total darkness always
blanketed this part of the cave, making it difficult to guess time.  She
sat up, listening, straining her eyes toward the mouth of the cave
that, in daylight, was just as dark, due to the winding tunnel leading
from this cavern to the entrance.  There was nothing to indicate
what conditions were outside.  It had been dusk when she arrived,
and she had been lying down a few hours, hoping to rest.

Erish’s heart pounded in the darkness as she sat, in frozen
stillness, holding her breath, listening for any sign she wasn’t alone.
She softly inhaled, careful not to utter a sound as she did so, sniffing
for any smells that didn’t belong.

After minutes of being on guard and silently checking out her
surroundings in the confines of the small cave, she relaxed.  She
gingerly, soundlessly felt the rock floor of the cave beside her bedroll 
for the cudgel she carried with her everywhere.  She muttered a few
words, softly, barely audible under her breath and the end of the
cudgel lit with Faerie fire, bathing the softly rounded cavern in a
faint purple glow.  It was dim enough not to disturb the nest of
raccoons who shared the space with her, but it was bright enough 
that, with her Fae vision, she could see if any intruders lurked
within.

She relaxed a little and lay back in her makeshift bed after
long minutes seeing or hearing nothing. She left the light on the
cudgel glowing for a few more minutes as she lay awake, thinking
about her next course of action.  For the last three months, she had
lived life on the edge, always on the run, always hiding out. She
awoke every morning wondering if today would be her last day alive.
Wondering if today would be the day when Chéile finally caught up
with her. And killed her. She had tried to reason with her attacker
during their first few encounters, confrontations that Erish had
barely escaped from with her life.  Chéile wasn’t about to listen to
anything Erish had to say.  She was emotionally invested in the lie
Muirgan had told her.  She was convinced the Lilitu queen had had
an affair with Ársa.  In fact, she was convinced it was still going on.

Erish shook her head in disbelief.  She had met Ársa less
than half a dozen times, all on business. She hadn’t seen him in
quite some time—not since he had agreed to appoint a guardian to 
watch over the Fae. She had considered contacting Moriko for help 
with this matter, but she had, at last, decided against it.  After the
first month, she determined it would be pointless, because if there
was anyone Chéile hated more than she did Erish herself, it was
Moriko. 

Another scuffling sound drew Erish’s attention from her
thoughts and brought her crashing back into reality.  Footsteps—she
heard footsteps, she was certain.  It was definitely someone walking
through the puddle that collected drips from the tunnel’s ceiling.
She doused the light on her cudgel, curled her fingers around the
smooth, polished wood, and pulled it onto her lap.  She felt around
in the darkness for her boots and hastily slipped them on.

T
here wasn’t time to gather her bedroll and escape so she
settled for merely snagging the strap on her backpack and slinging it
over her shoulder.  If she survived, she decided, she’d come back in
and gather her things later.

The backpack was the most important thing she owned,
aside from the cudgel.  It had the little bit of money she had left,
money she had stolen from the last town she passed through.

Erish crawled toward the back of the cavern, in the opposite
direction from the tunnel, until she bumped into the rough, rock
wall.  The noise in the front tunnel was growing closer. It was faint,
but she could smell the creature now and she was certain it was
Chéile. 

She briefly thought about trying to Travel out, but she had,
far too many times, failed at that when Chéile was nearby.
Had 
Chéile cast a spell or something to stop her?  I don’t know what the 
extent of her power is, but she always seems to find me easily 
enough. Once, when Erish had tried to Travel away, she had landed
close behind Chéile and it had nearly cost her her life.  Now, she was
overly cautious about using that ability when Chéile was present.

The former queen of the Lilitu put her hand out to feel along 
the wall at the floor of the cave while she crawled on her knees,
using her other hand for support and balance.  She suppressed the
urge to whine in fear.

Erish’s chest heaved with her terror, though she tried to
steady her breath.  She could feel the muscles in her legs start to 
shake and her stomach roiled from the tension.  Her mouth thinned
into a line, downturned at the corners and a twitch started in her
right cheek. She felt the whine rise in her chest again, as she 
hurriedly tried to find the crack at the back of the cave that marked 
the hidden passageway leading to a smaller chamber.  She knew that
even if Chéile found it, she wouldn’t be able to get inside it. It was
her only hope to avoid being found by her adversary.

Her fingers found the spot at last, as a faint glow illuminated
the wider mouth of the main entrance to the cave. Erish’s enemy 
was no more than a bend or two down the tunnel.  She could smell
Chéile better as she approached.

A sing-song 
voice echoed down the tunnel making Erish’s 
heart thud hard in her chest.  “Where are you, little Queen?” Chéile
sang. 

Erish stuck her fingers in the crack at floor level and 
channeled her focus into making herself small—the smaller the
better. If she could have gone microscopic, it would have pleased
and relieved her.  The fissure was barely bigger than her fingers and
it grew smaller as it rose toward the ceiling of the cave.

“I know you’re in here, Erish,” Chéile said.  “No point in
running from me.  I’ve got you cornered now.”

Erish redoubled her efforts to focus on her Fae ability to 
shrink her size.  She was never overly good at that particular talent. 
She could render herself invisible but if someone touched her, they
would feel her and she knew that Chéile wouldn’t leave without
exploring every inch of the cave.  Her only hope was to squeeze 
herself down small enough to hide in this crack and wait until the
goddess left. 

“Save us both a lot of trouble, Erish and come out and face
your punishment.”

Erish’s chin quivered as she closed her eyes and tried again
to shrink herself.  She could see, through her closed eyelids, the light 
in the passageway growing brighter and closer.  Chéile’s voice
echoed more loudly in the tunnel as she neared the cave.

The former Lilitu queen felt a pop in the air around her and
she knew she had finally made herself smaller. She only hoped she
could maintain it until Chéile left the cave.  On second thought, if I
resume size in that crack, it has to kill me quick.  That might be
better than living in fear of Chéile forever.

Erish quickly slipped into the crack and went invisible. Even
if Chéile spotted the crack, which was unlikely, she wouldn’t be able
to see too far into it, so Erish moved as far up and back in the small
space as she could. She had lived in this cavern for at least a week
before she discovered this slender crack; she didn’t think Chéile
would notice it tonight. 

Erish held her breath as long as she could and let it out
slowly and silently only when she had to.  She inhaled quietly and 
held her breath again as Chéile’s light illuminated the cave she had
seconds before vacated.

“I know you’re here somewhere, you nasty bitch,” Chéile
said.  “You’re hiding with your stupid Fae invisibility.”  A whizzing
sound filtered faintly into the crack and Erish pressed her tiny self
against the rough rock wall as the light strobed past.

Erish knew, from past encounters with Chéile, that the
goddess was swinging her lighted staff through the air around her,
hoping to batter the invisible Lilitu with it and disclose her hiding
place.

After a few minutes of furious stick swinging, Erish could
hear a hard thwacking sound and knew Chéile was beating the
bedroll she had left behind.

A hissing noise sounded and Erish realized Chéile had found
the nest of raccoons. She hoped the woman wouldn’t hurt the
creatures. They were wild animals but they weren’t aggressive to
her and they hadn’t minded too much sharing their space with her.
She had even shared her meager food with them.

“You have to come out sometime,” Chéile snarled.  “Whore.”
She shouted.  It echoed painfully in the cave and the raccoons
answered with frantic chattering. They didn’t like being disturbed 
this way.

Erish knew they were normally out at night, but the female
had recently had a litter so she was spending more time inside.  She
wondered how aggressive the creature would be if Chéile went too
near.

“How sweet of you,” Chéile said with heavy sarcasm in her
tone.  “You’ve donated a shirt to the wildlife you’re living with.
They’ve made a nest out of your clothing.  Isn’t that precious?”

Erish heard the mother raccoon growl and chatter a warning
at Chéile.  The animal’s chatter was followed by a thud, which Erish
could only guess was Chéile attacking the nest.  A loud growl rent
the air again, quickly answered by a high, piercing shriek.

Erish, unable to resist, moved forward in the slim crack until
she could garner a peek into the cave. The light flashed into the
opening of the fissure again, before the staff clattered to the floor, 
and rolled, making the light sway as it reflected against the dark
ceiling of the cave.

The Lilitu could pick out enough of the scene to understand
what was happening as Chéile continued to shriek in agony.  The
woman turned around and around in the cavern, clawing upward
toward her chest and face while the animal snarled and snapped at
her. The mother raccoon was hanging off Chéile’s clothing and
grappling with its human-like hands as it snapped and bit at the
woman’s face.  Blood was flying around the rock room, spattering on
the walls and floor. 

Chéile grunted and finally thrust the animal from her as she
disappeared from the cave.  The raccoon, with bowed back and fur
standing on end, lumbered its way back to its nest and climbed
inside to survey the damage done to its litter.  Erish could hear it
making chattering and cooing sounds, and clicking noises as it
settled back down. 

After a long time, Erish wiggled her way out of the passage
and returned to her normal size.  She hurriedly gathered her
bedding up, leaving behind the covers that were spattered with
Chéile’s blood.  The staff the woman had hastily left behind still
faintly lit the room.  Erish briefly considered taking it with her but
decided against it.  She didn’t care to carry along anything that could
give Chéile an easy connection to her in the future. If Chéile
returned for it and found it gone, it would give her an easily 
exploitable link between them.

Erish left the cave in darkness, preferring to feel her way
down the tunnel rather than light her own cudgel again. She was
worried that Chéile may still be nearby and she didn’t want to risk
Traveling and ending up right in front of her.

As much as I hate the idea, she thought, as she made her way
across the tundra, leaving the cave behind, I will have to seek
asylum closer to the humans to have any reasonable expectation of
safety.  Chéile hated humans and it would afford her a bit of
protection, so Erish set off for more populated lands, looking over
her shoulder as she made her way to a Fae portal nearby that would
take her to Ceann’nathair.

1 month, 2 weeks later
Nonae 21, 763

Belnesse Province
Ceann’nathair

Chéile
Chéile stood on the rocky outcropping looking out across the
choppy waters of the Sea of Paldor.  She had not, in the last four
months, become more adept at Traveling, but she had become an
expert at locking in on Erish.  She was consistently getting closer to
her target every time.  She felt she was much improved over the
mostly miss of her hit-and-miss ability to locate her back in Imber.
In the beginning, the advantage had gone to Erish, who always saw
her first. Chéile had done little more than catch a quick glimpse of
Erish, usually from behind.  Her quarry knew exactly what she
looked like—which had placed the odds firmly in Erish’s favor.
Chéile wanted to even those a bit.

She had gone into the weapons room and found a sword she
thought would be useful since her newly acquired skills weren’t good 
enough yet and anyone could swing a sword. It was small enough to
fit into her pocket, but when she held it in her hand and squeezed
the hilt, it shifted to a full sized weapon.  She kept it with her at all 
times.  Another treasure from her weapons room plunder was a tiny
nugget resting in her pants’ pocket. She smiled when she thought of 
it.  It would be the thing that would get her close enough to strike.
Erish wouldn’t see her coming this time.

Chéile was almost six months pregnant and she felt better
than she had in the beginning.  Her gut-wrenching sickness was
gone, though she was beginning to tire more easily.  She was looking
forward to the arrival of her first child, though she found that this
stage of pregnancy wasn’t so bad. She was enjoying it, but she
wasn’t about to let it stand in the way of her quest for revenge.

Using her scrying bowl and an article of Erish’s clothing she
had left behind a few days before, Chéile found her rival and
watched her for a few moments.  She decided, today, to take a
different approach.  Rather than try to Travel directly to the Lilitu
woman, she would survey the area and pick a place to go. She would 
surprise her rival in a different way, this time. The straightforward
approach hadn’t been as successful.  Hopefully, a little subterfuge
would prove more lucrative.

Chéile Traveled here, to the rocky Belnesse shore, knowing 
Erish was nearby.  Her search for her rival had gone on almost as
long as her pregnancy had. Chéile had cultivated her rage and her
thirst for revenge.  She had nurtured it into a palpable, almost living
thing. Nothing would slake the fire in her blood until Erish was
dead.  Erish running from her, hiding like a guilty dog made finding
her that much more desirable. She wouldn’t run if she wasn’t guilty
of all I have accused her of, would she? 

It 
 wasn’t enough that she had stripped Erish of her crown
and her role as queen of the Lilitu.  It wasn’t enough that she had
kept Erish on the run and homeless for months, living on the razor 
edge of terror.  It wasn’t enough that she had taken all of Erish’s life
except her heartbeat and the breath in her lungs.  Chéile wanted
those, too.

She reached up and felt the scar on her lip. Even with the
repairs available to her in Na Réaltaí, she still bore a scar from the
animal attack nearly five weeks before when she had gone out in
search of Erish. She had been so excited when she thought she had 
trapped her in a cave at last.  The disappointment had been heavy
when she found that the nasty Fae bitch had escaped her. Chéile
had been so angry she had jabbed at that ugly, smelly animal
sleeping in a nest made of Erish’s clothing.  She had given it a
vicious poke with her staff and had been rewarded with an even
more vicious attack.  That nasty creature went directly for my face,
too, otherwise, I would never have retreated.

Chéile remembered going straight to the infirmary when she
returned to Na Réaltaí, in hopes of escaping without a scar and a lot 
of explanations to make. She had managed to avoid the 
explanations by refusing to give any, though she felt sure the doctors
had figured out what had happened.  The wound was much better
now, but it wasn’t completely gone.  The scar was larger on the
inside of her lip and she couldn’t keep her tongue off it when he was 
nervous.  Every time she felt it, or thought about what happened
that night, it renewed her anger and her hunger for revenge.  She
would defeat Erish no matter how long it took, she promised herself.
And I have forever.

Chéile closed her eyes and inhaled deeply the salty sea breeze 
that blew through her platinum hair and pushed her cloak out
straight behind her. She channeled her focus onto Erish, and let it
fill her, show her the way.  After a few moments, she began to sway
on the edge of the precipice. Her movement was mindless and 
seemingly out of control. She was dangerously close to the edge, a
sheer drop that went down hundreds of feet to the sea.

Suddenly, she stopped swaying and opened her eyes. They
glittered with cold, calculating light as she turned and marched
straight away from the cliff’s edge. She walked with dedication, 
never deviating from her path.  Her steps were almost mechanical.
When she reached the outskirts of a small town, she stopped and 
refocused her abilities before marching forward again.

Chéile wanted to keep the element of surprise on her side, 
which made her grateful for the small treasure she had found in the
equipment room in Na Réaltaí.  She removed the tiny device, one of
three she had found, from her pocket and gently rubbed it with her
thumb. She had found out the hard way that the little black object
that looked like a shiny rock was a one use only item. Now, she took
care to save it for the right moment, knowing its effects wouldn’t last
more than five or six hours, tops. When she was near enough to her
destination, she ducked into a dingy alley and pressed the nearly
hidden button on its shiny surface, transforming herself from her
striking Elfish form into a frumpy, slightly overweight human
woman with graying dark hair and a double chin. She now had bags
under her eyes and sun-toughened skin.  Her hands were gnarled
and her nails were cracked, broken, and slightly yellow.  She had a
slight hump on her back and her shoulders slumped forward.

She caught a glimpse of herself in the glass window of the
bakery as she moved forward. She paused and gasped in surprise. 
She was a good foot shorter. Even Ársa wouldn’t recognize her, so
she had no worries that Erish would know her.

Chéile went straight away to a boarding house in the middle
of the village. It was situated in the town square, across from the
fountain that occupied most of the green. She looked at the white
clapboard building and let the sensation fill her. She knew with 
certainty that her quarry was there. She had found her at last.

Chéile fought down the desire to do a victory dance
—there
would be time for that later.  She had learned hard lessons about
celebrating too soon.  She didn’t want to jeopardize her goal by
being hasty.  Once Erish lay dead at her feet, she would let herself 
enjoy the moment. 

She walked to the door of the house and let herself in.  An old
woman greeted her in the hallway. She was carrying a tray laden
with food.  “Good afternoon, Miss,” the old woman said.  “If you’re
wanting a place to stay, we’re all full up, but you can certainly share
our dinner with us if you’d like.”

Chéile looked the old woman over silently before she
nodded. She always felt awkward among mortals when she had to 
deal with them on a social level. She avoided it when possible, but
she realized that today if she wanted to reach her target, she would
have to play along.  “I’d like to have dinner with you, thank you,”
Chéile said, keeping her tone level and managing a stiff smile. She
was surprised at the harsh, croaking quality in her voice.

“Come on
 in then,” the old woman said jovially, turning
toward the dining room. “I’ll introduce you to our regulars.”  The
woman swished into the room, set the tray down, and started 
placing the dishes of food on the table.

“What’s your name, Miss?” the woman ask
ed her. She
pointed to an empty chair.  “Sit there,” she said.

Chéile walked around the table and took the proffered seat.
Her heart pounded as she looked at the woman seated to her left.
Black hair.  Long, black hair.  The woman looked up at her as she
took her seat.  Chéile managed a smile. She glanced at the old
woman and said, “Rosa, ma’am, my name is Rosa.” It was her
mother’s name.  It was the first name she could think of. She had
never given anyone a false name before. 

“Howdy  do, Rosa,” the woman said.  “My name is Verdie,
and it’s a pleasure to have you with us.” She took her seat at the
head of the table. “You all take turns introducing yourselves to Rosa
and we’ll commence eating.”

The person to Verdie’s left started the introductions off, and
each person took a turn right up to, then past Chéile.

“I’m Robert.”

“Damian.”

“Bessie.”

“I’m Jim.”

The person at the end of the table, an old man, smiled and 
said, “I’m Lyle.  I’m Verdie’s husband.”

“I’m Lizzie, their daughter.”

“Betty,” said the woman next to Chéile. 

The black haired beauty on the other side of Chéile gave her 
a shy, nervous smile and said, “I’m Erish.”  That finished off the
introductions and Chéile struggled to make small talk while sharing
a meal with people she could smell and thought were revolting.
Except Erish.  She didn’t smell like the others and it was clear that
she was not one of them.  It was enough to convince her she had the 
right person.  I can’t believe that Erish wouldn’t even try to come up 
with a fake name. Idiot.

Chéile said little but she kept a vigilant eye out for any
opportunity. She had never been among so many creatures she 
viewed as her enemies before.  It threw her off, making her cautious.
She wanted to strike at exactly the right time. 

After dinner, the men excused themselves and the women 
rose to clear the table. Chéile stood up but wasn’t about to lower 
herself to help like a common servant.  She cleared her throat.
“Excuse me, Erish,” she said. “I wonder if I could have a word with 
you about a private matter. I am in a bit of a hurry.  You see, I have
an appointment in a little bit.”

Erish gave her a puzzled frown.  “Of course,” she said.  Her
tone was somewhat reluctant but the house was full, so surely she
was safe.  “Where do you want to go?”

“Anywhere is fine.  Your choice.”

“Let’s step out on the back porch,” Erish said.

After the door closed behind them, Erish turned to her and

said, “Do I know you?  Why would you possibly want to see me?”
“You know my husband,” Chéile said.

Erish squinted one eye at her and shook her head slowly,

with deliberation.  “I can’t imagine that I do,” she said.

“Oh, but I know you do.  I have it on good authority that

you’re having an affair with him and I’ve come to put a stop to it.”
Erish laughed, but it was nervous and jittery. “I’m sure

you’ve got the wrong person, ma’am,” she said with more bravado

than she felt.  “I am not having an affair with anyone.”

Chéile smiled, but it didn’t warm the cold glow in her eyes. 

“My name isn’t Rosa,” she said.  “My name is Chéile.  Do you know

me now?”

Erish’s eyes widened and fear flooded face.  She started to

turn to run, but Chéile flicked a finger her way and she found her

feet locked to the floor, unable to move. 

“It has taken me a while to catch you, so don’t think I’m

going to let you get away so fast.”

“Muirgan lied to you,” Erish said, speaking quickly and

breathlessly.  “I have never had an affair with Ársa.”

Chéile shook her head.  “I saw you with him myself no more

than three months ago and it’s time for you pay for what you’ve 

done.”

“Please, I haven’t done anything. I hardly know Ársa,” she

pleaded.  “I only met him a few times when we bargained for a

goddess for the Fae.”

Chéile walked around the woman who was still held fast to

the floor.  As she moved behind her, Erish wriggled and twisted,

trying to get free or to at least keep her adversary in her line of sight.
“Oh, I know all about that,” Chéile said.  “I know everything

there is to know about you.”

“What do you know about Muirgan?” Erish asked, hoping to 

buy some time and find a way to escape. She tried to use her Fae

powers of Travel or Invisibility but she found them blocked.

Whatever spell Chéile cast on her rendered her powerless.
“I know all I need to know about Muirgan, too,” she said. “I

know she had reason to seek revenge on you. So don’t try to

convince me she’s lied to me.  It won’t work.”

Erish fought back tears. “I am not lying to you, Chéile, I

swear.  Muirgan wants revenge so badly she is lying to you to get it.”
“I’ve had enough of this,” Chéile snapped, stepping back in

front of Erish once more.  She had walked behind her to double

check that she was the woman she had seen in Ársa’s arms. She had

not seen her face in that scrying bowl, their hair was the same color,

and it was long like that. 

“I think you should look for Ársa’s child,” Erish said, hoping

to stall long enough to escape, though she could see no way out.

“His Fae child,” she panted.

Chéile’s eyes flamed with anger. “A Fae child?” she said with

bile in her tone. “You’ve had a child with my husband?”  Chéile

growled and hurled a bolt at Erish that exploded in her rival’s chest,

sending a gout of blood and flame everywhere.  The air crackled and

sizzled and the smell of burning flesh rose acrid in the air. The

flames leapt from Erish’s writhing body and caught ground on the

dry rafters of the enclosed porch.  “You’ll plague me no more,”

Chéile hissed. 

Shouts of alarm sounded from within the house and

footsteps thundered across the wooden floor, moving swiftly toward

the back porch where Chéile stood, smiling at the smoldering corpse

of her enemy.

The back door opened and three of the humans stood gaping 

at her.

Chéile raised her hand to the burning rafters and the flames 

disappeared, though they continued to consume Erish’s body as it

lay on the floor before her.

“Mo dhia,” one of the humans whispered.

“What happened to Erish?” one man said, stepping forward.
“Halt,” Chéile said, holding up a hand and freezing him in

midstride.

The other human blanched white, and fell back behind the

first, clearly having no taste for confrontation.

“Let this be a warning to you all,” Chéile snarled.  “This is

what happens to you when you cross the great Goddess Chéile.”
“Chéile?” one of the humans whispered in a disbelieving

tone.

“If you don’t want to end as Erish has done, don’t seek my

disfavor.  It would behoove you to warn your fellow humans as well. 

It’s the only reason I’m allowing you to live.”  She instantly Traveled

to Na Réaltaí.

1 month later 
Phaedrus 19, 763
Beach Cliff, 

Tiran, Corath

Chéile 
For the entirety of the last month, worry consumed Chéile
and left obsessing over the mystery child she didn’t know existed
until the day she killed Erish.  She didn’t know the child’s name, or
where to start looking for it.  She realized, in frustration, that Lerien 
was an awfully large place to search for a tiny Fae creature.  What
kind of Fae? She had no idea where to start her search. Who could
help me?

The only person she could think to go to for help was
Muirgan, but Chéile had no idea where to start looking for her,
either. She hadn’t been able to contact her for some time. Anoba or 
Oseyan could likely help her find the Selkie, but the thought of 
asking those two for help made her bitter.

Chéile didn’t allow her
self to doubt that she would eventually 
find Muirgan. She raided the weapons room again, and found a
lobster charm she hoped would entice the woman to help her once 
she did locate and contact her. She kept it with her in the same
pocket where she kept the sword hilt she had stolen.

Implementing the methods she had used so many times
before to contact Muirgan, she devoted all her waking hours to 
looking for the Selkie, only to turn up empty handed every time.
Four of the last ten times she tried to Travel to her, Chéile found
herself in the middle of the ocean and she nearly drowned before
she managed to transport herself, dripping wet and gasping for air,
back to Na Réaltaí. 

Since then, every time she Traveled while focusing on
Muirgan, she did so holding her breath, fear pounding in her heart.
It had been terrifying to land in the ocean so far from shore that
nothing was visible in any direction. Once, she had landed close to a
school of large tuna and had seen the dorsal fins of a frenzy 
containing at least a dozen sharks, feeding and thrashing in the
water.  As Chéile had watched the water grow red around her, she
panicked and almost didn’t get away in time.  A large shark was
moving toward her as she managed to Travel out. 

It left her with trepidation about trying to find Muirgan, but 
there was no one else for her to ask about the child Erish had 
mentioned moments before she died. She wished she hadn’t been so
hasty in killing the woman.  She had lusted after her revenge and the
woman’s declaration of a child had infuriated Chéile.  Her temper
made her lose the best opportunity she had of finishing this little
chapter in Ársa’s life.  Now, she needed to know more and Muirgan
was the only link she had left.  Finding the woman was quickly 
becoming compulsive.  She’d never be able to rest until she got the
answer she sought from Muirgan. She continued to scry her and
Travel to her, but each trip caused a fair amount of anxiety.

Today was no different. She held her breath and Traveled
and was amazed when she came solid on a beach that was both 
sandy and rocky.  A large cluster of rocks stood in the sandy expanse 
of beach before a cliff that rose at a sheer bank to a grassy knoll up
above.  It was a small, isolated, private cove.  There was no access to
it by land. Without a boat or the ability to Travel, no mortal or landbased creature could make it here or away.

She glanced out to sea and saw the waves rolling in.  The tide 
was growing deeper, coming farther inland with each lap of the
white-crested waves. She climbed to the top of the rock formation
and peered out to sea. Nothing.  She let her breath out in a deep
sigh and sat down.  She shook her head and felt a strong wave of
despair wash over her as the waves lapped at the base of the rocks.

She stared at the water and tried to decide what she wanted
to do next. She was about to give up and go home when she noticed
a brown spot bobbing in the water several hundred yards away from
the shore. She stared at it.  Is it an ugly, fat seal? She thought it
was looking at her, moving toward her. 

What is that?  Should I wait or run?

After a while, it moved near enough for her to see it was a 
seal, but it was still out far too deep for her to reach it unless she
wanted to tread the treacherous water.  She had developed a fear of
the sea after landing in the middle of it so many times.

The creature bobbled up and down on the waves a while, 
staring at her.  Chéile rose from the rocks and walked into the surf
no more than knee deep, but the waves smacked her soundly across 
her distended abdomen when they came rushing in. She stood in
the water and stared back at the creature. 

After several minutes, the creature dove under the water and
disappeared. Chéile looked around in consternation; even looking 
into the water to see if it swam about her legs.  There was nothing.

About to give up hope, she noted that the water sprayed
oddly as a wave crashed into her. Just out of reach, Muirgan
surfaced in the waves. She was naked and holding something in her
hand slightly under the surface, but Chéile couldn’t make it out.

“Why are you here?” Muirgan asked.

“I need some information,” Chéile said.

“About what?  I don’t know anything that I haven’t already 
told you about Erish,” she said.

“I want to know about Ársa’s child with that horrid Fae
creature,” Chéile said, ignoring Muirgan’s protestation.

“Why don’t you ask Erish?” Muirgan said. The woman kept 
her head shoulders above the waves, balancing herself with one
hand while the other stayed beneath the surface.  She expertly kept 
herself at a safe distance from Chéile. 

“I cannot,” Chéile said. “I have dispensed with Erish a
month ago.  I cannot ask her anything.”

Muirgan shook her head.  “I can’t help you with this,” she
said. 

“You can tell me about this child.”

“I know little about the child,” Muirgan said.

“If you know a little, you know more than I do.  Tell me what
you can.”

“What do you know?” Muirgan asked cautiously.

“Only that Erish said, right before she, uh, died, that I should 
look for Ársa’s child, his Fae child.”

Muirgan’s mouth turned down at the corners but she didn’t
volunteer anything. 

“I want you to tell me about this child.”

“I…” Muirgan said thoughtfully, as if deciding what to tell
Chéile.  “I know that the child is about a year old.”  Muirgan looked
pointedly at Chéile’s round, protruding belly and raised her chin a
bit.  “That would, by birth, make him Ársa’s heir, would it not?”

“Him?” Chéile said.  “The child is a boy?”

“That’s what the rumor said, but I have no firsthand
knowledge, you know.”

Rumor was far more than Chéile had access to.  “So, Ársa has
a boy with a Fae,” she said.  “What Fae?”

Muirgan laughed.  “The only Fae he had relations with, my
lady.  Who do you think it was?”

“Where can I find this child?  If Erish wasn’t already dead I
would torture her to death for the information.”

“I do not know and rumor has it that the child is being
reared by someone else, because it is the Lilitu tradition to either kill 
all their male children or put them in the stable. Someone didn’t 
want to follow that rule, and so he was hidden somewhere out in the
world.”

Chéile stared at Muirgan for a long, silent moment. “Thank
you, Muirgan,” she said at last.  “Your loyalty will be rewarded.
Have you had your revenge on the human who held you captive
yet?”

Muirgan stared at her in surprise.  “I never told you about
that,” she said.

“You didn’t have to,” Chéile said.  “You smell of the sea and
fish, but you don’t turn my stomach as humans do.  Humans have a 
stench about them that is almost unbearable.  And you wanted to
travel at will to a specific place, so I assumed you had a connection
to it that wasn’t entirely happy.  It makes sense that you’d want to
travel for revenge.  It makes sense that a human had held you
prisoner.”

Muirgan looked at her calmly without answering.  After a
long silence, she said, with a small shake of her head.  “I have not 
done so, yet.”

“Why not?”

“I suppose I am nurturing my revenge.”

“Well,” Chéile said, “don’t nurture it too long. Humans don’t 
live forever, and you might miss your opportunity if you wait too
long.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Muirgan said.  

“Is that the bead I gave you to travel to your place?” Chéile
asked, pointing at the charm hanging from a golden chain around
Muirgan’s neck.

“Yes,” Muirgan said, reaching up to feel the weight of the
charm in her hand. 

Chéile reached into her pocket and withdrew another charm
dangling on another necklace.  This golden charm was shaped like a
small lobster.  It dangled from her long delicate fingers and swung
at the end of the chain.  “I made this for you,” she said, smiling at
Muirgan. “Come get it.”

Muirgan looked at her suspiciously and hesitated several
moments before she slowly moved forward into the shallower water.
She snatched the dangling charm from Chéile’s fingers and quickly
retreated to the deeper waves.

“When he looks at you, he won’t see you as you. He’ll see
another woman, which may make it easier for you to get close to
him,” Chéile said.

“It will make me appear as someone else?”

“Yes,” Chéile said with a nod.  “Just in case.  We wouldn’t
want him killing you on sight.  But remember, it will only work one
time. So make the best of your opportunities.”

“Thank you, Chéile,” Muirgan said softly.  

“Make sure you strike while you have the opportunity.  Don’t
take too long.  He may be more lustful for revenge than you credit
him.”

Muirgan nodded.  “Sorry I wasn’t more help regarding the
child. Is there anything else you need?”

“No,” Chéile said.  “You’ve been most helpful.  Thank you.”

“Don’t look for me anymore,” Muirgan said.  “It may not be
safe.  I have been watched by Oseyan’s guard lately.”  She was
surprised at the fluidity of the lie and impressed with herself for
thinking of it.  “I don’t know if you’re on friendly terms with them or
not, but the next time you land in the middle of the ocean the frenzy
of sharks who greet you might be faster than you think.”  Muirgan
dove beneath the surface and the water churned around her for a
few seconds. 

The next sight Chéile saw was a flat brown flipper cleaving 
the water and a dark shape flew through the waves and out to sea.

1 week later
Phaedrus 30, 763
Blackpool, Catormad
Corath, Lerien

Muirgan
Muirgan hid among the surf and watched the fishermen 
going out to sea in the early hours of the morning. She wanted to 
get the feel of the place from the shadows so she could formulate her
plan.  Knowing she only had one chance made her cautious. She
didn’t want to fail in this quest.

Muirgan watched Yann board his brother’s boat and prepare
to sail out for a day of fishing.  He looked rougher than she had
expected.  He seemed tired and shaky as she watched him work at
the docks alongside his brother and their small crew. He seemed a
bit frail to her, and she wondered what caused the change in him in
a single year.  Her bitterness rose in her chest as if it were fresh.

She left the safety of her ocean water, removed her skin, and
walked up the trail toward Yann’s house.  The area was mostly
deserted this time of day and there was little chance of being seen, 
naked as she was. She walked, unselfconsciously, past one of Yann’s 
neighbor’s houses—a woman who had her wash on the line. 
Looking around carefully, and seeing no one about, she slipped 
between the rows of clothing and selected a blouse and skirt, and
pulled them off the line.  She dressed and walked down to the dock
area where the boats would unload their catch when they returned. 
She stashed the clothing in a safe place and returned to the water.

She felt safer in the water and had no desire to be among the 
humans of Blackpool.  She worried that someone would recognize
her and alert Yann before she got a chance to prepare her attack. 
She didn’t want anyone warning him of her presence and making 
him suspicious.

After the boat set sail, she followed it at a discreet distance
and watched.  After fishing all day, they turned and went back to the
harbor and only then did she return to shore. She watched the nets 
and assessed their catch.  She was relieved to see what she wanted in
their nets.  She worried she would have to stay near Blackpool for 
quite some time. Things were moving in her favor and she was
hopeful she could do the deed and leave before anyone was the
wiser. She patiently waited while the fishermen culled the good 
from the bad. 

Muirgan was well acquainted with Yann, his brother and
their crew’s tendency to be lazy.  Today, it was likely they would be
paying less attention than normal.  They’d likely be in a hurry
because of the storm looming on the horizon. She knew they would
toss their unwanted catch to the shore for the waves to wash out.
They cared little whether the animals lived or died.  If they weren’t
useful to them, they had no concern for their lives.

She moved near enough to the boat to hear bits of
conversation.  She felt no shame in listening in. 

“Yann,” one man said, “are you coming to the tavern with us
or are you going to fetch your brat from Old Lady Prisky?”

“I need to go get him,” Yann said with a weary tone as if
picking up the child was undeserved punishment.

The other man gave a guttural sound and said, “Aw, come
on, Yann, you can tell the old bitch you were late because of the
storm.  Look, it’s going to start a downpour any minute.”

Yann looked up at the sky. He licked his lips, and said, “I
guess I could do with a glass or two of whiskey.  I need a bottle to
take home anyway.  Aye, I’ll go with you.”

“Then let’s finish this shit up and hit the bar,” the man said.

As they unloaded their day’s catch, Muirgan left the water
and removed her skin.  She slipped quickly into the clothes she had
hidden earlier and waited for her chance. 

One of the men aboard the fishing vessel tossed a large 
puffer fish to the ground at the water’s edge.  She had to get that fish
or she couldn’t carry out her plans.  If the tide came in before she got
her chance, the fish would be free, but so would Yann.

She looked around for a rag or any cast off she could use to
hold on to the fish so she didn’t have to risk touching it with her
bare hands.  She spotted a filthy scrap of someone’s shirt, probably
lost during a drunken bar brawl, and stifled a grimace of distaste as
she wrapped it around her hand. Choosing her moment, Muirgan
darted out to grab the fish while the men were busy.

She took it and ran as quickly as she could, hoping no one
would see her. She almost made it to Yann’s shack when a woman
from down the street saw her.  The woman had a small child by the
hand, more dragging him than leading him as she hurried down the
path.

“Hello, Muirgan,” she said, looking the girl over good,
“you’re back, I see.”

“Perhaps,” Muirgan said.

“It’s been a long time, ain’t it?” the woman asked.

“Yes, Mrs. Prisky, it has been.”

“Over a year?”

“Something like that, ma’am,” Muirgan said, shifting from
foot to foot. She glanced at the child holding Mrs. Prisky’s hand and
saw he looked a lot like Yann.  Perhaps a little more attractive, a 
little softer, but he was clearly Yann’s child.  She felt her heart
harden with resent as she saw his webbed fingers as he pointed to a
seagull  crying overhead.  “Mama?” the child said, pointing at the
bird.

“What are you here for?” Mrs. Prisky asked with a suspicious
tone.

“I came to see Yann,” Muirgan said politely.

“You have ideas about coming back here?”

“I thought maybe Yann and I could work it out.”

The woman brayed with laughter.  “He’s pined away for you
all these months, even after he saw you with another man.  And yes,
missy, he told us all what you was doing with that fellow on that
rock.  He’s a fool if he takes your whoring ass back.”

“I don’t see how it’s any of your concern.”

“You don’t?  I’m helping to raise the child you abandoned,
missy,” the woman said with a bitter tone.  She dragged the child
behind her as if hoping to hide him from Muirgan’s gaze.

Muirgan stared at her, not quite knowing what to say.

“Don’t be getting any ideas that you’re going to come in and
ruin that child’s life again. Why, he cried for you for months, he did.
You was cruel to leave a babe like that for someone else to raise.  No 
decent woman would abandon her child like you did.”

“Mrs. Prisky, I’m sorry you feel so insulted by the choices
Yann and I made in our private lives, but if you’ll excuse me, I have
something to do.”

“Sure, sure,” Mrs. Prisky said, but she didn’t move out of the
path to let her pass. 

Muirgan stared at her for a few moments before she stepped
around her and hurried on to Yann’s shack. She wished she had
used Chéile’s shape-changing charm sooner, but she didn’t know
how long its effects would last and she didn’t want to take any
chances.

“You may be waiting a long time,” Mrs. Prisky shouted
behind her. “Yann likes to be well into his cups before he comes 
home.”

That’s all right with me.  It will give me time to get this
cooked.  Maybe he won’t notice it’s not a flounder if he’s drunk 
enough. 

She let herself in Yann’s filthy shanty and leaned against the 
door in relief.  She never liked that old biddy Mrs. Prisky and she 
surely hadn’t counted on seeing Yann’s child. She thought about
how it made her feel and decided that it was all right after all.  He 
belonged here on the land with these people. He was one of them. 
He certainly couldn’t make it in her world and she wasn’t about to
sacrifice any more of her life for something she didn’t ask for and 
couldn’t love.

After a few minutes, she settled down enough to get to work.
She set about preparing the fish.  She cut it carefully for she didn’t
want to lose a bit of its toxins.  She hoped Yann would believe her
when she told him it was flounder. 

When the fish was fully cooked, she hastily wrapped it in a
piece of discarded newspaper lying on the table. It looked slightly
soiled but she didn’t think Yann would notice. Knowing that Yann
couldn’t cook and was fairly lazy, she assumed he either ate with his 
brother’s family, Mrs. Prisky, or that he bought a piece of fish for his
dinner.  He had gotten fish numerous times from Old Man Merkle
down the way and she knew this paper had wrapped something
Yann had eaten before.  She took her wrapped piece of puffer fish
and slipped from the shanty, taking the bucket of fish guts with her.
She didn’t want to leave anything behind to arouse Yann’s 
suspicions. 

Muirgan hoped today would be an Old Man Merkle fish day
instead of eating with someone else. Her chances of being right 
were pretty good, she reasoned, since he had gone off to the tavern
with most of the crew. She hid among the reeds outside his cabin 
and waited until he came home.  To her great relief, he was alone
and carrying a nearly full bottle of booze.  Even more to her relief, he
hadn’t gone to get his son.  She would have felt mildly guilty about
killing Yann in front of his child.  He staggered a little as he neared 
the cottage.  He stumbled as he stepped into the room.

Shortly after the door closed behind Yann, Muirgan touched
the charm and almost panicked.  How do I activate this? I forgot to
ask Chéile. She decided to do it the same way she had for the travel
charm. She closed her eyes and rubbed the charm with her thumb 
and forefinger. 

Within seconds, Muirgan felt an odd, nauseating sensation
and her head swam dizzily.  Suddenly, her body felt different.  She
looked down at herself and saw she was a plump, fair-skinned
woman. Her breasts were much larger than Muirgan’s normally
were.  She had blonde hair now, she noted, picking up a clump of
the straight strands that hung over her shoulder.  The clothes she
had worn, to her consternation, had stayed the same size, for they
were stretched nearly to ripping over her now ample bosom.  The
skirt was shorter, too, which indicated to Muirgan that she was in a
much taller form, now, as well.  When she put this skirt on, she
noted, it had come to her ankles.  Now, it struck her mid-calf or
higher which meant she would be much nearer Yann’s height.  It
gave her a feeling of confidence that she would be able to escape if 
things didn’t go according to her plans.

Her heart thudded in her chest as she wondered if the
physical transformation had been an elaborate ruse on Chéile’s part
to separate her from her skin. She slapped the bag dangling at her
waist and her shoulders immediately sagged in relief.  It was still 
there. She started to loosen the drawstring at the waistband of her
skirt to make it fit more comfortably but thought better of it.  What
if I have to run to get away?  I have no idea how long this disguise
will last.

Muirgan took a deep breath and released it slowly to calm
her nerves.  She had to move fast, for time was growing short.  She
left the safety of her hiding place among the reeds and stepped into 
the path to knock on Yann’s door.

“Who is it?” Yann yelled.

Muirgan hesitated for only an instant.  “It’s Ella,” she said.

“Who in Ifreann is Ella?” Yann said.

Muirgan heard him stomping across the board floor of his
hovel and he wrenched the door open. Yann glowered at her but his 
hostile expression lasted only a moment before it a lecherous look
replaced it, as his eyes focused on her breasts.

“I don’t believe I know you, Ella,” he said.

“I’m Uncle Merk’s niece,” she said.

“I didn’t know he had a niece,” Yann said but his voice didn’t
hold a hint of suspicion.

Muirgan smiled.  “I got here today; I’m his sister’s youngest.
We live down the coast a bit.  Me mum had a nightmare that
something was wrong with him, so she sent me to check.  I offered to
stay a few days and help him out.  So I here I am,” Muirgan said
smiling with a cheer she did not feel. She held out the fish wrapped 
in newspaper toward Yann.  “He asked me to bring you your dinner,
sir.”

“Well, that’s a nice surprise,” Yann said, though he didn’t
take the package from her hand.  “But look, it’s starting to rain.”
Huge, fat drops began falling, landing with audible plops on the
path around Muirgan and they soaked her thin white blouse making
it slightly see-through. “You’d better come in before you get
soaked.”

Muirgan wasn’t fully at ease with this suggestion, but she so
wanted to see him eat this entire fish.  “Well, thank you Mr. Yann,”
she said stepping past him into his nasty home.  She could feel his
eyes on her behind, as she had always been able to when he forced
her to live here. 

He pulled a chair out for her, brushing the crumbs and dirt
from the seat as he did.  “Sit here, Ella,” he said. “Will you join me
for dinner?”

“Oh, no, sir,” she said sitting in the chair and laying the
wrapped fish on the table. “I only brought enough flounder for you.
I’ll eat when I get back to Uncle Merk’s.”

Yann poured her a glass of whiskey and slid it across the
table. “You can at least join me for a drink while I eat,” he said with
a lecherous grin. 

“Aye,” Muirgan said, nodding and picking up the glass.
“That, I’ll do.” She watched as Yann took the chair opposite her.  He
snatched the package from the table, unwrapped it, tossing the
paper aside as he dropped the fish on his plate.

“It’s hot,” he said, waving his fingers to cool them. 

“Yes, I cooked it right before I came over,” she said, smiling
at him over the rim of her glass. She pretended to sip the whiskey.

“Usually, Merk’s cooking is cold before it gets here.  Maybe 
you should stay a while, Ella.”

Muirgan smiled at him, giving him a noncommittal shrug.

“You’re a pretty girl, Ella,” he said, looking at her breasts
again, which were more visible through the damp blouse than
before.

“Thank you,” Muirgan said.  She tried hard to push down her
revulsion.  He was as disgusting as always. The image of Aindréas’
blood spattering all over her sailed into her mind and anger rose in
her chest.  She had to fight for control as she sat at this man’s table
making small talk with him while she waited for him to eat his
dinner.  “But you should eat before it gets cold, Yann,” she said with
a purr.  She was proud of her efforts, for she didn’t think anyone
would be suspicious of her at this point.

“How about we have a little fun together while my dinner
cools off?”  Yann reached over and took her hand.  “I have a nice bed
over there,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.

Muirgan smiled and forced herself not to pull away from
him.  “I only just met you, Yann,” she said.  That bed was not nice
even when I kept it clean.  It’s certainly not clean anymore. 

“That doesn’t matter,” Yann said.  “We could get acquainted
really fast.”

“That’s a little too fast,” she said.

“If you don’t want to do it in the bed,” he said, “if you think
that’s too intimate, you can bend over the table and I can take you 
right here.”

“Well,” Muirgan said with a small, cool smile while her eyes 
darted to the frying pan on the stove, where she’d left it. “Yann,
that’s an offer I am finding hard to pass up, but maybe next time,
after I know you better.”

“You don’t know how disappointing that is, Ella,” he said,
continuing to hold her hand.

“Wouldn’t your wife mind if you’re dallying with another
woman on her bed?” Muirgan asked.

“That bitch,” Yann said with anger.  “That bitch left me
more’n a year ago. Left me saddled with a small child, she did.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,” Muirgan said.

“That’s all right, Ella,” Yann said. “I got my revenge. I killed
her lover while he was having a poke at her. She got what she
deserved.”

Muirgan recoiled, unable to help herself.

Yann looked up at her sharply.  “I’m sorry; perhaps I
shouldn’t have told you that.  You’ll think badly of me. Please don’t 
be afraid of me.”

Muirgan smiled.  “I’m not afraid,” she said, but her voice
shook a bit. “You should eat your dinner before it gets cold, Yann,”
she said, pointing at the fish on his plate.  “Flounder can get tough
when it gets cold.”

“Ella,” he asked, “will you stay the night with me?  I get 
lonely, and a woman like you must need a man sometimes.  I mean,
look at you, you can’t possibly be as prim as you sounded earlier.”
He looked at her hopefully and added, “I can pay you if you don’t
want to give it up for free.”

“Yann,” she said, giving him what she hoped was a seductive
smile, “eat first, and then we’ll go to your bed and do it properly.”

He grinned at her and reluctantly agreed to eat dinner first.
He turned his attention to the meal she had brought him.  He
ravenously ate the whole fish, washing it down with half a bottle of
whiskey.  Muirgan was glad he ate so fast, she was worried that he’d
start to feel the effects of the toxin and not eat it all.  She wanted 
him good and dead. 

After he drank his last swig of whiskey, he made a grunting
noise, followed by a gurgling sound before he looked at Muirgan
with his eyes slightly bulging. 

She smiled at him. “Oh, you know what, Yann,” she said
sweetly.  “I think I made a mistake. I don’t think that was a flounder
after all.  I think that may have been a puffer fish.”

Yann opened and closed his mouth several times, but no
sound came out.  His tongue began to swell and his lips started
turning blue. 

Muirgan leaned forward and looked deeply into his eyes.
She softly said, “Every night when I try to sleep, I still see my
husband’s blood splattered all over my body.  That’s a memory you
gave me, Yann, when you cut his throat.  He was my husband before
you stole my skin and forced me to live with you, before you raped
me.”  She wondered if she could turn the illusion off without letting
it run its course, for she dearly wanted Yann to see her as Muirgan
rather than the blonde, buxom Ella.

Unsure as to how to cancel the charm, Muirgan relaxed and
focused on her own, true face in human form.  She felt her body shift
and change, growing shorter, thinner as she stared into Yann’s 
quickly discoloring face. She caught a glimpse of the hair over her 
shoulder and realized it was now dark brown. It made her happy to 
know that Yann was seeing her in the form he was so familiar with.

Yann made a few more strangled sounds and foamy spittle
dripped from his open mouth and off his protruding tongue.

“Goodbye, Yann,” she said. “Now you’ve finally gotten what 
you deserve.” Muirgan smiled at him as she removed her thick
brown skin from the pouch hanging at her waist.  She turned and
walked out the door as Yann fell over onto the table. His head
smacked heavily into the plate he had eaten from, breaking it into
pieces.  A sharp pointed barb of it jammed into his forehead and
blood pooled from the wound onto the broken plate.

Muirgan walked slowly down to the beach, stripping off her
human clothing as she went, not the least worried about which of
these dreadful creatures may see her.  When she reached the sea,
she stepped back into her Selkie skin and swam away as quickly as
she could.  She didn’t know when or if they found Yann’s body or
what they thought when they did.  She was through with humans;
she had avenged Aindréas’ death.  It had been worth waiting for.

2 months, 1 week 

Devexus 9, 763
Na Réaltaí 

Ársa  
“Did you see him, Ársa?” Ch
éile asked, looking up happily
and hopefully as her husband entered her chamber.  “Isn’t he
beautiful?”

“I did see him,” Ársa said, “and I don’t know that I’d call him
beautiful.  He’s red and wrinkly.”

Chéile glared at him and said with a pout, “He is so 
beautiful.”

“I won’t argue the point,” Ársa said with a laugh.  “He’s got a
lot of black hair.”

“I know,” she said.  “I was hoping he’d be blonde, but I guess
he takes more after you than I counted on.  He doesn’t even have
pointed ears.”

“I’m sure he’ll do fine as he is,” Ársa said, feeling that
perhaps Chéile was complaining a bit too much over this child she
had just called beautiful. 

“He’s perfect,” she said.

Ársa took a seat on the end of her bed.  “I’m glad you
managed to carry him long enough for him to be full term and
healthy.  You almost lost him, you know.”

“I know,” she said.  “Grannus saved him, and I’m grateful.”

“Grannus said if you hadn’t been so keen on punishing
Moriko it wouldn’t have happened this way.”

Chéile made a noise and blew out a derisive puff of air. 
“Leave her out of this,” she said.  “It was a perfect moment until you
brought her up.”

“All right,” Ársa said.  “I won’t keep you.  You still need your 
rest.  Ída said she’d be bringing Déithe to nurse in half an hour or
so.”

“Ársa,” Chéile said.  “Would you help me with something?”

“If I can,” he said, but his tone was more disinterested and
noncommittal.

“Some of the lower level staff and a lot of the Envoy that have
come by have been derogatory about my plans to nurse Déithe until
he’s five years old. It’s an Elfin custom and it’s one I think is
important and I want to uphold it.”

“Yes,” he said.  “I have told you before that I have no
objections.”

“All these people keep coming in and telling me I’m going to
spoil Déithe and ruin his life.  They say I’ll make him weak and that
the good mothers of Na Réaltaí only nurse their children until
they’re a year old. I personally think that’s barbaric but I’ve never
told them I think it makes them a bad mother if they do that.”

“I have no objections to Déithe nursing as long as both of you
want. I assume that he won’t nurse more than at bedtime or
something after he’s older.  Who knows, he may lose interested
before he’s five.”

“He may, but I want to know if you will give me some
protection over this.  It’s quite stressful having these people
constantly telling me how bad this is.”

“Who’s telling you that?  Surely not Grannus’ staff.”

Chéile shook her head. “No,” she said.  “If they disapprove,
they keep it to themselves.  They’ve been good and supportive.”

“As I’d expect them to be.”

“It’s a lot of the other Envoy who have come to see Ársa’s
firstborn and heir,” she said.  She wondered briefly if he’d admit to 
having another son who could claim that title.

Ársa nodded.  “I’ll send out a notice telling them all to leave
you alone. The decision is made and it’s a mutual one and I won’t 
have anyone questioning how we choose to raise our son.”

“Thank you, Ársa,” she said.  “That means a lot to me.”

Ársa nodded.  “I’ll come back and see you and Déithe again
soon.”  He left her to return to his own rooms.

1 month later 
Albus 12, 763
Lilitu Grove
Mirus, Corath 

Adamen
Adamen fidgeted as she waited in the hallway outside the
greeting room of her mother’s palace. Her palace—she mentally
corrected herself. It was hard to reconcile herself to the notion that
it was hers, now, for it still felt like her mother’s home.  Queen 
Erish’s death had come months after she had abdicated her throne,
leaving her people without leadership.

She remember
ed the day Moriko had brought Erish’s
charred remains home after Chéile had returned to Na Réaltaí to
gloat about having dispatched her rival.  Ársa had asked the Fae
guardian to do it, rather than doing it himself, in hopes of keeping
Chéile complacent.  The entire grove had been thrown into chaos at
the knowledge of her loss.  Until that moment, Adamen thought, we
had all assumed Erish would return someday to retake her throne.

As a people, they had not been in a hurry to name a new 
queen or coronate her, though Adamen had stepped in to
unofficially fill the role.  Their first priority had been to rebuild the
grove and replace their homes. They had first asked Adamen to
accept the crown when Erish first ran off and she had declined,
hoping her mother would return.  When word of her death reached
the Grove, finally, she relented.  Today was her coronation day.  She
looked at her friends seated nearby, watching her adjust her gown
for the fiftieth time. 

She grinned at them.  “Well, I’m a little nervous,” she
 said.
“Nothing to be nervous about,” Moriko said.

“Yeah,” Skill said, “being a queen is nothing.”

“Easy for the two of you to say,” Adamen said.  “You don’t

have to give an acceptance speech.”
Skill laughed. “Neither do you, you’re queen.  You can do
what you want.”

“You’re right,” Adamen said.  “I can do what I want.”

A knock sounded on the door almost at the same time that it
swung open.  Durada stuck her pink-haired head inside and said, 
“Are you ready, my lady?”

Adamen nodded, replying, “Almost, I’ll be right out,
Durada.” After the door closed, she looked at her companions. “I
don’t think I’ll ever get used to this ‘my lady’ crap.”

“I know what you mean,” Moriko said. “Everywhere I go
these days I run into people bowing or prostrating themselves,
calling me their goddess. Where do they come up with this stuff?”

“All right,” Adamen said, “I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever 
be.”

“I’ll tell Durada,” Moriko said.

“We’ll join the crowd and cheer for you the loudest,” Skill
said, flying up to tuck in a stray curl of Adamen’s fiery hair.

Moriko and Skill went out first to join the crowd of Lilitu
who awaited their new queen in the middle of the grove. Their
numbers were slightly diminished, though there were several young 
Lilitu among them. The fire Chéile had set in their grove had killed
a segment of their population, including many of their stable.  It 
would take them a long time to fully recover from the devastation
she had wrought.  Even their trees still bore the effects of her attack,
for many of them were smaller, much newer growth.  The older ones
were twisted into odd shapes. 

Adamen’s coronation was marked as a new beginning.  They
were all truly joyous and hopeful for the first time in nearly a year.

26 years later  

Phaedrus 29, 789
Na Réaltaí 

Chéile
Chéile exited her bathroom and slammed her door hard
enough for it to rattle on the hinges. Why do I have to have these
shitty old doors?  Ársa’s chamber has sliding doors.  I should at
least have sliding doors. 

She sat down on the edge of her bed. She retrieved her nail
clippers from the top drawer before spreading a tissue out smoothly
on her freshly made bed. She meticulously clipped her nails, being
careful that each little, severed sliver landed on the tissue. She filed
her nails while she continued to fume over the doors in her quarters. 
Satisfied that she had done a thorough job of her nails, she picked
up a jar from her nightstand and opened it.  Chéile picked her nail
clippings up, one by one; counting them to be certain she hadn’t
missed any and dropped them into the jar.  She sealed it and set it 
back on her nightstand. 

She stomped over to the dressing table and flounced down
on the padded seat.  She drummed her fingers on the table.
The
doors are not my problem.  Ársa is my problem.  But what do I do
about him?  I have to get to a place in my own head where he 
doesn’t matter anymore.  And I am sick to death of hearing about
the fucking prophecy.  The Prophecy doesn’t give him the right to
screw every mortal woman that looks in his direction.  I thought
killing his damned Fae lover would fix the problem, but no.  And
there’s still Moriko.

Chéile didn’t understand the reason why she rarely found
Moriko anymore. She tried repeatedly over the last ten or twelve
years, but that little bitch was inaccessible.  Even using the doll she
had made of her rival didn’t help.  Something was blocking her
magic.  She hadn’t been able to figure it out yet, but she was going to
keep trying.  She had diligently looked for Moriko and she had
hunted for Ársa’s bastard Fae child.  The last twenty-six years had
been frustrating and mostly disappointing. She had found countless
colonies of Fae—everything from sweet flower Fae to the nastier Red
Caps.  She found nothing that she thought would be Ársa’s offspring.

Everything in her life was as shitty as could be.  Her husband
had drifted away and left her to her own devices, she could seldom 
torment Moriko anymore, and Déithe had moved on to higher level
training without her, and to top the whole shit pie off, she hadn’t
been able to find Ársa’s firstborn, his heir, his Fae child.

Déithe was twenty-six years old and was so much like his
father in all the worst possible ways.  When Chéile looked at her son,
she saw nothing at all of herself.  He hadn’t even inherited her
pointed ears.  He looked like Ársa.  Chéile couldn’t see his face
without thinking of his father and she could barely stifle the snarl 
that rose within her. Worse than his appearance, he acted like Ársa.
They had the same sense of humor, which was often in poor taste.
She had constantly reminded him he was better than that and he
should hold himself above the others on the Envoy since one day, he
would have to govern them all.  It’s far more difficult to govern
people you’re intimate with than people you hold at a distance.

She saw the way women looked at him as he went about his 
day.  She worried he would take action, had she not been vigilant in
her protection of him.  She tailed him every step of his day, leaving
him only when he was in the custody of his instructors. She waited
in the hallway for him to finish his classes so she could escort him to 
his next appointment.  She had done so since he was six and had
first begun his classes.  

Déithe was a young man, finishing his training and 
academics, and she dreaded the day when he would be more
difficult for her to oversee. She didn’t intend to give the women here
the opportunity to take advantage of him.  Chéile found the idea of
him having intimate relations distasteful and embarrassing.

So, if Déithe is twentysix, that makes Ársa’s son twenty-
seven, or thereabouts.  I have to find him.  But how?

She thought about her situation and began to feel defeated.
She needed something to make her feel alive again, give her 
purpose, and dig her toehold into Ársa again. In twenty-six years, 
he had begun to behave as if he were unattached.  Chéile never saw
him anymore except occasionally at meals and at Envoy meetings. 
Envoy meetings that she was never notified of, but because she had
become adept at spying on the others, she found out about them
nonetheless and she never missed even one.

An idea grew, matured, and hatched as she sat drumming
her fingers on the desktop. Making a quick decision, she got up,
dressed in human-style clothing, and went to the portal room.  She
was better at Traveling, but only to certain places. She hadn’t been 
to this spot in twenty-six years.

The town of Fogedge, while still obscure and squalid, had
grown, becoming a bustling port on the south of Amalith Island.
She made her way to the dock area and looked for the sign she
remembered from so many years ago.  Is it possible that man is still
alive? What was his name?  How long do humans live?

She walked down the street amid whistles and catcalls, which 
she ignored. Her platinum hair gleamed in the sunlight of midday.
What were reprobates like these doing up this time of day? And
what about the man I seek?  Oh, yes, his name was Máel.

She quickly found the sign she remembered, the moniker for 
The Ox Head. She opened the door and stepped inside. Her nerves
jangled as she looked around the room. A man sat where Máel had 
sat those many years before.  He looked exactly like the man she had 
known, only cleaner, and older.  He wore a flat cap that covered
most of his head, but the hair she could see from beneath it, fringing
at his temples, was grey.  He now bore lines on his face, but they lent
him a more dignified air. 

Chéile walked to the table, being careful to sway her hips
provocatively.  “Hello, Máel,” she said softly.

“Why, hello, Goddess,” he said, looking up at her with a
smile. “I wondered if you’d ever come back this way again.”

“And here I am,” she said, smiling as she slid into the chair 
next to him.

“What brings you back to our little slum, darling?” he asked.

“The same thing that brought me here last time,” she purred.

He grinned rakishly.  “Are you paying the same price?” he
asked.

“Are you charging the same amount?” she countered with a
challenging tone. 

He grinned.  “Well, Princess, the price has gone up in the
twenty or so years since you were here. Tell me, did you get the brat
you wanted?”

“I did,” she said, “but now I want another one.”

He looked her up and down, undressing her with his eyes.
“You know, I was going to say that you were too damned old to have
another one, but you look exactly the same as you did last time I saw
you.”

“You don’t look that much worse for the wear, either,” Chéile
said.

“I’m bald as a newborn baby’s ass,” he said, laughing and
removing his flop hat. 

“Oh,” she said, looking at his shiny pate.  “That doesn’t
matter to me.  Do you have what I need?”

“Are you willing to pay my price?”

“Name it,” she said.

“Price has gone up, Princess,” he said, licking his lips and
looking at her breasts. “You have to stay the whole night.”

Chéile took a deep breath before replying.  “All right. I’ll stay
the night, but you have to promise me enough lalin sik to take care
of my problem, like last time.”

“You’ve got a deal, Princess,” he said.  He stood from his
chair and held his hand out to her as before.  It was cleaner than last
time.  She took his hand, giving it a squeeze as she smiled at him.

Máel led her up the stairs to his room.

Chéile stayed for three days with Máel in Fogedge, in his 
room at The Ox Head. It made her happy to know she was doing
something that would make Ársa disapprove. 

When she arrived home, she checked Ársa’s schedule to 
determine when he would return.  She was worried about making
him suspicious.  She didn’t want to do too much too fast, so she
invited Déithe to meet her in Ársa’s room for dinner after he arrived.

Taking it slowly was the hardest thing she had ever done.
She wanted to use the lalin sik and get this process over with but the
last thing she needed was Ársa balking and ruining her plans.

After three weeks of family dinners, she decided her time
was right. She didn’t invite Déithe, but she told Ársa she had.
Before dinner, she had mixed the lalin sik into the Apple Fizz she
served her husband. Now, she only had to wait for him to drink it
all.

1 month later  

Aero, 789 

Silverwilde Province, Cardosa  

Moriko
Moriko was a frequent visitor and a welcome sight in the
Flower Fae’s meadow. They came out to meet her in droves, 
hovering over her, flying around her, singing their greetings in loud,
high-pitched voices. She could feel them sitting on her head and 
shoulders, pulling her hair.  They meant no harm, but were
overwhelmingly mischievous and couldn’t help themselves.

“We’re so glad you’re here, Moriko,” they shouted, dancing
in the air around her.

“Why is that?” she asked. “It hasn’t been that long since the
last time I last visited.  What has happened in my absence that has 
you all so excited?”

“Girin…” one of them shouted excitedly before another one
swatted her across the mouth. 

“Hush up,” the swatter said.  “You let Girin give his own
news.”

“Ouch,” the swatted Faerie said.  “You didn’t have to be so
mean.” She reached out and pulled her attacker’s hair.

“Stop that,” the swatter said. She grabbed a handful of the
other Faerie’s hair and jerked her head back.  Others of their troop
quickly joined in, shouting and laughing and shrieking, some for joy,
some in anger. Soon there was a ball of Faeries so big Moriko could
no longer see the two who started it. 

She laughed and sidestepped them and went on toward
Filigree’s home.  She had learned long ago not to get into a frenzy of
Faeries. The first time she had seen a Faerie fight like this, she had
tried to intervene and had ended up with a hundred or more nasty
little Faerie bites on her hands, fingers, and forearms.  She had even
sustained one on the end of her nose. She didn't care to repeat the
experience.

As she neared Filigree’s home, Girin came out. He saw her
and greeted her happily, expanding to his full height.  He had grown
taller than Moriko, and far taller than any Lilitu she had ever met.
He was handsome to a fault, she noted.  He looked a perfect 
combination of his beautiful Lilitu mother and his handsome father,
Ársa.  It almost broke her heart every time she saw his face.

“Moriko,” he said, moving forward in a rush. He gave her a
warm hug. 

“The whole troop is certainly in an excited state.  What’s
going on?”

“Let’s take a walk,” he said, linking his elbow with hers.  “We
can talk without interruption that way.  Once their fight breaks up
they will remember you’re here and they will be all over us.”

Moriko laughed. “You’re absolutely right, Girin.”

They walked down the path toward the river that flowed
nearby.  It was quiet and peaceful here and Moriko knew they would
have privacy for a few minutes, at least.

“What has everyone so excited?”

“Trinket and I are getting joined,” he said, his blue-green
eyes sparkled. They were an exact blend of his parents’ eyes, but 
they were tilted upward at the outer corners like his mother’s were

Trinket was an Iris Faerie, and she looked the part, with 
highly piled up hair in shades of purple with streaks of yellow. Her
eyes were purple with yellow flecks in them as well.  Her skin was a
pale, dusty purple, too, and her lips were a deep, dark eggplant.  She
was a sweet, even-tempered Fae who never met a stranger and made
fast friends of all she came across.  Moriko had always liked Trinket. 

Moriko smiled and hugged Girin.  “Well, congratulations,
that’s exciting.”

“Thank you, Moriko.  Your support means a lot to us.”

“You shall always have that,” she said.  “I think you two are a
fine match for one another.”

“I was wondering if you’d tell my mother.  I know she will
want to be here,” he said.  “I would like to invite Skill, too, if you
could. We plan to have our joining ceremony in two weeks.”

“I’ll invite them right away,” Moriko said.  She noted Girin’s
hesitation and wondered what else there was to his story.  “Is there
something else?” she asked.

He appeared suddenly shy.  His cheeks reddened a bit and he
cast his gaze away from her.  “Trinket is having a baby,” he said
barely above a whisper.

Moriko almost laughed but she caught the sound in time to
squash it.  “That’s even more exciting, Girin.  Are you not pleased?”

He nodded quickly and emphatically as he looked up at her 
at last.  “We haven’t told anyone yet,” he said, keeping his voice low.
“We don’t want anyone to know until after we’ve…ah…had our
ceremony.”

“I see,” Moriko said.  “So you don’t want me to tell your 
mother, is that it?”

“No, please keep it a secret until after the ceremony. We
want to tell my mothers first.”

Moriko noted his mention in the plural when speaking of his
mothers. Both Filigree and Adamen were truly his mothers and she 
was pleased that he felt that way about them both. “I won’t say a
word, Girin, but why did you tell me? Wouldn’t your secret be safer
if no one knew but you and Trinket?”

Girin shrugged.  “Perhaps, but we wanted your blessing,
since you’re our goddess and all.”

“I see,” she said.  “Well, you shall always have that, as I said
before.  Nothing will change that.”

“Thank you, Moriko; I will let Trinket know right away so we
can start planning the event.”

“And I’ll go right away and invite Adamen and Skill.”

2 weeks later 
Aventine 20, 789
Belnesse Province
Ceann’nathair

Moriko
The forest here was old growth, mostly deciduous and dense. 
Moriko stood in the top of one of the tallest trees and looked out 
over the top of the forest, trying to pinpoint the area where the
distressed cries she heard were coming from. They were incessant
and desperate.  Some animal in her forest was in pain and she had
started tracking it ten minutes earlier.  Now, more of them were
joining chorus with the first.  Something or someone was torturing
them and Moriko felt desperate to find them and render aid.

Adding to her frustration was the fact that she had to be
leaving this forest soon to join the Flower Fae in Silverwilde for
Girin’s and Trinket’s joining.  She had promised and she intended to 
be there, but she could not leave this forest until she found what
animal was suffering and helped it.

She stood at the top of a boxelder tree, nearly seventy-five
feet above the forest floor and listened. She was hoping the height 
would help her pinpoint the direction of the cries.  The sounds
drifted to her on the wind and she was able to determine where she
needed to go.  Moriko wasted no time Traveling in that direction.
She stayed in the treetops, landing next, in a shorter gum tree. She
was closing in on the sound, for it grew louder and more insistent.
She could hear several distinct voices crying together.  The cries
came from a small animal and now there must be five or more
adding to the clamor.

Moriko Traveled again and knew she was within a few yards,
for the din was nerve rattling. She peered through the trees to try to 
get a glimpse of what might be causing the disturbance, but the
spring growth had the trees leafed out in full. There was no looking 
through them to the forest floor, so she Traveled back down to the
ground and set off in the direction she was sure they came from.
She hurried through the forest, dodging and weaving her way 
between the trees.

She could tell yet another voice added to the group already
wailing away.  She slowed her pace, not knowing what to expect.
Whatever was attacking them was obviously still at it, and she
wanted to get the drop on it; she couldn’t afford to let it surprise her.
She crept the last few yards at a much more sedate pace, picking her
way through, to move forward as silently as possible.

When the scene came into view, Moriko had to stop for a
moment to take it in, make sense of it. It was a horrific sight and it
caught her completely off guard.  As she moved forward, Chéile
came into view.  She had her hands up over her head, securing a
pack rat’s tail to a huge thorn.  There were, in total, a dozen pack 
rats, hanging from the tree, each one pierced through their tails by a
huge, ugly thorn. 

“What the Ifreann…” Moriko said.  “Stand down, Chéile.”
Chéile turned to Moriko with a smile. “I was wondering
when you’d get here,” she said.  “It took me quite a while to prepare
this gift for you.  I was afraid I’d run out of pack rats.”

Moriko raised her hand to hurl a blow at the woman, but
Chéile laughed and said, “Are you really going to attack me rather
than helping these poor creatures? They are in such pain.” Her 
voice was dripping with mock empathy.

Moriko’s lips curled and her eyes glittered with a dangerous
rage.  She pulled her hand back to strengthen her blow.

“Sorry, gotta run,” Chéile said quickly and instantly, she was
gone leaving Moriko with no choice but to wind her blow down and
dissipate it.

She rushed forward and began to disengage each rat’s tail
from the tree. They were all hanging from a wild olive tree, and
since wild olive trees bore no thorns, it meant that Chéile had
somehow managed to transform the tree solely for her little stunt. 

It would take quite some time to disengage so many
wriggling, crying rats from the tree. Moriko could have simply made
the thorns disappear, but she knew the rats would fall and she didn’t
want to be responsible for injuring them further. She felt she had no
choice but to remove each one individually.  She started with the
first one nearest her and worked its tail free of the branch.  Before
she let it go, she covered the injured area with her hand and gently
squeezed it, healing the wound enough that she was sure it wouldn’t
get infected and give the rodent any further trouble. She did the
same for each rat in turn until she had freed them all.

Aventine 20, 789 
Silverwilde, Cardosa  

Chéile 
Chéile had relentlessly tracked Moriko through her scrying
bowl, or at least attempted to, for many decades.  Her ability to
connect to the woman was hit or miss.  It had been iffy for the last 
twenty-six years, but she had continued to try, even though she was
successful less than half the time.  Her dedication was mainly
because she wanted to catch the little liar with Ársa, but also she
hoped to find her husband’s illegitimate half-breed Fae son. That 
little monster needed, in Chéile’s mind, to be destroyed. She could
not tolerate anyone coming before her precious Déithe.  She had
devoted herself to the pursuit of finding this creature.

Her luck had made her heart soar with joy when she
managed to connect with her rival. She had watched Moriko the day 
before, watched her carefully, and had almost fainted when she saw
the woman talking to a slender, almost feminine version of Ársa.
Here was her quarry at last.  She had used her scrying ability to
move around the area until she was sure she could locate it.  Her
only problem was how to get rid of Moriko so she could take care of
her long-awaited business without that nuisance interfering.

Chéile had stalked Moriko for hours, using her doll to
connect with her and amplifying the connection with her proximity.
She had managed to read her well enough that she could home in on
the place she needed to go.  She was close at last, she could feel it.

She came solid, to her relief, completing a successful Travel.
Her palms were sweaty and her hands trembled. She reached up 
and caressed herself above her left breast.  She wanted this to go
perfectly. She had waited for this moment for over two decades.
She needed to rid the world of Ársa’s heir so she could secure the
legacy for Déithe.  She would have no bastard brat popping up and
usurping his rightful place later on.

She moved forward, making certain to keep herself invisible
and hidden.  She didn’t know if any of these nasty little Fae
creatures could see her or not, but she assumed some of them could,
so she took care to stay in the shelter of the trees that rimmed the
flower meadow where they lived. There were some trees out 
amongst the bloom, she noted, but they were far too exposed to
conceal her.  She would have to be happy with her spot until the
opportunity to strike came along.

Chéile congratulated herself on her genius for getting Moriko
out of the way. She had promised Ársa long ago that she wouldn’t
attack that little bitch anymore, and she was happy that she kept her
word.  After all, this was all for Ársa and his son.  She got Moriko out
of the way and never had to lift a hand to her. Chéile smiled to
herself as she watched the Fae creatures busily setting up some todo they had going on. 

Whatev
er are they doing? There’s some event scheduled
here.  Oh, well, that will make it even more exciting.

There were many, many Flower Fae here, but that made
perfect sense. She identified some of them as Tree Fae due to their 
bark-like skin.  She saw a Lilitu woman who made her think of
Erish, except this woman had flaming red hair and eyes the color of
newborn spring leaves.  She was much darker skinned than Erish,
too.  But their faces were hauntingly similar. A Pixie was also 
among their company.  Chéile watched and waited.  She hadn’t yet
seen anything she believed was Ársa’s bastard offspring.

Then he stepped out. He expanded; he was taller than the
Lilitu woman who moved forward to greet him.  He had Ársa’s dark
hair; he had blue-green eyes and a more delicate version of Ársa’s
face.  That’s him; it has to be. Chéile’s heart pounded so hard she
was afraid they would hear it from her hiding place.  She had to
make her move.  I have to be quick. She mumbled a few words
under her breath as she pulled out the long-carried hilt from her 
pocket. She pressed the smooth hidden button on it, extending it 
into a long, sleek, silver bladed sword with a keen razor’s edge.  She
gripped the hilt tightly in her hand and waited, trying to force her
breath to come more regularly and not the raspy gasps rattling
through her body now.

She steadied her nerves and stepped from the trees. No one
noticed her; they were all focused on their revelry.  She raised the
sword and got it in position.  She took three more deep breaths and
moved forward as fast as she could go. 

As she neared her quarry, a scream escaped her
involuntarily, startling every creature around her.  None of them
seemed able to move or respond.  They were suspended in horror
and surprise.  Ársa’s bastard son turned to face her, a look of sheer
terror on his face at the sight of her.

Chéile caught sight of Moriko coming solid a few feet behind
him as she swung the sword. It caught him under his jaw, severing
his head from his neck.  The arc of her sword caught a number of
Fae, and as it flew, it cleaved them in midair, severing their tiny
bodies in two. They dropped to the ground beside Girin’s head,
their bodies twitching and flopping in the last throes of death.
Blood spouted from the young man’s neck for seconds before his
body crumpled and fell to the ground. 

Suddenly, to Chéile, everything felt like slow motion.  The
world had slowed down.  Screams and cries of pain, rage, and horror
rent the air, but they were all muffled in her ears as if they were
underwater.

She straightened with the sword dangling at her side, loosely
gripped in her shaking hand. Her eyes met Moriko’s and a sudden
fear flamed into her chest.  The rage on her rival’s face sent a cold
chill through her.

A Pixie’s bolt struck her in the neck and she felt a numbness
creep into her. Am I poisoned?

The Lilitu woman rushed from the crowd to Ársa’s son’s
body and fell to her knees screaming and crying hysterically.  The
other Fae creatures swarmed to her and around her.

Moriko hit Chéile with the punch she had considered 
throwing back at the rat tree minutes before.  Every leaf on every 
tree trembled and leaned in when the blow landed. It hit Chéile
squarely in the chest and sent her flying halfway across the clearing
in the direction she had come from.  Another Pixie arrow struck her
in her left breast.  The pain burned like fire in her veins.

She could see another blow heading her way from Moriko
and she tried to scramble to her feet.  She had to get out of here.
Panic filled Chéile’s eyes and her brow furrowed as she tried to crawl 
into the forest so she could gather her wits enough to Travel.

She heard someone, dimly, at a distance calling Ársa’s name.

Limbs from the nearest tree bent down, leaning close to the
ground and wrapped themselves around Chéile’s arms and
shoulders, constricting her as they lifted her from the ground and
slammed her into the tree’s trunk. In panic she looked around, 
desperate for a way to free herself. Her struggling was pointless.
She was trapped. A vine—a dozen vines—ran up the tree and 
entwined themselves around her legs, up her body and around the
tree and back again, holding her fast to its trunk, coiling tendrils
around arms, legs and around her waist while the tree’s limbs were
still pinning her shoulders back.

Chéile struggled against her bonds but the tree and vines 
were too strong for her to fight.  She could not break their hold and
they were squeezing her ever tighter. Her attempts to conjure up
bravado failed and she gave up hope as she looked up into Moriko’s
rage and hate-filled face.  The tree was in her command.

“Please,” Chéile whined, “let me go.” Real fear gripped her
and she knew that Moriko would give her no quarter.

Moriko thrust a blow at her, slamming her head into the
tree. She felt blood trickle down the back of her neck and her head
throbbed. Her vision went dim for a few seconds.  Chéile was only
barely aware when a thin tendril of vine wrapped itself around her 
forehead, creeping down her cheeks toward her neck.

Chéile was suddenly aware that not only was the desire to kill
her raging within Moriko at that moment, the ability to actually do it
was there as well.  “Please,” she said, struggling again. “You can’t do
this, Moriko,” she begged.  “Ársa will never forgive you if you kill
me.”

“I don’t know about that,” Ársa said, appearing behind
Moriko. 

“Ársa,” Chéile breathed in relief. “Please, help me, take me
home.”

He shook his head.  “I think I’ll let Moriko deal with this.”

“I think you deserve to die,” Moriko said with a snarl.  She
prepared another blow as she moved forward. The vine had worked 
its way around her neck and was beginning to choke her.

“Ársa, you can’t let her kill me,” Chéile croaked.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m pregnant with your daughter, the one you
wanted me to give you.”

Ársa’s chin went up.  He looked at her sharply, glaring at her 
as he assessed her. Suddenly his hand went out and he grabbed
Moriko’s wrist.  “Stop,” he said.  “Let her go.  I’ll take her home.”

Moriko shook her head. “I can’t do that, Ársa,” she said.
“You know as well as I do, that I have every right to kill her for what
she’s done.”

Ársa continued to hold Moriko’s hand as she struggled 
against him.  “I’m taking her, Moriko, stand down.”  Ársa pushed
Moriko behind him, certain that she wouldn’t attack him. He could
feel her glare on his back as he moved forward to walk up to Chéile.
He tried to release her, could not. He turned to Moriko and said in a
low, quiet tone, “Release her, now.  That’s an order, Moriko.”

Moriko glared at him with hatred for a long moment before
she snapped her fingers and let her lock fall.  The vines and limbs
receded quickly, fully releasing Chéile.  The moment the bonds
dropped, Chéile fell to the ground, landing on her belly with a 
guttural grunt. 

“We’ll discuss this later,” Ársa said to Moriko as he bent to
pick Chéile up in his arms

Moriko shook her head. “There’s nothing to discuss,” she
said.  “You’ve made your choice, Ársa.”

Ársa gave her one quick nod and disappeared with his wife in
his arms.

THE END 

The 10 weekdays:

Days of the Week

Day 
Elune
Sorin 
Kolm 
Navhir
Rundin

Function 
OBS 
OBS 
OBS
OBS 
OB

Day 
Perelda 
Tanweth
Pim
Bell
Shadowday

Function 
B 
B 
WE
WE
WE/Wor
Legend for weekdays:

O Offices, banks, other professional services
B Business, merchants

S Schools & Universities

WE  Weekend days, business is optional
Wor Worship days for those who observe
Since there are three 10-day weeks in each 30-day month, a simple grid will 
accommodate the calendar. The only thing that changes are the names of 
the months & the ending holidays:

MONTH

El 
Sn
Km
Nv
Rn
Pd 
Tw
Pim 
Bell
SD 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

11 
12
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18
19 
20

21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30 

Holiday

Explanation of Holidays:

Month
Holiday
Observance

Ianualis
Strena 
A celebration of the New Year. Observed by all.

Feralis
Bruma
Mid-winter holiday to bring cheer in cold. Widely 
observed.

Imber
Bellicus
Confession day to confess feelings to secret love.  
Observed by most.

Nalin 
Pales 
Night
Pales is the goddess of shepherds & flocks. Widely 
observed in rural areas.

Tarakal
Vivus
A celebration of life & new awakenings. Widely 
celebrated.

Agmen
Merus
A celebration of plentiful bounties to come. 
Celebrated by Fae & Immortal races as an origins 
festival, although many humans observe it, too.

Nonae 
Dulcis 
Dulcis means ‘sweet water’ & is widely celebrated 
by all for the living giving force of water with 
bonfires & dancing.

Phaedrus
Ancil 
An ancient holiday carried over from the old 
world. Most no longer know the reason for its 
celebration & is mostly observed among 
Immortals. It is viewed as an ‘independence day’ 
and the breaking of chains of bondage.

Taeda
Areo 
A fall celebration of harvests and bounty. It is 
widely celebrated by all, but it holds a special 
significance for Tribal and Nomadic people.

Aventine
Samhain
Another ‘old world’ holiday. This one is widely 
celebrated by all with bonfires, food roasts & 
dressing in costumes. It is one of the most 
anticipated festivals of the year.

Devexus
Ilex
Ilex is a food festival to give thanks for the year’s 
past bounties and for all the good things to come.  
It’s a holiday of thanks & is widely celebrated by

gatherings of friends & family.
Albus 
Feriatus 
A gathering holiday for friends, families, villages, 
Sagina
even whole towns to come together & share 
gigantic meals. Fir trees are decorated in squares 
& common areas & often in individual homes.  
Gifts are often exchanged.

GLOSSARY



A 

Aindréas
~ (AHN-drayus) Male Selkie, Muirgan’s mate.

Adamen~ (ADD-ahmen) Princess of the Lilitu Fae; Queen Erish’s daughter.
Afrona Sea~ (AF-ron-ah) The body of water north of the Spiorad Islands, between
the continents of Til’gaviel and Antus.

Aled~ (AHled) Weather officer in Ársa’s Envoy, in charge of lightning.
Alteration~ The process implemented on the old world that altered the genetic 
structure of its subjects, producing changes in their appearance & abilities.
Amalith Island~ (AMA-lith) Large island off the eastern coast of Til’gaviel.
Anahera~ (AHNA-herr-ah) Rootwork expert in the Spiorad Islands.  Human.
Andraya Ocean~ (AHN-drayah) Lerien’s northernmost ocean.

Anoba~ (AHN-ohbah) Waterways officer on Ársa’s Envoy, also his sister.
Antus~ (AN-tus) One of the five continents of Lerien, south of Corath.
Ársa~ (AWR-sah) Leader of the expedition, Commander of Na Réaltaí, Anoba’s 
brother. 


B 

Bacainn Island
~ (BUH-cane) The smallest island in the Spiorads, north of
Dragon’s Isle.

Belnesse Province~ (BELL-ness) Large province in the southeast of
Ceann’nathair. Its coastline is on the Sea of Paldor. 

Blackpool~ fishing village in Catormad, Corath along the western central
coastline.

Bob~(BAHB) A group of Selkies.


C

Caolán
~ (QUAY-lawn) The Elfin prince, King Severo’s son, next in line for the 
throne. 

Cansu~ (CAN-su) An officer of the Department of Weather, primarily in charge of
floods.

Cardosa~ (CARD-oh-sah) one of the five continents of Lerien, located in the 
southwestern Jeredian Ocean.

Catormad~ (CAT-or-mad) province in western Corath.

Ceann’nathair~ (KEYAN-nah-here) Small, northernmost continent on Lerien.
Chéile~ (KHAIL-ah) An Elfin Princess.

Corath~ (KOR-at) one of the five continents of Lerien, located in the northeastern 
Andraya Ocean. 


D 

Devil’s
 Finger~ The northernmost island in the Spiorad chain, named for its bent
shape. 

Durada~ (JURE-rahdah) Guard at Erish’s palace.

Dragon Isle~ Third largest island of the Spiorads, it sits just south of the smallest 
island, Bacainn, and east of the second largest, Devil’s Finger.

Droichead
~ (DRAY-head) the center section of Na Réaltaí that connects all the 
family sections.

D’win’teasin~ (DWIN-tee-sin) The second Elfin colony, founded in Silverwilde
Province in 666.



E 

Éad
~ (AYut) Ársa’s Envoy officer; Hermolaos’ sister. Éad is a shifter.
Éadóchas~ (AY-doh-kus) also known as Despair.  She is Ochón’s wife.
Éadomhain~ (AY-at-ohwyn) An officer on Ársa’s Envoy; Hermolaos’ wife.
Elfling~ One of the non-Fae, immortal races brought on the Na Réaltaí for  the
colonization of Lerien. 

Enric~ (EN-reek) An elder member of the Elfin Colony.

Erish~ (ERRish) Queen of the Lilitu Fae; Adamen’s mother.


F 

Faedrell
~ (FAY-drell) Northernmost province on Ceann’nathair.

Fogedge~ Port town on the southern tip of Amalith Island.

Fou~ (foo) crazy, insane.


G 

Galimir Province
~ (GALImeer) Til’gaviel’s largest and most northern province.
Gan-sreang~ (GAHNsrang) communication devices for Na Réaltaí’s crew.
Gealach~(GEE-ahlak) Officer in Ársa’s Envoy. Oseyan’s sister; Ída’s mother; 
Ársa’s & Anoba’s cousin.

Glunterpeck~ (GLUN-ter-pek) Slang term meaning an idiot. 

Grannus~ (GRANus) Chief Medical Officer in Ársa’s Envoy.

Gulf of Cardosa~ Gulf on the northwestern coast of Cardosa, bordering the 
provinces of Icehedge, Blackwater, Silverwilde, Deepmarsh & Old Cliff.





H 

Hermolaos~ (HERM-oh-layohs) Officer on Ársa’s Envoy, married to Éadomhain.




I 

Ída
~ (EEdah) Gealach’s daughter, Ársa’s niece, Envoy member in the Department
of Nature.

Ifreann~ (IF-rahn) Hell.

Isil’gania~(ISIL-gain-ya) Province in south central Til’gaviel.

Izett~ (IZ-ett) The leader of the Tigmuc.





J 

Jeredian Ocean~ (JER-ed-ee-ahn) Lerien’s southernmost ocean.


K 

Kealoha~ (KEE-ah-lo-hah) Na Réaltaí record keeper.

L 

Laghdaigh bag
~ (LIEdah) Moriko’s hip pouch.

Lalin sik~ (LAY-leen-seek) illicit drug on Lerien.

Larandir~(LAIR-undeer) Province on the west coast of Til’gaviel on the Sea of
Paldor. 

Lerien~(LER-eein) The new world created by Ársa’s Envoy.

Líadáin~ (LEAHdawn) Procurement Officer in Ársa’s Envoy.

Lilitu~ (LILY-too) Fae race.

Lorccan~ (LOREcahn) Officer in Ársa’s command who primarily deals with wind.
Ly’wyn’tas~ (LIE-wintahs) King Silvus’ daughter, Princess of D’win’teasin.


M 

Mo dhia
~ (MUH-yeeah) It is an oath, meaning literally, ‘my god’.

Mieranshire~ (MERE-ahn-shire) A large, centrally located province on
Ceann’nathair. It’s west coast is on the Gulf of Gillana.

Mirus~ (MEER-us) large south central province on Corath.

Moriko~ (MORE-ee-koh) Forestry Officer in Ársa’s Envoy.

Muirgan~ (MEWR-gahn) Female Selkie held captive by Yann, a fisherman.


N 

Nascence
~ The unmarked period of time when Na Réaltaí’s Envoy were creating
Lerien.

Na Réaltaí~ (NA rail-tee) The ship Ársa commands, where he & his Envoy live.
Nur Province~ (NURR) Small province on the eastern side of the northern
peninsula of Antus.  Its coastline is on the Bay of Bo’g’iz.


O 

Ochón~ (AH-ckohn) also known as Woe. He is Éadóchas’s husband.
Oseyan~ (OH-say-ahn) Oceanic Officer in Ársa’s Envoy; Ársa’s & Anoba’s cousin.

P 

Pádraigín
~ (PAW-dra-geen) Ársa’s & Anoba’s mother, given command of The
Israa after the murder of its original commander.  She had originally been slated to 
be left behind on the old world.

Pales~ (PALE-ess) Guardian of Shepherds & Herds.

Prátaí~ (PRAW-tee) Fae word to activate many magic charms.

Pixies~ (PIX-ees) A Fae race, small in size, usually winged, characterized by a 
mischievous nature. Most have the ability to alter their appearance for short 
periods of time.


R 

Recombinant
~ (RE-com-bin-ant) A slur with roots in the old world denoting
beings & creatures who had been through The Alteration.  Slang form: Recom.
Rizvan~(RIZvan) Officer in Ársa’s Envoy; cousin to Ársa, Anoba, Oseyan &
Gealach.

Roimata~ (ROY-mahtah) Officer in command of Na Réaltaí’s Weather
Department.  Her field of expertise is storms & precipitation.

Rootwork~ A form of magic used by many races who hadn’t taken part in The 
Alteration.


S 

Sabina
~ (SAH-bee-nah) Officer in the Department of Weather, primarily charged
with cloud function & creation.

SSP~ The process used for traveling long distances with living creatures. Suspend,
Shrink and Pack. 

Seirbhíseach~ (SHERR-veesh-och) the servants in Na Réaltaí. 

Selkie~ (SELL-key) Aquatic Fae race, who in water appears as seals. On land, they
can removed their seal skins to pass as human.

Severo~ (SEV-er-oh) After the split among the Elves, he accepted the throne to 
become king in Lasahala Run. Caolán’s father.

Silverwilde~ (SIL-ver-wild) province in the central west of Cardosa.
Silvus~ (SIL-vuhs) King of the Elves before their split in 666.  He remained the
king of the group who left Lasahala Run & founded D’win’teasin. 

Spiorad Islands~ (SPEE-oh-rad) Tropical island chain in the south of Lerien.


T 

Talya
~ (TAHLyah) Durada’s twin sister, one of Erish’s guards.

Taranis~ ( TARAH-nis) Weather officer in Ársa’s Envoy.  Taranis deals primarily
with thunder. 

Tigmuc~(TIG-muck) Previously undiscovered Fae race.

Til’gaviel~ (TIL-gahv-ee-el) One of the five continents of Lerien, northern & 
centrally located.

Tiondel~ (TEE-ohn-dell) the forested, mountainous province in the south central 
section of Til’gaviel.

Tiran~ (TEER-ahn) northernmost province of Corath, the rugged western coast of
which is virtually uninhabited.

Torrentia~ (TOR-ensha) Weather officer in Ársa’s Envoy who mainly deals with
rain.  Torrentia is 2nd in command in the Department of Weather.


V 

Vedran
~ (VED-rahn) One of Ársa’s Envoy whom Chéile befriended because of his 
love of gossip.

Vibol~ (VIEbohl) Éad’s husband.


W 

Westbarrow Beach~ Small beach/port on the northwestern shore of Galimir
Province, Til’gaviel. 

Y 

Yann~ (YAH-n) The Human male fisherman who imprisoned Muirgan. 

Children of the River Series:
Book One:  The Prophecy

I am currently working on Book Two of the Children of the River Series, 
The Wild. 
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