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             Warrior
Part 1
Before you get started, have you checked out the Glossary of Irish Gaelic Terms? It’s there as a reference for you, the reader. Also, check out the Glossary of Irish Mythology. Now onto the continuation of Ashlinn and Alaric’s story.






Precursor
(Morríganna, The Morrígan)
I never thought in all my years that my arch nemesis would end up being a teenage goddess with no memories of her previous life. She has no memories of who we were to one another in The Overworld. That was a different life and we are different people now. I ponder that one fact that has been eating away at me for some time now as I take a sip of the succulent red wine in the pewter goblet in my grasp. I savor the taste of it on my tongue and exhale slowly, allowing for a moment the simple action to soothe my angst.  Moment over. Are you freaking kidding me?! Everything that she is and stands for is beneath me, and that is why my Creator’s betrayal stings so profoundly. He chose to pit me against her, someone so decent and pure, so utterly, gah… I have no words! She is so utterly angelic and pure of heart it nauseates me. I underestimated her once, and it cost me dearly. I would have been much further along with my plots if not for my botched plans with The Tree of Life, but after last night’s gain, I’ll be back on track very soon. Everything this time around is going according to plan, and my plans are the only ones that matter. My Fomorian army of stolen orphans follow me without question, I made sure that they were taken at an impressionable age, even the lowly humans do not question my lead. They are pathetic but will serve their purpose when the time comes. I will use the weak mortals as my pawns in my well thought out game of chess in the war to come. I have them all eating out of the palm of my hand, including my sisters Badb and Macha. They never had any vision, I was always the visionary. Me! I take another swallow of my wine and savor the taste as the robust flavors roll over my tongue. The flavor soothes my weary soul as I tune into the calming effects of the alcohol coursing through my system. Once I am queen over all the realms, they will bow to me just like everyone else. My sisters are nothing more than a means to an end. There can be only one queen, and I do not intend to share the position. If they don’t step in line, then they will suffer the same fate as our dear older sister. Neamhain was always a thorn in my side, never wanting to follow my lead, never giving me the respect that I deserved, always trying to sway me from my course. I showed her! Together, my sisters and I scattered her essence across The Realm over a hundred years ago, and my pathetic sisters have been following my lead ever since. To my knowledge, Neamhain remains in the same state, somewhere in between, in limbo. The last thing I need is for her to show up and mess with my plans now. That would never do. Her reappearance could cause all my plans to unravel. I wish with every fiber of my being that I could have ended Neamhain once and for all but that was not to be, and I’m sure at some point that will come back to bite me in the ass. I will have to deal with her if and when the day comes.
My mind drifts back to my failed attempt to gain control of The Tree of Life.  It was always going to be a long shot, one that would have paid off handsomely if it had not been for that little twit and the master plan that she cooked up with our Father, our Creator. Well, I have moved on past the betrayal of it all, I now know where I stand in the grand scheme of things. After last night’s success and my unexpected prize, I might just gain control of The Tree of Life yet. The horrified look on Ashlinn’s face was the last thing I saw before the trace trail closed with Alaric at the end of Vengeance. My whip and weapon of choice, he was completely and entirely at my mercy just before her well-placed dagger impaled my shoulder. I have to give her credit, I didn’t think she had it in her, and I now know that she will not hesitate to end me if given a chance to free her kindred or in the war to come. The thought of Alaric definitely brightens this dreary morning. He certainly was an unexpected twist to my best-laid plans. Although I knew from my conversation with Lugh that he would be letting the little Keeper in on the crypt’s location, I have no illusions as to were his allegiance lies. Lugh may have given me what I wanted, but he is aligning with the light, it matters not, he has served his purpose, and I planned last night’s encounter very well thanks to him. My surprise diversion for Ashlinn’s pitiful little ragtag crew went off without a hitch, just the way I wanted it to, the delay was enough to give us time to raise my Lainn, my lost lover from The Underworld and our losses were minimal.
My gaze wanders over the form of the sizeable slumbering demigod in my bed. He is all hard lines and solid muscle, I had forgotten how good we are together, and my heart softens. I always did have a soft spot for him. Of all my lovers he was my favorite, but then he met that cheating bitch, Fandra, who just so happen to be his kindred and then he only had eyes for her. She was the reason Lainn left me, and I vowed then and there to make her pay. As soon as I realized who she was, I immediately sent word to my brother, Manannán, the sea god. Fandra belonged to him after all, even if their union was not a happy one. I thought with her out of the way Lainn and I could be together again, but Cú Chulainn was never the same again. He declined all my advances after Manannán killed Fandra, until last night. Once he finally woke, he welcomed me back into his bed with open arms. No seduction was required, it was as if no time had passed from our last union, and his appetite for me was ravenous. Smiling wickedly, I relish the memory of his homecoming.  He and I will rule all The Realms together, he will be my king. I can think of no one better suited to stand by my side and to bed me night after night. His touch thrills me beyond measure. He swore his fealty to me while in the throes of passion. He incites an inferno within me, and I intend to use that passion to further my foothold within The Realm. It matters not that he called out Fandra’s name more than once as we came together over and over again last night. Soon she will be a forgotten memory, once he drinks of my elixir, he will do my bidding and mine alone, and then no other’s name will dare cross his lips while we ravage one another. I see now that it is the only way, and then he will finally belong to me and only me.
My focus shifts back to my most unexpected, but certainly most treasured prize from not more than eight hours ago. I slip out of bed and pull on a sheer black dressing gown over my naked form. Walking out on to the balcony, I oversee my warriors in training as I contemplate my spoils of war. Momentarily I’m distracted as I watch males and females alike gathered below in my hidden mountain fortress. The late morning sky is dark, a storm is brewing. By all that is unholy, I love the weather here, it suits my mood, turbulent thoughts, and dark nature. In the distance lightning cracks the sky open, and thunder rumbles through the air. The wind is picking up, and my midnight black tresses ride the air currents around me, my hair whipping about. My gown is plastered to my form as I turn to take in my fortress. It has taken nearly ten years to have the mountainside carved out to make my obsidian castle. The dwarfs certainly know what they are about, their craftsmanship is beyond compare. No one would ever think to look for me here so close to the once active volcano. My fortress walls gleam black with veins of dark red. The glistening walls look as if they are bleeding, and I embrace the symbolism. Soon blood will run in rivers over the fields of Faerie, and my army will defeat my enemies. For now, my majic wielders have placed complicated wards that are strengthened periodically to keep intruders at bay and hide us from view from any who are looking to find my lair, and I know she is frantically searching for what is hers. Thanks to the wards, I know exactly how many times she has attempted to find her kindred only to be rebuffed. Which brings me back to Alaric. My last memory of him is one of his back laid open. The wounds that I inflicted were angry bleeding welts crisscrossing and lining his once flawless skin. I feel a cruel smile slide into place at the memory. I have plans for the handsome god locked in the dungeons below. By the time I’m done with him, that little meddling wench will not recognize her kindred on any level. He may not bend to my will easily but after a few weeks with his talents nullified he will grovel at my feet for relief and then I will have my revenge on that she-bitch for standing in my way. No one stands in my way! Not now! Not anymore, not ever again! I will take pleasure in bending him to my will, and by the time I’m done with him and everyone else in The Realms, no one will dare defy my reign. Laughter bubbles up out of me at the very thought of everyone bowing down to me. It will be so, I will accept no other outcome. I will have Ashlinn on her knees groveling before me for all she holds dear to be granted leniency where none will be awarded.
The bitch belongs to me.





Chapter 1
(Alaric)
I have no idea as to how long I’ve been kept in this dark and desolate dungeon. It could be hours, it could be days, or longer still. My sense of time is skewed like never before. Her wicked highness comes to see me at least once a day, maybe more, or perhaps it is just hours since her last visit. I have no idea. Our interludes consist of her attempting to persuade me to her side, and when her wanton seduction fails, she flogs me, visit after visit. By the gods, I hate that whip of hers, it is aptly named, Vengeance. She has wrought vengeance on my back repeatedly, and I will forever wear the scars of my time here. She has taken to marking my legs and arms now as well. I have been stripped of all my clothing except my briefs in an effort to degrade and humiliate me. A shiver racks my body as the cold of my cell seeps into my very bones. What will be next? In her sick and depraved mind, she wants to ensure that Ashlinn cannot stomach the sight of me, if and when we reunite. I can’t think that way, to do so is to give my captor power, and I’ll be damned if I do that. She doesn’t understand what it is to have a kindred and she never will, karma’s a bitch like that. Ashlinn would never look at me in disgust, but she may look at me with pity, and that is what I fear most. The torture that I have endured has left me a changed male. I will never again take for granted a single solitary day with my family. I now know that Ashlinn deserves so much better than me, she always has, but there is not anyone in the realms that I think deserves her, she is so much better than us all. There are times after the beatings that I don’t feel like I’m strong enough to be her kindred, her Guardian. Each day, I have to mentally strengthen my resolve after every encounter with the whip-wielding bitch. I know that my warring thoughts on this matter are more than likely a result of my shackles.
I miss my kindred bond, but I latch on to what is there just like I told Ashlinn I would do in my parting letter to her. I know that the shackles I wear are blocking our connection. Our bond is out of reach because of these accursed cuffs. Once they were placed on me, it was if they majically became one piece of metal, no seams or keyholes are visible, and the bands fit snugly enough that there is no way to slip them over my hands. I haven’t been the same since they were placed on my wrists. It’s as if I’m weighed down, not only physically but mentally and emotionally as well. Maybe that’s a good thing that we cannot connect through our bond. She does not need to understand the depths of my torture thus far. The Morrígan is truly an evil and wicked soul. Her perception is one of cruel and evil intent. I’m pretty sure she has let the darkness overtake her heart. By the goddess, I miss Ashlinn and her light, I miss our twins, but above all else, I miss being in control of my destiny, and I need to find a way to take back that control, I need to find a way to get away from The Morrígan.
No wonder why Ashlinn was so concerned. It makes sense now. My destiny is not my own as long as I’m within The Morrígan’s control and neither is Ashlinn’s. I sink down on my knees as that realization takes hold and I cradle my head in my hands and pray. I pray for strength to endure what is to come and I pray that Ashlinn and the babes are safe. I pray that I can survive this torture until I can find a way out from her wicked clutches. That’s when I hear it, a whisper in the back of my mind, “Stay strong, Alaric. Reprieve is coming.” The voice sounds familiar, but I can’t place it, and I can only hope that it speaks truth.
From a distance, I hear her wicked highness stomping my way, and she is pissed from the sound of her voice, “How dare you come here and demand to take my prisoner, I won him fair and square. He belongs to me now.” Her voice screeches and echoes down the hall towards me. I still and slump over and pretend to be asleep as I listen to the exchange with hooded eyes. The movement causes the wounds on my back to break open and weep, and I inhale sharply at the searing pain.
“What did you expect Morríganna? That I would not want recompense for what you took from me? Hell, what you did tore a rift between our realms. There will be long-lasting repercussions from your actions. I think a soul for a soul is a pretty good deal at this point. It’s your choice. I stand to lose much more than just a single soul from your actions, and you know it. You can’t just think that you can take from me and I will not- “
“But I won him fair and square. That little bitch does not deserve to get him back so soon. It’s only been three days!” She shrieks and stomps her boot-clad foot, and the sound reverberates around my chamber.
Three days, that’s as long as it has been. It has felt more like three months at times. I cautiously look up to see Morríganna and someone I have never seen before. The vibes coming off of him are intense, and I sense darkness within him. For all the darkness within, his appearance is one of all light. His hair is light, almost white it’s so blonde, his eyes a piercing crystal blue, he’s wearing black leather pants and boots and not much else, his tan chest and arms are bare sporting multiple tribal Celtic tattoos. He looks human, but I know that he is so much more. In my current condition, I can’t take him out, the male is large and heavily muscled. I watch as the two continue their exchange just outside the barred door to my cell.
“A soul for a soul Morríganna, I will not settle for less, little sister. It’s like you don’t know me at all, I have no intention of handing Alaric over to his kindred, but I will have recompense. You ripped Cú Chulainn from my grasp and refuse to give him back, you have no idea how much I enjoyed his depravity, be grateful that I’m in a bargaining mood. Otherwise, your precious Lainn would be going back with me along with this young god.”
“Luc, you know this is unfair. He is my prize, my spoils of war! Why would you strip him from me? I’ve not had nearly enough time with him.” Morríganna’s tone has turned pleading.
“Because I can! Do not try me on this. You will not be pleased with the outcome. It’s as if you do not realize the consequences of your actions. Sister, you have torn a rift between the realms, The Underworld will become unstable before long releasing the dead, the demons and the fallen. What were you thinking? I no longer understand where your allegiance lies Morríganna. You must find a way to fix what you have wrought. In the meantime, I think it is time for you to hand over the young god, it is a fair exchange for all the problems you have caused me.”
“Luc, come away from here, let me show you what I have been working on since your last visit from The Underworld, I think you will be impressed with my army and all those who stand with me. It would be counter-intuitive to take Alaric from me now. Don’t you see, Ashlinn can be bent to my will now that I have her kindred, the father of her children. I will soon be able to control the little Keeper, and in doing so The Tree of Life.” Her tone has become seductive and persuasive as she circles Luc, running her fingers over the broad expanse of his chest before lingering on his biceps. Her wanton seduction is disturbing on so many levels. Didn’t he just call her sister?
“Morríganna, you seek to control too much. Mark my words if you continue down this path it will lead to your destruction,” Luc says as he plucks her hands from his arm.
“I want my due, Luc, and I will have it. You have dominion over The Underworld, you don’t understand what it is like to be discarded and left to rot in this realm.” She whines, and I inwardly cringe at the grating sound of her voice.
His eyes narrow on the deranged goddess before he responds, his tone low and threatening, “Don’t I? I was Father’s right hand in The Overworld, and because of my arrogance and pride I fell from grace, and I’m now one of the Fallen. Forever barred from returning to Nirvana. It has taken me eons to finally understand my place in the universe, and I now embrace the role that I must play for there to be balance. That does not mean that I can’t indulge in a little fun now and then, but Morríganna, you covet too much. Lest I remind you that you chose to come to this realm and gave up your angelic wings to become a goddess. You did not fall to have your wings stripped from you, but you are in danger of falling yet.”
“This,” she hisses and gestures wildly about, “is not what I signed up for. I want my due, and I’m determined to rule this realm, and as soon as I have brought Faerie to its knees, I will do the same in The Mortal Realm.”
Luc chuckles softly, and the sound is not one of amusement but bitter disappointment, “Then you will seal your fate. Now give me what I have come for,” his tone brokers no more room for discussion.
The Morrígan pushes her luck when she says, “He’s not yours to take, Lucifer.”
As quick as a snake the male’s right arm thrust out, and his hand encircles her throat, lifting her off the ground and slamming her back against the far wall. Electricity seems to crackle all around him, and he leans in close, his voice deadly calm, “You forget your place sister, do not mistake this conversation as anything more than what it is. You will hand the young god over to me, or I will take him with or without your permission, and I want the keys to the binding cuffs you have placed on him. Morríganna, for the last time, the name is now Luc.”
Luc releases his hold on her unexpectantly, and she crumples to the floor, clutching her throat, and craning up to look at him as she wheezes, “Take him, he’s not worth your wrath. I only have the means to place the binding cuffs on him, I do not have a key, or a means to remove them. Why would I need that?” She looks entirely too smug in her declaration, and my heart sinks at her words. If these irons remain, I will not be able to fulfill my duties to Ashlinn. My attention is drawn back to Luc when he swears.
“What have you done? You know these shackles were dismantled ages ago for a reason and a purpose, they were deemed dangerous to us all! You understand that their purpose was to subdue those of us, gods, goddesses, and the Fallen that were out of control, but you have intentionally sought it out again and placed it on this young god with no provocation, simply based on your whim, with no means to remove them?!” I watch as The Morrígan shrugs, it's evident that she could care less and the weight of my burden multiplies one hundred fold.
I watch in rapt fascination as Luc backhands my tormentor, and I take supreme satisfaction as her head smacks against the wall behind her, blood trickling from her mouth from the assault. Her demented laughter echoes about the chamber, “You think you intimidate me?” Her wicked cackles echo within my mind, “You have no idea as to who you are dealing with, brother,” she screams back at Luc, “I will bring you all to your knees.” She spits the blood that has gathered in her mouth to the cobblestone floor. “Take that wretched soul and leave this place and leave me to my own devices. The Realms of the Living are not your concern, are they dear brother?” She sneers. “You have no power here!”
Luc inhales deeply and ignores her taunt before muttering, “I have more power in my little pinky than you will ever have, you little twit.” He enters my cell tossing my ruined leather pants in my direction. I stand while shrugging into them and the boots he throws my way, he assesses me, his jaw set in a hard line when he rounds on The Morrígan again, “You are delivering me damaged goods, Morríganna. Make no mistake, you will come to regret your actions. I certainly hope your precious Lainn is worth all the trouble that will come your way from raising him from my domain. Soon the delirium from his first days back in the realm of the living will wear off, and he will once again be pining for his long-lost Fandra, fealty pledge or not, he will want you dead once he learns the truth of his kindred’s untimely demise and he will learn the truth. I will see to it personally.”
The screech that erupts from Morríganna is ear-splitting, and she springs toward us in a blur of inhuman speed only to have Luc lift a hand as if swatting a gnat away, and she goes flying down the hall outside of my prison cell and once more she finds herself sprawled on the floor. Quickly she gains her feet and turns back to Luc, her jaw set in grim determination, “The wheels are set in motion, Luc, you will see they will all bow to me, and there is nothing that you can do. Now take your prize and leave. You are no longer welcome here,” she sneers and then her form shimmers before shattering and morphing into a hundred black ravens. The sound of their beating wings and their caws are deafening before they exit the dungeon.
Clearing my throat, I say, “I think you may have pissed her off.”
“Well, she pissed me off first. She is deranged, and there is no talking to her, she is way past the point of no return. Everything she does from this point on will seal her fate. Now, you’re coming with me.” His voice is all sorts of pissed off.
“Where are you taking me?” I ask although I’m pretty sure that I have just exchanged one prison cell for another, and I don’t know which one is worse.
“Come, Guardian of Life, it’s high time you get acquainted with The Underworld.”
“Do I have a choice?”
“No, you don’t. A soul for a soul and I will have my due, damn it. Morríganna doesn’t get to show me up in front of all The Realms and not suffer the consequences.”
Muttering under my breath, I ask, “How is she suffering the consequences? I’m the one that’s going to Hell.”





Chapter 2
(Ashlinn)
I can’t sleep.
I haven’t really slept since that night. The night Alaric was taken from me. For a moment I just breathe as I steady myself. Every time I close my eyes the image of Alaric flying backward through The Morrígan’s trace trail is permanently etched on to my retinas. I’m haunted by those last few moments, and I can’t help but question my actions over and over again even though I know that Alaric was right, there was really nothing that I could have done differently. We all did what needed to be done that night. Over the course of the last several days, I find that I’m continually strengthening my resolve to be the warrior he needs me to be right now. I will do whatever it takes to get him back. It’s only been three days. Three very long and draining days. Each time I attempt to find him while dream walking, I’m always pulled to the western territories, but then at the last moment, I’m repelled as if I’m being forced away by an invisible barrier. So far it’s my only clue as to the direction that we must go in order to find him, but if her majic wielders have erected protection wards, then it could take forever to pinpoint where they are hiding him away. I’m frustrated beyond belief, and I’m tired and have no right to be or whine about my feelings. I have no idea as to what Alaric is suffering, I have no idea as to where I can find him, and make no mistake, he is mine to find, and I know he needs me right now. I know it down deep in my soul. All I know is that our bond is still in place, but that gives me little comfort because I know that my nemesis will be taking every advantage of the time she has him in her grasp. God, I miss him so, and my heart aches from the loss. I know that the she-bitch is tormenting him and taking pleasure in it, and I can’t stomach the thought. The twins have been irritable for days, and I can’t say that I blame them, given my current mood.
In my many hours of distraction, I went to The Twilight Realm and gathered Mom’s Memoirs last night. I sat and read them while I should have been sleeping, where no sleep was found, hoping to find answers to my many questions. This morning when Lexie brought Sammy over to check in on me and the twins, I gave them over to her to read. Currently, I’m watching and waiting for her reaction. Jasmine is perched on her shoulder, sprite size and the two are utterly immersed in the story of Mom’s past. I know that I for one was utterly blown away, she never once let on that she knew anything. Mom knew so much more than we were led to believe and her knowledge is game-changing. I know that Jaz and Lexie are close to the end, but for the moment I’m distracted by Lillie, Lachlan, Sammy, and the pups. The five are so cute with one another. I can tell that Lillie and Sammy are continually gravitating toward one another. Lillie is obviously more mobile than Sammy being that she is older, but the two end up together more often than not. Which leaves Lachlan chasing after his little sister. I shift my gaze to Lexie when she sighs, lowering the leatherbound book in her hands. That’s when our eyes meet, and I can almost see the wheels turning as she processes everything that she has just read.
Jasmine’s wings begin to flutter. She lifts off of Lexie’s shoulder, and the next moment she is faerie size. She starts pacing before turning to us, “That’s just crazy! Your Mum must have been amazing. She was so brave and strong. That part when she writes about…” Suddenly she’s in tears, and I know exactly which part she is talking about, “Your Mum was an extraordinary woman, that’s all I have to say.” Drying her tears with the backs of her delicate hands, she smiles and says, “Let me go entertain and keep an eye on the babes while the two of you talk about, well… what all this means.” She waves her hand at the open journal in front of us and then turns a pointed look my way, “And then afterward, we find Alaric and wage war on The Morrígna. They have to be stopped before something horrible happens.”
“Like a freakin’ rift being torn between our realm and The Underworld? News flash, Jaz, that’s already happened if what Morgwais said has come to pass. I need to trace over to the Isle of Tears and see how terrible the damage is so far. Maybe we’ll catch a break, and it won’t be so bad.”
“I wouldn’t bet on that Ash. The Realms are in for difficult times ahead. The southern and western territories are aligned as are the northern and eastern territories. The dark and light fae are gearing up for an epic battle. A civil war that has been brewing for some time now. If the dead, demons and Fallen have an open doorway into this realm, then we can only pray that the gods and goddesses step up and choose our side in the war to come. Now, I have a tickle attack to see to.” She smiles, and I watch as she shrinks again in the blink of an eye and flies over to play with the twins and Sammy. She sparkles in the sunlight that’s streaming through the windows, and her wings are fluttering furiously as she dives in to attack Lachlan. Her tickle attack has the desired effect, and his little throaty laugh makes me smile before turning my attention back to Lexie. I know the children are in good hands, their little giggles, jibber jabber, and cooing are proof of that. Jasmine is the ultimate baby mobile. Although I’m really connecting with her bloodthirsty side right now in my need to find Alaric, for now, I’ll put that aside, along with her promise of war. Turning my gaze back to Lexie, I can see she is still assimilating everything. I ask the question that I’ve been wondering about since completing the read, “Is it true? Blood memories? Do you have them? If so, why haven’t you said anything about this, Daerok? Good God, we have The Morrígan and her sisters to deal with, and now there’s another threat. Daerok is a freaking lich king, he and his druid followers have managed to become immortal. His an ex-druid. Not just any druid but their exiled leader!”
Lexie looks at me with wide eyes before she replies, “Remember when I forged the charm to protect everyone from The Morrígan’s curse? Remember how I was suddenly caught up in what I would call an information dump or download? I’m still processing all that information, it was a lot all at once to suddenly have access to. I can’t tell what is from my forefathers and what is from the Druid Order, it's all a jumbled mess. I have no recollections of my grandfather, of Colin that Memē speaks of in these books, it’s all jacked up in my mind, and I’m still trying to make heads or tails of all of it. I don’t think that Daerok is a viable threat at this point, but I believe that he will be at some point some way down the road, but I wouldn’t count him out. Right now he is confined to The Mortal Realm but what if he finds a way around that? What if the rift between Faerie and The Underworld also affects The Mortal Realm? If so, all bets are off, and he will most definitely side with The Morrígna. He wants to be reinstated as the leader of The Druid Order.
“I do believe that what my grandfather imparted to Memē in her Memoirs to be true. How else have I been privy to all this information? I’ve not talked to Nemus about it, but that’s my next step, and after reading this I now understand why I have felt compelled to place Nemus in a place of power within the Druid Order. Ashlinn, you should know, your druid Guardian will be the next Luminary of the Druid Order here in Faerie. You were right in your assumption that his place was not as a Guardian but something more.”
I nod, thinking that Nemus’ role in all of this has just been better defined. “Okay, so Nemus will be named the next Luminary for the Druid Order. How long have the druids been without a Luminary?”
Lexie sighs, “Since Daerok was exiled to The Mortal Realm. That was ages ago. From what I gather, they have been waiting for me to show up to bring order and name their next leader.”
“I guess that’s our next step then. Maybe we should talk to Dagda when he gets back tonight about how to move forward with all of this.” I pause and take my sister in, “Are you okay? That was a lot to take in. Everything she did was for us. She…” My words fail me, and I nibble my lower lip as my eyes prick with tears remembering all of her sacrifices so that we could make it to our individual awakenings. Taking a deep breath I lean over and take Lexie’s hands in my own and declare, “I will not fail her, not now, not ever. She will always be my Mom. She lost so much to get us to where we are today. I will not forsake her.” I swear.
Lexie grasps my hands in her own, “We… will not forsake her.”
Gripping her hands, I whisper, “I’m so tired Lexie, I haven’t slept since that night,” my voice is strained, “Will you… will you sit with me for a bit? I just need to catch an hour tops, but I don’t want to be alone, my nightmares have been epic. I know that I need to be doing something to find Alaric, but I’ve tried everything and so far nothing. I don’t know what to do next. I’m… I’m desperate Lexie, I can’t lose him.”
Lexie is around the table and pulling me into her arms before I can blink, “Shhh, Ash, you won’t lose him, you won’t. You are still connected to him, there is no way that the two of you have come this far to be separated. Now come with me, and I’ll lay down with you.”
Lexie walks me over to the bed, we lay down like we did when we were children facing one another. She grasps my hands in her own and says, “You’ll find him, Ash, I know you will, but I think you’re trying too hard.” She places her thumb in the middle of my forehead and whispers, “I want you to think of nothing and then slip to the place that lies in between.”
Nodding, I whisper, “Okay, thank you, Lex.” Her words have a hypnotic effect, and my eyes begin to shutter closed, and for the first time in several days I drift off to sleep.





Chapter 3
(Alaric)
Luc traces, taking me with him, and I find we are back on the Isle of Tears in the Sea of Hope. There are still the telltale signs of the battle that took place just days ago, and I have to ask, “Why have you brought me back here?”
“Your kindred needs to see this to understand what the realms of the living are dealing with. Unfortunately, Morríganna has lost her fucking mind, and she is willing to go to unforeseen lengths to accomplish her end goal, but you already knew that, didn’t you? At least by the looks of the wrath she has unleashed on your back.” He watches me for a moment with an oddly penetrating gaze before his hand snakes out to grasp my shoulder. A wave of power washes over me.
I’m startled when my connection to Ashlinn flares to life, it doesn’t last but a moment, and it was so unexpected that I didn’t even have time to actually reach out to her. Snapping my head back to the Prince of the Fallen, I ask, “How did you do that? How were you able to…?”
“I didn’t know if it would actually work, not really. I need for your kindred to know where you are, once we cross realms the only way she can follow is through the rift. Make no mistake, that abomination needs to be sealed, but it will take a small army of majic wielders all working together to do so.”
Disregarding everything else he has said I focus on the part about Ashlinn following me into Hell and retort, “But I don’t want her to follow me, not into The Underworld! I need her to be safe with the twins until I can find my way back to her. Are you crazy?” About that time, I sense her and turn to see her beautiful ethereal form as she walks toward us. She must have been asleep when our connection flared to life. She’s wearing jeans and a halter top, and she’s barefoot. I’m not sure if I’m happy to see her here in her dream walking form or not because I know now she will find a way to follow us. The look on her face is murderous. Damnation, she has seen my back.
She looks at me and smiles sweetly, a secret promise blossoms between us before blowing me a kiss. Then she turns her attention to Luc, her tone is full of rage, “I demand that you release him at once. Are you responsible for the lashes to his backside? I will kill you if I find out that you have done him harm. Who are you and where is The Morrígan?”
“My, my, you are a little spitfire aren’t you? No wonder Morríganna is so enraged at the power you exude, all wrapped up in a tiny little package. Now little goddess, don’t get all pissy with me when I say that Morríganna took from me and I demanded recompense so I, in turn, took from her. Alaric here is going with me on a little journey to The Underworld. It was the only way to settle the score between us. Let me introduce myself. My name is now Luc, once known as Lucifer, the Prince of the Fallen and The Underworld. You will need to come to me to discuss the terms of Alaric’s release.”
“Absolutely not! Ashlinn, you are not to follow me into The Underworld.” I quickly interject, sidestepping the entity before me, placing myself between them.
Ashlinn turns to me and says quietly, “I’ve missed you Elf-Man, and I will kill her for torturing you just so you know. Now hush and let me find out from the Prince of Darkness here what I need to do to get you out of Hell jail.”
“Ash -”
“Alaric, quiet. We need you back,” she admonishes, before turning her attention to Luc, she demands, “Take his cuffs off, and then we’ll talk.”
“Ah, alas, I cannot, and neither could Morríganna. She placed the cuffs on him without the means to remove them.”
“What do you mean? If she placed them on him, surely she can remove them.” My beautiful mate’s eyes flash in frustration.
By the goddess I have missed her, just standing next to her I can almost feel a tiny bit of my strength return, and my breath comes a little more easily before saying, “These cuffs are my burden to bear until we find a way to remove them. Ash, I was there when Luc asked The Morrígan for the key. She was very smug in the fact that she did not have a means to remove these shackles. I believe that once they were re-forged and put back into use, she never intended to release any that pose a threat to her and her ambitions. Therefore, it did not serve her purpose to have a means to remove them.”
I watch as the wheels turn in her mind, her jaw clenches as she tries to work through the problem at hand before she turns back to Luc and demands, “Then release him. What good is he to you in The Underworld with his abilities nullified?” She asks, and I can tell that she is close to tears and that’s when I notice the dark smudges under her eyes and the strain on her face, she looks tired like she hasn’t been sleeping and I swear under my breath.
Before I can intervene, Luc answers her question, “My Lady, I cannot just release him. I have a reputation to uphold as the almighty Prince of Darkness as you just stated. I will take your precious Alaric to The Underworld with me and you my dear will follow. You will find me, and we will discuss the terms of his release in my realm away from prying eyes and ears. Do you understand?” I have to wonder what he means by prying eyes and ears.
“Ash, mo grá, please, don’t do this, I’ll find a way out. Trust me, okay?” I reach out to take her hand, and for a split second, I can almost feel her touch before my hand slips through her ethereal form.
“I can’t let you do this alone, Elf-Man, I know in my heart and soul that you need me during this time, and I will not turn a blind eye to your need. I love you, and I’m coming for you.” Turning her attention to Luc, she asks, “How do I gain access to your domain?”
“No, Ashlinn!”
“This is not your decision Alaric. You know that once I’ve set my mind to do something that’s what I’m going to do. The last three days have been unbearable without you, and I will not be separated from you a moment longer than absolutely necessary. Now, Luc, how do we gain access to your realm?”
Luc looks between us before imparting, “Through the rift, little Keeper. Look below. The rift between the realms that was wrought the night Cú Chulainn was resurrected continues to grow. Take a look for yourself. That is how you will find your way to Hell, and that is how Hell will find its way into this realm and the next. This was not my doing and balance must be restored. The solution to this enormous problem will have to come from this realm.”
Before I can say anything further, Luc takes hold of my elbow, and he traces us away from the Isle of Tears. As we step out of the trace trail, I’m taken aback by the coolness that surrounds us. It’s not uncomfortable but unexpected. The skies are a dark red and the land around us is a dark grey or black, it’s hard to tell in the eerie reddish light. There is little to no vegetation. I’m surrounded by what looks to be a barren wasteland.
Snapping my head toward Luc, I grind out, “You could have given me some warning that we were about to go, time enough to talk Ashlinn out of coming here for me, time to say goodbye.”
“I think not. Welcome to the Fields of Punishment, Alaric. Here you will wander aimlessly until your kindred finds you. You will be at the mercy of all who dwell here, and you should know, there are many souls here. The living and the dead.” The wind whips about us mercilessly, sand, dirt, and grit finding their way into the open wounds on my back. The abrasiveness reminding me of the damage done to my backside that has not had time to heal without my healing ability. I immediately reach around to sooth the ache, and the wounds break open once again causing me to drop to my knees and to suck in my breath, and gnash my teeth together as the pain ricochets through my entire being. Breathing through the pain and steadying myself, I stand to listen to Luc as he continues all the while the wounds on my back weep furiously. I ignore the fact that I continue to lose blood, knowing that his words are important and require my concentration. I tune in to listen, “Alaric, you and Ashlinn now have a role to play in all the realms and I intend to see to it that you understand exactly what is at stake. Take a look around you. All hell will soon break free of its confines if she is not dealt with, and as the god of life, you need to bear witness to what Hell has to offer the realms of the living. I have accepted my place in the universe. I have embraced my dark tendencies. I am the opposite of my Father, and I create balance. You know the whole yin and yang thing. That’s what I was created for, I just wish that I would have realized that before I fell, and my wings were stripped from me. You and all those who stand with you need to understand that everything is about to go to hell in a handbasket if Morríganna succeeds and especially if the rift cannot be sealed.”
I watch this powerful entity before me, and for a moment he looks regretful, and I take pity on him, “You know he would forgive you if you just asked for his forgiveness.”
Luc chuckles and an ironic smile lights up his face and brightens this tenebrous, strange place before he says, “Yeah, well that’s not going to happen. Did you know that there are thought to be seven princes of hell? The Underworld became my dominion to reign over because I represent two of those said princes, Lucifer and Satan, pride and wrath. Need I say more? Besides, I’m where I need to be, and I have quite a bit of power as I am. You should know that you may come across the other five here in the Fields of Punishment if you are unlucky enough. Asmodeus may actually be able to help with the cuffs that bind you. He has had experience being bound by iron wrought from angel fire. But beware of the prince of lust. He is a tricky bastard, and not at all what you would think. He goes by Dez or Desmond nowadays.”
“So, you’re just going to leave me here to wander the perils of Hell with my back laid open and no food or water? Is that your plan? Because I’m here to tell you, I think your plan sucks huge dragon balls.” I mean every word that I say as I survey at my surroundings. Luc’s hearty laughter takes me by surprise, and I turn back to him, his features are lit up, and I can see why he was once referred to as the morning star or bringer of dawn and not at all what I expected as the Prince of the Fallen of The Underworld. I’m beginning to wonder if I’ve had a mental break that I’m in no way ready to acknowledge. I can’t help but stare at the male before me as I contemplate the state of my mental being.
“What? That was funny. I like you Alaric. Don’t tell anyone but I’m pulling for you and Ashlinn, the other five princes here in Hell may not understand at first, they have been removed from Morríganna’s plans, and that was by my design. The less they know, the better. You should know that I reign supreme everywhere in The Underworld, but here in the Fields of Punishment, there are seven levels of hell. They are tied directly to the seven deadly sins, and although I rule over pride and wrath, I share these fields with my brothers. I certainly hope you know what they are and can recognize them. In order to find your way to the rift and back to your kindred, you will have to navigate the pitfalls of The Underworld and possibly the deadly sins. The pitfalls and the deadly sins are not so much levels of hell, but tests that will be on your horizon. I expect that envy and pride will be where you falter. “Pride, now I understand pride.” Sighing he continues, “Here you are at the mercy of your surroundings. Try to keep a low profile and keep on the move. Once I’ve spoken with Ashlinn she will be joining you here. Oh, by the way, here is a granola bar and a skin flask of water. Go easy on it, it’s all you have. The Fields of Punishment are not all bad, and you may find safe harbor at times and nourishment but beware and don’t trust too easily. Not all is what it may seem.”
I take the
proffered food and water and mumble, “Gee, thanks.”
“Good luck Alaric,” and with that, he winks out of sight, and I’m suddenly alone in this alien wasteland. I have no idea as to what awaits me and absolutely no idea as to which way to venture. Turning I see what looks like a mountain range. I begin walking in that general direction hoping that I can find shelter from the driving wind and possible answers as to where the rift between realms can be found. I miss Ash, but I’m resolute in my determination to get out of this ginormous mess and begin trudging along, my footsteps heavy but steady. I have a long way to walk to get to the mountain range on the horizon before me.





Chapter 4
(Ashlinn)
Oh, hell no! First, I have to deal with The Morrígan taking Alaric and binding his abilities and now Lucifer, Prince of The Underworld? And what was that burst of life in our kindred bond? How did that happen? The inked-up bastard didn’t even let us say goodbye before whisking Alaric away from me and this realm straight to Hell. It’s almost too much for me to bear to think of Alaric in what I can only imagine being a horrid place. He’s being tossed around like he’s someone’s possession to do with him what they please. Morríganna certainly wasted no time using Alaric as her whipping boy. I tried to keep my expression neutral when I saw the state of Alaric’s back and arms, but I’m sure that I failed miserably on that front. The rage boiling inside of me is not something that will be contained for very long. My handsome Elf-Man looked exhausted and haggard, my heart weeps remembering the haunted and resigned look in his eyes from just moments before. There was an almost hopelessness that resided there, and it’s been only three days. I have to find him and find a way to remove the cuffs that bind him, I can tell that they are not only suppressing his abilities but are literally weighing him down as if he is carrying a lead ball around with him. I love him so much. Even with all that he has been through he is still trying to protect me. Well, screw that. I’m coming for you Elf-Man, just hang in there for a little while longer.
Inhaling slowly to calm myself, I take a moment to look around me, the sunlight is bright and lends a different feel to the ruins of this place from the last time I was here just days ago. In the midst of so much chaos from before, I find beauty in the ruins. The bluebells are in bloom on the gentle slope that leads up to the tree line, and the tender white flowers of the Shamrock plant are swaying in the breeze coming off the waters that surround the island. I spin around as I listen for something, anything other than the sound of the wind and there is not a cricket, the buzzing of bees, nor the chirping or calling of birds. The island is utterly silent, and a shiver runs through me, it’s as if all matter of creatures has removed themselves from this place. Remnants of the battle remain, but that is all I see, there is no wildlife in the area, and I’m now officially spooked.
Luc is right I need to take a look below. He apparently wants me to see the rift before I leave. I should have been back here before now. It’s time to see what The Morrígan has wrought. Now that Cú Chulainn has been brought back from the dead, the entrance to the crypt below remains open, a large round gaping dark hole that is just waiting to swallow me up, in the blink of an eye, I’m underground standing before the shadowy chamber. Memories of what happened here rebound around my mind, and everywhere I look I see ghostly images as I relive that night all over again. I realize that I could have gone a thousand lifetimes without ever seeing this place again. Inhaling deeply, I move forward into the chamber, and that’s when I feel it. The signature of leftover dark majic, but it’s something more than that. There’s an eerie crimson pulsating glow that is illuminating the back of the chamber, and I find that I’m pulled toward it. I know that this is how I will get to Alaric and gain entrance into the realm of the dead, I can feel it. The angry looking fissure runs along the opening of the tomb but looks as if it has moved upward along the back wall in its jagged intent to expand and grow. What I’m seeing is a tear between the realms. It’s an abomination. We have to find a way to stop this rift from growing out of hand, but for now, it’s my way into The Underworld, my way to Alaric. With every moment of every day that passes this rift will continue to grow, and I have no doubt that The Mortal Realm will be brought into the war that looms in our near future. I need to plan, and I need to get to Alaric, I allow my dream walker form to head back to Glenndale Loch as quickly as absolutely possible, and the world around me blends to ribbons of color as I speed back to my physical form.
I wake with a start, sitting bolt upright. I look around me to see Lexie and Jasmine hovering over me with worried expressions. “How long have I been out?”
Lexie looks at me, her green eyes flash with concern, “Not more than an hour and a half, but your heart rate picked up, and we became worried, but we couldn’t wake you. Where have you been?”
“I found Alaric, and you are not going to believe this. He’s now with Lucifer or Luc or whatever the hell he goes by nowadays. He took Alaric from The Morrígan as payment for what she took from him the other night, mainly Cú Chulainn. He has taken Alaric to The Underworld. Gather everyone together. I leave here as soon as possible to go after Alaric. He’s hurt. He’s been tortured just like I feared. The Morrígan has flogged him repeatedly over the last several days.  His back… I swear I’m going to hurt her; his back is laid open and is one massive wound from all the whippings she has delivered. I need to get to him. I need to bring him home!”
Lexie and Jasmine look at one another and Lexie nods, “Okay. We’ve been preparing for this. Not for The Underworld but for going after Alaric. I’ve already informed Declan, and he’s calling everyone together.”
Jasmine flutters over to my side, “I’m going with you, Ash. Cam and I are in agreement on this, besides a satyr and a sprite could come in handy where you are headed. On a more serious note, Lillie, Lachlan, and the pups, do you want them here or in Taisclainne Anam.”
I stop to slip out of bed and pad quietly into the nursery. My little angels are napping, and their constant companions lift their furry little faces to look up at me, their ears twitching as if waiting for instructions. I reach down and pet both Cara and Bán and say quietly, “I need you two to look after Lillie and Lachlan while I’m away. I’ll be back to make the necessary arrangements, you will be going with them to The Twilight Realm, that way I know you will all be safe. Rest easy for now, I’m so happy that they found you both. The two nuzzle into my hand licking my palms and fingers before settling back down beside the sleeping twins. Turning back to Jasmine and Lexie, “I’ll follow Alaric’s wishes on this, they go to Taisclainne Anam with their protection guard. Now is everyone ready?” Looking down at my attire I think that I should probably change into something more appropriate than jeans and a yellow halter top, but I don’t have time. “Come on let’s get downstairs.”
As we make our way to the outer chambers, I spy the letter that Alaric left for me, and I’m steadfast in my determination. Looking toward Millie, I say, “I know where he is Millie, and we’re going to get him and bring him home. Can you prepare to take the children to Taisclainne Anam until I get back with him? I’ll be back after I meet with everyone to prepare for our trip to The Underworld.”
“By the gods, The Underworld? How, Ashlinn?”
“That’s a long story, and we’ll bring you up to speed in a bit, I promise. I’ll be back soon to spend some quality time with the twins before I have to leave out. I have no idea as to how time runs in The Underworld, but I have a feeling it will be different from what we are used to.”
Lexie and Jasmine round on me and take both my hands as we make our way down to the library, our meeting place. I look over to Lexie and ask, “Morgwais, have you heard from her?”
“It’s so strange, no one has heard from her,” Lexie relays as we rush down the stairs to the main level of the Keep, our footfalls echoing around the open stairwell.
“There is something there that we’re missing here, mark my words.” I look around as we rush into the library and see that everyone is in attendance, and I look back to Lexie and Jasmine, “We need to find her. I feel it deep down in my being that she is key to our winning against The Morrígan. That and a few dozen other things.” I inhale deeply before turning and addressing everyone in attendance, “I know where Alaric is!”
“Well, Little Bit, don’t keep us waiting. Where is he?” Tolin’s voice booms out.
I can’t help the sob that escapes me when I answer him, “T…, Alaric has been taken to The Underworld.”
“Bloody Hell!” I hear several people exclaim around the room.
I quickly relay my encounter with Luc, and Alaric’s current predicament to everyone in the room, then shifting my focus to Dagda and Lugh, I implore, “I need to assemble a small team to go with me to extract Alaric from Luc’s realm.” I turn to look to see who all are assembled, before asking, “Is Tarron here? Was he called to this meeting?”
“I’m here now, mo solas.” I hear his resounding voice from the hallway.
I turn to see the handsome incubus stride into the room. He’s sporting his leathers, a bare chest with crisscrossing sword harnesses. He is a vision of pure masculinity and will make some lucky female a sexy as hell mate. I smile before blurting out, “Tarron, I need you to go with me to The Underworld to collect Alaric. Luc has him. Luc, Lucifer, whatever the hell he is going by these days, he has retrieved Alaric from The Morrígan and taken him to The Underworld as retribution for her taking Cú Chulainn from him. I’m supposed to navigate the rift between the realms to find him and negotiate the terms of Alaric’s release. I know you are supposed to be gathering your horde, but I feel as though I need you on this quest. I have no idea as to how time will run in The Underworld, and I have no right to ask this of you, but he needs us, all of us that are closest to him and that includes you, Tarron.”
“Of course I’ll go with you Ashlinn, and don’t worry about The Horde. I’ll send word to Jericho to continue his directive and lead The Horde in my absence. I may have to head back to speak to my counsel, but it shouldn’t take any time at all if Dagda can trace me there and back.” Tarron takes my hand in his own and gently squeezes my fingers, “We will get him back, mo solas.”
I lean into Tarron, and he pulls me in for a hug where I linger for just a moment before saying, “Thank you Tarron. I know that this comes at a bad time for you and The Horde. I just know that if we are to succeed in bringing him home that you need to accompany me there. By the way, who’s Jericho?” I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me.
Tarron looks around the room and announces, “I have named Jericho as my second. In times like right now, The Horde will look to him for guidance and leadership in my absence.” Tarron turns his attention back to me, “Ash, remember the vampire family when I was introducing you to The Horde back in Ireland? Well, Jericho is the eldest son. He should be able to continue our work of gathering The Horde together and gaining their fealty in my absence. Hopefully, we will not be gone too long, but no matter, Jericho should be fine with the backing of my council.”
Dagda clears his throat gaining all of our attention, “Time really should not be a problem, once you enter The Underworld, days or weeks could pass there, but it will be as if no time at all will have passed here when you return. Time is subjective, Ashlinn, and in The Underworld, the goal is to draw out time so that the dead are left to the devices of The Fallen for an endless eternity.” Dagda imparts.
From the doorway I hear my mother and father rush into the room, “Baby Girl, you are not to enter the realm of the Fallen!”
“Ash, no, you absolutely cannot.” My father begins.
“I have no other choice. I know you’re concerned, but what would either of you do to find the other half of your soul? Alaric is going through Hell, literally, and I need to determine what Luc’s end game is. I have to travel to The Underworld, and you have to step aside and allow me to do what I must with your blessing. I need you to go with your grandchildren and watch over them in our absence.”
“Ashlinn, honey, you have no idea as to what you are walking into,” my mother says, gently, as she walks toward me to take my hands in her own.
“Don’t you think I know that? I’m scared, Mother, but so is Alaric and he’s all alone. I can’t leave him there. You know that.” Taking a deep breath, I turn to my Guardians and everyone in attendance. “Tarron and I will go after Alaric, we will need a small crew to go with us, and we will leave here as soon as possible.”
Tolin steps forward, “Ash, you’re not doing this without me. Torin will stay with Lexie and Declan, but I’m going with you and Tarron.”
“Are you sure, T? Because there is no guarantee that any of us will be walking out of there unscathed.”
“Yeah, I’m sure, Alaric needs us. Besides, I can’t in good conscience let you go traipsing around The Underworld without me. Now, can I? Who knows what kind of trouble you’ll find once we get to The Underworld? That does seem to be your special talent, Little Bit, finding trouble.” Tolin says with a quirky grin in an attempt to lighten the mood, and I smile back thinking about our excursion to the stone forest.
“Aye, mo solas, you do have a penchant for finding yourself in danger.” Tarron winks at me, and I shake my head and smirk.
“Well, you are trouble, that’s why we need you on this mission.” I retort, “I need your ability to throw individuals off balance.”
He smiles and winks again mischievously, “Then I’m at your service. I think I’m going to like wreaking havoc in The Underworld.”
Dagda steps forward gaining my attention, “Ceann beag, I would give anything to come with you and bring Alaric back from that dreadful place, but as a god, I’m barred from Luc’s domain. All gods and goddesses are barred from entering there. You, on the other hand, you were invited by Luc. I will give you as much guidance as I can before you leave. I know that I promised you to take action the next time you needed me, but this is someplace that I can na go. It’s only been a couple o’ days, and I’m already finding that I can na keep my word. Please forgive me Ashlinn.”
“Thank you, Dagda. There is nothing to forgive. I already figured that your help would not be an option where we are going, but your guidance means the world to me. I understand. As long as you will be available when we get him back. I think he will need you and his family.”
“I’ll be here, you can count on it.” Dagda’s deep voice resonates around the room.
Jasmine pipes up, grabbing my attention, “Ash, Cam and I will go with you like I said earlier. We’ll always have your back, you and Alaric’s. I was looking forward to going after The Morrígan to get Alaric back, but realm hopping to The Underworld should be a piece of cake. We’ll have Alaric back before you know it.” She’s beaming and obviously excited.
I smile at my favorite little sprite before shooting her down, “Jaz, you will not be going on this little adventure, you and Cam will be taking over for Alaric and me in our absence. This is one of the reasons why I chose you two. You have a role to play while we are gone. I know that I can count on the two of you.”
“But -”
“No buts, okay, Jaz? I need to know that you are safe and that with your help The Tree of Life continues to function as it should. I know that by leaving you in charge, you will stay on top of everything while I’m gone.”
“But Dagda said...”
“Jaz, please don’t argue with me over this. The light you carry within is so pure. I will never put you in a position where your light could be tarnished by this dark place. I need you to please understand my decision.”
“No…  You need one of us there with you.” It’s clear she means either her or Lexie.
“No, Jaz, you and Lexie both have your roles to play. Trust me when I say that this is for the best.”
“No. No. No. I will not accept that; you need me with you. My light will not be tarnished, and you will be back before anyone misses you. The Tree of Life can run the show. She has proven that she can hold her own for a day or even two or three. You know that as well as I do.”
“Jasmine, I love your tenacity and your intense loyalty, but you are staying here, and that is final.” My tone is firm, and the silence in the room is almost deafening as Jaz stares back at me, her crystalline blue eyes narrowing to near slits. I can practically see her mind racing through all the scenarios she can come up with to argue her case.
Sighing, she looks down in defeat and grumbles, “Fine. Have it your way.”
Camoryn takes her hand and pulls it up to his lips and kisses her knuckles before saying to me, “Ash, you can count on us while you are away. If this is the only way we can help you, then rest assured that we will take care of things here for you and Alaric.” He nods at me with a little smile while pulling Jasmine to his side in an effort to soothe her ruffled sprite wings.
Jasmine has yet to look back up at me, and I can sense that I’ve hurt her deeply. I would gladly accept her help if we were going anywhere other than The Underworld. It’s not that I don’t think she can handle it. I just can’t stand the thought of this journey changing her beautiful spirit. Sighing, I look over to Lexie, her expression serious, and she nods. I know that she understands my stance on the matter which only strengthens my resolve. Looking around the room, I say, “Okay then, that’s settled. Declan, you are Alaric’s second. You will stay here with Lexie and see to things here. Nym, you will go with the twins to The Twilight Realm. Ēolieus, Ferg, Nemus, and Torin you will all stay here and continue amassing allies and serve as back up to Declan. Lorcan, Garrik, and Khatar, I would like to ask that you three accompany me, Tarron, and Tolin when we leave for The Underworld.”
“Yes, my Lady,” Garrik replies without hesitation.
“Whatever you need, Ashlinn,” Khatar says gravely, and Lorcan just grunts his assent by inclining his head.
“What about me?” Dorlan rushes forward, his unruly blond hair askew, and he kneels before me. His wounds from the battle have not healed completely, and it’s my understanding that we almost lost him that night they battled The Morrígna’s forces on the Isle of Tears. There is no way in hell that I’m going to assign him a spot on a team traveling into Hell. I want him here where he can heal safely. His injuries were so bad he was bedridden for two days, and still, he grimaces while going to take a knee before me as he continues, “I can help. I know I can. I would like to go with you. It is my duty to you as one of your Guardians.”
Gently, I hook my index finger under his chin and lift his young face upwards, “Dorlan, please stand. First and foremost, you need to heal. You are not yet one hundred percent, and we need you to be strong in the days to come once we get Alaric back. Okay? I have every confidence in your Guardian abilities, but I have no idea as to what awaits us, and I will not put your life in danger when it is obvious that you still have yet to fully recover.”
Dorlan looks dejected, much like Jasmine from moments ago but instead of pressing his point he nods and says, “Yes my Lady. So be it. I have but one other request then, may I go with Nym to watch over the babes? It would be my honor to step in for Khatar.”
“Yes, Dorlan, that’s perfect. It is I who would be honored to have you watch over Lillie and Lachlan and the pups. Thank you. I’m sure that Nym will welcome your company.” Smiling, I step up on my tiptoes and kiss Dorlan on the cheek, and say, “I’m glad that we didn’t lose you the other night.”
Dorlan blushes furiously and drops his head before looking around to his peers, who all chuckle at his obvious discomfort. Dorlan looks back down at me, gathering his wits and smiles, “Well now Ash, I couldn’t just die. We have an evil queen to overthrow after all.”
“That’s the spirit,” stepping back I look over to Lexie, and I’m reminded of our talk from earlier and address her, “Lexie, after we make plans for my team’s mission we will speak privately with Dagda and the others.”
Lexie nods and then looks pointedly at Nemus, “Nemus, you will be included in that conversation, so please stick around after everyone else breaks from this discussion.” Nemus cocks his head and studies Lexie for a moment before nodding his assent.
Moments later the library is turned into a strategizing room. Reference books are pulled out, and scrolls mapping what it is thought to be The Underworld are laid out on the mahogany tables. Everyone has paired off into teams and is talking in roundtable discussions, planning for all possible scenarios, but I’m not focused on the planning. I can’t seem to concentrate on anything at all, except for the dull ache in my chest just beneath my breastbone. The longer we are apart, the more prominent the throb becomes. At least the connection is still there, I can’t imagine how my Mom felt when she lost her kindred. My jumbled thoughts pull me away from the group to walk toward the doors to the terrace. They are open wide, and I can see that day is fading into night. I pad outside on bare feet to watch the splendor of the setting sun. Tonight, the colors are soft. The glass-like surface of the loch reflects the colors of the sky above, the pinks fading to violet, and then to indigo as night swallows the waning light of day. I’m not centered. I haven’t been since Morríganna took Alaric and placed those damned shackles on him nullifying everything, including our kindred bond. I’m antsy to be on our way. At this rate, we’ll not be leaving out till the morning light, and I can’t help but wonder how many hours that will translate to in The Underworld. The ticking of the clock is not measured the same across the realms, and I have no way of knowing how much time has passed for Alaric while we have wasted the last couple of hours in discussion and planning for the what-ifs. We have no way of knowing what we will be encountering in Luc’s domain, and I feel as if all the preparation is a colossal waste of time. I just want to get on with it.
“He’s strong you know…” Dagda’s deep voice declares softly from behind me.
“It’s beautiful, don’t you think?” I ask quietly, as I watch the color fade from the horizon.
“Aye, lass. That it is.” Dagda is now right behind me, and his large warm hand lies gently on my shoulder. His touch is meant to be reassuring.
“You know what I can’t help but wonder while I’m standing here watching a tranquil sunset? What is Alaric seeing? What has he encountered? What is he having to endure right at this very moment? I know he’s strong Dagda. That’s not it. He grew up stronger than an average mortal, healing abilities at his disposal, but he’s never felt what it’s like to be mortal. Not like me. Morríganna has stripped him down by placing those stupid cuffs on him. I’m sure that she played some seriously demoralizing mind games with him while she flogged him senseless. He’s exhausted, and he’s hurting, and he’s mentally questioning everything right now while trapped in The Underworld. He’s wondering if he will be able to continue being my Guardian and the god that he has ascended to become. He’s wondering if he will ever be my equal again. You didn’t see him, Dagda. He looked haunted, and he’s not able to heal. He’s been taken to the one place in all the realms that will play on his worse fears. So, you tell me, Dagda, should I not be worried?”
“Lass, I didna say not to worry. I merely said that he is a strong lad. Have faith in that. Have faith that this is the path that you both must walk to prepare you for the future.”
I nod and look up at the larger than life god before I impart, “Morríganna never intended to remove the irons once they were placed, Dagda. So, it will be up to me to figure out how to remove them, well that’s according to my Mom’s memoirs. Her husband’s great aunt was a seer evidently, and she told my Mom that, and I quote, “I would have the means that will be needed to unlock the bindings of the gods. Bindings forged in angel fire. The key resides with her,” I have no idea as to her meaning, but one thing is sure, the binding of the gods is what Alaric has the misfortune to bear.”
“Ashlinn, Alaric will survive this. You both will. I have faith that all of you will come through this experience for the better. The Underworld and all that reside there should stay put.”
“I know you’re right, to think anything other than positive is counterintuitive. You’re right on another account as well, you know, about The Underworld and all that reside there, we need to place sentries at the sight of the rift. Can you see to that? You and Declan should work together to devise a rotation of guards to see to it that nothing from The Underworld spills into this realm. As the rift grows, we will need to add additional sentries until we can figure out how to close the rift.”
“We have already thought of that. Don’t worry Ashlinn, we will see to it. You just focus on getting our boy back.” Dagda looks tired, and I can relate. He hasn’t forgiven himself for not going with us that night.
For a moment we stand quietly together and listen to the frogs and the cicada’s serenade. Night has arrived. The stars are out in full force, and the light spilling from the library lights the terrace around us. Jasmine steps outside to gain our attention, I can tell that she is still angry with me when she addresses us both, her head held high. Her eyes are averted from my own, “Things are winding down in here. Lexie’s ready to speak to you Dagda.” She turns with that and walks back into the library.
“Do you think she will ever forgive me?” I mumble under my breath, not really expecting an answer.
“Aye lass, but she’s hurting, and doesn’t understand why you wouldn’t choose her to go with you again. She has been with you through everything so far. From the beginning of your journey, the two of you have been thick as thieves. If it is any consolation, I think you chose well, The Underworld is no place for a water sprite.” Dagda ushers me inside and then imparts, “It’s no place for the likes of you lass, and I want for more than anything to go with ye to protect ye from the goings on in that dreadful realm. Alas, that can na be, but I will be here when you return with our boy.”





Chapter 5
(Alaric)
I feel as though I have been walking for hours on end and still it’s as if I have not made any progress. What the hell? I stop and look around, and it’s as if I have not taken a single step. In the distance behind me, I see a dust storm on the horizon, and it’s heading straight for me.
From my left, I hear a tiny, young voice say, “Over here! Come! Mister, over here, quickly! The nocturbeasts are coming.”
What the hell is a nocturbeast? Turning in the direction of the voice I see a young male peering out from behind an outcropping of rocks that I don’t recall seeing before. The boy’s face would look angelic if not for the tiny horns that are growing forward from either side of his head, his ears are long and pointed, and leathery wings peek up from behind him. I’ve never seen an imp before, and I ask the question aloud, “Are you an imp? And what is a nocturbeast?” By the gods I’m exhausted.
“Mister, there’s no time for questions. Come with me, the nocturbeast only come out to hunt.”
Looking around, I see that the dust storm is almost upon us and there appears to be some sort of winged creatures riding the storm, no that’s not right, it’s not so much of a storm as it is that the beasts are stirring up the dust in their wake. They look to be some sort of black griffin, which I certainly want no part of in my current state. Turning back, I see that the boy has disappeared behind the rocks. I quickly move to follow him and see that he is making his way into a hidden entrance in a rock wall. Why didn’t I see this rock outcropping before? He turns to see if I’m following him and motions for me to hurry up. The entrance is just large enough for me to squeeze through and I find myself in a downward sloping tunnel that grows larger as it descends. Turning back, I look through the opening to see that the winged creatures are passing overhead and have begun circling above in the darkening red sky. Their bird-like screeching carries to me on the wind. Not sure what to make of this turn of events, I turn back to the boy who is patiently waiting for me to follow him.
“Mister, what happened to your back? Did the slavers get ahold of you? You ain’t like most shades. Are you a freshie? Is that why you look so alive?” He cocks his head assessing me. His rather large eyes are a bright crystal blue and are a shocking contrast to his pink-ish colored skin that blends to a deep red to the wings on his back.
I shake my head, “I’m not a freshie, not in the sense that you mean. I didn’t die in The Otherworld. Luc brought me here as compensation for a soul that was raised from the Underworld. He said something about a soul for a soul. The wounds were inflicted by my captor before Luc demanded my release and deposited me here.”
The boy narrows his eyes as he contemplates my answer. Shaking his head, he asks incredulously, “Luc? As in the Prince of The Underworld. That Luc? Well, I ain’t never heard of nothing like that happening before, but I believe you. Come on Mister, we need to move. I’ll take you to my mother, she’s a healer.”
“Where are we going?”
“To the underground borough, it’s much nicer than the surface. You’ll see.” The boy smiles back up at me before turning to walk down toward the tunnel that branches off to the right.
“What’s your name? And you didn’t answer my question from before, are you an imp?”
“Of course, I’m an imp. You act like you ain’t never seen one of my kind before. My name’s Pipperton, but everyone calls me Pip.” He peers back up at me and smiles a toothy grin. That’s when I notice his sharp teeth. Not so angelic looking after all.
Deciding to trust this child, I say, “Well Pip, I most certainly have never seen an imp before, you’re my very first. Can you answer another question? I thought The Underworld was strictly inhabited by the dead. How is it that there are living creatures here?”
“Mister, you got a lot to learn about The Underworld. Come on, we have a ways to walk before we get to our borough. You can ask me as many questions as you want, seeing how yous ignorant of this world.” The little imp just shakes his head and takes off down the passage.
His attitude is one of someone many years his senior and I have to ask, “How old are you Pip?”
“What do you mean?” He looks up at me with wide eyes.
“Well, how many birthdays have you celebrated?”
“What’s a birthday? I ain’t celebrated no birthdays. Don’t know what you mean.”
Okay, now I’m concerned, and the question that begs to be asked is, “How do you track the passage of time here in The Underworld?”
Pip gives me an odd look before he asks, “Why would I need to track time?” He cocks his head and gives me a penetrating stare, “Mister, what’s your name?”
“I’m sorry, Pip, I should have introduced myself, my name is Alaric, and I’m from The Otherworld, and I really need to get back there. My kindred is there, my children are there, and war is brewing. My family needs me.” I see no reason why I can’t tell him the truth.
“You’re a father?” Pip’s huge eyes stare back at me.
I nod, “Yeah, my kindred and I have twins, Lachlan and Lillie.”
Pip’s little face scrunches in concentration, and for a moment I look around me. The tunnel has some sort of natural illumination. I can’t help but think of Ash and her aversion to tight spaces. She would hate it in here. Although, this is much more spacious than the cave leading to Drayiel’s lair and King Arthur’s final resting place. Pip’s response takes me by surprise, “My father left me with my mother. He wanted to win the slave games to give us a better life. He died in the games. I never knew my father.”
Pip continues as if there is nothing wrong with losing his father in what must be a game to the death, he rounds a bend and we come across a large open cavern, the floor narrows to massive stairs that are carved into the stone floor leading down. Here the cavern is somewhat darker, and I swallow hard as I look down into a dark abyss on either side of the stairs. There are no handrails, and in my weakened state, my head begins to swim. I lean against the stone wall to steady myself. “Pip, can we take a break for just a moment?”
“What’s wrong, Mister?” Pips bright blue eyes seem to glow like headlights in the dark.
I chuckle at his calling me mister, “It’s Alaric, you can call me Alaric. I just need a minute. How much further?” I close my eyes and as I do so the bone-deep exhaustion that I’ve been carrying with me for days seeps into my very soul.
“Mister, you don’t look so good,” he pronounces as he peers up at me. “Wait here for me, I’ll go get help. I can glide most of the way down to our borough and be back before you know it.”
Leaning my forehead against the cool smooth surface of the cavern wall, I nod, “That may be a good idea. I’m glad I met you Pip. Thank you for helping me.” I look back up briefly to smile tiredly at the little imp, “I just need to rest for a bit.” I close my eyes as I lean against the cold stone, I’m so hot. My eyelids suddenly feel too heavy to lift.
From a distance, I hear Pip, “Hang in there Mister. I’ll be back with my mother and my uncle.” I just grunt as darkness swallows me.

Exhaustion plagues me, but I rouse to feel as if I’m falling in the darkness. Above me, I hear the beating of wings. Wings? Where am I? I’m so hot, and I can’t seem to open my eyes. I must be dreaming. My last thought is that I need to get back to Ashlinn and the twins.

As I try to break through the fog in my head, I hear a little voice, “Momma, Mister has been sleeping for a long time. Are you sure he’s okay?”
“Pip, who’s the best healer in the borough?” The voice is female, and her tone is gentle and patient. Soft, cool fingers lay across my forehead before trailing down to my back to lift a soft weight from it. I groan when there is a pull to the tender wounds on my flesh. The voice says, “Ah, there he is, Pip. See I told you he would wake soon enough. His fever had to break, and his body just needed time to begin the healing process.”
Groaning again, I realize that I’m lying on my stomach. I try to move my arms, but they won’t budge. Clearing my throat, I try to speak, “Why can’t I move my arms. Am I being restrained?” I rasp out.
“Easy,” I hear from over my shoulder, a gentle hand stays my movement.
Pip’s face is in front of me as I blink away the last remnants of my sleep, his toothy grin is slightly scary with all those razor-sharp teeth, but his eyes are twinkling, “Mister, I didn’t think you were ever going to wake up. You’ve been sleeping forever!”
I try to move again and swear, “Why can’t I move?” My voice is scratchy and gravelly, my mouth is bone dry.
“I’m sorry, my brother insisted on restraining you. He wouldn’t bring you here otherwise. Please don’t struggle. The wounds on your back are finally beginning to knit together. Pip insisted that you were friendly. You must understand that we don’t see a lot of friendlies around these parts. My son knows better than to bring strangers to the borough. I apologize if you are not comfortable. I’ve done my best to position you so that you would be relaxed when you woke. You have been sleeping for over two cycles. Your back is beginning to heal nicely, but it will take some time yet for you to heal completely.”
Sighing, I ask, “May I sit up? Please?”
“Pip, go get your uncle.”
“I promise I mean you no harm.” I say as I try to turn to get a glimpse of Pip’s mother, but she remains outside of my line of sight, “May I ask what your name is?”
“Paynga, my name is Paynga. My brother is… intense. He doesn’t trust easily. It has nothing to do with you, per se, but rather strangers in general. After my mate was taken, he’s been rather overprotective.”
That doesn’t make sense as I recall what Pip had told me before I blacked out, so I ask, “Pip said his father left you and died in the slave games.”
“Oh, he did die in the games, but not how Pip believes it to be. I fabricated how he ended up in the games. I’m trying to protect him from the truth for as long as I can. The truth is that the Princes are always looking for fresh meat to put into their deranged tournaments. You want to avoid the games at all cost. Once you walk into the arena the only way you walk out is if you win, and the only way to win is to kill the opponent you are pitted against. All that death and mayhem for the amusement of the Princes,” her tone rings of bitter loss and contempt. Paynga finally comes into view. Her coloring is different from Pip’s, his skin tones are pink lending to red and Paynga’s is the absence of color. She is porcelain white with some gray shading. Her black horns have grown forward before curving back over her head to eventually curve skyward. Her elongated pointed ears have multiple piercings, her hair is a lustrous silver with streaks of black, her crystalline blue eyes are piercing and remind me of Pip’s, and her large wings are pulled in tightly against her back and easily touch the ground. She possesses an innate grace and as strange as her appearance is to me, she is an exotic beauty. She sits beside me and pins me with her penetrating gaze before she points her talon-like finger to the cuffs that bind me and says, “I have heard talk of these, grant it, not for a very long time. You are not what you appear. Are you? You are a god that doesn’t belong here in the realm of The Underworld. Why are you here? I can’t allow you to bring attention to us in this borough.”
Before I can reply, Pip burst back into the room, “I found him, Momma. He’s on his way. Hey Mister, you better? Maybe not all better, but at least you’re awake now.”
I can’t help but grin at the nickname that I have been bestowed, he’s a cute kid. I struggle with my restraints and groan again when I realize how weak I feel. I can’t remember when I ate last. If I’m going to survive, I need nourishment and decide to voice my thoughts. “Paynga, I promise that we will continue this discussion a little later, but I want to reassure you that I would never bring unwanted attention to your home, not intentionally. For now, I’m at your mercy. I’m in no condition to travel a realm that I know little to nothing about.  I haven’t eaten in days, twice as long as I’ve been here, probably longer. All I know is that I’m starving and extremely thirsty.  I promise I will make it up to you and Pip. I’ll trade manual labor for your help. I’ll do whatever it takes to repay you for your generosity. On my honor, you have my solemn vow.”
“You will be on your way as soon as you are fit to travel. Strangers are not welcome here. Your being here puts us all in danger.” The voice is deep, masculine, and at the very least… hostile. Red-skinned talon like hands appear in front of me to release my restraints, before he continues, “It goes against my better judgment for you to be here at all, but Pip insisted. He also insisted that you don’t belong here in The Underworld and that we need to help you.” He pulls back, and I struggle to sit up. I’m definitely unsteady, my arms shaking with the effort. I hang my head as I gather my strength. I can’t remember ever feeling so vulnerable and weak. How the hell am I ever going to be able to take care of Ash and the twins? If it weren’t for these accursed cuffs, I would be healed by now and back to myself. It has not escaped my notice that I’m utterly useless at the moment. I look up to see Pip’s uncle. He is… intimidating, just as Paynga said. His appearance is full of contrast, his skin is red, almost crimson, his horns are black and menacing, his eyes are a startling crystalline blue, and his hair is long, wild, and unruly, and it’s white. Then there is his stance, his leathery wings are extended and threatening.
Pip breaks through my self-loathing and silent assessment of his uncle, “Uncle, leave Mister alone! You’re being mean! Mister needs our help.”
I look up to see that Pip is standing sentry between his uncle and me. I have no idea as to what I have done to inspire such devotion that this little guy would go up against his blood relative. A slight smile tugs at the corner of my lips, and I reach out to grasp his little hand in my own, gaining his attention, “Pip, your uncle is only trying to protect you and your mother. He’s not being mean, he’s just trusting his instincts, and his instincts are screaming to him that I’m bad news. Hell, he may be right. I have no idea as to why Luc brought me here and stranded me in the Fields of Punishment. I can only be thankful that you found me, and saved me from the nocturbeast, Pip. I have no doubt that I would have been history if it had not been for you. I owe you my life.” My entire being begins to shake. I’m all but quaking as I struggle to remain sitting upright.
“Mister, are you okay? Momma?” Pip’s face pinches in concern beside me.
“Now, now, Pip, he’s shaking from hunger. We’ll get him fixed up in no time.” Paynga gently holds a cup of water to my lips so I can take slow, small swallows. Next, she holds a cup of broth to my mouth, and I welcome the nourishment. Although, I have no idea as to what kind of creature was stewed to make the broth that I’m being fed. At the moment, I would eat or drink just about anything in order to regain my strength.
I nod and look up at her gratefully and smile, “Thank you, Paynga.”





Chapter 6
(Ashlinn)
The meadow surrounding the ruins on the Isle of Tears is just as it was yesterday when I was here in my dream walking state, with one exception, Alaric and Luc are not here. I’m surrounded by my chosen Guardians as we prepare to travel through the rift to The Underworld. Getting Alaric back is now my primary focus. Last night was difficult because Jasmine refused to even look at me, much less talk to me. I really needed my bestest sprite friend in the worse way, but how could I expose her to this dark realm we are about to enter? I had no idea that she would take my decision to leave her behind so hard. I’m going to have a lot of groveling to do when and if I get back. She was a no-show this morning as well, as we prepared to leave, which I thought was odd because I thought she would at least come to hang out with the twins. My heart was in dangerous territory, with Jasmine’s absence and my leaving my babies for I don’t know how long. That, by the way, is never going to get any easier, because I never want to be parted from them. My heart has literally been ripped into two pieces. One half of my heart has been left with my children, and the other half resides with my kindred. I certainly hope that Dagda is right about the time between the realms, I don’t want Lillie and Lachlan to fuss over me being gone for too long. They are already missing Alaric. I had hoped that Jaz could help entertain the two as I slipped away this morning after getting them settled in our Twilight Realm, but that was not to be. When I asked Camoryn if he knew where she was, he said that she got up early to go visit the sacred meadow where I first met her, the very same meadow where The Tree of Life resides. Evidently, she was still supremely pissed at me and didn’t want to be around when we took off without her. Lexie told me that she would talk to her when she got back. When I left, Lexie, Dagda, and Nemus were immersed in making plans for an anointing ceremony that will officially name Nemus Luminary of the Druid Order of Faerie. Hopefully, we will be back in time for when that takes place. I know that Alaric would really hate to miss seeing his good friend ascend to his rightful place within the druid order.
My Guardians and Tarron are patiently waiting for me to take the lead. Looking around, I once again sense that all forms of life have fled from this area. The rift seems to pulsate from below, and I’m at war with myself. I no longer know if I’m doing the right thing by taking these brave souls with me to Hell. My indecision must be clearly written across my face because Tarron takes a step closer to me, gaining my attention.
“Mo solas, don’t think for one moment that we will allow you to embark on this journey alone. That is not a scenario we will allow to happen.” Tarron’s tone brokers no room for argument.
Looking around my little band of Guardian’s I sigh and shoulder my pack. I’m wearing my brown combat leathers and boots; I have my crossbow strapped across my back and quite a number of daggers and throwing knives strapped to my person. My Guardians are all similarly attired and all heavily armed with their weapons of choice. Sighing, I say, “Let’s go bring Alaric home.” Lifting my chin, I march forward in determined strides to the opening of the crypt.
From behind me, I hear Tolin, “There she is. She’s back. Let’s go conquer The Underworld.”
I hear grunts of approval, and everyone falls in behind me. We quickly make our way down the winding path to the bottom of the underground tomb. I slow as we get to the shadows below. As I enter the spacious chamber, I notice that there are several sentries stationed here guarding the rift. They nod in acknowledgment of us, and I smile back at the males before assessing the rift before us. The fissure has grown overnight. It’s now broader and taller than before. It seems to feed off of the lingering dark majic and pulses with life. The eerie red glow has intensified, bathing the chamber in a crimson light. I suspect that as the rift grows it is becoming more. More? What I don’t know, but I fear it will begin drawing on more energy and majic of this realm. The fear of the unknown has just gone up a notch or two as I stand here contemplating how to traverse the rift.
Tolin and Tarron flank me on either side. T leans down and speaks in a hushed voice, “We do this together. Okay, Ash? Tarron takes point, you follow closely behind, and I’ll follow you. Everyone else brings up the rear. Be ready to take action, we have no idea as to what is waiting for us on the other side.”
I nod, “Okay. Let’s do this.”
Together we walk toward the rift. It’s large enough now that we can walk right into it. Tarron smiles back at me and winks before freely walking into the unknown before me. He’s so cocky, I smile at the thought. Then the rift’s eerie reddish glow swallows him up. I look up into Tolin’s gaze and smile before walking into the rift before me. I’m instantly sucked into a vortex that I’m helpless to control. Entry into the realm of the dead and demons is one hell of a ride. I’m spit out beside Tarron and stagger to gain my footing. Tolin and the rest of my guard are beside and behind me in an instant.
“Easy, mo solas, it would appear that we are to be escorted to Luc’s abode. They have been expecting us.” Tarron quips as he reaches out to steady me.
“Of course, he’s expecting us.” I retort and turn to look at the rift from this side. Instead of seeing an eerie pulsating tear between realms I see a beacon of light, and I mutter, “Well snap. Good luck keeping this under wraps here in this dark and desolate place. It won’t be long before this attracts the attention of every being here. It’s like a get out of jail free card.”
Tolin chuckles, “You do have a way with words, Little Bit.” He pauses, looking around, “Would you take a look at that?”
I turn to see what Tolin is checking out and my eyes widen when I take a really good look around me. The sky in this realm is a deep crimson, almost like a fiery sunset that has been placed on pause. The only difference is that the color spans the entire sky, not just the western horizon. From our vantage point, I can see for miles. It’s not barren like I thought it would be. There is a field of wildflowers far below us and on either side a wooded area for as far as the eye can see. In the distance, I see a large dark castle surrounded by what looks like a small ancient city. I don’t know what I expected, but I’m pretty sure this wasn’t it. We appear to have entered the realm high up on a mountain pass. I look back to my right, back to where Tarron and my Guardians are to see a small squadron of what appears to be female demon warriors mounted on the most enormous, most ferocious looking wolves I have ever seen. My eyes widen as I take them in. The demon warriors are fierce looking, their skin is an unusual shade of blue, their eyes are red, they have black horns that curl up and back over their head, their hair is black as midnight and stick straight, and they are each sporting intricate patterns of tiny woven braids throughout their hair.  Their most shocking attributes are that they have four arms and a barbed tail that twitches as if it has a mind of its own. The beasts they are mounted on snarl at our presence. Their fur is as dark as soot, and their eyes blaze as if there is an inferno within. They paw the ground and chuff, shaking their heads as smoky tendrils drift into the wind from their nostrils. “Whoa,” I whisper, somewhat terrified of the sight before me.
The she-demon in the lead says, “Our liege is expecting you, little goddess, but you may only bring two of your companions. Our Prince was precise in his orders. Choose who will remain and who will go back.”
“Surely, Luc will hear reason on this,” I demand, irritated at her commands.
“I have my orders. I do not question my liege. Choose. Now. Your kindred awaits you in the Fields of Punishment beyond this mountain range.”
This chick means business. I’m more than a little-pissed off that she is using Alaric to push me into action. She has no idea how motivated I am to get to him. That and she is demanding that I send half of my hand-picked team back to Faerie. Clearly, I have no choice but to comply. Luc and I are going to have words when I see him. I glare at the female before turning to my friends, “Alright then, Tarron and Tolin you stay with me. Garrik, Lorcan, and Khatar head back to Declan for further instruction.” I hang my head for a moment before looking up to meet their gaze, “Thank you all for following me here without question. Your allegiance to Alaric and me is something I will treasure always.”
Lorcan steps forward, “Take care Ashlinn. Tolin is right. You have a penchant for finding trouble. Send T back for us if you need us. Bring him home, Ashlinn.”
Standing on my tip toes, I reach up to hug the large elf, “I plan on it. Thank you, Lorcan. Hopefully, we will be back before you know it.”
From over my shoulder, I hear, “Gah… You are… nauseating. The lost in this realm will be drawn to you like a moth to a flame. Can you tone it down a notch? Come, little goddess, your chariot awaits,” the she-demon’s laughter echoes around us as she gestures toward their mounts with a smirk.
Turning back to my Guardians, I watch as three of my crew steps back into the rift and disappear from view. Turning I scowl at the she-demon, “I don’t think I asked for your opinion.” My panther definitely does not like this place or the demon in front of us. It’s as if she is pacing and her tail is twitching in agitation, she is pushing for the shift. I have denied her release since Alaric was taken, I’m not sure how much longer I can deny her. I knew if I gave into the shift, that she would take off after her mate. Her single-minded intent is clear, and she is not happy with me at the moment. In my distraction, I finally register the last three words the she-demon spoke. I look down at the beast that she sits astride and then back up at her. The beast is as large as Tempest or larger. Her intent is clear, and I exclaim, “Oh, hell no! Are you kidding me? We’re riding those beasts to see Luc?” I query.
“These Hellhounds will do you no harm. They have their orders as do we.” She retorts, affronted.
“Who will guard the rift?” I counter.
She sighs, “We have been on watch since the rift appeared, but I fear that soon there will be a clamoring to leave this realm, at least the rift appears on this side of the mountain range and not the other. Come, little Keeper. The sooner you speak to Luc, the sooner you can be reunited with your kindred.”
Taking a deep breath, I ask, “Who will be escorting me?”
The leader of the she-demons smiles, “I have the very great honor of escorting you to Luc. Come, the Hellhounds are fast. We should be back at the castle shortly.”
“And my companions?” I ask.
“They will be accompanied by my Lieutenants. Come, time is wasting.” She implores.
I step toward her and her mount and realize that I’m going to need help up. I look back to see that Tarron is right behind me.
He smiles, “Mo solas, I’ve got your back.” He turns his attention to the commander of this battalion and delivers his lethal threat, “If any harm comes to her… You will suffer the consequences.”
“Such devotion from The Horde King, it would appear that you too are under her thrall. What a pity. No harm will come to her under my watch. Quickly now, we are wasting valuable time.” Her tail lays docilely against her left leg before she reaches down to take my left hand, and with Tarron’s help, I find myself seated behind the demon who knows how to push my buttons. She turns her red-eyed gaze back to me and says, “You’re going to need to hold on to me, or you will find yourself on your ass in an instant.”
Mumbling under my breath, I say, “Well, this just got awkward.”
Laughing, the she-demon turns back to me, “I think I may actually like you, Ashlinn. My name is Sahzu. Hang on tight little Keeper.”
She spurs the Hellhound into action, and I’m forced to grasp Sahzu firmly around the waist as the beast leaps forward. I look around to see that Tarron and Tolin have mounted their beast behind Sahzu’s lieutenants and are following right behind us. Sahzu was not kidding when she said the Hellhounds were fast. It doesn’t take us long to leave the mountain pass behind and enter the formidable forest below. I lean in close to Sahzu’s ear and ask, “Why go through the forest? Why not go through the field of wildflowers?”
She calls over her shoulder, “Because the flowers are not what they appear to be, they are poisonous, and their vines attack with a vengeance. They are like barbed thorns that will rip your flesh to pieces. Many a child has been lured to their death by their intoxicating beauty.”
“That’s horrible. Okay. Good to know.” Her laughter carries on the wind, and I realize that this she-demon thinks I’m hilarious in my ignorance of this world. I lean in again and shout over the wind, “I would appreciate your sharing your knowledge of the pitfalls of this place. I’m going to need all the help I can get to traverse this realm.”
Sahzu turns a severe eye my way, assessing me before saying, “That you will Ashlinn, that you will.”
She turns back to guide our mount through the maze of this dark, menacing forest and before I know it, we have come out on the other side and are racing to the main street of the city that leads up to Luc’s castle. There are all matter of strange looking beings that have gathered to watch us race pass them. All stand along the side of the road and clear a path for us. Sahzu does not slow her beast as we race through the town. I hear a horn blast that must signal the gatekeepers to open the gate to the entrance to Luc’s domain. I see over Sahzu’s shoulder that the gates are slowly beginning to open, and yet she does not slow our pace. I hold my breath, thinking for sure that we are not going to fit through the tiny opening as we speed toward the gates. At the last second, the gate swings open just enough for us to pass through, and I release my pent-up breath and smack Sahzu on the back before shouting, “You could have slowed down. You nearly had us bouncing off of the gate.”
Sahzu chuckles, “I do like you little goddess.”
Her mount comes to an abrupt stop just before the main entrance of this enormous fortress, and I’m nearly dislodged from my seat, and I grumble, “You’re crazy, she-demon.” Swinging my right leg behind me and over the back of the beast, I drop to my feet. I look up to see the Hellhound has turned to look back at me and I find myself staring into his blazing eyes. The beast assesses me for a moment and then nods as if saying that I meet his approval. I only step away at that point. They’re scary as hell, and I don’t want to cross them.
Sahzu motions for us to enter the enormous arched door that is looming above us. She leans down and says, “My liege is waiting for you. Until we meet again, little goddess.” Turning back to her team, they race out of the courtyard back the way they came.
I mutter, “So much for her imparting her knowledge of this realm.” I look over to Tarron and Tolin and then back up at the entrance to Luc’s formidable castle. There must be at least twenty steps to climb to reach the landing of the entrance, and the arched door must be at least twenty feet tall. The castle is, well… it’s gleaming black walls stand out against the crimson sky, it’s very intimidating. I swallow back my fear and take the first few steps before calling over my shoulder, “Come on guys, let’s do this.” My two companions flank me as we take the necessary steps to acquire Alaric’s release from this strangely beautiful, yet terrifying realm.





Chapter 7
(Alaric)
Several days have passed since I woke in a house full of imps. If there is one thing that I have learned from my time here is that they are fiercely protective of family, and highly mischievous. The borough, I’ve come to learn, is a hidden township for all those that seek to hide from the slavers. It has become a sanctuary, and everyone here is highly protective of it. My being here brings danger to them all. I understand that now. It is much larger than I thought it would be, and it’s an underground oasis. Everyone here just wants to stay off the Princes’ radar, so much so that they are willing to live underground, which from my point of view is a step up. The soft glow of the cavern is pleasant and not as harsh as the red skies from topside. All these people want is to be able to live their lives without the threat of being forced into the games or to serve the depraved. Evidently, on this side of the mountain range, or the Great Divide as they call it, there are factions of individuals that have found favor with the Princes. To become a resident of their citadel is highly coveted, granting the resident the right to live in luxury, to never go hungry, to never have to fight in the games, and to purchase slaves to see to all their needs, it's barbaric really. Once they become citizens, it’s as if they forget from whence they came.
It doesn’t matter what race you are; anyone can be caught in the Fields of Punishment or the Valley of Despair. Anyone is fair game. The shades are the one exception. They are known as the shades, the dead, ghost, spirits, restless souls, whatever you want to call them. Some are the damned and have become something else entirely, some wander aimlessly around The Underworld, but eventually, they end up in the Land of the Restless Dead or they cease to be. Those that have been here for a while begin to lose their physical form. The upper echelon that the Princes surround themselves with snub the shades, they only want live unwilling beings to bend to their will in the games, and as slaves or whatever the hell they want to use these people for. If you are caught by the slavers, then you are brought to the citadel for assessment. There are three categories that potential slaves fall into, gladiator or champion, harem candidate, or household servant. Honestly, I want no part of any of that. I just want to find the rift and get the hell out of this realm, and when I do, I’m taking Pip and his mother with me. I don’t need Ashlinn’s confirmation that they are good souls. Anyone with half a brain can see that.
The truth is, this realm, it’s… intense. So many scenarios of where good people find themselves in bad situations. I had no idea what The Underworld was all about. I always thought that it was just a punishment for the dead. That the demons here were meant to torment the souls unworthy of The Overworld, my education of this realm has been sadly lacking. The demons that reside here are not all bad. This realm is much more like our own realm than I care to admit. The truth is, I’ve learned from Paynga that not all souls that land here are bad, some are just tortured. They just made decisions in their life that they can’t forgive themselves for, or something happened to a loved one that they believe they should have been able to prevent, or there were events in their lives that they are unable to move on from. This knowledge has given me pause.
When we first ascended, Ashlinn was so worried, and she couldn’t understand why I took it all in stride.  I think that somewhere along the way she retained an inkling of knowledge as to how huge our role in The Realms was going to be. I’m just now beginning to grasp it all, and only after being deposited here. There are so many shades of gray. Not every soul that is relegated to The Underworld is evil. Some are just lost, and I mourn for those lost souls. No wonder they call it the Land of the Restless Dead. Even though our kindred bond has been nullified, I sense that Ashlinn is near. Within the last few hours, or what feels like hours, the ache in my chest has lessened. That can only mean one thing. Ashlinn has arrived. I never wanted her to follow me to this harsh realm. I know that she is not close, and I can only hope that she does not venture this way. I know that she’s hardheaded and she’s determined to find me. I miss her so damn much, her and the twins and I’m counting the days, hours, cycles, whatever to get back to my family and The Otherworld Realm.
“Hey, Mister!” Pip comes barreling into the room, pulling me out of my ponderings. He beams up at me, “Come on, Mister, Momma said that today is the first day you can go outside to visit the borough. I’m giving you a tour and showing you all my favorite places.” He smiles his toothy grin up at me, “Come on.” I can’t help but smile back at my little friend. He has become so much more than a friend. I look forward to our interactions daily. He’s bright and full of life, and he is helping to shape my view of demon-kind. I can sense that I’m growing attached to him.
My back is still a mess of healing wounds, but at least I’ve gained my strength back, and I’m able to wear a loose-fitting tunic without flinching. I hop up from my sleeping cot and head out to follow Pip. He grabs my hand and leads me through the underground cavern that is, honestly, massive. There is an underground spring that supplies water and forms an enormous lake which helps with the crops that they are growing here. What they are doing is truly extraordinary, and their borough is more like a hidden haven.
Pip’s uncle steps into our path, blocking our way, ever the sour look on his intimidating face, “You need to leave here. Now. You are not welcome here any longer.”
“Rynik, in two- or three-days’ time, I will leave this place. I promise to not look back and not to draw attention to this sanctuary.”
“Uncle, Mister’s my friend, and I want him to stay.”
I smile down at Pip before saying, “Your uncle is right, Pip. I need to be on my way as soon as I’ve had a little more time to heal. I need to find the rift so I can get back to my realm, back to my family and friends.” Looking back at the intimidating imp blocking our way, I say, “Rynik, I would like for you and Paynga to consider traveling with me to my realm. The three of you would be welcome in my world. I would make sure of it.”
“Why would we do that? We have a home here. We do not belong in The Otherworld, we belong here. You do not, and that is why you must go.” Having spoken his piece, he turns abruptly to leave, and I watch him spread his massive red, barb-tipped wings to take flight toward one of the darken tunnels above. He’s right. I don’t belong here.
“Mister, don’t pay no never mind to my uncle. Momma told me that he and my father were the best of friends growing up. He ain’t ever gotten over my father’s death.” Pip pulls me forward with him before looking back at me speculatively, “Mister, don’t leave without saying goodbye. Promise?”
“I promise, Pip, I won’t leave without saying goodbye, and I will talk with your mother about considering following my friends and me back to my realm.”
“I’d like that, Mister. I would really like to see the realm you hail from.”





Chapter 8
(Ashlinn)
Since the almighty Prince of Darkness is expecting us, I forego knocking on the front door, so to speak. As I approach the massive doors, I blast them with the force of the air element.  The doors swing back violently and bang against the wall, echoing loudly around the inner chamber and announcing our presence. I look around the dimly lit gothic atrium and shudder. This doesn’t look anything at all like I thought Luc’s abode would resemble. I thought it would be a bit more modern, more like Glenndale Loch Keep.
Clapping echoes about the chamber from above, I look up to see the handsome prince looking down at my little ragtag crew and me, “Well done, little Keeper. Such the dramatic entrance, I should try that sometime. Wait… Been there, done that. I’ve been expecting you. Come. We have much to discuss.” He turns and marches up the stairs expecting us to follow in his wake. He’s already two stories above us. Where the heck is he taking us?
I race up the dimly lit stone stairs after Luc and call after him, “Wait! Where are you going?”
“Somewhere where I can speak privately with you and your three companions,” he calls after me.
Clearly, he is mistaken, I have Tarron and Tolin with me, and that’s it. Sighing, I sprint up the staircase with Tarron and Tolin on my heels. I call after Luc, “Hey… Wait up.”
He calls back down to me, “We’re almost there, little Keeper. I would appreciate it if you and your hand-picked protectors would keep up.” As he reaches the top of the staircase, he enters a room that appears to be at the top of a turret, and I can sense that it is heavily spelled. He motions me inside. I hesitate for just an instant before pushing forward. I race up the last few steps to the landing and enter the room after Luc with Tarron and Tolin not far behind me.
Once inside, I demand, “What’s up with you? Why all the secrecy?”  I shrug out of my backpack and toss it aside. As it hits the wall and falls to the ground, I hear a grunt and muttered cursing. Looking over at my pack, I mutter, “What the hell? Surely she didn’t…” I take a couple of steps toward my discarded bag as the flap flies open, and out flops an utterly disheveled Jasmine, I have never seen her in such a state, and she is fit to be tied. I can see it in her eyes.
“What the hell, Ash? Are you trying to kill me?” Her crystalline blue eyes flash in anger as she pushes to her feet to take off flying straight for my face.
“My trying to kill you would require me actually knowing that you were hitching a ride in my backpack. What are you doing here, Jasmine? You are not supposed to be here! I wanted you nowhere near this realm. What is Cam going to think?” Suddenly, I run out of steam when I realize that I’m actually glad to see my sprite friend, I couldn’t stand it knowing that she was so angry with me. I hang my head in defeat, and with a heavy sigh, I ask, “Jaz, seriously... are you okay?” She nods but is looking seriously freaked out, and I ask, “What’s wrong?”
Her eyes are huge, “I can’t shift to my faerie size. I’ve tried.”
Luc steps forward, “As long as you are here, you will not be able to shift from one form to the other. Certain abilities are nullified here in this realm for some of you. Although, I do believe that your pixie size will carry more weight here. Now that the third party in your group has been revealed, Ashlinn, can we get down to business?”
“Not yet,” I hold up my hand and glare at Luc before turning my attention to Jasmine, “Does Camoryn know what you have done?”
She bows her head in dejection and whispers, “He will. He’s seriously going to kill me when I get back.” Tears gather in her eyes, “He may even renounce our binding after what I have done. I promised to behave myself, and I’m pretty sure that meant not stowing away in your bag and coming here with you and without him.”
“Oh, Jaz… Why would you risk so much?” I sigh for like the umpteenth time before smiling at my dearest little friend to impart, “For what it’s worth, I know that Camoryn will forgive you. I fear that you will need to work for his forgiveness. You left him behind. I wouldn’t be surprised if he tries to push past the sentinels to get to you here in this realm. He will be frantically worried about you. You really shouldn’t have come, my dear friend.”
“I couldn’t let you do this on your own. I know you have Tarron and Tolin, but there is such a thing as girl power, ya know? What kind of friend would I be if I let you come to The Underworld without me, I promised you that we would get Alaric back. We, as in you and me, and this is me making good on my promise to you.”
“You know I love you, right? As angry as I am with you at this very moment, I love your spirit and your intense loyalty. That being said,” turning to Luc I inquire, “Can you send her back?”
“What? No! I’m here to stay. I leave when you leave after we have gotten what we have come for.” Jasmine glares back at me. I can tell that I’ve just pissed her off again, but I have to know.
Luc looks between us and shakes his head, “No. I believe that she is here for the duration. She, as your other companions, has chosen to stand by your side. You should be flattered that you inspire such devotion from your minions.” The prince of darkness smirks darkly before turning his back on us. He casually saunters over to a well-stocked bar to pour himself a drink.
I take offense at my friends, my family being called minions and fire back at Luc, “First of all, these individuals that are here with me are my family. They are not my minions. They are special to me, and I will not have you stand there and belittle the reason why they are here.” At some point, I shifted my stance, and my hands are firmly on my hips as I square off with Luc. He glances over his shoulder and flashes me a thousand-watt smile, and the room seems to light up. I can tell that he enjoys getting under my skin. For a moment, I’m taken aback as I take him in, like really take a good look at him. Yes, there is a darkness within that he willingly embraces, a part of him that he does not deny, but there is also a radiance that shines from him that is throwing me off balance, and I’m not sure what to make of him. The contradiction is baffling.
“Drink, anyone? Ashlinn, I do believe that this bourbon is distilled in your home state in The Mortal Realm.” I recognize the liquor bottle behind him to be Maker’s Mark Private Select. The bottle is about two-thirds of the way full with the amber colored drink, and it sports a red wax capped top. It’s their signature, every bottle is hand dipped in red wax sealing the bottle.
Tarron steps forward, “I’ll have a drink, I take mine neat.” I slap his arm, and he just grins at me, “What, mo solas? It will take the edge off.”
Tolin strides forward, “I’ll have mine on ice if you have any. Come on Ash, lighten up. I believe that we have just reached the negotiation phase of our trip to this realm. Let’s relax and hear what Luc has to say. A drink couldn’t hurt.”
I sigh and look at Jasmine. She just hovers beside me and shrugs. Apparently, she is settling in for the long haul. I have to give the girl credit. She is loyal to a fault. Looking back at the males in the room, I watch as they get cozy over their Kentucky bourbon. Sighing, I realize that if you “can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.” I walk over and say, “Two fingers, neat. Now… Let’s get to it.”
Luc smiles, turns to pour my bourbon, and motions for us to take seats on the terrace overlooking the mountain range that we just came from. I opt to walk over to the railing for a better look around me. The rift shines brightly for all to see nestled up in the dark mountain, it shines with the intensity of a star. Its light is a bright white with hues of blue, and it pulsates with life drawing your eye to it. In the time that we have been here, the dark red sky has not changed its hue, which showcases the rift in all its glory. I can’t imagine what he thought when that atrocity appeared, wreaking havoc here in his domain. I walk toward the stone railing and lean on it as I casually look around me. I startle when Luc appears beside me suddenly, holding out my drink to me. I stare down at it and take the heavy crystal highball and toss the bourbon back down my throat in one swallow, and hand the glass back. “Thank you. Now, I have a few questions. How do I find Alaric? I know he’s here.” I point to the mountain range, and say, “He’s over there passed the mountains. How do I get to him?”
Luc’s eyebrows are raised, but there is a quirky grin that lights up his handsome face, “Well now, I didn’t expect that. Would you care for another?”
“Not particularly. Answer the question, Luc.” I press.
Sighing, Luc walks back to the bar and refills my glass. Tolin and Tarron are watching me, concern etched on their faces, and I shake my head, indicating that I do not want them to interfere. Not yet anyway. Luc turns back to me, “Alaric’s time here is not yet complete, and neither is yours. You have only just arrived. Little goddess, you and he both need to understand what it would mean if The Underworld found its way to the realms of the living. Not that this realm is strictly designed for only the dead.  As you have seen firsthand, there are quite a few beings here that are part of the living, but their souls belong to me. They are part of The Underworld, and only I have dominion here. You may be the Keeper of Souls in The Otherworld, The Mortal Realm, and in Taisclainne Anam, but not here. In this realm, you are not permitted to reap a single soul. All souls in this realm belong to me and to me alone. If you attempt to reap even one soul, then you will forfeit either your soul or Alaric’s to reside forever here in The Underworld. Do you understand?”
I stare at him defiantly, “Why would I want to reap any souls here in your domain? If what you say is true, then how is it that The Morrígan was so easily able to rip Cú Chulainn’s soul from your grasp?”
He regards me as if I’m a petulant child, and I guess that I am for all intents and purposes, he has been around since the beginning of time. I don’t fail to notice the hard glint of his eyes before he responds to me, “What Morríganna did was no easy feat. Lest you forget how many souls gave their lives for his.” He motions toward the rift, “It was not without consequences, not a single solitary soul was ushered into my realm.” His tone is reprimanding, “Little Keeper, do you think that all souls here in The Underworld are souls of the damned? The living and the dead? Souls that you would never long to reap?” He asks, studying me, waiting for my answer.
“It is The Underworld.” I take my refilled glass and eye it warily before glaring back up at Luc defiantly.
“You may be surprised, little one. I’m curious. What did you think you would find here in this realm? Chaos? All matter of demons running amok? Please indulge me.”
“I really had no idea as to what to expect. My Guardians here tried to prepare for any and all possible threats, but I saw that as pointless. We had no idea as to what we would find here. I know that I did not expect the civilized town that we rode through not that long ago. I’m curious to know if there are others like that one and if that is where I can find Alaric.” The need to know where my kindred is has begun to nag at me now that I’m so close to getting him back.
“Ashlinn, I need for you to focus on the question at hand. I can assure you that Alaric has found temporary sanctuary. He is healing, and he is safe for now. He has made an unlikely friend. He is well.” Luc, studies me before continuing, “I know this won’t sit well with you, but you will not be allowed to leave here for a few more days. Alaric has much to discover as do you.”
My anger boils to the surface, “You said- “
“Little goddess, you and your companions are going to get a crash course in all things Underworld. Yours truly will be your guide. Alaric has found a pure of heart soul to guide him, and I have no worries as to his wellbeing. You will need to trust me on this.”
Through gritted teeth, I respond, “Trust you? I barely know you. If it were not for you, Alaric would not be here in The Underworld.” I seethe.
“If not for me, your precious kindred would be rotting in Morríganna’s dungeon, and you would be no closer to finding him than you were before I broke him out of there. At least here, he has had a chance to heal and recuperate from his time with his deranged captor. On top of that, as long as he remained in The Morrígan’s clutches he could be used as leverage against you and The Tree of Life. You should be thanking me.”
“Way to go, Ashlinn. You have just pissed off the prince of darkness.” Jaz whispers in my ear nervously.
I had all but forgotten that she was here. I take a deep, steadying breath before looking back out over this strange land. I know he’s right. I just don’t approve of his methods. I find myself absently rubbing at the ache that has settled in my chest. I look back at our host feeling almost defeated when I say, “You were correct in your assumption. Not going directly to Alaric does not sit well with me, Luc. It goes against my baser instincts. I know that Alaric needs me, and we need him back. I need him back, damn it!”
“I expected no less, but you will obey me on this. Ashlinn, The Underworld is a primitive and dangerous place, and most beings here react on pure instinct when their very existence is at stake. That shadow demon that you encountered in The Otherworld? That’s just the tip of the proverbial ice burg. Those greater demons reside in the depths of Hell. They were placed there for a reason and a purpose, under lock and key. The Morrígan could care less as to the destruction her actions will wreak. Her primary focus is attaining power and control. She cares not who or what suffers in the wake of her actions. That’s why it’s so important that you are here Ashlinn. She is ready to unleash the wrath of hell upon The Mortal Realms, and you and those that stand with you need to understand what that means for your precious worlds. Here on this side of The Great Divide, we are more civilized, but over there…” He motions toward the mountain range that runs for as far as I can see with his drink in hand before he continues, “Here there is order. Here they follow me because I see to their needs. The greater demons resent the hell out of my control over them. They relish any time that they are freed from their imprisonment.” Luc points again, his glass almost empty now, just one swallow remains, “That abomination will unleash Hell on Earth. For now, it only appears to those that are content but soon that beacon of light will grow and once it reaches the other side of the divide, be ready, little Keeper. If that rift cannot be contained, then all matter of demons with soon spill forth and walk in The Realms of the Living. So yes, Ashlinn, I intend to keep you here until you have a firm grasp on just what it will mean for all hell to break loose on the other side of that rift.”
Sighing, I look down at the drink in my hand. Instead of tossing it back, I sip the contents and wait for the alcohol to relax me before looking back at the prince of Hell. I’m still pissed, and thus far, I’m far from relaxed and having a hard time reigning in my anger at once more being separated from Alaric, before biting out, “Then, by all means, Luc, give me the CliffsNotes version. So far, The Underworld has not been all that daunting. Alaric and I were able to banish a shadow demon back here. So please spill.”
Luc sighs, “That’s because you have only seen about a tenth of what this realm has to offer if that. Trust me Ashlinn, I’ll know once Alaric begins the second leg of his journey through the Fields of Punishment. Once that has happened, I will send you forth to collect your kindred. For now, you remain here as my guest.”
I make to argue with the male in front of me when my vision begins to bleed to black around the edges. I stumble, righting myself and think dear God, what’s wrong with me? I look over to see Tarron and Tolin slumped over in their seats. Realization dawns on me as my fingers lose their grasp on the crystal glass in my hands. I watch numbly as the glass slips from my fingers to crash to the stone floor shattering and spilling the liquid contents within to pool on the tiles in a glittering mess. I blink a couple of times trying to clear my head.
I hear Luc speak as if from down a far away tunnel and his voice warbles, “I’m so very sorry, my dear guest, I had no choice. I knew you would resist my attempts to keep you here. The effects will wear off soon, and then we can talk once more. Jasmine, watch over your friends, they will be made comfortable shortly.” My vision fades as he easily catches my useless form. All my senses are shutting down under the influence of whatever drug Luc has slipped in our drinks. Luc gently pulls me up into his grasp and carries me from the spelled room and down the hall. I’m helpless but to look around me drunkenly.  He enters a room and deposits me on a soft surface pulling a cover over me. As everything fades to black, I hear, “Rest easy, little goddess. No harm will come to you or your friends while under my protection.”
But what of Alaric? I wonder, unable to murmur the words aloud before darkness claims me.





Chapter 9
(Alaric)
Paynga noticed my unrest several days ago when she caught me absently rubbing the spot just above my breastbone. After explaining to her that the cuffs I wear nullify not only my abilities but my kindred bond as well, she suggested that I try meditation. Her theory is that, if I’m able to reach a level of spiritual enlightenment that I could override the physical binding of the irons I wear and reach out to Ashlinn. So here I sit in the lotus position on my sleeping cot. Everyone has gone to bed. It feels as if I’ve been sitting here for hours while everyone around me sleeps. My determination to connect with Ashlinn is pushing me hard to succeed. I just need to let her know that I’m okay so she will not worry so much about me. The last time she saw me, I could read the concern in her eyes. That and I just need to feel her through our bond. I miss the feel of the brush of her mind against mine, the support she sends my way, and the raw emotion she so willingly shares with me. My need for my kindred makes me a pathetic, selfish bastard, but that changes nothing. If I can find a way to connect with Ash, then I will. I’m not really sure how many days we have been parted now, but it has to be at least a week, probably much more.
Exasperated with my lack of success, I decide to quietly step out of the dwelling where I have been staying with Paynga and Pip. I think that my restless mind will be calmed near the water, I’ve always loved the peace that the waterfall back home has brought me and decide to seek out the waterfall here. I slip into my boots and tiptoe past a slumbering Pip. He hangs from his sleeping post like a bat, his clawed feet clasping his post tightly. His arms are folded over his chest, and his wings are wrapped tightly around his small frame. As I slip out of their hut, I look around to see that there is little to no activity at this time in the borough. I quickly make my way to the sound of the waterfall toward the bottom of the cavern. My leather soled boots make little to no noise in my wake as I traverse the gently sloping alleyways. No one stops me, and before I know it, I’m standing before the waterfall that feeds the cavern’s underground lake. I can already feel myself relax standing here next to the falls, listening to the thundering rushing water, and staring out over the lake. I close my eyes and imagine myself back home, for just a moment my mind lingers on the thought. Sighing, I look back up toward the archaic town, the lighting in the borough is dimmed this time of day. There are street lanterns that are lit providing just enough light to navigate the streets and paths through their town, but the rest of the cavern has been plunged into a darkness that is so extreme in its intensity that it makes me uncomfortable. Looking up at the cave’s ceiling, I always expect to see stars and for them to be absent seems wrong and reminds me yet again that I’m in a foreign place.
In the darkness here, a certain splendor can be found in a place that has never seen the true light of day. Not that there is a brightly shining sun in this realm. The lake has an electric blue luminescence, tiny micro-organisms school together to light up the water wherever they go.  Then there are the rock walls of the cavern, a fungus grows on the damp walls that glow neon green. They call it Foxfire. I find the bright neon colors soothing in this dark place.  Truth be told, I miss all of Ashlinn’s beautiful color, the twins, and the vibrant colors of my world. Tomorrow I’ll set out on my own. I need to find the rift, and I need to put distance between me and the borough.
Paynga shot me down in my offer for them to come with me to The Otherworld. Rynik had already talked with her, and she was adamantly opposed to leaving their underground sanctuary behind. As much as I wanted to argue with Paynga, her reasoning was sound. Sighing, I find a place to sit and I slip off my boots to settle down. I assume the position that Paynga said would help me find peace and the place in between. My legs are crisscrossed, and the backs of my hands rest lightly on my knees with my index fingers and thumbs touching, pointing upwards. I inhale deeply and exhale. Centering myself, I close my eyes and let the sound of the thundering water relax me. For a moment my mind slips away, and I reach out to the creator of all the realms in silent prayer. My plea is not a simple one, “Father, for the first time in my life I feel as though I’m faltering. I need your help, your guidance, I feel as if I’m lost. I don’t know what I’m doing, and I no longer feel worthy.” I don’t feel worthy of so much now that all my abilities are bound.
“Have faith, Alaric, and follow your heart, you are not defined by your abilities alone.”
I jerk back as the masculine voice echoes within my mind. That’s the second time that I have heard that voice, and yes, I now know who it belongs to. I honestly did not expect an answer. I’m determined to follow his advice. Okay. I can definitely follow my heart. I can do that because following my heart will take me to Ashlinn. Breathing deeply, I once again settle back down and reach for Ash. The sound of the water has begun to lure me away.
Breathe in, breathe out.
Breathe in…
Out…
Breathe in…
Out…
I’m not sure how much time has passed when I sense that I have reached the place in between. I feel my consciousness lift up out of my body and reach for Ashlinn. She’s near. She’s here in this realm. I suck in a psychic breath as my consciousness soars upward and passes through the rock above and quickly emerges above the terrain. I’m heading for the mountain range, the Great Divide, and soon I’m over the mountains and looking down on the civilized town and castle where I know that Ashlinn resides. Her soul calls to mine, it sings a beautiful song even now, the call is irresistible.
One moment I’m above the castle turrets and the next I’m inside a room where my kindred is sound asleep. Jasmine is sprite size and vigilantly watching over her.  She marches back and forth, and with every other step, she flutters upward to land lightly back down on the bed, not missing a step. She looks pissed, but I don’t have time to ponder why. I’m here for Ashlinn. Her mind is foggy as if she has been drugged. She’s struggling to reach out to me. She knows that I’m here. I feel her swear as she struggles against the cobwebs in her mind.
I whisper through our bond, “Shhh, it’s okay. I’m here. I miss you, Ash. I love you mo grá. I told you. I will always find my way back to you. I need you to know that I’m okay, and I can find my way to the rift. I need for you to wait for me there. Okay?”
“Alaric? How… are you… here?” Her thoughts and words are slurred as if she is drunk. I don’t understand, that’s not like her at all.
“It’s okay,
álainn. I have missed you mo grá, you and the twins. Tell me, what’s wrong Ashlinn?”
“Luc… he drugged… us.” She twitches her supine form, and I sense that she is becoming more alert before she continues, “Are you really here? I don’t feel your touch.”
“No, I’m not really next to you. I’m still somewhere in the Fields of Punishment, but I have found sanctuary for now, and my wounds are all but healed. I will find my way to you. Tell me, Ashlinn, why did Luc drug you?”
“Because I was pushing to go to you…”
I chuckle at her tenacity, then ask, “Are you safe here, mo grá?”
“I believe so, but Luc has his own agenda.” Ashlinn stirs and her beautiful amber eyes flicker open, looking around the space, “Where are you? I don’t see your dream walking form.”
“That ability has been nullified just like the others. I can’t project my form, just my consciousness. Paynga was right. I was only able to find you through meditation. It has taken me a little while to figure out what she was talking about. I’ve been trying to do this for days. I’m not sure how long I can stay, if my concentration is interrupted, then all bets are off.”
“Who’s Paynga?” Her thoughts have a biting edge. “Gah, I wish I could see you.” She sits up and looks around the room.
Jasmine is instantly in front of her, “Finally, you’re awake. We need to go check on the others and then we can go kick Luc’s ass for drugging you, Tarron, and Tolin.” She narrows her eyes and looks around the room, trying to see what it is that Ashlinn is searching for, “What are you looking for Ash?”
“I’m looking for Alaric,” her tone holds pure exasperation as if Jasmine should know what she is doing.
“And there it is…,” Jasmine draws out the word there, “She’s finally snapped. I knew the strain of it all was going to be too much. Honey, he’s not here.” Her tone placating as if she’s talking to a deranged child. “He’s out there somewhere in this hideous realm,” her hands jester wildly about as she lifts off her feet, her tiny wings fluttering furiously. “You were right! I really hate it here! The negative energy is suffocating. Next time, I’ll listen to you.”
“Jaz, please, shush. I can’t get a read on Alaric with all your antics.”
Chuckling at their banter, I think through our connection, “By the goddess, I miss you all so much.”
“There you are. You didn’t answer my question, who’s Paynga? By the way, I am coming for you, no doubt about it.”
“Paynga is an imp, a healer, and a friend. Her son, Pip, found me and they are giving me shelter until I was healed. I’m leaving out today and will make my way to the mountains, to you Ashlinn. I don’t even know what awaits me in the Fields of Punishment, then there is the Citadel of Depravity, not to mention the Valley of Despair, and let's not mention the…”
“I don’t care what’s over there. I’m not going to just leave you there to-”
Ash is still trying to pinpoint my consciousness. Not realizing that I’m right in front of her.
“Ash, you don’t understand. They take prisoners here that become slaves to do the bidding of the elite few. The Princes of Hell run the show and if you are unlucky enough you end up in the tournament… If that happens, it’s a battle to the death. Please stay put. If you know where the rift is then go there and wait for me to come to you.”
“Alaric, the rift is a beacon of light here in this realm. Once it grows to reach the other side of the Great Divide, all bets are off. Luc told me that when the time was right, he would send me to you. I will come for you. You don’t have to do this alone, we’re here for you. I miss you Elf-Man.” She looks around the room with sad eyes, looking for my presence.
I wish with all my heart that I could hold her in my arms and put all her fears to rest, but that is not to be. I fear that our time together is about to end and say through our connection, “I love you… You and the twins are my world. Never forget that.” I push all my love to her through our bond, hoping that she is able to receive it.
“Alaric, please don’t go,” she begs aloud.
“I’ll see you soon, mo grá, take care. You and Jasmine stay safe.” It takes everything inside me to say my goodbyes. I allow myself to drift back. I see the rift before heading back over the Great Divide. Ashlinn is right, the rift shines like a bright diamond demanding attention in the eerie red twilight.
I hear Ashlinn shout out after me for everyone to hear, “You stay safe Elf-Man! Until we find one another again!” Her voice echoes around the valley and punches right through my heart, and I smile.
In the blink of an eye, I’m back in the cavern. I have quite a distance to traverse to get to the Great Divide. From a distance, I hear, “Mister? Hey, Mister… Are you okay? What are you doing all the way down here? You ain’t planning on leaving without saying goodbye, are you Mister? You promised...”
My concentration is officially broken, and it is as if I never left. I look around to see that the borough is a hive of activity as my brain comes back online and I register that I’ve been gone for a while. I look up to see Pip staring down at me.
“Where did you go?” His question is simple and intuitive. His large crystal blue eyes are inquisitive.
“I had to see Ashlinn, my kindred. She’s…” Words cannot describe what Ashlinn is to me, and I grin thinking about her and the twins.
He peers up at me with wide eyes filled with wonder, “She is your love, isn’t she? How do we get you back to her?”
“We… don’t do anything. You Pip will stay here with your mother when I leave here after breakfast.”
Pip looks at me assessing, “I don’t want you to go. I like having you here, but I know that you can’t stay. You don’t know nothing ‘bout The Underworld. You need a guide, Mister.”
“Well, I don’t see anyone here volunteering for the job of my guide. Not that I want to put anyone here in danger of becoming a slave or worse, be thrown into the games. Come on now, I bet your mom is looking for you, and I bet breakfast is ready.” I ruffle his white hair, carefully avoiding his horns before clasping his shoulder firmly and we walk in a companionable silence for a while.
“Mister, I could be your guide.” Pip looks up at me with bright, hopeful eyes.
“Absolutely not!” Rhynik steps out of the doorway as we approach their dwelling. Rhynik flashes me a look of pure hatred. He’s made his feelings about me clear. As far as he is concerned, I’ve overstayed my welcome.
I nod, acknowledging him before turning to Pip, “Your uncle’s right, Pip. This is something that I must do on my own.” As we enter their abode, I see Paynga, her face is etched in concern for her son. I take Pip’s talon clawed hand in my own, “I never should have offered to take you and your family with me without talking to your mother first. It was wrong, and for that, I apologize.” I look over to where she stands by the kitchen table, she smiles sadly and nods. Acknowledging my apology. Looking back down at Pip, I continue, “You… my dear little friend, deserve a chance to grow up and find a she-imp of your very own. There are no imps where I’m from. I spoke out of turn.”
Pip hangs his head and says, “So… this is goodbye? You ain’t coming back, are you Mister? I ain’t never goin’ to see you again. Am I?” His little voice trembles and I can tell he’s close to tears, but I’m mistaken that they’re tears of sadness. His eyes flash with an indignant anger when he looks back up at us all, he yells, “It’s not fair! I don’t want you to go!” He stamps his talon clawed foot, “I never got no chance to know my real father, never got no opportunity to know what having a real da would be like, not till I found you Mister, and now you’re leaving. It’s not fair!” Pip wrenches his hand out of mine and turns, racing from the room. We all watch in stunned silence.
Muttering under my breath, “I had no idea. I should go talk to him,” I look over at Paynga to get her approval.
“Alaric… maybe it’s best if you just eat and go. The sooner you are gone, the more quickly we can get back to normal. I’m sorry, I really do think it’s for the best. I’ll talk to him once you are gone.”
I study her for a moment, her striking alabaster beauty reminds me more of a white marble statue in her stillness as she waits for my assent. I nod, “I never meant to cause any of you any grief. Please tell Pip, that I’m forever in his debt. He will always hold a piece of my heart, and I will never forget him.” I grab a few things to munch on in my travels and then go grab my backpack that I packed last night. I gather the few weapons that they could spare and strap them to my body. As I walk toward the door to their dwelling, I turn and address Paynga, “Thank you… for all you have done for me. I owe you a debt that I cannot repay. I hope Pip can eventually forgive me. I do love that little guy.” Looking over toward Rhynik, I nod, “I’m ready.”
He grunts and mutters, “Finally, it’s about time. I knew you were going to be nothing but trouble and the one to suffer from your spending time here is little Pip.” He motions for me to follow him, but his words sting as they strike home, and I fear that he may be right.
I trudge after Rhynik, hoping that Pip will understand one day why I had to leave and why he had to stay. I hate to leave him without saying goodbye, but most importantly, breaking my promise to him. I just wish things could be different. Pip was right, it’s not fair. None of this is fair. These people live in fear every day that they will be discovered. They just want to live their lives without the fear of becoming slaves. That’s not too much to ask. The imps choose this life over being able to take to the skies to fly. They choose to be confined underground and deny their natural inclinations. That’s no life for any of them.
I look around to see that Rhynik has led me out of the cavern and we stand at a crossroads of a maze of tunnels. The Foxfire fungus lights up the walls in these dark and dank passageways. Giving off just enough light to light my way. Rhynik gestures to the tunnel in the center. “Follow that pass. It will lead you to a staircase that will lead you to the surface. There is no way to get lost, no other tunnels that intersect. You will come out in a copse of trees but will be headed toward the Great Divide. For what it’s worth, Alaric. I don’t think ill of you. I just knew you would wreak havoc within our family, and I was right. You need to go, and I need to go find Pip.”
“Rhynik, thank you, and for what it’s worth, I’m glad I met you and your family before being exposed to the rest of the beings in this realm. Tell Pip…” I try to think of something that will help him move on, but I’ve got nothing. Sighing, I say, “Tell Pip that I love him and if things were different, I would have been honored to be his surrogate father.”
I don’t wait for Rhynik’s retort, I just turn and make my way through the tunnel. It doesn’t take long for the silence around me to fill me with dread for the next leg of my journey. I’m completely alone with no clue as to what I’m going to run into. All I know is that I need to find my way to Ashlinn and the rift.





Chapter 10
(Ashlinn)
I hang my head when I realize that he’s gone, and I have no idea as to when we will be reunited again. I drop to the floor and struggle to hold back my tears. Tears that are going to fall no matter what I do. I’m so angry with our current situation I can hardly contain my rage. I hate that once again we are separated, and things are beyond our control. I never wanted to be a goddess. Not in this lifetime anyway. What was I thinking in my previous life? Why the hell would I forego having my memories reinstated once I ascended? I’m sure that it would have helped me understand why this mission was so important to me at that time. All I have ever really wanted in this lifetime after my awakening was to live and exist in peace with Alaric and our family. I scream out into the universe, “Why?! Why can’t we just be a family? It’s not fair! Always being separated! I just want to live my life with Alaric and the twins and be a normal family. Is that too much to ask? Why have we been pitted against so much?” In my rage, I snatch up the decanter of water by the bedside and throw it across the room. It smashes against the wall and shatters into hundreds of fragmented pieces. I stand there, my chest heaving. I feel as though I’m suffocating, I drop to my knees, and wrap my arms around my body, rocking as I try to regain my composure. Lifting my hands, I sob and cradle my face as I bow my head. Desperately trying to put myself back together again. 
“Ash?” I hear Jasmine’s timid voice from over my shoulder, “It’s going to be okay, I have faith that you and Alaric will make it through this.”
I look over my shoulder to see my concerned friend. She looks so sad, after witnessing my break down. I wish with all my might that Jasmine could hug me right now, because I could really use a hug from my friend. I try to smile at her but fail miserably. Taking a deep breath, I try pulling myself together when three large males rush into the room. Luc is front and center, causing me to see red. Scrambling to my feet, I reach for one of my throwing knives only to realize that they are missing, which just pisses me the hell off. Flames flicker to life, beginning at my fingertips and making their way up my arms. I point a flaming finger at Luc and say, “You drugged me and my companions. You are deliberately keeping me from Alaric. You deserve much more than a fireball up your ass. I want to know what your end goal is, and I want to know it now!” My voice has taken on a growling quality as my panther pushes for the shift.
             Tarron steps in front of Luc, gaining my attention, “Mo solas, calm down. Luc was just showing us where Alaric is and assuring us that he is safe.”


             I glare at him, and retort, “Safe? You think he’s safe? He’s getting ready to head out into the Fields of Punishment to make his way here.” Pinning my gaze on Luc, I ask, “What happens when he is discovered by the wrong sort, Luc? What happens if he runs upon the slavers? What then?”


             Luc mutters under his breath, “There are far worse things than the slavers to be concerned with right now. Come on, little goddess, you have rested long enough. You can douse the flames. They wouldn’t harm me in the slightest.”


             “Gah… You are infuriating.” I sputter as I begin to calm down.


             “I have been told that a time or two. I have nourishment that has been prepared for you and your companions. We will take our meal in my study. It will be easier to show you what I’m talking about from there.”


             Tolin steps forward, coming over to me, he grins broadly, “Little Bit, you should see his enchanted table. It is really cool.”


             I look up at T, shaking my head in consternation, “How are you okay with all of this, T? He drugged us. Just to keep us here longer, to keep us away from Alaric. I swear I don’t understand why you are not mad.”


             “I was at first, but Tarron and I have been awake longer than you Ash. We’ve had time to talk to Luc and calm down.”


             I turn away from everyone in the room and see the state of the far wall and floor, which instantly puts me in my place. Turning to Luc, I ask, “Do you have a mop and broom. I have a mess to clean up before we head to your study.”


             Sighing, he takes in my destructive actions, “Ashlinn, I see that you are going to wreak havoc on my crystal. From here on out you have been downgraded to mundane glass. Either way, you should not concern yourself with that, it will be taken care of, I’m curious though, how did you know that Alaric was heading out to find you and the rift?” He eyes me curiously.


             “I was about to ask Tarron what he meant when he said that you were showing them where Alaric was?” I retort, Jasmine takes that moment to nimbly land on my shoulder.


“It would appear that we both have information to share. Come, little keeper, you need to eat. I have much to show you and I will confirm for you that Alaric is alright for now.”


I concede, “Alright. I am hungry, but so help me, if you try to drug me again, I will not be responsible for my actions.” With that I march out of the room and wait patiently on the landing for my escort. 

Jasmine’s wings flutter, reminding me that she is still on my shoulder, I look over at my friend to see that she is as skeptical as I am. Looking around my surroundings, I realize that I have absolutely no clue as to where I am, and I have no idea as to how long I was knocked out in my drugged stupor. I follow Luc, Tarron, and Tolin at a bit of a distance. In a whisper, I ask, “How long have I been out?”


“Honestly, Ash, I have no idea. This place, what I have seen of it, is so bizarre. The sky has no sun, it’s always just an eerie red glow, kind of like a perpetual red twilight, but without stars. Where does the red glow come from? It’s really freaky. That, and I haven’t been able to track the passing of time. I have noticed from the city below that the inhabitants there do retire for what I would consider an evening’s slumber, and then are back at it again. It’s as if they are in sync to when morning rolls around, but I have no idea as to how that is determined. I’ve not seen one clock anywhere.” She shrugs her miniature shoulders and stares back at me with wide eyes.


“So, you noticed the town seemed to sleep. During that time did I sleep through one or two of those cycles?”


“At least three. You were out a long time. I was worried that you had become our very own sleeping beauty.”


“Very funny, Jaz,” I quip, but then can’t help but ask, “While I was out, did you do a little investigating?” My curiosity getting the best of me. We reach what looks to be the second level of this massive place and turn down a hall. Luc disappears into a double door entry way. I pause to hear what Jasmine has to say.


She whispers, “Yes, but this place is locked down tight. The She-demons come and go at Luc’s bidding. From what I have gathered, they are his royal, bad ass, army.”


“Little Bit? You coming?” T sticks his head out of the room and pins us with a curious look. His excitement is evident, he can barely contain his grin, he looks like a kid on Christmas morning, “Come on,” he urges.


My exasperation at this situation is still riding me hard, but I take a deep, calming breath, and ask, “What can possibly be so-”


T grabs my hand and pulls me forward, saying, “Trust me Ash, you have to take a look at this.”


He pulls me into Luc’s study. I’m reluctant to follow him, but it is physically impossible for me to resist. I look over to see Tarron and Luc studying the table in the middle of the room. On the far wall, I see several large, flat screen monitors playing out scenes that look to be recorded here in this realm. They look out of place here and I wonder if they operate on electricity since nothing else in this realm appears to run on a type of power that I’m familiar with. My gaze swivels back to the table. Luc waves his hands over the ornate table and then his hands and arms raise upward and then the scenery changes. Suddenly, I’m looking down on Alaric as he exits a tunnel. I look up to find Luc, “How? How is it that you…” My breath catches. “Is this real?”


“Yes, Ashlinn, it’s real. What you are seeing here is happening in real time in this realm. Alaric is just now making his way back out into the Fields of Punishment. From here I can monitor what is going on and where. I can send you to your kindred at this moment, but you and Alaric need to understand this realm. I need to show you the underbelly of The Underworld. Before that though, you need nourishment. You have been sleeping for a while. Come, we will eat, and then you will get an education on The Underworld.”


 I fight my need to argue, and inhale deeply calming myself. This is happening whether I want it to or not. At this point it is probably best not the fight the prince of darkness. 






Chapter 11
(Alaric)
I know I did the right thing by allowing Paynga to deal with Pip without my interference. She is better equipped to deal with his hurt feelings, after all, she is his mother. As a father, it just doesn’t sit right with me. I broke my promise to him, and now I’m never going to see the little guy again. I don’t want to be that male. The type of person that walks away from someone that means so much, but Paynga really didn’t give me much of a choice, not that there really was one. I just wish that things between us had ended differently. In a very short period of time, that little imp got under my skin and became very important to me. I know if he hadn’t found me when he did, I wouldn’t have made it this far. I hear the brush behind me rustle, pulling me out of my reflections. Snapping my head around, I look to see if there is something or someone behind me, but once more I don’t see a single thing out of the ordinary. That’s the second time that I’ve heard the brush rustle in my wake. Stepping behind a large tree trunk and then another and another, I quietly move to hide myself from view within the shadows. I stare out into the darkened woods behind me, I watch and wait. Nothing. I shrug it off, my mind must be playing tricks on me.
Above me is another story, the nocturbeast have been circling overhead off and on for what seems like hours. I feel as if they are somehow tracking my progress. Since leaving the safety of the caves, I’ve gotten a good look at the beast in the sky. They are a cross between a raven and a panther, my guess is that they are some type of griffin. They look massive and from my hiding place in the forest, I have seen that, at times, there are a few that are being ridden. From this distance I have been unable to make out the figures riding the beasts. The branches of the massive trees of this forest have kept me hidden from their view, and so far, out of their clutches. I’m not sure how long I will be able to rely on this wooded place to cloak me from their scrutiny. Every so often I hear them screeching overhead, and I have to admit that the sound unnerves me. I have very few weapons. None of which are exceptional. By the goddess, I miss my own swords, at least The Sword of Light did not end up in The Morrígan’s clutches, and I’m thankful for that. I know that Ashlinn would have retrieved it the moment I relinquished it.
Turning back to the path in front of me, I begin trudging along once more. This place is strange and just a little creepy. The trees grow at odd angles and the shadows here are disconcerting. The undergrowth is dead and rotting in some areas, but in others seems to thrive. The tenebrous woods is a contradiction with every step I take. Since entering this place, I have yet to hear the expected sounds of birds or insects, there is just an odd quiet that surrounds me creating a sense of unease. Looking around, I push forward. The undergrowth and trees give way to a rocky path that winds through the forest. It quickly becomes obvious that this path is traveled frequently to keep the undergrowth at bay. In the distance, I hear some sort of commotion and make my way forward. It sounds as though an argument is taking place. I step back into the forest and navigate the trees away from the path, keeping it in sight as I draw closer to what appears to be a small clearing to take in the horrifying scene in front of me.
The gaggle of creatures are arguing amongst themselves. They appear to be some sort of humanoid. Their skin is pale and a pasty grey, what hair they have is stringy and in patches, they are emaciated to the point that they are little more than skeletal looking creatures. I watch as they bicker amongst themselves, shoving and pushing one another away from a large beast that lays dead upon the ground. The one closest to the kill turns away from the others and knells down to… By the goddess, it’s mouth opens and begins to elongate displaying razor sharp teeth. It begins to tear into the flesh of the beast with a ferocious intensity. Blood and flesh are plastered to its face and cling to its teeth. The others see that their companion has abandoned the argument and roughly pull it away and toss him to the side. Honestly, I’m not sure if its male or female. The others begin tearing into the creature. I watch in horrific fascination as they devour the beast. It’s as if they are piranha, not stopping until they have stripped the meat down to the bones and even then, they beat the bones on nearby rocks to break them open to devour the marrow within.
“More. I need more.” One of them moans. Its agonizing cries unnerve me.
“More. More. It’s not enough. It’s never enough.” Another one rasps out. Its bloody hands clutching its concave belly as if in pain.
“Nothing satisfies. Nothing…” Another one groans, before it screeches into the sky above, “Moooorre…”
They continue to gobble up the remains of the large creature until next to nothing remains. I watch their ghoulish behavior and wonder how I can get around them without drawing attention to myself. Then, as if by majic, an enormous banquet table appears in the clearing. It’s laden with all matter of fruits, vegetables, meats, pastries, and desserts. It’s as if someone or something heard their cries. The clearing is overrun with more of these ghoulish creatures as they crawl over one another to get to the food laden table. One races past me toward the table before registering that someone other than its brethren is here. It turns it sunken, black eyed gaze back toward me, it’s head cocks from side to side before it screeches, “Fresh meat!” His call is shrill and grating to my ears. They all freeze their gluttonous consumption of the banquet before them. Some with their jaws unhinged as they try to stuff more and more food into their mouths. They turn and look my way as if trying to comprehend that I’m actually standing there. Each in turn cocking their heads assessing me. For one crazy moment I think that they look like zombies. Their movements are jerky, but after watching them descend on that table I know that they move quickly when it suits them.
“Mister, it’s time to run now.” I hear a familiar little voice whisper behind me. His voice wobbles with fear, “The gorgers are nasty creatures. Please, follow me. Now!” His voice rings with finality as he turns to run.
With one last look at the clearing in front of me, I take off after Pip. His retreating back is heading in a direction that we have not come. His red wings are tucked in close to his back so that he can run through the forest. His talon clawed feet gain traction kicking up dirt and debris as he weaves in and out of the trees. The gorgers are shrieking after us. I can hear them chittering and fighting with one another to get ahead of the other as they crash through the forest behind us. I chance a glance over my shoulder and see that they are gaining on us. There are too many of them for me to stop and stand my ground.
“Where are you taking us, Pip?” I call after my little friend.
“Never you mind Mister, just follow me.”
If we get out of this mess, I’m going to have a serious talking to Pipperton. What was he thinking following me? We continue to crash through the forest toward what sounds like a rushing river. I can hear the gorgers gaining on us as we burst out of the forest. I quickly realize that we are running out of ground, the river is about twenty feet below the cliffs. Unsheathing the sword at my back, I turn to face our attackers and yell, “Take to the sky Pip!” The first of the ghoulish creatures burst through the forest. In one slashing movement, I remove its head from its body. Black blood spurts from its neck as it drops to the ground, its body still twitching. Several more come for us before seeing the down body on the ground in front of them. They drop to the earth beside it and begin ripping and tearing at the gruesome flesh. It’s as if they can’t help but consume anything they perceive as edible. My stomach turns at the sight.
“Mister! Take to the water. They can’t follow you there. Now! Before the rest of them get here. I’ll follow you downstream.”
I look up to see that Pip is riding the air currents above me, and think, at least he’s safe. Turning back, I see the rest of the gorgers break through the tree line. Several approach me, cocking their heads at me, their soulless eyes assessing before they lunge for me. My sword slides effortlessly into the gut of one taking it down in a cry of agony. Unsheathing my bloodstained blade from the abdomen of my assailant, I whirl on another, slicing it in half. They keep coming, more and more spilling from the woods. With each gorger I take down, I buy myself time as the others cannibalize their own fallen. Hissing and screeching and fighting ensue before others spill over the growing pile of gorgers. Just as I’m about to jump into the river below, two of those heinous demons land on my back, pushing me over the ledge of the cliff. A growl escapes me on the way down when I feel both creatures bite into my back and shoulder. We tumble ass over end into the cold water of the river. The two immediately let go of me as we surface. Their screeches of agonizing pain are all I hear as I make to swim as far away from the hungry demons as possible. I turn back to see that the two are writhing in agony, their bodies have erupted in black blistering sores that begin to bubble and foam. The water around them is boiling and eating away at them. I watch in horrified fascination as the two literally dissolve in the water right in front of me.
The water current begins to pick up taking me downstream, and I’m quickly swept away from the gorgers. They peer over the cliffs edge, screeching and crying in frustration as I’m taken further away from them. It takes all my concentration to remain afloat in the turbulent waters. I’m tossed about in the rapids and nearly miss hitting boulder after boulder as the river carries me away from those monsters. The water is turbulent around me and I can tell that I’m picking up speed. I fear the reason for that is there is a waterfall up ahead. Bobbing like a cork in water, I continue to make my way downstream at an increasing pace.
“Mister, you need to grab a hold of that downed tree.” Pip calls from above me. I can hardly hear him over the roar of the water.
For an instance, I’m submerged before I struggle back to the surface. I see the tree. I know that I only have one shot at this, the water is moving too rapidly and if I mess this up, I’m going over the falls. There’s one branch that is lower than any others and I angle myself toward it. My position is just about perfect. I reach up and clutch the branch. Got it. Grinning broadly, I begin pulling myself up. Then I hear the branch snap with a loud crack. I scramble to reach the trunk before the branch gives way. Just as I’m close enough to reach the trunk, the branch tears away from the rest of the tree before my hand finds purchase. Bloody hell. Suddenly, I splash back into the water below and I’m being carried away by the fast current of the rapids. Well hell. I’m done.




  Chapter 12
(Ashlinn)
Luc proved to be a gracious host. He’s actually very charismatic, witty, and funny. As the meal wore on, I realized that his intent was to put me and my companions at ease, and maybe even to keep us distracted. Once I caught on to his motives I just sat back and watched him in action. Tarron and Tolin are completely enthralled with his story telling. I watch as they hang on his every word. Laughing at his jokes and even comparing battle scars of all things. It makes sense. Tarron is The Horde King and appointed ruler of the dark fae. Then there is Tolin, who is Fomorian, each have their own dark tendencies. I get it. They have a lot in common.
Clearing my throat, I decide it’s time to move on, I interrupt their banter, “Hello? I believe there is a tour of the depths of hell that we need to take before I can leave here.” I cock my head and pin the three of them with a glare. “Guys, feel free to stay here and hang with your new buddy. I get it, you guys are connecting. I’m so happy for you,” I say, sarcastically. “Honestly, guys, the bromance can continue later, after I get my education of Hell. I can see you three are becoming new BFF’s.”
Jasmine lands on my shoulder and smiles, “By the goddess, I love your sass. I’m with you, let’s get to Alaric and get out of this god forsaken realm. I honestly don’t like it here.”
“I agree, Jaz,” standing, I push away from the table, “You guys are useless. Why I thought I needed either of you here is beyond me. I should have brought Lexie and Jasmine. Why don’t I leave you to your little boy’s club and I’ll go out there after Alaric, because he’s the reason why we’re here. We haven’t seen him since we got here. Not in person. All we’ve seen is what Luc has shown us, and even then, he was emerging from the cave, from his safe haven. We have no idea as to where he is now or what he has run across in his time on his own, but by all means, continue your little bonding exercise. You coming, Jaz?” I call over my shoulder as I walk toward the door of the study.
“I’m on your heels. Now we’re talking.” My heart lightens at her enthusiasm.
“You won’t get far Ashlinn, the staff understand that you are not to leave the premises without my consent.” Luc challenges me.
Turning back to the prince of darkness, I sigh, “What do you want from me? I’m here. I’m ready, willing, and able to learn about your world, yet you digress. Seriously. Lay it on me, Luc.  Otherwise, I’m out of here.”
Luc chuckles, “Easy there tiger, we’re getting to that, all in due time.”
“Due time?” My laugh is derisive, “It’s past time Luc, and has been since the moment I walked in this room. I’ve been patient, but now, I need more. I need to move on. I need to go after my kindred.” I pause as a flicker of a vision threatens me, I get a single image before it subsides. I look back at Lucifer and cock my head as I assimilate what I just saw. Then I blurt, “One day soon… you will understand my need. Until then, let’s get on with it.”
He growls, “What do you mean? What did you see?”
I smile a wicked, secretive smile, “One day soon, the prince of darkness will meet his match.” I laugh before continuing, “I just saw a flicker, but it will be. Only then will you understand what it means to have everything you have ever wanted, to only be whole once you complete the bond. Only then you will understand that you will move mountains, if that is what it takes to keep your kindred safe. The need will bring you to your knees, and you will beg for mercy if that is what it takes. I look forward to the day you find humility!”
Luc assesses me, his head cocked as he takes in my meaning before nodding, “Alright, little keeper, I hear you loud and clear. My arrogance sometimes gets the best of me. You know, I always wondered what it would be like to have premonitions. I may be the keeper of The Underworld, but I’m not all knowing as my father is, that gift would come in handy at times.”
I scoff, “It’s not all that, if it were, I would be given more information so that I could prevent certain things from happening, but that’s not how it works.”
“No… you’re right, that’s not how it works. So, I bet that it can be a burden more often than not.”
Jasmine speaks up, her voice clipped, “It has been a burden for them both. Now let’s get the ball rolling on this little show and tell.”
I smile at my sprite friend and her fierce loyalty and I whisper, “I love you, Jaz. I’m going to get you back to Camoryn, and everything will be right as rain.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I know I’m right.” I smile at Jaz before looking over to Luc, “Come on, Luc. Let’s get on with it.”
He motions to us all, “Come on over here everyone.” He waves his hand over the table and the scene changes. The 3D image on the table flattens before the pixels begin to build on one another to form a new image. The scene becomes darker and more sinister looking. He motions for us to draw closer and we do. He explains, “This is where the most destructive and deadly demons of Hell are kept. There are shadow demons, fire demons, demons that feed on envy, desire, greed, gluttony, wrath, pride, you name it. These demons have been forced into the darkest depths of The Underworld. It takes every soul that resides here to keep them at bay. When someone like Morríganna seeks to raise them from their prisons, it takes a lot of sacrifice. Sacrifice that she is ready and willing to pay in order to meet her end goals.”
“Fuck,” I whisper.
“Language, little keeper,” Luc admonishes with a smile. “I know you don’t trust me, and you shouldn’t. My motives are completely self-serving. This is my realm and I don’t intend to bow down before a sniveling, power thirsty, mentally unstable goddess. The Morrígan must be stopped for balance to be maintained for all The Realms, but you already know this. When she raised Cú Chulainn from the dead her plan was twofold, she wanted Lainn back for selfish reasons, she imagines herself and Lainn as the perfect power couple to rule The Realms. She has taken her lover back with open arms and she wants him to lead her amassed army by her side. He is as fierce a warrior as I have ever seen in battle. Given the right conditions, he will be nearly unstoppable. Secondly, and probably the most ingenious part of her plan, she wants the veil between The Realms to fall. She wants to create chaos between The Realms. That absolutely cannot happen. Morríganna has been short sighted in her lofty goals, and has not foreseen how this will play out, she only sees what could be her ultimate victory. She has lost sight of potential pitfalls to her ambitions. If the veil falls, then the gates of Heaven and the cell doors of Hell will be cast wide open and all matter of creatures will spill forth. The Otherworld and The Mortal Realm will become a battlefield the likes of which have never been witnessed before.” Luc’s crystalline penetrating gaze meets my own horrified expression as his words sink in.
“Bloody hell.” Tarron mutters, “This is way worse than I imagined it to be.”
“Game changing.” Tolin says.
If the tour that I just took of the underbelly of Hell is any indication of what we can expect, then life as we know it will end. The repercussions will be devastating for us all. I can’t help but think of the twins and what this can mean for them and Sammy. Swallowing thickly, I lift a hand to scrub down my face. Glancing back down at Luc’s enchanted table, it’s really just an enormous scrying device, I watch as all matter of demon and demon spawn interact with one another. The scene is what nightmares are made of and a shiver racks through me. For the most part, these demons are locked down in what I would liken to general population in a mortal prison, but the ones that are the most dangerous, they are locked away, isolated in the lowest depths of hell.
Luc interrupts my pondering, “Ashlinn, what are you prepared to do about this situation?”
His question sparks an irritation that borders on anger and I snap, throwing his words back at him, “Luc, just what are you prepared to do about it? The way I see it, it’s not just Faerie and The Mortal Realm that will be affected. Why should I be the only one prepared to do anything about this situation. Alaric and I have been tested to our limits in recent months. WE, are still being tested while everyone else sits back and watches events unfold. So… I will ask you again, Lucifer… what are you prepared to do? Are you going to sit back and watch while everyone else does the heavy lifting? Because the way I see it, you have just as much, if not more, to lose as the rest of us!”
“Mo solas, it would be best-”
“Tarron, don’t even complete that sentence. I want to hear what the prince of darkness here is willing to do. I want to know if we have an ally here or a foe.”
“Ashlinn, I’m just saying-”
“No, she’s right Horde King, she needs to know where I stand. You, Tarron, are dark fae, you and your horde. I will always side with the dark fae, due to their dark tendencies. However, Ashlinn and Alaric are another story.” Luc fixes me with another of his penetrating stares as he silently assesses me and my companions.
“Ashlinn, why are we even here if you are not going to listen to our counsel?” Tarron asks, his exasperation evident.
I smile sweetly at Tarron and Tolin, “Duh… You’re the muscle. You both are here to have my back once we go after Alaric. I can handle myself here with dear old Luc.” Both of them roll their eyes at me and I can’t help but chuckle.
Tolin throws his hands up, “Luc, man, she’s all yours. We are officially bowing out.”
I glare at the two and notice that Jasmine is pacing the table. Her expression is one of soul wrenching sadness. I know that she is battling her own personal demons. The most pressing of which is, will Camoryn forgive her. Turning back to Luc, I ask, “So what’s it going to be?”
His smile is dazzling, “We have a common goal little keeper. When the rift grows large enough for my army to amass and descend on Faerie, you have my word that I fight with you and your cause. Balance must be restored. For all of us.”
“I get that, I really do, but I want you to swear your allegiance. I need to hear you say it. In this, are we allies? Can we count on you when the time comes?
“Yes, little keeper, I swear my allegiance to you and this cause, in this, we are allies.”






Chapter 13
(Alaric)
Fuck. Fuckity, fuck. My arms flounder about trying to keep my head above water as I quickly approach the falls. Wildly, I look around, but there is nothing for me to latch on to, nothing to save me from my impending doom. The roar of the rushing water is all I hear. I take deep gulping breaths as I brace myself for the inevitable. The heavy current carries me forward. Every time I’m dragged under the water, the roar of the rapids drowns out all sound from the surface, and the muffled sounds of the rolling water engulf me. Just as I breach the surface one last time, gasping for air, I feel the pull of gravity as I go over the edge, my limbs flailing to keep me upright. I cry out, “Bloody hell!”
At the last moment, I feel something grab my arm, and for a moment my descent is slowed. I look up to see that Pip’s clawed foot has my arm in his grasp, but I’m too heavy for my little friend. He can’t carry my weight. His wings struggle to keep us both in the air, and I fear his delicate looking wings will be injured. I shout above the thundering water, “Let go, Pip! I’m too heavy.”
“No Mister! I can’t! I won’t!”
We continue to drop, and I know that I need to do whatever it takes to get through to him. I look up into his wild eyes, and I smile, “It’s okay, Pip. Let go. I’ll be okay.”
The strain is evident on his face, and regret passes over his features before he nods. He releases me, and then, I’m free falling, my limbs are whirling as I plunge downward at least one hundred feet. The turbulent water below approaches quickly. Feet first, I plunge into the depths of the river under the waterfall. I’m battered by the rolling water as it continually beats down from the falls above. My sense of up and down is wrecked, my body is rolling end over end in the frothy, bubbling water. I have no idea as to which way is up and which is down. My lungs are burning with the need to just breathe. For the first time in my life, I’m worried that I will not make it back to Ashlinn, and I renew my resolve. I fight and struggle to find my bearings. My lungs on fire, I breach the surface, and gulp in deep breaths of air.
Spent, I lay my head back in the water, breathing heavily, I look up at the foreign reddish twilight and thank my creator that I survived the last hour in this realm. Slowly, I make my way toward the rocky shore. Suddenly, I remember Pip and look around me franticly.
“I’m over here, Mister.” Pip is in a clearing on the shore to my left, gathering wood to make a fire.
“Pip! Where do I start?” I bellow, as I make my way to our new camp site, staggering toward Pipperton, I prepare to scold him for following me.
“Don’t you start on me Mister, if it hadn’t been for me, you would have been eaten by the gorgers. You know I’m right. See? You do need a guide. Yous ignorant of the goings on here. How are you gonna make it to your kindred if yous left on your own? Now, sit down and warm yourself by the fire.”
I have officially been dressed down by a kid of maybe ten. Sighing, I relent, “You know your mother must be frantically looking for you, Pipperton. I need to get you back to her.” Looking up at the odd sky above, I ask, “Is it night or day? The color of the sky never seems to change here. How do you know when it’s time to sleep or rest?”
Pip cocks his head and gives me an incredulous stare, “Mister, that’s easy. All those that dwell in The Underworld adhere to an internal clock. We know when it is time to sleep and when it’s time to rise. I’m tired, but it’s not yet time to retire. We should rest, and as for Momma, I left her a note. Tomorrow is another day, and we’ve lost ground. The river took you further away from The Great Divide.”
I settle down with my back to a downed tree with the blazing fire in front of me. It feels so good, so warm and comforting. I shrug out of my soggy shirt and boots, leaving my pants on. I lay my shirt across a log to dry and place my boots close to the fire. I have Pip inspect the bite marks on my back, and they appear to be healing nicely. The water has cleansed them from any venom the bites may have held. Sighing, I settle back and say, “You’re right, tomorrow is another day. Just my luck that I’m going to have to make up for lost time.” Sighing again, I look over at my most unlikely ally in this unnatural place and say, “Pip, thank you. You’ve saved me three times now. I’m beginning to lose count. I’m not sure how I was lucky enough to have found you, but I’m grateful that I did. What was up with the gorgers and the river water anyway?”
“Momma says that our world may be harsh, but there are boundaries that some must heed. She says that those boundaries are there to keep the innocent safe from those that mean to do harm, from those that have been damned. The gorgers have been damned to walk through hell, never to be satisfied, always hungry.”
“So… they are souls that have been judged guilty of gluttony and their punishment is to wander this place, always ravenous. Their hunger never assuaged.”
“Mister, I don’t know that word but if it means they are always hungry, then yes.”
Chuckling, I say, “Yes, Pip, that’s what I meant to say. I’m assuming from the table that appeared in the clearing, that someone is feeding their hunger,” my tone growing more serious.
“Yep. That would be the prince of gluttony, Beelzebub.”
“That whole scene was just disturbing. No wonder your mother hides you away from the surface.”
Pip snorts a little laugh, “Momma has no idea how much time I spend on the surface. I watch from the trees, the comings and goings of all matter of creatures. This is the first time that I have actually interacted with any beings on the surface. Most don’t even know that I’m there watching, I’m really good at hiding myself away.”
Sighing, I decide to address that little tidbit of information, “That being said Pip, I need to return you to the borough, and to your mother.”
“Momma will understand. We talked about how much I like you, Mister. I’m still mad at you, by the way. You broke your promise. You left without saying goodbye. The only way for you to make up for that, was for me to see you again. You left me no choice but to follow you.” Pip looks down at his hands before looking back up at me unsure of how I’m going to respond.
I shake my head and smile, “Oh… Pip, I’m sorry for not staying long enough to say goodbye. I really am, but I’m thinking you would have followed me no matter what. Am I wrong?”
“No Mister, you’re not…, I…” Pip hangs his head, staring down at his lap.
“Well, what’s done is done. Hey, what do you say we make the most of this time? We need to eat, and my food rations are probably ruined. Why don’t you show me what is edible here in this strange place, I’m sure you’ve got a lot of knowledge in that little noggin of yours.”
Pip’s head snaps back up, and he slowly smiles back at me, “I knew you would come around. I have lots to show you.” He bounces up eagerly waiting for me to join him. I slip back into my waterlogged boots and shrug back into my damp shirt, wishing for dry clothing. Knowing that damp clothing is the least of my problems right now. First thing after we rest, I need to get Pip back to his mother. Paynga must be ready to burn me at the stake by now. I don’t even want to think about what Rhynik will do to me if he gets his hands on me. I have no doubt that what I suffered at The Morrígan’s hands will be nothing compared to what that demon will do to me.
“Mister, you’re not even paying me no never mind.” Pip scolds, pulling me out of my ponderings. “How are yous going to learn about The Underworld if ya don’t listen to your guide?” He huffs out, puffing out his chest just a little, standing there with his shoulders back looking all important.
I can’t help but laugh. The rumble starts low in my belly before it rumbles out of me, by the goddess, I love this kid. Mussing his hair, I have to agree, “Pipperton, you’re right. I need to pay better attention to my most exceptional guide. You have proven yourself very useful indeed. I would be remiss if I did not take advantage of our time together.” Smiling down at the little imp, I say, “Thank you, Pip, you have no idea how grateful I am that we met when we did. Thank you for making me laugh. It’s been a while, it seems like forever.”
Pip smiles a huge toothy grin back up at me before throwing his arms around my middle, hugging me tightly. My throat tightens with emotion, and I hug him back a little awkwardly, not knowing where to place my hands due to his wings.
Pulling away, Pip squares his shoulders. He’s all business now and he begins, “Well Mister, let’s go this way, I’m pretty sure there’s a few dragon fruit trees over here. I scoped them out as I flew overhead on the way down. It’s been a while since I’ve had dragon fruit, but if I remember correctly, the ones with the white flesh inside are bland,” he wrinkles his nose before continuing, “but still nutritious. The ones that have the dark pink flesh are sweet. Either will give us nourishment. Here they are. See?”
The bulbous fruit hangs from the limbs of the trees before us. The skin of the fruit is a bright pink, it looks as though it’s covered by scales, the tips of which are green. When Pip breaks it open, the fruit inside is a dark pink, almost red, and he bites into the pulp. The juice from the fruit courses down either side of his mouth. A moan escapes him as he hands me the other half, licking his lips. He shoves the other half of the fruit my way. It’s pink pulp looks foreign to me, but I’m hungry, so I take the offering and bite into the fruit in my hands. I’m pleasantly surprised by the sweet taste that invades my mouth. In Ashlinn’s words, its yummy.
Nodding, I say, “This is amazingly tasty.” He smiles back up at me and continues eating. I look around us to see if there is anything else that we could add to our meager meal. Pip takes flight and is gathering a few more of the ripe fruit, but there’s not much to be had from the looks of it. I wander a little further into the undergrowth and spy a berry bush. The berries are a bit darker than the blueberries from my realm that I’m familiar with. I quickly gather a handful and head back to where Pip is. As I break through the brush, I’m happy with my find and announce, “Look what I found, Pip. We have some berries to add to the dragon fruit.” I pick up a berry and make ready to pop it into my mouth.
Pip is by my side in an instant and slapping my hand away from my lips. “Mister, don’t! That’s blight. You can’t eat that! It’s poisonous. You could die!”
I stand transfixed, blinking at my poisonous find. I could die. He’s right. It’s at that very moment that I realize that with every step I take, I could make one tiny fatal mistake and leave my family on their own, if not for Pip.

(Alaric)
The next day passes by uneventfully. Pip’s knowledge of this place has been invaluable. He has shown me what I can eat and what to avoid. This morning we have fish, spitted and cooked over our campfire. Today is the day that I must get Pip back to the borough. His mother and uncle must be going crazy with worry.
Pip breaks through my thoughts, gaining my attention, “Hey Mister? Maybe we can talk my uncle into coming with us? That way you can have the guide you need. What do you think?”
I chuckle derisively, “Pip, nothing against your uncle, but he’s really not a fan of mine. I wouldn’t get your hopes up on that count.”
Pip sighs, “Then why not let me just come with you?” I can see the concern and fear for my wellbeing etched on his young face, and something else that I can’t quite put my finger on.
“You know why, Pip. We’ve been over this.” I pause and kneel down so that we’re eye level and smile, “You’re a good kid, and I’m really going to miss you. You’re so smart and loyal, I don’t know what I would have done without you. I think that my creator put you in my path when I needed you most.”
“I don’t know about none of that, but I’m glad I found you. You sure I can’t come with you, Mister?” Pip’s bright blue eyes shine with unshed tears.
“I’m sure. It’s not that I don’t want you to come with me. You know that I would welcome you and your mother in my home. I know that Ashlinn would just love you to pieces, but it’s not up to me. Your mother needs you with her. In fact, I’m sure that she’s very worried about you.”
Pip throws his arms around me and I hug the little guy to me. He whispers, “I know you’re right, but I’m going to miss you.”
“I’m going to miss you too. You know…, you’ve grown on me. Like a rash.” I add that last bit to lighten the mood.
“Mister, that’s not funny.” Pip punches my arm before laughing, “You know, I’m kind of the color of a rash.” He says with a little snicker.
Laughing, I ask, “How much further to the caves?”
“Not far now. Are you going to walk me down?”
Grinning, I retort, “I think we’ve established that you can manage on your own, but to answer that question, I want to make sure that you are back where you belong.” Pausing, I look around us, and ask, “We’re not going to the forest entrance, are we?”
“Nope, that’ll just get you in trouble with the gorgers again, Mister. I’ll not have you making that mistake again. Not sure what my uncle was thinking, ‘cept maybe that it is the closest entrance to the Great Divide. I’m not taking you to the entrance from the Fields of Punishment, either.” Pip grabs my hand as we walk along, swinging it back and forth, and says, “Do you know that I watched you walking in that very spot for going nigh on twelve clicks. The fields are funny like that, yous wasn’t gettin’ nowhere.”
“What do you mean, Pip? It felt like I had been walking for hours.”
“Yous could’ve been walkin’ forever, Mister. Yous just weren’t gettin’ nowhere. Good thing I found ya, huh.” He smiles brightly up at me. Funny. His once, alien looking appearance no longer seems unnatural. He just looks like Pip. The cute adorable kid that he is.
We’re coming up on a clearing when Pip halts suddenly and pulls me back under the cover of the dark and twisted trees. The open fields in front of us are at least two times as long as a football field in The Mortal Realm, or larger. I watch as several large beasts make their way out from under the cover of the brush on the opposite side of the grassland. The creatures are reptilian in nature with random tufts of fur that remind me of goats, until they look around at us and I see their strange faces. Their horns jut forward as they graze and to be honest, I have no idea as to what they are. Pip pulls me behind a tree, and I watch as a small squadron of noctorbeast descend on the open plain scattering the herd. Their riders leap to the ground, looking back toward where we stand, hidden in the dimly lit woods.
Pip whispers beside me, “Oh no… the slavers are here. We need to get out of here.”
“Pip, I want you to climb this tree and hide up in the branches. I’ll create a diversion and lead them away from you.” I whisper in his ear. He shakes his head and mouths the word no. Looking back at the menacing demons heading our way, I grab his hand and we retreat further into the forest before turning and running back the way we came.
From behind us I hear, “You can’t get away from us.” The reptilian like demon draws out the s in us before continuing. “We have you boxed in on all sides.” My skin crawls and I think how very snake like he sounds. I pull us up short as several other slavers step out from the trees into our retreating path. We’re surrounded.
I pull Pip to my side before saying aloud, “Listen…, let the kid go and I’ll go willingly.”
“No, Mister. I won’t leave you with the slavers.”
“That’s, not how this works. We want the imps. They have become rare, an imp child is even more so, but a young god is unheard of, your presence in our realm has been rumored for some time now. You and the boy will bring a hefty price. Mammon pays well for those of us that bring him the rarest of finds. So…, you see, both of you are coming with us.”
Weighing my options, I can’t really fight, I only have the one sword and its dull at best, not to mention that we’re out numbered. Doing so could risk getting Pip hurt. Nodding, I say, “Okay, but he stays with me.”
“That’s not for you to decide.” The male shoves me roughly from behind and both Pip and I stumble.
I glare back at him before turning and shoving the lizard demon so hard he stumbles backward, almost losing his footing. I pull Pip toward me and say, “He stays. With. Me. End of story! We’re going with you, so lay off!”
We’re at a standoff as we enter the clearing. I have just a moment to assess our captors. Reptilian is right, their skin is very scale like, so much so that they do not require armor, then there are their foreheads that forms a plate-like ridge that slopes backward and upward with multiple point-like horns that rise up from the back of their heads. Their hands are more like claws, and their eyes have vertical slit like pupils. Their masculine forms are heavily muscled, and I know that we are not getting away from them anytime soon.
The squadron shoves us toward the noctorbeast until we are kneeling in subjugation. I can tell that Pip is about to freak out, so I take his hand and assure him, “It’s okay, Pip. We’re going to be okay.”
“I’m scared, Mister. No one comes back after the slavers take them.”
I swallow thickly, as his words resonate with me. It’s clear that Pip knows more than what Paynga thought when it comes to these abductions. The slaver before me, quickly binds my hands as well as Pips. Then we are led over to the large crossover beast that they ride.
“Mister?” Pip’s voice trembles.
“It’s okay, Pip. I’m going to fight for us to be together. Trust me.”
The slaver beside me pushes me forward and says, “Keep thinking that you’re in charge, young god.” He says in derision, before continuing, “My prince, Mammon, will have the last say as to your fate.”





Chapter 14
(Alaric)
The Citadel of Depravity is astonishing, and from a distance, not at all what I expected. The city floats above the ground on a massive chunk of earth. There are at least six enormous chains that tether it to the ground below. As we draw closer, I see all matter of creatures that are groveling before the guards to gain entrance. This lofty city is bright and shining and in stark contrast to the land that it floats above. I can see the appeal for those that are resigned to live below the gleaming star that the city appears to be. The Great Divide is showcased in the distance. It’s actually quite close to the Citadel. I look over to see a wide-eyed Pip. He’s scared, and I don’t blame him for that.
A foreboding falls over me as we approach the citadel. From a distance, its polished buildings draw you in, but then you see the tell-tale signs that something is amiss. The nocturebeast’s massive wings beat up and down in a fluid motion and with every beat of their wings we draw closer for a better look. The city looks to be a luminous diamond in the dingy crimson skies. As we draw closer, I see that there are large flying scaled beast that circle the city. They appear to be almost serpent like in the way that they slither and undulate in the sky. Their leathery wings are pockmarked with holes. It’s a good thing they have two sets of wings or else they may be grounded by the perforations I see from this distance. Their mouths are giant gaping maws with row after row of jagged teeth, Then, all the sudden, one of them erupts with fire and brimstone to rain down on the ground below. Squinting I look toward one of the enormous chains that anchors the city to the ground and see that there are quite a number of people that are running away from the hellfire that is showering down on them. The sky demons converge and with a like mind they swoop down to continue their assault on those below. Their screeches bellow out in the sky as they hone in on their prey. It’s then that I notice their handlers that sit astride the beast. They are dressed from head to toe in armor as dark as soot and the only thing that stands out on them are the fact that their eyes glow an eerie orangey-red light, almost as if fire runs through their veins. 
There appears to be an army marching toward the city. I can hear the sound of their marching boot’s footfalls. Chumph, chumph, chumph, chumph… Behind them strange creatures hall several cages full of what can only be those unfortunate enough to have been caught and brought back to be sold into slavery.
Looking over I see that Pip is now truly terrified, and I call out over the wind that buffers us, “Pip.” He looks my way and I smile, trying to reassure him. I don’t think that it works. His gaze is one filled with trepidation.
The nocturbeast carrying us, begin their ascent upwards toward a tall glittering tower that appears to glow from within. An enormous male awaits our arrival. When he catches sight of us, he begins to laugh, a loud rumbling sound that echoes around us. The nocturbeast nimbly land and let out a deep throaty caw as we come to rest on the overly large balcony. As scary as the beast are from the air, up close they are actually quite magnificent, they are a perfect blend of raven and panther. They prance behind us as the huge male lumbers toward us, he is giant size, and his joy at seeing us is evident for all to see. Other than his enormous stature, I notice that the man before us seems to be adorn with all matter of jewelry. His fingers are laden with jeweled rings, his bare arms sport golden arm cuffs, his neck and bare chest has several large choker style golden chain necklaces, and he sports a rather obnoxious crown that belies his station here in The Underworld. His hair is black as midnight and he wears it long and straight, it’s pulled back at the nape of his neck and bound by leather bands. By most standards he would be considered very handsome, almost bordering on pretty as his golden-brown skin gleams. His attire reminds me of ancient Egypt, he wears a white pleated skirt that looks very much like the shendyt of that time period, and it is belted with a wide golden jeweled belt. The robe he wears is colorful, sleeveless, and hangs open in the front, flowing behind him. The strands of golden threading shimmer in the firelight from the many large braziers that are strategically placed throughout the enormous hall, and with each barefooted step he takes, he shrinks in size until he is about my height.
“I can hardly believe it.” His voice is heavily accented. “You found the young god… and… an imp child? Come, your team will be paid handsomely for your find.”
“My friend and I are not something that can be bartered so easily. We are not property to be sold like cattle.” I interject forcefully.
Mammon swings his head back my way at my words, assessing me, and his size grows once more as he steps toward me. “You are not in charge here, young god! This is my domain and I will do with you what I see fit. Though, I respect your brave words, in light of the fact that you have been bound by iron forged from angel fire. Bad luck, that is, very bad indeed.” His voice booms around the hall that we find ourselves in, and I hear Pip whimper in response.
I call out to the prince of greed, “What you are doing here in this place is wrong! These people? They are not things to be bartered. Especially the children!”
Mammon’s rumbling laughter booms all around us in the spacious hall. “Wrong?” He guffaws, “Wrong? You’re entertaining. I enjoy your cheeky banter. In all seriousness, what are you going to do about it?” He pins me with a darkly dangerous look, before saying, “Your abilities have been bound. You are more mortal than you would like to think. So…, I will ask you again, what are you prepared to do about it? I own you now, just like I own your little friend. I’m your lord and master, so I urge you to think carefully before you proceed.”
The fallen angel before me is correct. There is nothing that I can do, not one thing. This prince of hell can do anything he wants with me and Pip because he holds all the power, even unbound, I would be limited in what I could do here. I stare back up at the giant-sized demon before me and know that I must protect Pip, so I reply, “Then let me be your champion. I will fight for him, he’s just a child.”
“Aye, that will do.” Mammon calls over his shoulder to several others in the chamber, “Put the young god in the games, two full cycles from now! I want to see what the male is made of… and take care of the slavers who brought me the rarest of finds. Fifty gold pieces for the young god and thirty gold pieces for the imp child. Set the slavers up in new quarters, they deserve an upgrade for their find this fine day. Well? What are the lot of you waiting for?” His servants scurry about to do his bidding.
Without a backward glance, the prince walks toward the enormous jewel encrusted throne set at the back of the hall. His stature grows once more with each step he takes until he is large enough to settle himself on the throne in his chambers. He looks my way and declares, “I will not accept defeat, young god! If you lose…, then the imp child will perish!”
From behind, I’m pushed to kneel before my new master, and on my knee, I plead, “Please…, my lord, reconsider.”
“That’s more like it. I like seeing a god groveling before me on bended knee. If you and the imp child want to remain together, and I sense that you do, then you will win…, you will win for me. You will prove your worth. We are done here. Take them away and see to it that their chambers are accommodating. I want him well rested and fed before his first match in the arena.”

(Alaric)
We’re led to our quarters by a ghostly female, her specter-like beauty is breath taking, but she is unlike any of the other shades that I have seen thus far. Her form shimmers and at times she appears to almost take a physical form as she opens the door to our rooms. We step through and she closes the door behind us and says in a haunting voice, “I hope these rooms are to your liking, my lord. I’m very sorry that I am unable to do more for you and your ward.” She hangs her head in silence as her form appears to flicker from the physical form and back again.
“What is your name, my lady?” I ask.
“Only my master is allowed to know my name.” She replies with her head bowed.
“Mister, I don’t think she can give you her name. Mammon owns her, I think that she’s a Jaini. He holds her captive. If I’m right, she is bound to a physical item that she will reside in until someone releases her from her curse. I’m willing to bet that Mammon holds that item.” Pip says.
“You mean…, she’s a jinn?” I look back at the apparition in front of us and ask, “Are you a jinn? A genie?”
She nods.
“I’m sorry for your plight. I wish there were something that I could do, but my hands are tied.”
She smiles a sad smile, “I have been with my lord, Mammon, for a very long time. Since the beginning of time in this realm.” Her form flickers again before she continues, “He will never let me go. It is my fate to serve him. It doesn’t have to be yours, my lord, you must find a way out of this depraved place. I fear what will happen to us all if you do not.”
“I’m bound. All of my abilities have been nullified. I don’t know what I can do for us to escape this place, but I will do what I can. In the meantime, I’m going to give you a name. I’m going to call you Siena. Now, Siena, I’ll do what I can, but any information or help that you can send our way will be appreciated, and in return, I’ll see what I can do for you.”
“Siena is a pretty name. I like it. I will do what I can, my lord. In the meantime, please eat and rest. On the morrow, you must train to meet your first opponent in the games. The games are ruthless, and your opponents will be fierce.”
Siena says her farewells for the evening and then her form flies from the room as she moves through the door at her back and then Pip and I are left alone. I turn to my little friend and say, “Well, let’s check out this place and then get something to eat. Hopefully, there will be some clothes for us to change into and we can wash up.”
“Mister, if you don’t mind, when we sleep…, well… I want to sleep in the same room with you. I don’t like this place.”
“Neither do I, Pip, neither do I. The citadel may look nice from the outside but I’m sure that we have yet to witness what this place offers for the likes of us.”





Chapter 15
(Ashlinn)
Finally.
Luc has allowed us out of his Keep. He’s such a controlling bastard. I get it, he wants us to understand The Underworld. Blah, blah, blah… All the while he has had the ability to show me where Alaric is and how he is fairing, yet he has not. I’m not stupid! There are things happening on the other side of the Great Divide that he does not want me to know about just yet. Time is subjective, and I have an idea that more time has passed for Alaric than for me. My panther is barely contained. I must calm myself and take deep relaxing breaths to push her back. I hate that I can’t allow her out. It’s something that she desperately wants.
Luc looks my way and says, “Believe it or not, I will be keeping tabs on you both. As well as your companions. When the time is right, I will intervene to make sure that you all make it back to The Otherworld.”
Sighing, I look at the infuriating prince of darkness and ask, “Why can’t we just go to Alaric and take him home now? I get it, The Underworld is worth saving. You’ve shown me that. So why all the subterfuge at this point?”
“I, like my father, will allow things to play out without my interference. There are lessons yet to be learned here. Your time in The Underworld will come to a close soon. Now, if you want to find Alaric, you will need to proceed to the Citadel of Depravity. That is where my brethren have made their home. Only a select few of this world are invited to reside in their capital. Those that dwell their have become morally corrupt and there are those that live there against their will and have been enslaved. My brothers get first right of refusal before the abducted are taken to auction.”
Jasmine speaks up, clearly horrified by his words, “Why do you allow them to behave in that manner? Your people must live in fear, all the time.”
“Because my dear Jasmine, The Underworld must feed the universe at large. Without pride, wrath, greed, and all those things that feed the dark, the light would not look so much more appealing. For there to be light, there must be darkness. This realm brings balance to all The Realms, and in order for it to do so, we indulge in our dark natures.”
As the two continue their conversation, it clicks. Alaric hasn’t been invited into their city, he has been taken by force. Turning back to Luc, I accuse, “You knew! You kept me here all this time and you knew that Alaric had been taken by the slavers. You know that they will force him into the games. He doesn’t stand a chance with his abilities bound! How could you?” I demand.
“Ash, Alaric can hold his own and you know it. We’ll get to him and get him out of there. I’m sure that Luc had good reason for not allowing us to leave sooner.” Tarron attempts to calm me down.
“I could care less as to his motives, Tarron,” I seethe, before turning back to the prince of darkness, “We leave now, I’ve had just about enough of your hospitality, Luc. Tell me how to get to my kindred.”
“I’m sorry to hear that little keeper, because I have very much enjoyed you and your companion’s stay with me.” He sighs before continuing, “Very well, Sahzu and her team will escort you to the mountain pass closest to the floating city. The hellhounds are fast, so you should make it there before what you would call midday. From there you will be given mounts to ride the mountain currents, the drakes will fly you to the city. You will be on your own once you receive your mounts. Sahzu’s race is highly sought after on the other side of the divide and I will not risk her or her team.”
“What do you mean by drakes? Do you mean dragons?” Tolin asks.
“Our drakes here in The Underworld are small dragon like creatures about the size of a full-grown horse. They are not likened to the Drakon that you are familiar with, they are not shifters, they are simply drakes. They will be how you avoid wandering on foot to your destination, therefore keeping you safe from the many demons, damned, and shades that will seek to do you harm. My brother, Asmodeus will be awaiting your arrival at the citadel. Trust me when I say, do… not… trust… him. Dez is the prince of lust. Once he sees you, he will pour on the charm in every effort to dissuade you from your purpose. He will find something in each of you that he will covet and lust after. He and Leviathan are twins and share a residence there. Levi is the prince of envy and just like his twin brother he will find something in each of you. The two have been known to embrace each other’s tendencies and often times lust and envy become interchangeable. Then there are Belphegor and Beelzebub, neither will show any interest in any of you, and you will likely not even come into contact with either of them. Now, Mammon, the prince of greed, will want to obtain each of you for his collection. His greed knows no boundaries. He will tempt Dez and Levi in an effort to obtain you, little keeper. I would suggest, that you all keep a low profile around Mammon, especially you and Lady Jasmine. Now, Dez and Levi are aware that you are my guest and have agreed to be your host while you remain in the city. They will not cross me, but you should be prepared, and know that there is some serious competition between my brethren. That about sums it up. Any questions?”
“Great! That’s just awesome sauce! How are we supposed to get Alaric out of there? Can you tell me that?” I demand.
“I’m sorry, Ashlinn, that’s for you and your friends to work out. Remember, I will intervene when the time is right.”
“Gah, this is hopeless. Can you at least tell me who has Alaric?” I ask, my patience wearing thin.
“Mammon. Of my brethren, he is probably the most powerful. The greed here and in the realms of the living has become abundant and he is thriving, as he fuels greed on all of these realms he feeds off of all those hundreds of thousands of souls that wallow in self-indulgence and their desire for more money and more power. I think you get the general idea.”
“Yeah… I get it.” I shake my head, thoroughly pissed. I’m over all the not interfering bullshit. Turning, I walk away and call over my shoulder, “Come on Jaz, let’s go. Do you want back in my pack or do you want to stay out? It’s well past time that I get to Alaric.”
“Ash, you can forget me going back in that stuffy old bag of yours, I’m with you.” Jasmine flutters about me before continuing, “I’m ready to go home, let’s go get your Elf-Man.”
“Damn straight, Jaz, we’re done here.”
“Yep, she’s pissed. Way to go Luc. Looks like we’re out of here.” Tolin says, “Thanks for the tour and your hospitality, while it lasted. I have to say, I’m with her on this. It had better end well or there will be hell to pay.” T makes his way toward me, he looks as pissed as I feel, and I take comfort in that fact. At least the bromance is over for now.
Tarron and Luc are caught up in a quiet conversation before he says his goodbyes and makes his way over to us where we are preparing to mount up. Sahzu’s hellhound is just as enormous and scary as I remember, and I allow Tolin to help me up. There are a total of five blue skin, four arm she-demons that will be escorting us to the mountain pass.
Sahzu turns back to Luc and inclines her head, “My prince, they will be safe in our care.” I turn to glare at Luc as Sahzu and her team take off through the gates of the fortress, and I hold on for dear life. His gaze never leaves my own, his expression somber. I realize then that he knows more about what is to come than he is letting on, and that bad feeling that I’ve been trying to suppress for days has just become a lot more insistent. A premonition would come in handy right about now, but no…, I’m on my own.
Jasmine is on my shoulder, lending me her quiet support as we ride through the town that surrounds Luc’s domain. Tolin is to my right and Tarron is behind us. Since arriving here several days ago, I finally feel as though I’m on the right path. With every step we take we are one more step closer to Alaric and the tightness in my chest begins to ease.
Sahzu calls over her shoulder, “I’ll have to slow our pace a bit once we hit the mountain trails. It shouldn’t affect our time. The hounds have a great deal of stamina. The mountain trails are narrow, and at times difficult to navigate. That’s why we ride the hounds, they are nimble and sure footed.”
“I don’t care how we get there, I just need to get to my kindred. I trust you Sahzu to get us there in one piece.”
She laughs, and says, “We’ll see. Some of these trails are tricky. Hope you are up for an adventure!”

(Ashlinn)
Tricky? Tricky my ass! Those trails were downright terrifying. That blue she-demon laughed all the way up the mountain side with every gasp I took. Jasmine was not at all helpful, I think the two of them actually bonded over my unease, there were times when the hellhound lost his footing, more times than I care to count. As we approached Drake Pass, which by the way is not original at all, Jaz took off. Evidently, she could no longer handle my cursing at every turn. I can see her up ahead, her little wings fluttering and reflecting the scarlet light of the heavens of this realm. I know that we are close to the top of the mountain where we are to begin our next phase of our journey and I relax, just a little.
Sahzu leans back and says, “I like you, little keeper. We are about to part ways, but I want you to know that you have gained my respect… and my loyalty. I hope that we will see each other again.”
As we reach our destination, I slide down from the hellhound that has graciously gotten us to our destination and look back up at Sahzu, and say, “I like you too, Sahzu. In another lifetime, in another realm, I think we could be fast friends. I must say that I certainly don’t share your sentiments about seeing each other again, unless you plan on traveling to The Otherworld.”
Sahzu inclines her head, her horns are impressive, and she says, “Well said, little goddess, this realm is not for the likes of you… or your kindred, or any of your friends. Most likely, we will see each other outside of this realm. The rift grows. We will fight as allies… of that you have my word.”
“I look forward to it, Sahzu, you will be a worthy ally,” turning my gaze to the large hellhound, I say, “Thank you for getting me here in one piece, although, I think some of those near misses on the trail where just to scare me. I hope you enjoyed my squeals of unease.” He snorts, and I swear that the beast is chuckling.
“Until we meet again, Ashlinn,” the she-demon, turns her mount and they slowly walk back down the mountain pass, their ambling form swaying from side to side, and I watch her go, her blue and black silhouette against the reddish sky. Her team moves to follow suit, their hellhounds taking their time. Obviously, they are going to take a more leisurely trek heading back to Luc’s domain.
Turning, I look toward the drakes. Their handlers are waiting for us. They appear to be chomping at their bits to get a move on. They are harnessed and saddled. I quickly look them over, they are four legged creatures and their wings are reptilian like. Most or either a combination of red-black or either red or black. Turning toward the male who is obviously in charge, I demand, “Give me the low down, tell me what I need to know.” Tarron, Tolin, and Jasmine gather around me as we wait for his answer.
“The drakes know the way. So, give them their head. Once they have deposited you in the Citadel of Depravity, all you need to do is dismount and they will head back home. Good luck, my lady.” The drake handler looks human, but I really don’t have time to ponder this as we choose our mounts.
The drakes before us are eager to take to the skies. I eye them warily before approaching the one small dragon that has been eyeing me curiously. Her gleaming black scales along her back are a contrast to the red scales that blend to black on her underbelly. I look up at the reddish sky above, and back at her scales along her underside and smile. It’s almost the perfect blend to camouflage them from any onlookers from the ground, and I mutter, “That’s genius,” turning my attention to the man before us, I ask, “Do they change colors? Or have they adapted their coloring to this place?”
“No, their coloring doesn’t change. Once they take to the skies, they are very difficult to detect from the ground. You will be safe until you arrive at the citadel.” He walks over to the drake that has been eyeing me curiously and gestures for me to come forward, “She will be fast, and her ride will be smooth. Agoru, meet Prince Luc’s guest in this realm, this is Ashlinn, she’s the goddess of life, so take good care of her.” The drake eyes me before inclining her head. She seems very intelligent.
“It’s very nice to meet you, Agoru. I very much appreciate you and your fellow drakes providing safe passage for me and my friends.” Her green eyes blink, her vertical pupils widen and then narrow before she lowers her front legs to a crouch, inviting me to mount up. I quickly step into the stirrup of the saddle secured across her back. Swinging my leg over her back, I settle in.
The handler moves to reach over me, “Begging your pardon, my lady. This strap will more securely fasten you to Agoru. It’s precautionary, just in case the slavers try to take you by force. The drakes will evade their maneuvers. They are very aerodynamically skilled. They will see you to the citadel without mishap.”
“Thank you.” I smile at the handler, before asking, “Is Agoru the alpha?”
“Yes, my lady, Agoru is their queen. She is fierce, and she chose you, as you chose her. She recognizes your status. She will see you to the citadel. After that you are on your own.”
“I gathered that. Jaz? Are you ready?” I ask, my grin belying my enthusiasm at our next adventure. So much has changed since my introduction to Faerie.
“Yeah. Let’s do this!” Her tiny wings are fluttering rapidly in front of me.
I give Agoru her head. and she spreads her wings. With several galloping strides she takes to the air. Jasmine has secured herself to my side and squeals in exhilaration. I smile and hold on tight as Agoru gains altitude. Tarron and Tolin mount their drakes and follow suit. As soon as we are all in the air, we head west, or what I think is west toward the citadel.
Once we reach a certain altitude, we’re able to take a look around. Things are much different from one side of the divide to the other. There are areas that appear to be barren, there are forest, and rivers all of which lay beneath this realm’s ominous crimson sky. There are clouds, and it does rain here, but there is no moon, no sun, no stars. I miss that. I miss all the vibrant color, I miss home. This place is dreary in comparison. My little group is unusually quiet. There is no banter amongst us as we sit astride our mounts. I look to Jasmine and her face is set in grim determination. We have no idea as to what awaits us. Then, in the distance, I see an astonishing sight. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. It looks like an island suspended in midair. The chains that tether it to the ground and the mountain range are utterly enormous. There are several, much smaller islands secured to the main floating rock. The sight is nothing short of incredible. Then there is the city that is perched upon that enormous mass of hovering earth, it looks pristine compared to its surroundings. It literally glows like a celestial body in the sky.
Beside me, Jasmine mutters, “Wow…, cover me with pixie dust, and paint me surprised. I wasn’t expecting that.”
I can’t help but laugh and respond, “Neither was I, Jaz. It’s a bit unexpected.”
Agoru and the other drakes continue steadily toward the colossal city. From our vantage point I can make out towers and what looks like an enormous coliseum. It appears to be circular with one exception, the walls surrounding it are open on one end at the edge of the floating island. If someone is unlucky enough to find themselves on the losing end of a battle and are backed up to that end of the arena, their fate will be sealed. They will plummet to their death, unless they have wings. A shiver washes over me and I’m worried for what is to come.
The drakes circle the citadel, so we can get a better look. One of the towering buildings stand taller than the rest and is smack dab in the center of the city. It gleams golden under the attention of the scarlet skies, it’s as if it glows from within, and I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that is where Alaric is being held, I can sense him even though our bond has been dampened. Agoru is flying past that structure and is heading towards a stone building that is just as impressive yet understated. There is a large open balcony with no balustrade, it is as if it were constructed just for this very use. One by one the drakes land and walk forward toward the two men with chocolate colored skin. They bow their heads in reverence to their princes. The two appear to be identical, they must be the princes that Luc told us of, lust and envy.
I lean over and stroke Agoru’s neck and say, “Thank you for transporting us here. I very much appreciate your service.” Swinging my leg over her back, I dismount and slide to the ground.
“It was my great pleasure, my lady.”
The drake before me inclines her head and I startle when I hear her voice in my head. “How can you…?”
“What is it, Ash?” Jasmine asks in confusion.
“Only you may hear me. I hope that we may meet again, but I fear that it will be under different skies as The Realms go to war. Change is coming. Change for us all. Take care, my lady. Until we meet again.”
“Until we meet again, Agoru. Thank you, I will look forward to seeing you again, when the time is right.”
Tolin and Tarron both come up to flank me on either side as we watch the drakes take to the sky. The younger male that Tolin was riding walks off the edge of the landing and free falls before stretching out his wings to be carried higher up on an updraft, back to fall in behind his queen. Figures that Tolin would get the light-hearted drake.
Turning I mean to greet the two brothers, but before I can do anything Tarron and Tolin step in front of me blocking my view of the two. I try to slide between my over-zealous protectors, but that doesn’t work. So, I try to sidestep around Tolin and again I’m blocked. I’m getting seriously frustrated by my two protectors and mumble, “What the hell, guys. Let me by, you chum it up with Luc, but now you decide to take your role seriously?”
I hear a rather deep throated chuckle and peer around Tarron’s large frame to see that both of the brothers are amused, “Lucifer said that your little entourage could be rather entertaining. I see that our brother spoke the truth. Come now, we mean the tiny goddess no harm. The four of you are most welcome in our not so humble abode.”
“Seriously, guys, what is up?” I ask in frustration.
Tarron turns back to me, his eyes serious, “Mo solas, let us protect you.”
“By all means, can we not have a look? Luc said she was a bit of a spit fire, let us have a looksee. We don’t bite. Do we brother?”
I’m at the end of my patience and exclaim, “Enough!” I imagine standing in front of the two princes of hell, and I trace. I find myself front and center of the two very large fallen angels before me. “Damnation, but you two are tall, and imposing.”
“Is this better, tiny goddess?” One of them asks.
The two take a couple of steps toward me, and as they do so, their size diminishes until they are no taller than my two protectors. Both males are smiling down at me, their white teeth gleaming against the dark brown of their skin. They both are sporting beards that are trimmed close to their square jawlines, just like the hair on their head. The two males are beyond handsome and share a thoroughly mischievous grin, and both appear to be identical except for the eyes. One has warm chocolate brown eyes that twinkle as they watch me take them in, and the other has unexpected green eyes, and I whisper, “Lust and envy.”
The one with warm chocolate brown eyes asks, “Yes, but do you know, which is which?”
I bite down on my lower lip before responding, “That’s easy, I think. Green eyes. Like the term, green with envy.”
“Well then, brother, the jig is up, she has figured us out.” Asmodeus says.
“That’s no fun, tiny goddess,” Leviathan scolds in a teasing tone. “The least you could have done was play along.”
“I’m sure that Luc shared with you my intense dislike of being called little or tiny, so cut it out.”
The two smirk and Dez says, “As you wish…, tiny goddess.”
“Seriously? Why does everyone have to point out my height disadvantage?” I sigh in exasperation.
Tarron speaks up, “My lords, thank you for your hospitality. We are much appreciative. We are anxious to rescue Alaric, her kindred.”
“Well…, I fear that will be a difficult task. You see, Mammon has entered him into the games. He is set to face his first opponent in one click or…, what is the term you will understand? Tomorrow. You will not see him until then, unless Mammon decides to put him on exhibition tonight to increase the bets on the games, and that is entirely possible since we have invited him to a little soiree to be held in your honor, tiny goddess.”
“But I want to see him… now! We’ve traveled all this way. Please…” I beg, suddenly weary.
“I’m sorry, tiny goddess, but we have certain rules to follow. Tonight, we celebrate. Tonight, tiny goddess, you will be my guest, my date, you will sit by my side, and you will enjoy yourself.” Asmodeus has staked his claim on me, just like Luc said he would.
“I will do as you wish. Only, if you enter me into the games.”
“What? No!” Tarron exclaims.
“No, Little Bit, you can’t do that.” Tolin demands and then begins to pace with his hands on his head looking just a little freaked out at the prospect.
Asmodeus has not taken his eyes off of me when he pronounces, “So be it, it will be so. We will look forward to your skills in the arena.” Effectively shutting Tarron and Tolin down. It is clear we are not in control here.
‘Brother, we share her? If not…, I will fight you for her.” Levi announces, and he sounds entirely serious.
Yes…, dear brother, we share her. She is so enticing. She is our prize. Aren’t you, Ashlinn? You will do whatever we ask, just as long as you get to see your kindred. Isn’t that right?”
My two protectors begin to shift nervously at my back, and I narrow my eyes at the two Fallen in front of me, “I thought that you were loyal to Luc? We were to be your guest, as we are Luc’s guest in his realm.”
“We are loyal to Luc…, for now, but Mammon gains power while Luc follows our creator’s path. We are simply… hedging our bets, so to speak. Have you forgotten where you are? You are at the mercy of us both, it’s not called the Citadel of Depravity for nothing.” Asmodeus cocks his head, waiting for my reaction and I hear both Tarron and Tolin swear behind me. Both laying a hand on either shoulder possessively, and I find that I’m rather glad the Jasmine retracted her wings to hide away in my hair.
I look at the both of them, and realize that I’m disappointed in the two, but I should have seen this coming. Luc warned us to not trust them, shaking my head I say, “Honestly, I should have expected this. No one in this realm makes anything easy. I will be your guest. I will play my part, but make no mistake, I’m no one’s date except for Alaric’s. We are kindred, we are soul bound, nothing changes that, nothing!”





Chapter 16
(Alaric)
Ashlinn is here. Even through our muted bond I can sense her presence. Evidently, I’m to present myself for a gala event within the citadel. Mammon must think much of me since he will not allow my chains to be unbound for this event. Apparently, my being here is symbolic in nature. Mammon simply wants to show off his latest acquisition. I march into the room with my shoulders squared and my head held high, my bound wrists before me, the shackles bind my hands together, the chains hang below my wrists, quietly clinking together for everyone to see. My attire is simple, I’m dressed in only a pair of white linen drawstring pants that sits low on my hips, my feet are bare, as is the rest of me. Mammon wants everyone to see the scars that remain on my back from my time with The Morrígan. I have two guards on either side of me, as if I could get away from this hellish place.
The event is already underway as Mammon sweeps into the enormous room in front of me, his form is not as large as I have seen him, but he chooses to tower over everyone by at least two feet. There are all sorts of races that I’m not in the least familiar with, they have parted to allow the prince of greed to move toward the dais in the front of the large hall. That’s when I see her, and the dormant beast within me stirs long enough to issue forth a menacing growl. Mammon pauses and swings his head my way, along with the twin males that flank Ashlinn’s right and left side. Ash’s gaze meets mine and her stoic façade softens. For a moment, a smile graces her lovely features and the light I have missed so much shines through. As I take her in, I wish with all my might that she had not followed me to this dreadful place. My eyes leave hers to travel down to her neck. That’s when I see that she wears a black jeweled collar with two delicate chains that connect her to the men on either side of her, both wear a large wrist cuff that effectively leash my kindred to her twin captors. Another growl erupts from deep within me and rumbles through my chest as I step forward. Ashlinn’s eyes meet mine and she barely shakes her head, indicating that I should stay put, but I can barely contain my rage at the two by her side that have laid claim to my mate. I’m visibly shaking with the need to take the two large, dark skinned males down.
Beside me Mammon laughs, addressing the two, “Brothers…, I see that I’m not the only one that has acquired a prize. Although… yours is much more lovely to gaze upon than mine.”
Their conversation bleeds to background noise as I take her in. I’m like a starved nomad that has not seen water in days. The brothers have dressed my kindred in a black lace catsuit that barely covers her most intimate areas. She wears a long black open front skirt and is a vision for all to see. Clearly the two are putting her on display and I don’t like it at all. The only thing that brings me any solace is that her kindred markings have begun to faintly glow. I look down to my own and see a flicker for just a moment. I catch her gaze again and she mouths the words, “Soon, Alaric. We will be reunited.”
I shake my head and whisper-ask, “How?” under my breath before holding my chains up before me for her to witness. Not only do I still wear the binding cuffs but tonight I’m also bound by Mammon’s chains to be paraded around this party like a prize stud.
She nods and mouths, “You will see. Tomorrow, Elf-Man, in the arena. Have faith.”
Mammon grabs my right bicep in his over large hand garnering my attention, “Whatever you and your kindred are planning? Rest assured that it will not come to pass! Now that I have you, I mean to keep you, no matter the outcome of the events tomorrow. You belong to me now!” His voice reverberates around the room staking his claim on me. “The god of life bound by iron forged from angel fire does my bidding and mine alone!” His booming voice echoes about the chambers.
Where are Tarron and Tolin? Why is she all alone? That’s when I see the two standing behind the twin brothers, their backs to the wall, they are dressed in a similar fashion to myself, and they are not happy with the goings on in this place. My attention is drawn back to my kindred. Ashlinn’s ire knows no boundaries, she has embraced the wind element and her form lifts seamlessly into the air still leashed to her two companions, her hair whipping about her form, her eyes are glowing, and her kindred markings are ablaze as are my own. For the first time since these binding cuffs have been placed on me, our bond is open, and she is furious. The room has become utterly still as all eyes turn to her. Some of the multi-hued patrons that are closest to us have begun to back away from the dais and look somewhat frightened of Ashlinn as her wrath unfolds before us all. Her hands are lit up as she calls the fire element to her. Her voice is otherworldly, and I have only heard her voice like this once before, “Mammon, you dare to challenge what is mine by right? What belongs to me? I don’t care what you paid the slavers for my kindred, he belongs to me, heart, body, and soul. You have no right to chain him and parade him around this room. He is a god by right, a guardian of the circle of life, and you would do well to remember that!”
Slowly, Mammon begins to clap and laughs before saying, “Nice try, little goddess, his abilities are bound, and by the looks of you…, I would say that you have been acquired by not one, but two of my brothers. Lust, I do so love your parties! She’s feisty. I like that. I want her too, to add to my collection. What will it take for me to acquire her?” I’m not surprised when Ashlinn forms a fire ball and lobs the fiery mass at Mammon’s head. He easily catches it and it fizzles away to nothing between his massive hands, and pins her with a glare before saying, “Enough! This is our domain, and you will play by our rules here. Levi, Desmond, control your pet!”
“I am no one’s pet!” Ashlinn erupts.
The twin males at her side grow in size and take her by either elbow, the one with warm brown eyes leans into Ashlinn and says, “Tiny goddess, this is not the way. Tomorrow, you will prove your worth in the games.”
She turns her glowing eyes on the male beside her and bites out, “You people are barbaric, Asmodeus.”
The look of adoration for my kindred is quickly replaced by scorn at her harsh words and he retorts, “We aren’t really people though…, are we, tiny goddess? My brothers and I are the Fallen. Once mighty war angels in the service of our father. When we fell from grace, we became greater demons and now we serve a higher purpose. We rule the realm and you will bow to us. We are what our father made us to be. You and your kindred are surrounded by demons and shades. This is The Underworld and here you will play by our rules…, no matter how barbaric.”
Ashlinn stands her ground, but reigns in her anger and looks my way, once more our link to one another is suppressed now that she has reigned in her fury, “Desmond, I apologize, I mean no disrespect. You know I’m here for one thing and one thing only, and then we will be on our way. May I please talk to Alaric, to my kindred?”
“He belongs to Mammon now, it is not I whom you must ask.”
“I blame Luc for this predicament,” she seethes. Taking a deep calming breath, she turns to my new master, and curtseys. She floats downward, her arms elegantly outstretched on either side of her and she bows her beautiful head in deference to Mammon. Jasmine’s many hours of instruction has paid off as my mate executes a near perfect curtsey. Her voice carries to the far reaches of the room as she looks up toward the prince of greed through her thick lashes, and addresses him, “Please forgive my angry outburst. I find myself out of my element here. My lord, Mammon, may I be granted permission to speak with my kindred?”
“Do you think me a fool? Why would I grant you that request? Here is what I will grant you, I see that you have been entered into the games, so you will be pitted against my best female champion, if you win then you will have an opportunity to speak with your kindred. If you lose, I will spare your life, but I will acquire you giving me a mated pair. I think that is more than fair.”
I can no longer keep quiet and push forward to address my kindred, “Ashlinn, what do you think you’re doing? You have our children to get back to, you can’t fight in the games, and you certainly can’t make deals with the princes of hell. The four of you need to leave this realm while you still can! All The Realms are depending on you.”
“No Alaric, they are depending on us, and don’t you forget it,” Ashlinn argues, and for the first time since walking into this hall she looks at me uncertainly.
Mammon steps between us, “That’s enough! Get him out of here. I need him well rested for the games.”
Mammon’s slavers take both of my arms and roughly push me back toward the entrance to the hall. I struggle against them, and shout over the growing noise in the large room, “Ash, get out of here while you still can!” I break free of their grip and stagger forward toward the dais. One of my guards is quick to come after me. I turn and deliver a quick punch to the throat, he drops to his knees clutching his throat gasping for breath as his reptilian eyes roll back. Several more demons surround me, manhandling me to get me out of the chambers. I shove and struggle against their attempts to forcibly remove me from their gathering.
“Elf-Man!” I hear Ashlinn’s strangled fear laden voice ring out from behind me.
“I mean it, mo grá. I’ll be okay, as long as I know you and the babes are safe.” I’m shoved again and curse as a club connects with the back of my knees, causing my legs to buckle and I lurch forward. I’m quickly dragged from the hall, surrounded by my captors, and I call out, “Ashlinn!!” My cry is cut off as the club of my captor connects with the back of my skull, stunning me.
My vision fades to black.

(Alaric)
I rouse from my stupor as I’m dumped unceremoniously in a heap just inside the door to the rooms that Pip and I share. I swear I have a knot on the back of my head the size of a goose egg. I look up to see that Pip is staring down at me in concern, but I can’t worry about that now. What has she done? Why was she chained to the princes of lust and envy? Why, oh why could she not have just done as I told her to. If only she had gone back while she was on the other side of the Great Divide when she was with Luc.
“What is it, Mister? What’s happened?” Pip’s little voice trembles, and my world feels as if it’s being torn apart. They are all here because of me and there’s not a damn thing I can do to keep them safe.
Standing, I sigh, “She’s here, Pip. Ashlinn has come for me, and now she is to be thrown into the games. She fights for the opportunity to just speak with me. No matter the outcome, Mammon will not allow her to speak with me unless he owns us both.”
“Maybe she’s here to rescue you. I want to go home, and just maybe she has a plan. Did you get to talk to her? What did she say?”
“She told me to have faith. Whatever is going to happen will happen during or after the games.”
Pip smiles a toothy grin, and a look of hope comes over his cute little face, “Then have faith, Mister. She does have a plan. I can’t wait to meet your kindred.”
Rubbing the knot on the back of my head, I sigh, “I certainly hope that she does, and I hope that she is safe tonight. I can’t lose her.” Smiling, I try to lighten the mood and reach over to ruffle his white hair, “Pip, what would I do without you?”
“Well you certainly wouldn’t be here, would ya? Well…, that might be a good thing. I don’t know anymore, Mister. Momma always said that she believed in destiny. Maybe, we were meant to meet. Just maybe this is part of both of our destinies.” He pauses and shakes his head before continuing, “Naw, I’m just a kid. What do I know, that just sounds stupid now that I’ve said it out loud. Don’t you pay me no never mind, Mister. All I know is that I’m tired and you need to be well rested for the games.”
“Well, we’re not going anywhere tonight, that’s for sure. Let’s turn in, Pip.”





Chapter 17
(Ashlinn)
I’m helpless to watch as Mammon’s guards manhandle Alaric to remove him from the room. Desmond and Levi are standing stoically by my side, they have both pulled my leash tight to keep me from going after Alaric. I turn my angry gaze on the two. My eyes glowing in my irritation, I bite out, “I’m ready to leave now.”
“I think not, my dear. You will be by our side this evening and you will enjoy what the City of Depravity has to offer. Who knows, you may come to like it here.” Desmond says, a cruel smirk on his otherwise handsome face.
“Brother, she is magnificent. I would be willing to go against Luc for her. What do you say? She is more powerful than I thought. Did you feel the power radiating from her in her anger? Truly a prize to behold.” Levi’s brilliant green eyes flash brightly my way.
“No way are we staying here, Levi. You can get that right out of your head right this instant.” I retort, before asking, “Will they harm him?”
“Who, my sweet?” Levi asks in confusion.
Snapping my fingers in front of his eyes, I say, “Snap out of your envy induced haze. Who else could I possibly mean? Alaric, of course. Do you think they will hurt him?”
“No, tiny goddess. Mammon will want him ready for tomorrow’s games. That is what you should worry about. Not his treatment by the slavers tonight. He will be well rested for the tournament on the morrow.” Asmodeus is the one to respond. “Now, the rest of the evening should be spent in indulgence. Come, our evening is just beginning.” The two lead me off the dais, escorting me on either side. Tarron and Tolin follow us from behind. They too were bound prior to entering this gathering.
As we walk through the gathering crowd, I see all matter of demon and fallen. If I thought the dark fae were debauched, I was wrong. These people are cruel and vicious, but the slaves don’t seem to care. Those that have found favor with the princes that rule this city have chosen to indulge in all matter of depravity. The music begins to grow louder as the two princes mingle with their guest. The rhythm is primal and leads those that have gathered here to begin to undulate and move to the tribal beat. Before I know it, the brothers are moving beside me, one in front and the other behind me. Strangely, I feel as though I’ve been drugged, and my reservations are suddenly gone. The two males are dancing erotically around me. I begin to give into the pull of the music, until I’m full on dancing with the fallen princes and the crowd around us. The rhythm has everyone dancing with one another, reminiscent of a rave. In a haze I look around to see that everyone has given into the seductive sound of the music as it lures us all into its mesmerizing dance. The rhythm is erotic and intoxicating. The fallen princes bend and dip me and dance suggestively with me and for an infinitesimal moment, I feel the urge to give into their wanton seduction.
A voice in the back of my mind is screaming for me to stop, but I can’t. Levi and Desmond feed me glass after glass of the richest wine I have ever tasted, and we dance. It feels as though we have danced for hours but then again as if we have just begun. As if in a drugged stupor I look around me to see partners actually having sex as we dance, and my inner voice begins screaming at me to wake up. In a daze, I watch as some sort of demon beats his sex slave to the beat of the music before sexually accosting her and she seems to enjoy the degradation. My movements slow as my short-circuited brain begins to come back online. The music is a constant repetition, undulating, sexual, tribal, but the pull has lost its draw as I turn to watch the masses in the room give into all matter of iniquity. I can no longer ignore my inner voice.
I stand alone in the middle of a house of horrors. Asmodeus and Levi have released the chains that bind me, and I twirl in the middle of the masses that have gathered here to watch their depravity, and I mutter aloud, “Dear God, we need to leave this place before it’s too late.”





Chapter 18
(Alaric)
Tournament day.
The first thing that happened after we ate this morning was that Mammon’s cronies came to collect both Pip and me, and then we were separated.  I was taken to the arena and given combat leathers and a breast plate to wear in the games. I have no idea as to what will happen next. So far, there are only a handful of males that are waiting with me for our next instruction. I can only assume that the females are in a different area of the arena. As we wait, the noise above us has become increasingly rowdy as the stands begin to fill, and I find that I’m becoming antsy to get this whole ordeal over with. The last couple of days my training went better than I had anticipated. I’m not as fast, agile, or strong as I used to be before my abilities were bound, but I will not go down without a fight, damn it. I am adjusting and I have skills and wit to fall back on. That and I still have to figure a way to get Pip, Ashlinn, and the rest of our friends out of this wretched realm.
Outside in the arena, horns begin to sound, signifying that the games are about to begin. The champions that I’m surrounded by begin to shift nervously in anticipation of what is to come. None of us have bothered to strike up a conversation with the other. What’s the point? If we’re pitted against the other it’s a life for a life. The rules are clear. Champions that fight in the arena must be adults, race doesn’t matter, no shades are allowed because their already dead, and the only way anyone walks off the fields is if they are the last one standing, unless the princes intervene. We have been allowed as many weapons as we can effectively carry. Other than my breast plate, I’ve opted to strap a small battle shield to my left arm, it’s oblong and comes to a long sharp point at one end and is spade shaped at the opposite end protecting my hand. It will be a good defensive weapon as well as an offensive, the points are sharp enough to impale an opponent with enough force. I’ve chosen swords and blades that are well balanced for me to handle as well as throwing knives, and four-sided throwing stars that are compact and easy to carry. As far as size is concerned, most of us are evenly matched, with the one exception of a large horned male, his blue skin and four arms are quite alien looking, not to mention his red eyes. If anyone will have the advantage today in the arena, it will be him. My foreboding of what is to come has increased ten-fold in the last few minutes.
A loud cheer goes up outside and I realize that the games are getting underway. We are forcibly ushered forward through a short tunnel by the reptilian looking demons that have gained favor in this desolate realm. The tunnel leads upwards and out to a platform that overlooks the arena, but it is not set as high up as the tournament goers in their open circular colosseum seating. We are almost center stage, but not quite. My heart sinks when I see Ashlinn standing on the arena field with one other, Mammon’s female champion. She bows low to show respect of the ones in charge. Her smile is all for show and does not reach her eyes, I watch as she sizes up her competition. Mammon’s champion is dressed the part, but even in all her battle finery she pales in comparison to my kindred, yet I fear for Ashlinn’s life. Mammon’s champion is none other than a fallen Valkyrie. She is magnificent, her black wings are splayed out for all to see and her posturing is one of pure aggression. Ashlinn and her opponent bow low once more before the crowd and the applause is deafening. My kindred looks up and smiles a sweet smile before she waves to the crowd in an attempt to gain their favor. She is dressed in battle leathers, and as soon as the horn sounds, she is off. Her form blends from panther to her elven form and back again, and the spectators go wild. I thank the goddess that she is still able to shift. My heart is literally about to burst from my chest as I watch the scene play out before me. Ashlinn’s panther bounds toward her opponent, I take a moment to turn to look up at the princes of hell as they lounge casually in their box seats, tossing back sweet treats and finger foods without a care in the world. I swear by all that is holy if anything happens to Ashlinn, I will end each and every one of them. That is until I see Pip. I watch as his childlike form looks down at the scene playing out before the stadium and his fear is palpable, he glances my way and our gazes lock, I see his dread. Turning back to the arena, I see that Ashlinn is now in battle with not one but three others. It’s clear that Mammon wants her out of the way and is now playing by his own rules. The Valkyrie has taken flight while Ashlinn’s unconventional fighting style has her taking down the first of her unexpected opponents, but it is not a killing blow. She turns to face her next opponent. Without thinking, I leap from the platform that I’m perched upon and rush to her aid.
The first thing I notice as I sprint toward Ashlinn is that the stadium has grown quiet at my intervention. Evidently, I have breached protocol. What the fuck ever. Screw them. I engage the first opponent that I come into contact with, she is fierce, but there is something lacking in her attack. Our swords clash as we spar with one another, but I have size on my side. I take her down easily and pause to look over to see that Ashlinn has engaged one of the other opponents and she is holding her own. Looking around, I realize that the males that I entered the arena with are following my lead and there are skirmishes that are breaking out all around me. Mayhem ensues.  Before I know it, there are quite the number of males and females that are engaging in battle with one another. The crowd goes ballistic as all hell breaks loose in the arena and the spectators begin chanting, “Kill, kill, kill, kill…” I look around to see that there is all sorts of carnage that is taking place in the arena. Turning, I take out another potential threat to my kindred. I’m like a machine, I take out everyone in my path as I make my way towards Ashlinn, leaving death in my wake. I turn to make my way toward her before realizing that I have left my back open to attack. From the corner of my eye, I turn to see a flash of activity, turning back to my opponent, I see a slight figure swoop in between me, and the giant demon meant for Ashlinn and me, his wings are spread wide. I have no idea as to when he appeared on the scene. Pip’s momentum stalls in midair, his little body bows backward, his arms span outward as his momentum stops, and then he drops like a rock to the ground, his wings curling inward around his body.             
“Pipperton! No… no, Pip,” I race across the tournament field and drop to my knees sliding to a stop beside his crumpled form. The entire arena stills and goes utterly quiet. The unwritten rule replays in my head and I swallow back the bile that is gathering in my throat. No children. The large spear that impaled him waves like a flagpole in the air above him. The spear that was meant for me. My hands tremble and I try to swallow past the thick knot of emotion that clogs my throat. I’m afraid to touch him, knowing that I can’t help him, I can’t heal him. I can’t just remove the spear and heal him with my bound abilities. I don’t know what to do. I feel helpless, and with shaking hands I reach over to cup his little face in my hands, and ask, “Why, Pip? Why would you…” I trail off, tears have gathered in my eyes and threaten to fall.
Pip’s body trembles with pain and the shock of it all. His eyes close briefly before he whispers, his breath staggered, “Don’t cry, Mister. You need to… get… back to your… babes. I did… what needed to be done… to see to that. They need you.” His breathing becomes more labored and he pants before saying, “It’s okay.”
“No!!! This is not okay,” I bite out and lean down to gently kiss his forehead, stroking his unruly locks away from his sweat covered brow. His pink skin is tinged with an unnatural paleness. Pulling back, I see a single tear leak from his eye, and I lose it. I cry out to the heavens, “Father! Help me. Please…, I beg of you! Help me save him! Remove these cuffs that bind my ability. I can save him.” The entire arena has grown eerily quiet as I wait for divine intervention that is not forth coming. I beg on whispered breath, “Please Father, please help me to heal him. Being born in the Underworld should not define him!”
From behind me I hear Ashlinn’s voice call to me from a distance, “Alaric?”
I turn to see her racing across the ground in our direction. Turning back to Pip I see that he is near death and I whisper, “You honor me, Pip. From the moment that I met you, you have been my savior, my protector, my guide in this realm. I never deserved your devotion. You are so very brave, so selfless, and I’m honored that you befriended me. I love you Pipperton.”
“I love you too, Mister. Don’t… cry,” his breathing has grown shallow and shutters within his small frame. In the distance I hear his mother’s anguished cries. I wonder, how is she even here?
When Ashlinn reaches me, she kneels beside me, silently lending me her support. I look up into her amber eyes and see my anguish reflected back at me. I whisper, “You can fix this, Ash.” I plead, “You can make sure that his next life is a good one.” I beg, my anguish cannot be contained. I look back down at Pip and settle on to the ground, pulling his limp form onto my lap, and I cradle his broken body to my own. I whisper, “I’m so sorry, Pip. I was bad news for you. I didn’t mean to be, I swear, I never meant for this to happen.” I rock his near lifeless body as my anguish takes hold. Looking up at my kindred, I smile and nod while tears track down my face, “You can fix this. You can usher his soul to The Overworld or to the Soul Reliquary for another chance at life outside of this realm. You can do this, you can fix this. Tolin can be your Guardian in my stead. You can do this, right?” I plead.
Ashlinn shakes her head, tears streaming down her anguished stricken face, “I really want to,” her breath shutters as she continues, “I would give anything if I could, but I can’t... It’s against the rules.”
“What do you mean, it’s against the rules. You… are the Keeper of Souls,” I shout. Tears are coursing down her cheeks and I know that I should stop, but I can’t because this is Pip, so I push on, “He’s a child, Ashlinn. He deserves better than this! Now reap his soul and care for it… because it’s precious…” tears clog my throat and I can’t continue.
“I’m so sorry, Alaric. I can’t. I’m not allowed to reap souls from The Underworld.” She sobs.
“Break the rules, Ash. Just this once. Break them, now!” I shout, and my demand rings out across the field for all to hear.
She shakes her head and sobs, “I’m sorry. I can’t.” She drops her head to her chest as she begins to cry in earnest before both Pip and me.
Paynga’s anguished wails grow closer and I hold Pip even tighter. His final breaths rack his slight frame and I whisper, “You are so brave, Pip. My fearless little imp friend. You can’t go. I need you, Pipperton. What will I do without you?” I whisper.
Pip looks up at me, his light blue eyes dull as his breath escapes him, he whispers, “It’s okay to let go…, Mister. I think… I’ll be okay.” His body shutters as he takes his last breath.
I cry out, “Ash… Please?” I beg one last time.
“Alaric, you don’t know what you are asking of me.” She rocks back and forth in an internal battle beside me, tears streaming down her beautiful face, Tarron and Tolin are now on either side of her supporting my kindred and I feel as though I’m being torn into a million jagged pieces.
Tolin pulls her in to his arms and looks my way, he shakes his head before saying, “Alaric, I’m truly sorry, but she can’t do as you ask. You ask too much. The rules are clear.”
“There is still time, Tolin. She’s the Keeper of Souls, she can do this,” I plead.
Tarron kneels down before me, “No… She can’t brother. Luc’s rules were clear. He only reminded Ashlinn of what you both already knew after you ascended. You ask too much of your kindred and you’re breaking her tender heart. I’m sorry for your loss, brother.”
As Tarron’s words sink in, I bow my head and cradle Pip’s lifeless body to me. Paynga reaches my side and she wails her grieve for all to hear. I gently hand over her son’s lifeless body to her, knowing that her brother was right all those days ago. I brought this on Pip, on their family. Pip’s life is on me. He was just a child and I don’t think that I will ever be able to move past this. 
Someone claps a hand on my shoulder. I look up to see Tolin, “We need to go. It’s time.”
Shaking my head, I say, “I can’t. How can I leave them to grieve, this is my fault…, I can’t …”
“Alaric, it’s time to go back to the realms of the living. Your family needs you. I’m sorry, but our time here is done.”
“But… Pip… I can’t just leave him…”
Luc strides up at that moment, “Alaric, I’m the keeper of souls in this realm. Trust me when I say that Pipperton, will be well cared for.” With his arrival, it’s as if time stands still all around us.
“Forgive me if I don’t believe you.” I bow my head in bitter resolution as my breath heaves from me.
Luc leans in, “Your kindred found you. You should be happy. You are finally leaving The Underworld.”
“But at what cost, Luc? Pip was a child in this world and his death is on me, because of these infernal games and my lack of understanding of the goings on in this realm. You did this! You left me for Pip to find!”
“Maybe that is so… I gather that you cared for this tender young soul?”
“Yes! Is that so hard to believe? He was special! He was my friend…” I pause looking around the tournament field to see that the spectators and everyone in attendance except for the few of us here have been frozen in their places, and I ask, “What’s happened here?”
“I’ll make it so that it looks as if you all vanished into thin air. In actuality, you all will trace to the tear between our realms and you will go home. I will take care of Pipperton and his mother Paynga. Alaric… let me do what I can for these imps. Let me take care of those that dwell in this realm. It’s what I do. It’s time for you and your kindred and your friends to go home. You now have an understanding of this realm, and what role it plays in the universe. The good, the really bad, and the ugly. It deserves to be saved just as your realm deserves to be saved. It has its own unique special souls and it provides balance for all the realms. So now, it’s time to go, Alaric.”
Nodding, I turn and kneel before Paynga and say, “I never wanted this. Pip was special. I’m so very sorry that it came to this.” Paynga’s only response is to hold Pip close, and keen over her son’s still body, her wings snap out as she cradles her son in her arms, her alabaster wings close over them, sheltering them from our view. It’s not something that I will soon forget, and my soul mourns for the loss of my little friend. Pipperton was special and I’m not sure that I will ever be ready to let him go.
I back away, shaking my head in disbelief at the turn of events this day. Ashlinn lays her hand on my shoulder and says, “I’m so sorry, Alaric, but it’s time for us to go.” Her voice is full of remorse, but it is also cold and distant, and I fear that I have harmed her tender soul in my quest to save Pip.
I look over my shoulder to watch as she places her hand on my shoulder to trace us to the tear between our realms. I can’t help the anger that wells up within me. I know she feels it, but I can’t help feeling as though I’m betraying the ones that gave me sanctuary in this realm and I’m helpless but to follow their lead, as if I’m a puppy on a leash.
I have always been the leader but now I’m useless.
I’m unsure of my purpose.
I’m broken…




            Warrior
Part 2





Chapter 19
(Ashlinn)
The Mortal Realm
My God. How is Alaric to come back from what happened in The Underworld. How can he even look at me without seeing his loss, seeing how I failed him and Pip. I stand in the corner of our room and lean over the twins to quiet them. They’ve outgrown their bassinettes, so I placed the two in a crib large enough for the two of them and I watch as they snuggle into one another. Both have nursed, and their bellies are full. As always, Lachlan held on to me and would not let me go until he was satisfied that I would not be going anywhere for a while. I watch the two as their eyes grow heavy and they drift off to sleep. They always have a way of calming me, but tonight is different and my thoughts are tormented. We’ve not been back long, and I can’t seem to get the image of Alaric holding Pip out of my mind. In the time that Alaric spent in The Underworld, he came to love that child dearly and his grief over the loss of that boy is stifling.
Retracing in my mind the turn of events that took place in the arena, I don’t think that either of us could have ever predicted that the young imp would put himself between Alaric and harm’s way in that arena. I’m haunted by the image of my kindred begging me for Pip’s soul. Begging me to make a choice to reap a beautiful young soul that would leave one of us forever tied to The Underworld. I’m not sure that Alaric has realized what his request would have meant for one of us.
Lexie walks into the nursery and has caught me in my tortured reflection and whispers, “Are they asleep?”
“Yeah. Come on, let’s go to the study. We’ll hear if they wake, but I have a feeling they are down for the night.” I pull the door closed quietly behind us as we make our way downstairs. I’ve not had a chance to catch Lexie up on what went down when we went after Alaric. Walking into the kitchen, I see Tarron and TNT in quiet conversation, a University of Kentucky basketball game is playing on the flat screen. I grab a couple of glasses and pour some tea for the both of us before heading to the study. Someone has started a fire in the fireplace, and we take a seat on the cozy overstuffed couch.
“So…, out with it. You guys weren’t even gone a day, so why does it seem as if you were gone for days or even weeks?” Lexie’s large green eyes look upon me questioningly, her fiery red hair frames her face and hangs in tumbling curls down her back, and I realize that I have missed her.
“I don’t know where to begin, Lex. So much has happened. I think, for me, it was only a couple of days, but I think for Alaric, it was more like a couple of weeks.” Sighing, I take a sip of Millie’s sweet tea. Staring into the fire, I ask, “What did Camoryn do once he realized that Jasmine came with us? Jasmine has been so worried about how he would react.”
“Oh, he was pissed. There’s nothing like an angry satyr stomping about the Keep and the grounds around the castle to keep everyone on edge. He only realized it about an hour or so before you all popped up in the courtyard, but it was a long hour. I swear if satyrs could breathe fire the whole area would be scorched. Jasmine is going to have to grovel to get back into his good graces.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’m forgiven.” Jasmine quips with a naughty little smile, as she sashays into the room faerie size, her wings retracted. “Cam was supremely pissed, but not surprised by my actions. Now, we have a puzzle to figure out.” She plops down on the floor in front of us. I’m so happy to see that The Underworld has not had an everlasting effect on my sprite friend, unlike Alaric and myself.
Jasmine and I quickly bring Lexie up to speed on the happenings in that miserable realm and she exclaims, “Seriously? No wonder Alaric seems so detached and withdrawn. It’s not just that, he seems…” She pauses, not sure how to continue.
“He seems broken,” I fill in, reluctant to say the words out loud. We’ve only been back a couple of hours and Alaric has retreated to the basement. Breaking from my dismal thoughts, I announce, “Not even seeing the twins has helped. Poor Lillie was so happy to see him, and all he did was give her a quick kiss and hand her back to me. She was devastated. She called after him for the first time ever as he walked out of the room. He didn’t even pause. It was her first words ever. I couldn’t believe that he just walked away from her like that, but how can I be pissed off at him? Lillie cried herself to sleep tonight, both of them were distraught and not sure what to make of their father’s actions. His homecoming should have been happy for everyone. I’m not sure what to do. I know he will wear the scars of his time with The Morrígan and in The Underworld on his heart and his conscious for an eternity. I don’t know if there is even anything that I can do to help lighten the weight of the guilt he feels over Pip. I guess time will tell. In the meantime, first things first. Jasmine is right, we need to figure out how to remove those wretched binding cuffs.”
Lexie pulls her feet up to sit cross-legged on the couch, and says, “I’ve been thinking about that. Meme’s memoirs hold the key, and I think I may have figured it out.”
“Then spill. What are you waiting for?” I demand, anxious to get those cuffs off of Alaric.
Lexie turns to Jasmine and asks, “Remember when you and the gang came rushing into Ashlinn’s hospital room and Alaric asked for Ashlinn’s necklace, her talisman, and you began a thorough examination of it?”
“Yeah, I remember. What about it?” Jasmine narrows her eyes in reflection as the fire snaps and cracks in the grate behind her.
“Remember what you said, Jaz? You said it looked like a-”
“I said it looked like a KEY!” Jasmine exclaims and jumps to her feet before continuing, “That must be it!” She paces in front of us before pointing excitedly to my necklace, and says, “You’ve had the key all along! Lexie, you’re a genius. Why didn’t we figure this out sooner? Your mother’s journals said she will have the means that will be needed to unlock the bindings of the gods. Bindings forged in angel fire. The key resides with her. The key, Ash, it's right there!”
My thoughts are racing, and I look down at the pendant that lies nestled between my breasts. Looking back up at Jaz and Lexie, I ask, “Can it be that easy?” Thinking back, I’ve had no explanation as to where the pendant came from and why my mother gifted it to me. Needing answers, I summon my mother. It takes just a moment before my mother and father are standing before us in the study.
“Ashlinn, are you okay? Your summoning was laced with anxiety and curiosity.” My mother asks, and I notice that she looks a bit pale, whereas my father looks rather like the Cheshire cat.
Tarron and TNT come strolling into the room and ask, “What’s up with all the commotion in here?”
“I’m about to find out about the pendant I wear. Come on in guys and have a seat.” Turning to my mother and father, I ask, “I need to know how you came about this pendant. I know that it was meant to protect me, but does it have a history that I’m not aware of?”
My father pulls a chair over for my mother to have a seat and she says, “I was wondering when you would get around to asking me about your talisman. Before I begin, how are you baby girl?”
Sighing, I say, “I’ve been better, but you may be able to help us with a puzzle that we are trying to solve. How did you come by this pendant?” I hold my key shaped talisman up for emphasis.
Danu looks at us all gathered within the room and I sense the moment that she realizes that Alaric is not in attendance and she cocks her head and gives me a penetrating once over and decides to not broach the subject before she begins, “Many years before your birth, I crossed paths with an old crone, she was ancient, and although she felt familiar to me, I knew that I had never seen this old woman before. She said that she lived not far from where our paths crossed and asked that I join her for tea. You see, like so many of my brethren, there was a time that I had lost my purpose, and I began traveling the lands of Faerie disguised as a wanderer in hopes that I would find my purpose once more. You see, I missed Nirvana, I missed The Overworld, my home. I missed my creator and I missed my wings. For a time, I felt lost. On this day, the old crone welcomed me into her most humble abode. She fed me and gave me a warm bed to sleep in for the night. The next morning, before I left out, she held out her hand and the pendant you wear, laid in her open palm. I remember thinking how beautiful I thought it was, but then she surprised me when she called me by name. She said, “Danu, mother goddess to all the realms, I gift you this pendant. You must keep it safe. You see, it has special properties. You must keep it hidden away until the birth of your first-born daughter. This talisman is meant for her. It will keep her safe and when the time is right you will place an enchantment on it and send your daughter away.” I remember thinking that she was crazy. Why would I ever send a daughter of mine away?
As I left the old crone’s home, my purpose was renewed. I believed her, at least part of her predictions. For the first time in eon’s I felt as if I had something to live for. It was not long after that when I came upon a piece of the prophecy. The rest is history, or so they say.” My mother finishes.
The room is utterly quiet as we all process her tale and I announce, “We need The Dagda. I think this is what we have been looking for. I think Lexie and Jasmine are right, this pendant is the only thing that can release Alaric’s binding irons.”
“What are we waiting for?” Declan exclaims from the doorway. I have no idea as to when he joined us. “He’s not himself, Ashlinn.”
I shake my head and say sadly, “This won’t fix my kindred. I don’t know what will. He’s grieving, Declan.”
Tolin speaks up, “It’s a start.”
I nod, “Mother, can you summon The Dagda?”
“He will be here soon.”
I take my pendant off and hold it in front of me and announce, “If this works, I want none other than The Dagda to have access to the cuffs once they have been removed. Iron forged from angel’s fire should not be readily accessible to just anyone.”
“Aye, lass, no wiser words have been spoken. So, ye have solved the mystery at hand?” Dagda asks as he strides into the room.
“Let’s see if this will work. If not, we will have to go back to the proverbial drawing board.” I stand, and everyone follows me from the room. We all quietly make our way down to the basement. Alaric doesn’t even turn in our direction at our intrusion. He is so far withdrawn.
I walk over to my broken kindred and kneel in front of him, taking his hand in my own, and I whisper, “I love you Elf-Man, I hope this works.” He doesn’t even look at me and my heart cracks a little more. I hold my pendant between my fingers and move it toward the irons on his left wrist. I’m amazed as it melds seamlessly with the bands, and then the cuff snaps open to fall to the carpeted floor with a dull thud. I do the same with the irons on his right wrist. Once again, the cuff opens and falls to the ground next to its mate. The only reaction from Alaric is a quick inhalation of breath, as if he can breathe easier now. I look down to notice that while the bracelets were on Alaric they had a different look, they were a polished silver, but now as they lay open on the floor, they look tarnished and have taken on a look of neglect. I’m careful not to touch them with my hands. Dagda is beside me and at some point, he acquired a small wooden box. Quickly, I gather up the offensive cuffs and place them in the box that Dagda holds open, and say, “Do what you must with these. I never want to see them again. Please everyone, let’s give Alaric some time.” I lean over and caress his jaw before gently kissing his cheek and whisper, “I miss you Alaric, come back to me.”





Chapter 20
(Ashlinn)
Twenty-four hours has passed and still Alaric chooses to shut me out. Coming back to The Mortal Realm felt right. Our return is giving Alaric the time he needs to put the whole sordid mess behind him, but he’s not really here, not that I blame him. Watching him with Pip, he had held the imp child with gentle loving care as he died in his arms. That moment nearly broke me, and I had not formed an attachment to him like Alaric had. He continues to be withdrawn since our return a couple of days ago, and I’m worried. I need my kindred back, my Guardian, he is the other half of my soul. I want to kill that bitch for harming my man and taking him away from me. The turn of events that happened later is all her fault, but that is not the most important thing for me to be focusing on right now. Alaric’s not the same male I knew before she took him from me, before his time in The Underworld. His eyes are haunted and even though those horrible cuffs have been removed, and he has been healed of all his physical wounds, I know that he is plagued by the physical and mental abuse that he has suffered while at the mercy of those binding cuffs and The Underworld. I certainly hope that is the last time that we have to travel to that accursed place, although it really was not what I expected it to be. That place is not for the faint of heart.
It’s safe to say that Alaric is not allowing me in, he has closed off our binding link and I want it open. I need to understand the depth of his torment. I hope to end that tonight. The twins are sleeping and at this point have begun sleeping through the night, thank the gods for that, so we have the entire evening to ourselves. The wards on the property have been reinforced by Lexie and Nemus and their Druid Order, so we are safe here for the time being. This is the perfect place to allow Alaric time to recover from everything that he has been through. 
I spy on him and watch from the back of the house
as he just sits there by the brook staring out into the quiet night, at what I don’t know. He’s so distant. My heart is breaking. We might as well be a thousand miles apart. Tarron takes my hand gaining my attention as I stand staring out of the window at my kindred, and he says, “Ashlinn, he needs you, go to him. He’s been through hell, literally, it’s time to break down his walls. We’ve given him space. We’ve given him time to mourn his loss and time to open up…, but he’s becoming more withdrawn. Go to him.”
Nodding, I look up at my favorite Incubus and smile a sad wistful smile, “Wish me luck, Tarron.” Before I head out back to my favorite spot along the brook, I turn back to Tarron and Tolin, “You know what I miss most in The Otherworld? The music of this realm. Can you turn on some music and the speakers out back? A ballad maybe, something slow and romantic, I may have retrieved Alaric from hell, but I have yet to get him back. That ends tonight. I trust you both to choose something appropriate for the setting.”
Tolin smiles and leans in to kiss my cheek, “We’ve got this, Little Bit. Go work your majic. Bring him back to us.” I nod and hug Tolin close before pulling away to go get my Elf-Man back.
Quickly, I pull on my winter coat, a cashmere toboggan, and matching fingerless mittens and a scarf. The snow is steadily falling. We have gotten several inches of accumulation so far. The temperatures have been hovering right around thirty-one degrees and the snowflakes are large and fluffy and clumped together. I open the back door and step out into a winter wonder land. The news says that we are expecting a snowstorm of epic proportions, whatever that means. Evidently, the weather over the last decade has become unpredictable at best. Alaric does not even turn in my direction at the sound of the door closing behind me and I sigh, God I miss him. For a moment, I just stand there watching my kindred with the snow falling around us. I love being home, and I want more than anything for just one normal night for Alaric and me, as if the thrum of power within will take a back seat for tonight so I can just be me, that for one night the weight of The Realms was not sitting squarely on our shoulders and we could just be us.
I look down to see that the large fluffy snowflakes are forming a damp layer on my jacket and for a moment the hush of the snow is mesmerizing. I stand on the deck transfixed by the serene beauty around me and then my eyes land once again on Alaric’s disconnected form. He has stoked the fire in the fire pit and sits isolated from his family and friends. Slowly, I take one step and then another and before I know it, I’m standing by his side. I look down at where he sits and it’s as if he hardly recognizes my presence. I close my eyes and whisper, “I miss you.”
Alaric inhales a deep breath before glancing up at me, his eyes have that haunted look that I’ve grown to hate. “I don’t deserve you, or the twins,” he rasps out.
Not that again. I’m not sure where that is coming from, and a sigh escapes me. About that time the music kicks in from the speakers located on the back deck and I hear Ed Sheeran’s Perfect. I love this song so much. Thank you, T … Holding my hand out to Alaric, I ask, “Dance with me? Come on Elf-Man. This is where it all began for us, dance with me.” I reach down and grasp his hands in my own and pull him up as the haunting lyrics begin, and the snow falls around us in the dark.
I pull him to me, swaying to the music and for once, since getting him back, he gives in and we are just together as the song wraps itself around us and Alaric pulls me in tight and rests his cheek on the top of my head.
“Come back to me Elf-Man, I miss you so much.” I plead, looking up at his handsome face.
“I don’t deserve you, Ash,” He whispers again.
“Of course you do. Why would you think that? I love you and only you, come back to me, I beg of you.” I swallow hard and my heart aches as my plea escapes my lips.
The song continues to work its majic on us both as we sway together and for a moment, time seems to stop as the two of us begin to reconnect and the snow falls silently around us.
“We miss you Alaric, Lillie misses you, Lachlan misses you, come back to us. We’re not a family without you.” Alaric pulls me in close and tight. I melt into his embrace, and I whisper, “I know you’ve been through hell and back again. I know you need time to process everything, but we need you to come back to us.” My eyes are wet with unshed tears.
I feel him shutter in my arms and he whispers, “I’m not strong enough to be your Guardian.”
“Of course you are, you’re mine. Together we are a whole. We can shoulder this together.” I whisper, holding him so very close to me as the song comes to an end.
“I love you Ash.” He pulls me in close and I burrow into him and he whispers, “You’re my angel, Ash, your mine. Mo grá. I’m so sorry.”
He buries his face in my neck and I shatter into a million pieces as his walls begin to crumble and I’m exposed to all his fears and perceived short comings, and then there is his sorrow over a child that he was helpless to protect. His loss is so profound I nearly buckle under the weight of it. Now I know what he has been holding back from me, all the anguish and horror he suffered while roaming through The Underworld looking for the rift, looking for me. All the while there was a constant companion he couldn’t save, a soul that saved him from certain death, not once but more times than he can count. Then, there is the fear that he should have been able to be more, even while his abilities were bound and that he does not measure up and will not be able to protect his family in the coming war. I cling to him and send him all my love and soothing comforting thoughts while my heart aches for him and his loss.
Through our link, I say, “I love you.” Aloud I ask, “Tell me about him?” Alaric stiffens in my grasp and I reach up and grasp his face tenderly in my hands and whisper, “No, don’t shut down on me. Honor Pip. Honor his memory. Tell me about him.”
“You’re right, Ash,” Alaric grasps my hand, and with a heavy sigh we sit, he pulls me on to his lap and begins his tale. “You would have loved Pipperton, and when I’m done with the story of my time with him, you will understand why.”





Chapter 21
(Alaric)
It’s been almost a week since Ashlinn brought me back to The Mortal Realm. Since the night she came to me in the snow, each day has gotten a little better for me. I still feel hollow when I think of Pip and the image of his broken form haunts me. My nightmares have been relentless but being here with Ash and the twins has helped me deal with my loss. Luc’s parting words have played a large roll in my nightly torment, and I can’t help but wonder what Luc meant when he said that he would take care of the imps. Whatever his meaning, I certainly hope that Paynga is finding some peace, I’m not sure if that is even possible, I can’t even imagine what she must think of me. How she must hate me. I know that she will never forgive me for taken her son from her, how could she. I know that his death is on me, and I can’t seem to let that go. God, how I miss that kid. He filled such a large hole in me after my kindred link was suppressed, that, and I just flat out missed my family and he was there. He became family and as I mourn his loss, I vow that my children will know how brave and selfless Pipperton was, and how a mere child in The Underworld is the reason why I have been returned to them.
 I’m pulled out of my thoughts when I hear Lillie’s little voice, “Da…, da…, Da da.” She grins up at me, drool glistening on her pink lips. She’s rocking on her knees. I can’t help but smile as I swoop down and pick her up, holding her up high in the air, she squeals in delight. My daughter has the ability to salve my very soul. I cradle her close and she reaches for my face with both her chubby little hands. I’m taken off guard when I feel healing energy course through me, seeking out my pain, my torment, and countering it with warmth, and love.
Sighing, I lean in and whisper, “Thank you, daughter.” I gently kiss her forehead, the love I feel coming off of her is beyond anything that I deserve. “I love you Lillie, so much.” She snuggles in, and for a moment everything is right with the world.
Ashlinn walks in with a sleepy Lachlan and smiles at the sight of us. “Hey there, it’s nap time. I’m going to nurse the twins and then meet you and the others downstairs. Dagda should be here any time now. Everyone is gathering together. Evidently, they have some news to share. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad. I’m inclined to lean toward the latter.” She takes a seat in the large comfortable rocker, and I watch as she gets situated before handing a very sleepy Lillie over to her. The sight of my kindred with my children will never get old.
Sighing heavily, I say, “I guess it’s time for me to get back to the real world. Time for me to put everything behind me. Did you know that Lillie has healing majic?” Ashlinn’s look of surprise tells me that this is news to her and I push on quietly, “Right before you walked into the room with Lachlan she got my attention, and when I picked her up and held her close, it was as if she could sense my pain. A warmth washed over me, and in that moment my suffering was lifted. Being here with you and the twins helps make each passing day a little easier.”
“Alaric, we will always be here for you. As you will always be here for us.” Ashlinn smiles up at me and then down at the twins as they nurse. Lillie’s head falls to the side and Ashlinn chuckles, “Here, I think Lillie is done, she’s all but tuckered out, you take her and put her down and I’ll finish up with our hungry little man here.” I take Lillie from her and rock her gently while Ashlinn continues, “You know, Alaric, you don’t have to rush back into the fray of things. You can take your time here. We haven’t even been gone a full twenty-four hours yet from Faerie. I want you to take as much time as you need to grieve. Because once we get back, I have a feeling that all hell is going to break lose.”
I lay my sleeping daughter in her crib, and gently cover her, running my finger down her silky soft cheek before turning back to Ash, “I think you’re right. I think that The Morrígan may be on the move with her newly acquired demigod. That may be why Dagda is on his way here. Cú Chulainn has had time to acclimate to his current situation, which means that they will be looking for the last, and possibly the most important of the treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann. The Spear of Lugh. Dagda has his cauldron, we have the Sword of Light, and the Stone of Fál. As soon as The Morrígna get their greedy hands on the Spear of Lugh they will be ready to go to war. We can’t let that spear fall into their hands.”
Ashlinn stands to lay Lachlan down by his sister and we both watch as the two snuggle into the other. Their fox companions whine at our feet and we each reach down to pick them up and settle them in the crib with the kids. Ash turns to me and sighs, “We still have time. A whole week in fact.” Her concerned eyes look back at me.
She reaches up to cup my face in her hands before standing on tip toes to kiss me. I lean into her touch and meet her halfway, wrapping my arms around her, pulling her form to me. The kiss is gentle and reaffirming as our lips glide over each other. The moment she opens to me we all but melt into one another. Our mouths slowly exploring, our tongues tentatively dancing, tracing, and licking. Slowly, the heat between us grows and my hands find her hips and I pull her to me, cupping her cheeks, pressing her close to my arousal. I can feel her heat, scent her need, and our kiss grows more demanding. For the first time in forever, I feel as though I’m home.
“Hey, you two, Dagda just got here,” Lexie calls up the steps to us from the first floor.
Groaning, I break the kiss and murmur, “Later, you belong to me.” I kiss her forehead before tucking her into my chest, holding her close, “By the gods, Ash, I’ve missed you.” I kiss the top of her head and just breathe, knowing that we are back together. Back where we belong.
“I’ve missed you too, Elf-Man.” The two of us just stand there for a moment wrapped in each other’s arms before she sighs and looks up at me with her beautiful amber eyes and says, “Come on, let’s not keep the Dagda waiting. I have a feeling this is going to be important.”
We make our way downstairs to the back of the house. There’s a fire burning in the fireplace and Millie and Hank are puttering around the kitchen. The smell of homemade bread baking in the oven permeates the house. Flour covers the island. The two are wearing aprons and look to have been in a war with the white powder as they bicker amicably with one another and go about cleaning up their mess.
Beside me Ashlinn asks, “Millie, are we having hot browns tonight?” Through our bond I can sense that her excitement is building.
“Yes, dear. It seems like ages since I’ve fixed this for you and Lexie. The bread will be out of the oven shortly and will have to cool for a bit, but I anticipate having dinner ready in a couple of hours.”
“Oh Millie, thank you. I know that I don’t say it enough, but I appreciate your skills in the kitchen.”
Ashlinn is practically bouncing beside me and for the first time in a long time I chuckle at my kindred and her love of food. It feels like things are getting back to normal and I’m beginning to feel like my old self. My curiosity gets the better of me and I ask, “What’s a hot brown? It has to be something exceptionally good to have Ashlinn so excited.”
Millie smiles as she continues her clean up, drying her hands on her apron, “Well, you see, the hot brown is a Kentucky favorite and is what they call comfort food. It’s an open-faced sandwich. Each plate will have two slices of homemade bread, a layer of sliced turkey, sliced ham, sliced home grown tomatoes from Faerie and this will all be covered in a creamy white sauce topped with a couple of slices of cheddar cheese and bacon. The plates are put under the broiler just long enough to melt the cheese and crisp the bacon and voila the hot brown is born.”
“And it’s yummy! There’s nothing better on a cold wintery day than a good old Kentucky hot brown. Millie makes the best. Better than Ramsey’s in Lexington, and theirs are really good.”
Smiling, I look down at Ash, and say, “Then, I can’t wait.”
She stills beside me and looks at me curiously before grinning, “It’s good to have you back Elf-Man.” She whispers.
“It’s good to be back, I don’t know what Lillie did, but it feels as if a weight has been lifted. I still miss Pip, and I grieve his loss, but it has become more bearable. Now let’s find out what news Dagda has for us. I thought for sure everyone would be back here.”
“Come on Elf-Man, they’re probably in the study.” Turning she leads us toward the large study. Silently, I’m dreading what is to come, because from this point forward, our path is clear. We are heading toward war, whether we like it or not. My time with The Morrígan has affirmed that her intent is clear. She wants nothing more than to see Ashlinn on her knees groveling before her. She wants her to pay the ultimate price for meddling in her affairs. I can’t let that happen.





Chapter 22
(Ashlinn)
He’s back. Finally. Our link to one another is open and thriving. I’ve missed him so much, but I don’t even have time to appreciate my kindred’s return. We walk into a filled to overflowing room. The study is not as large and spacious as the library at Glenndale Loch, but it will do. I want Alaric to myself for a few more days before we head back to reality. I know that I’m being selfish, but I can’t help it, damn it.
“It’s about time, you two.” Jasmine exclaims as she bounds our way, Camoryn on her heels. He is so utterly smitten with her. I believe he would forgive her just about any transgression. Jasmine continues, “Dagda would not spill the beans until the two of you were present.”
The imposing god walks our way and I see that Lugh has accompanied him. I squeeze Alaric’s hand in my own and say through our link, “This can’t be good.”
“I was thinking the same thing. Let’s see what they have to say, mo grá.” Alaric clasps Dagda’s hand in his own and the two lean in for a man hug, shoulders bumping together as they smack each other on the back. Pulling back, Alaric asks, “So…, what news do the two of you bring?”
Dagda looks down at Alaric assessing him, “You look well, Alaric. How are you, lad?”
“Better. I’ve had some time to come to terms with everything, but that’s beside the point. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have news on the happenings in our enemy’s camp. We all might as well hear what you have to say.” Alaric pulls me into his side, holding me close, and I linger there before we both move to have a seat with the others.
Dagda looks to Lugh and says, “We have reason to believe that Cú Chulainn has been compromised and is now loyal to Morríganna since his resurrection. He has been seen very recently on the outskirts of what we believe to be The Morrígan’s fortress, in large part thanks to you Ashlinn. We sent spies to the west to the general location that you described from your dream walking attempts to find Alaric. He travels with a company of Fomorians and they are heading toward the Northern Territories. We have informed your father Alaric, and his army stands poised to take action at the first sign of any kind of trouble, but I believe that Lainn will avoid drawing attention to their group. We believe that he is after the Spear of Lugh.”
He pauses, and I look over at Lugh who is sitting quietly beside Dagda, his features schooled and set in hard lines, before saying, “Lugh, it’s not his fault. Morríganna probably had him drink from her cursed elixir. If that is the case, then he will more than likely follow her bidding, like others have before him. He won’t have a choice, but in the end, he will still have a decision to make. Even if he has been cursed by the phantom queen. Just maybe the curse can be used against Morríganna once he realizes what she has done to bind him to her to do her bidding.”
The sky god’s eyes find my own and he replies, “I do hope you are right, Ashlinn. I know that he will need to make a choice, I just wish that there was something more that we could do to put a wedge in between the two of them. At one time, before Fandra came along, he was completely besotted with Morríganna. The two were an item on and off for years. I fear that even though he is back from The Underworld that he will fall back into her waiting arms, thinking that Fandra is forever more out of his reach.”
“There might be something,” Alaric speaks up and looks to my mother and Dagda, “Luc said something about Lainn learning the truth of his kindred’s demise. He said that once Lainn learned the truth, he would want Morríganna dead. Do either of you know what he was talking about?”
“No…, but I’m willing to bet that she played a huge roll in what went down between Manannán, Fandra, and Lainn. Everyone at the time knew she was the scorned lover.” My mother imparts.
“Well, we need to find out what went down. That could be enough to snap Lainn out of his current devotion to her wicked highness. Now, you said that he was riding north. Why do you think he is heading that way? Is he after the spear?” Alaric asks.
Lugh’s reply is quick, “Yes, you see, I gave the spear over to my son and asked him to take it to the dwarfs for safe keeping. The dwarfs are the only ones that hold the clues to the whereabouts of the spear.”
“Why the dwarfs?” I ask, “and how many days ride to the dwarfs’ territory?”
Dagda assesses me before replying, “They are apparently traveling the lesser known paths. We believe that Cú Chulainn means to stay out of sight, or as close to it as he can. He was heading toward the Dorcha Forest where the trolls and goblins reside. It will take them several days just to traverse the forest and its many winding paths and possible pitfalls. The Dorcha Forest leads upward to Ardland Gap in the Oighreata Mountains. The mountain passes where they are heading are very dangerous to traverse, covered year-round in ice and snow. I believe it will take his company at least a week to reach their destination, possibly longer if they run into trouble. I’ll let Lugh weigh in on why he commissioned the dwarfs.”
We are all eagerly awaiting Lugh to respond. He inclines his head to the group and begins, “You see, dwarfs are master miners and craftsman. They see the value in certain objects. Once they are commissioned to a task they are very dedicated to following the implicit instructions of their new master. You see, I paid the dwarfs rather handsomely for the task at hand and I asked that my spear be hidden away in an underground labyrinth that they were to design to hide the lost city of Gorias. It seemed fitting that the spear would find its final resting place in the city from which it was forged.”
Lexie is the first to speak up, “Wait a minute. Why do you refer to Gorias as a lost city if the dwarfs know exactly where it is? I thought Gorias was lost along with several other cities. Will Cú Chulainn have a free pass to get to the city when the dwarfs see him? Didn’t you say that you tasked your son with going to the dwarfs to accomplish this task?”
“First of all, not many people know what happened to Gorias. Once upon a time, the city was a majical place that floated above the northern most reaches of the Oighreata Mountains. It was reigned by an ice goddess, by the name of Cailleach, and it is said that she fell in love with Belenus the god of summer. They were polar opposites and their love was star-crossed from the very beginning. Cailly, as she liked to be called, was like a delicate snowflake. Her beauty was unique, and she was fated to remain in her city ensconced in ice and surrounded by other winter fae creatures. Whereas, if Belenus ventured into her domain, her city would melt bringing summer with him. It is said that she died of a lonely broken heart, and when she did so, her city lost its majic and slowly began to sink from its lofty height in the skies. As it continued its descent, the earth below it opened up and the city was swallowed whole. Never to be seen above ground again. The dwarfs know of its whereabouts because they were tasked to be its keepers. Gorias now resides under the northern most reaches of the Oighreata Mountains. Not only has it become the resting place for my spear, but Cailleach’s final resting place as well. The dwarfs swore their fealty to their ice queen. They see the spear as an extension of their long dead queen. Anyone is allowed access to the labyrinth, if you know that it’s there. It has been enchanted. It will be difficult to navigate, and most will become forever lost within its confines.”
Everyone sits in stunned silence at the tale that Lugh just spun as we digest what we are up against. I can’t help the sigh that escapes me. Once more we are pitted against almost impossible odds.
Alaric squeezes my hand and pulls me closer to him before asking, “When do we need to leave out? The Spear is legendary. If Cú Chulainn gets his hands on that weapon, we lose. Plain and simple. No one has ever lost a battle that wields that spear. You both know that, it’s what we have all been taught of the histories as children. We already know that Cú Chulainn has the advantage when it comes to his battle ríastrad. Even Luc said that he was nigh on impossible to defeat, so he absolutely cannot obtain that spear. If he does, then we have to work on plan B and C to save all The Realms from The Morrígna’s reign, but more than likely, all will be lost.”
Alaric’s words ring ominously throughout the study, until Millie’s voice calls out from the kitchen. “Hot browns are served! Come and get’em while they’re hot!”
“Come on everyone, let’s continue this conversation over dinner. I love my hot browns, but they are best served… hot.”





Chapter 23
(Ashlinn)
Dinner was a quiet affair. Even Dagda and Lugh seemed unusually subdued. Which drove home the urgency of the matter at hand. After dinner, we decide to meet back here in four days-time. Dagda is off to meet up with his succubus girlfriend who resides here in The Mortal Realm, shockingly enough, I think he is entirely smitten with the dark fae female. Lugh decides to head back to Faerie, and it is agreed that Dagda will come for him when the time is right, once we all return to The Otherworld. The rest of us are scattered about between Lexie’s house and mine, some have even decided to head back to Glenndale Loch for the time being. We have a few days to reconnect as a family before we head back to Faerie. As thankful as I am for this time, I want more.
How can I have ascended to become a goddess if I’m so selfish? Not for the first time, have I begun to doubt my role for all the realms. My family has become my whole world, and maybe that’s the key. I will do anything to protect them from what I somehow know to be on the horizon. They are all precious to me, that includes everyone here tonight, my Keepers, my Guardians, my kindred, my children, my friends.
Watching from the kitchen, I see that Alaric is finally reconnecting with the twins since his return from The Underworld. It’s only about time, and I can’t help the smile that curves my lips as I watch this utterly obnoxious crew of mine. I’m tidying up in the kitchen when my attention is caught by an early newscast. Reaching for the remote, I turn up the volume and walk around the island over to where Alaric, the guys, and Jasmine are playing with the twins, in order to tucker them out before bed.
“Hey guys, I think we need to watch this.” I say, gaining their attention, pointing to the scene about to play out on the television.
The pretty redheaded reporter appears standing on the cold cliffs of Ireland with the iconic Dunluce castle in the background, the tendrils of her hair riding the obviously chilled wind that buffers her form. Her cheeks and nose are a rosy red, obviously, the footage was shot earlier in the day. The blue caption at the bottom of the screen reads, Unexplained red glow has been detected in Mermaid’s cave below Dunluce’s remains. All heads in the room turn to listen to the reporter as she begins, her Irish accented voice announces, “Earlier today a local fisherman reported to authorities that they had sighted an eerie red glow, pulsating from the cave below the ruins of Dunluce castle, known as Mermaid’s cave. Evidently, word got out about the mysterious red light and all matter of tourist and locals flocked to the sight to see if they could catch a glimpse of this unheard-of phenomenon before the local authorities descended on the scene. Since then, the coast guard has begun patrolling as well as other unnamed authorities. At this point, no one, but the authorities have been allowed entrance to the castle or the cave below, and no one is talking to the press. The closest anyone has been able to get to the cave since the authorities have taken over is by air. As you can see, the sun is about to set behind me, and as always, the ruins are picturesque, but tonight the sky is marred by multiple helicopters as well as ships surrounding the area. All attempting to get a glimpse of this mysterious light that has yet to be explained.” The footage switches from the reporter standing on the cliffs to a camera shot zooming in on the cave below the ruins, and sure enough a reddish, pulsating light can be faintly seen coming from the depths of the dark cave. She continues, off camera, “I have never seen anything like this before, and can only speculate as to what could possibly be the result of this unknown phenomenon. We will do our best to keep viewers abreast of the situation. For now, this is Dawn Walsh reporting from Dunluce castle, Northern Ireland. Back to you.” The local American news anchor picks up where the reporter leaves off, speculation is running high, and apparently no one knows what to make of the recent discovery, so the anchor turns the broadcast over to the weatherman as they discuss our total snow fall over the last several days.
As much as I don’t want to say it, I know I must, I voice what the others are thinking, “Guys, we may need to move up our timeline. The rift has broken through to The Mortal Realm. That’s the only thing it can be, that pulsating glow looks just like the rift left behind in Cú Chulainn’s crypt.”
Tarron hands over Lachlan and we all gather around, Alaric wraps his free arm around me, pulling me close, each of us with a child on the opposite hip, leaning into one another. He places a kiss on my temple and sighs, “We should move up our timeline. Instead of four days, let’s cut that in half. It will give us a little extra time to plan. The rift will not grow as quickly here as it has in The Otherworld. Once we get back to Faerie we will need to head out. Tarron, I can never repay you for coming with Ashlinn to The Underworld, thank you for being here for me and my family, your support means everything. I’m going to be okay now thanks to you all, but Tarron, I think that it's time for you to go be with your Horde. Time to rally the troops, if you know what I mean. Whatever happens when we go to meet with the dwarfs will lead us to battle with The Morrígna’s army and their allies. The Otherworld is about to go to war. We need to be prepared for that. Camoryn can trace you back to Raven’s Claw Keep. Our armies will need to be ready. We will need to march toward Lár Domhain. We decide where this war will take place, and it’s only fitting that it should be on neutral ground between the four territories of The Otherworld.”
Tarron reaches for Alaric and he pulls his arm away from me to clasp Tarron’s forearm in his own. “Then I will make it so, Alaric. We will fight together… as brothers. It’s good to have you back.” Tarron looks from Alaric to me and smiles, “Mo solas…,” he sighs, “I will miss your bright presence, and your sass.” Looking between the two of us, he smiles, “When I get back, I’m going to contact Justice, the Sky Sentinel, I’m going to try to sway his kind to our side. They will be a worthy ally. The Morrígan will not expect their defection, they have always been hers to command, but in this, we may be able to sway their allegiance.”
“Thank you, Tarron. Anything you can do to add to our numbers. Although, I’m not sure that I’m ready to see that Sky Sentinel again, any time soon. I hope that Justice understands.”
“Now, now, mo solas, is that any way to make friends within the lands of Faerie?’ Tarron teases with a wink.
“Do what you must, you incorrigible incubus.” I huff with a sly smile.
Alaric pulls me close and nuzzles my neck, by all that is holy, I love him so.
“Okay, everyone, we meet back here in two days, ready to head back to The Otherworld. Enjoy this time of reprieve. It may be the last we have for a while.” Alaric’s tone is ominous and before long we are left alone as everyone traces away to leave us on our own. Looking around our quiet house, I look down to see that Lachlan has fallen asleep on my shoulder, his chubby little hands clutching at my turtleneck sweater and my hair. My left-hand hovers over the crown of his tiny head, before settling on his dark brown curls as I hold him close to me. I look over to see that Lillie is also sound asleep. Alaric and I quietly make our way back up to their crib and settle the two for the night. We quickly change them into their sleeping gowns and get their two furry companions settled with them for the night, before breathing a sigh of relief.
Looking over at Alaric, I reach out to pull him to me, and sigh, “Finally. We’re alone. I think that these two are down for the night. I’ve missed you Elf-Man.”
“I’m sorry, mo grá.” Alaric holds me close as if I’m a fragile doll that he’s afraid of breaking.
“What are you sorry for, Alaric?”
“I’m sorry for putting so much distance between us.”
Pulling him in to our bedroom and closing the door behind us, I say, “Don’t you dare apologize for grieving. You have every right to grieve the loss of Pip in any way you see fit.”
“Ashlinn, it wasn’t just Pip and you know it. I became withdrawn from you when I began to question my role in your life and that of our children once the binding cuffs were placed on me. I should have been stronger, not physically, but mentally and spiritually.” He sighs, pulling me to him and kissing me gently on the top of my head.
I hold him tightly in my grasp before looking back up into his mesmerizing blue eyes. I search their clear depths before reaching up and taking his face in my hands, to say, “You are not and never have been weak. You had it all wrong when you said that I alone was the glue that held us all together. I’m not whole without you. Alaric, we are the glue. There is no glue without you and me together. I need you and you need me, it is the way of our kindred bond, and don’t you ever forget it Elf-Man.”
His eyes twinkle as he leans down to kiss me. “You’re right. Not ever again, álainn. I seem to remember telling you, what seems like ages ago, that I would be sticking to you like glue. I’m over the self-doubt, mo grá. I promise. I love you. I love our two babes, and I adore our life together. I will never again allow myself to succumb to insecurities that are unfounded. I’ll admit that The Morrígan and The Underworld did a number on me, but you deserve better, and I intend to be better. For you and our children.”
Standing on tip toes, I pull his mouth down to meet my own, and whisper against his lips, “That’s all I need, all we need from you, just be yourself. You’re perfect just the way you are. Now, Elf-Man, just kiss me. We’re not complete without you. I need your touch. I need you to love me.”
He sighs and pulls me closer and I melt into him. “Whatever you need, Ash. I’m here for you.”
“Love me, Alaric.” I sigh into his touch and relax into my mate, “Just hold me, I’ve missed you so much.”
“And I have missed you, more than I can bear.”
Our need for one another takes precedence, and Alaric quickly takes control. In moments I’m on my back, Alaric poised above me with a wicked smile on his lips, his dimples popping out, God, how I’ve missed those dimples. Our bond is now one hundred percent open to one another. Closing my eyes, I just allow his emotions to wash over me. In this moment, I’m so happy that tears spill from my eyes. My Elf-Man is back.
“Shhh, yes mo grá, I’m back. I intend to show you just how much I adore you. Just how much I have missed you.”
“We’ve got all night.”





Chapter 24
(Alaric)
I know that I’ve only slept for a few hours, but it feels so good to have finally put everything that has happened behind me. Lying here with Ashlinn curled around me is perfection. We have a little more than twenty-four hours here in The Mortal Realm before we need to head back to Faerie, back to the fray of things as Ashlinn said only yesterday afternoon. Then we thought we would have more time than we do. Reflecting back on our time here, I realize that I’ve wasted so much of the time that we could have had together. Last night, she loved every inch of my body. Scars and all. It was like she paid homage to all my pain and suffering, acknowledging what happened to me while we were apart, all the while imparting tender loving attention to all the ragged scars left on my back from my time with The Morrígan. Loving me as only Ashlinn can. I plan on making up for lost time to Ash and to the twins, but right now in this moment, I need Ash again. The last few hours have not been nearly enough to satisfy my longing. I know that she’s tired, but I crave to be inside her again, making love to her, over and over again. I will never get enough of my kindred.
Gently, I roll my mate over to her back and begin trailing kisses from her twitchy little ear, down the column of her alluring neck.  I intend on worshiping her beautiful full breasts before claiming her again. I know now that I have denied my need for her too long. Palming her generous breasts in my rough hands I lower my mouth to lick, nip, and suck her tip to a taut nub. Her reaction is immediate, and her hands are at the back of my head, threading her fingers through my over long hair. Ashlinn’s moan of pleasure is all I need and within an instant I’m poised above her and whisper, “I need to be inside you, Ash. I need you quivering around me like I need air to breathe.” Ashlinn’s sleepy amber eyes flicker open, and she smiles up at me as her hips lift in invitation. That’s all the sign I need as I ease into her. My need has taken over and I can no longer control myself. My rhythm becomes frantic in my need to find release within my kindred mate. My need to give her release, for both of us to come together to that beautiful precipice of pure oblivion wrapped around one another. I flood our bond with everything that I’m feeling. My need. My love. My desire. My utter devotion and I receive all that back and more through our link.
Ashlinn is always so responsive to my touch, and I know all her telltale signs of her impending release. I slow my rhythm just before to draw out our pleasure before hitting her sweet spot one last time. I feel her the moment she shatters around me and that is all it takes for me to find my release. Holding her close to me, I collapse on top of her as I continue to shudder inside her fluttering walls. In a gruff voice, I say, “By the goddess, Ashlinn, I’ve missed this. I’ve missed us. You would think that after that I would be spent, but I need you again.”
Ashlinn smiles up at me, her eyes hooded, her cheeks flushed, and her beautiful caramel colored hair tousled and says, “Then by all means Elf-Man, have your fill of me. I assure you it is no hardship to be on the receiving end of your need.” Her voice is sultry, and a teasing smile plays upon her kiss swollen lips as she arches upward. “We have more than enough time to sate your and my desires this morning.” She then slides her hands down to my ass and presses up into me as we begin gently rocking together.
Taking her mouth with my own we both begin again. Pulling away, I rain kisses down on her and whisper, “Once more will never be enough, mo grá.”

(Alaric)
We spend the day making it a game to see how many times we can get away from the others to get lost in one another’s arms. By late afternoon, our disappearing acts have not fooled anyone, and as we enter the sitting room in the back of the house, all eyes are on us. Everyone has a shit eating grin on their faces and Tolin just shakes his head sadly before saying, “Seriously?”
I look down at Ashlinn and the two of us bust out laughing. Looking around the room, I say, “Well, I guess the jig is up, but don’t think for one moment that it won’t happen again.” I wrap my arms around Ashlinn and pull her to me to kiss her soundly on the mouth before pulling back and smiling down at her. Speaking to no one in particular, I say, “I’m making up for lost time.”
Ash swats me on the arm before saying, “Stop it, you’re incorrigible,” she grins back up at me. “On a little more serious note, why don’t we bundle the kids up and take them outside in the snow. I haven’t taken them out and I would love to see what their reaction is.”
About that time Lexie sweeps into the room holding a fussy Sammy. They are both covered in melting snow, and she announces, “Well don’t count on them liking it. I thought Sammy would love it. He has fussed all the way over here. I thought it would be fun to walk, which by the way really was not as fun as I would have thought. The snow is up to my waist in some spots. Ash, I’ve never seen snowfall like this, and the weatherman is calling for an additional four inches tonight. What gives? It’s not like we haven’t already gotten a foot and a half already.” She huffs as she hands Sammy over to Jasmine, so she can get out of her winter coat.
I can’t help but ask, “Where’s Declan?”
“Oh, he went back to get the car.”
“Hold that thought,” I say as I rush from the room to the front door. I step out onto the porch to find Declan’s retreating back as he is about to disappear into the trees, and call after him, “Declan, get back here. When you two are ready to head back Ashlinn and I can trace you back home.” I watch as he turns and trudges back my way.
As he gets to the snow-covered steps, I hear him mutter, “Damn, I forgot about that. Glad you caught me before I got too much farther. The temperature is definitely dropping out here. It’s probably best that we are heading out tomorrow.”
I clap Declan on the shoulder and usher him inside before turning back to look around the property. He’s right. It’s downright frigid out here. Heading back in, I secure the door behind me and make my way back into our gathering spot back by the kitchen. Reaching for the TV remote I quickly find the weather channel.
“Hey, I was watching that -” Jasmine quips.
“Shhh, Jaz. Give me just a minute.” I watch as the forecast pops up for this area. Sure enough, they are calling for an additional six to ten inches of snow and the temperatures are going to continue to fall into the single digits. Evidently, extreme weather is being reported around the globe and from the extended forecast more bad weather can be expected over the next two weeks.
Ashlinn comes up beside me and says, “That can’t be right. That forecast looks like it should be for the Arctic Circle, not Kentucky.”
“I think Declan is right, it’s probably best that we head out tomorrow. The Mortal Realm has a lot more to worry about than the rift between the realms. Extreme weather is being reported around the globe. Some areas are experiencing heat waves, the likes of which have never been recorded, along with drought, while other areas are being subjected to blizzard like conditions crippling nations. We should enjoy the rest of the time we have here before we leave out tomorrow afternoon. We can see to it that Declan, Lexie, and little Sammy get home without having to trudge back over to their house through the coming blizzard.”
From the kitchen Millie announces, “A perfect night for a pot of chili. Who wants to help me throw it together?”
Jasmine and Lexie are quick to volunteer. Ashlinn makes to step forward, but I wrap my arm around my mate and quietly sidestep toward the door. The twins are entertaining everyone in the middle of the carpeted floor, so I know that we are good to sneak away. Ashlinn smiles her naughty smile back up at me, and we’re off.
From the room behind us, I hear T say, “Damn. Seriously? How many times is that today?” I can’t help but laugh as I make off with Ashlinn, again. I can’t remember the last time I felt so lighthearted and I for one am going to enjoy every last moment of this time before it comes to an end.





Chapter 25
(Ashlinn)
Yesterday was perfect. Between bouts of Alaric and I disappearing for twenty or so minutes at a time, we spent much of the day just playing with the twins and surrounded by our extended family. Later in the evening, after everyone left us for the night, I caught Alaric with Lachlan and Lillie, recounting a tall tale about a young male imp, named Pipperton, who was brave beyond his years, with courage enough to save a lost god in The Underworld from certain death. The two were totally engrossed in Alaric’s not so tall tale. I watched from the door, just out of their line of sight as the three together began to yawn, until one by one they fell asleep, the children snuggled into the crook of Alaric’s arms. He held them gently, but securely. It was the most perfect moment of our time spent at our Kentucky home.
This morning we went about closing up the house and headed back to The Otherworld. As much as I hated leaving our snowy home here in The Mortal Realm, I realize that it is becoming easier to leave this world that I grew up in behind. I’m happy to be back in Faerie at Glenndale Loch. Standing on the terrace with Lachlan and Lillie, I feel energized and at home, but I can feel a change in the air. It’s more crisp somehow, and some of the tree’s leaves are beginning to change ever so slightly. I bet that the autumn colors here are a sight to behold. I kiss both my babies on the forehead and smile down at their beautiful little cherubic features. “Come on you two, we’re going to be late for our meeting.” I trace the three of us down to the entrance of the library, which I rarely do within the confines of the Keep. As we pop into the hallway, Lachlan squeals in delight, and then the next moment he disappears out of my arms. His residual laughter echoing in the hallway as I begin to panic. He’s never done this before. Where did he go? I look all around us before crying out, “Alaric?! Lachlan just traced?!”
I race into the library to see everyone transfixed by my son sitting in the middle of the large mahogany table. He’s cooing and gurgling in delight at his accomplishment. His hearty little laughter at seeing me race into the room with his sister in my arms soothes my worried soul. He reaches out with both hands up, his little fingers moving in a motion that means he wants to be picked up, and then he says, “Mama!” One second he is sitting on the table, and the next his chubby little arms are wrapped around my neck and my arm instinctively wraps around his little bottom.
“Well snap!” I exclaim, looking back at Alaric, “We have our very own little Jack-Jack on our hands.” I mutter, just happy that he’s back in my arms again.
“Who’s Jack-Jack?” Someone mumbles.
Lexie laughs, and explains, “Jack-Jack is a fictional character, he’s the baby from a popular animated movie about a family of superheroes in The Mortal Realm. Ash, I’m glad it’s you and not me that has a child that can pop in and out of a room whenever he wants. That’s going to make things interesting, don’t you think?”
“Honestly Lex, I don’t know what to think.” I look down at Lachlan as I hand Lillie off to Alaric, and say, “Lachlan, sweetie, you scared mommy. I had no idea where you went.” His features cloud over as his enthusiasm begins to wane, and I continue, “You are so bright… and so gifted, and everything your Da and I could possibly want in our son, but please, no more tracing for a little while until we can figure out how to follow you. Okay? You nearly gave your mama a heart attack.”
Lachlan reaches up to pat my face with his baby hands and babbles, “Mama… my mama.” Then he nuzzles into my neck.
Looking up at Alaric, I ask, “Do you think he understands?” I can’t imagine what I will do if he decides to trace back to our home in The Mortal Realm or worse. I have no idea as to how we can follow him or how to even know where he has gone.
“Only time will tell mo grá, but I think he wants to make it up to you for scaring the daylights out of you. I don’t think he's going anywhere tonight except close to your side.”
I sigh and pat my little Elf-Man on the back and kiss the top of his head, his soft dark curls tickle my lips, “I love you too, baby boy.” Then I proceed with a tickle attack to lighten his mood. His laughter is immediate and lightens my heart.
Dagda pops into the room with his sexy little Succubus tucked close to his side. He looks about at everyone standing around us, and asks, “What did we miss?” His loud booming voice startles the kids, as always.
Jasmine is quick to chime in, “Lachlan can trace! He did it for the first time, just moments before you arrived.”
Dagda’s response is a hearty laugh before replying, “Well that took longer than I expected. What about our little flower? Has Lillie shown any other signs of her gifts?”
“She can heal. She used her gift on me, but where I can heal the physical body, I think she may also be able to heal a damaged soul… a sort of spiritual healing.” Alaric announces to the room at large and everyone begins to talk amongst themselves.
We have officially been derailed from the original reason for our meeting given the recent turn of events, and the meeting hasn’t even started yet. I smother Lachlan with kisses before calling the whole room to order, “Everyone… settle down. We have a lot to discuss and not a lot of time to do it!” Turning a pointed look toward Dagda, I ask, “Before we get started, just who is your friend? Now, don’t be rude, Dagda. I believe that you have kept your female friend here under wraps long enough. Out with it.” I tease with a barely contained smile, remembering the two together the night of Tarron’s pronouncement that he would be crowned The Horde King. The celebration afterwards was one I will not forget as I watched all matter of dark fae give into their baser tendencies.
“Ashlinn…” he scolds, his cheeks tinged with the slightest hint of pink.
“Dagda?” I counter with a teasing grin, shocked that embarrassment has colored his cheeks. It’s then that I realize that this female means a great deal to our beloved Dagda.
“Alright, then, my dear,” Dagda smiles down at his companion before announcing to the room, “this is Sasha and she and I are… well, we’re not sure what we are at this exact moment, but we are looking forward to finding out what we may be to one another. Sasha is one of Tarron’s horde. She has pledged her fealty to him and to our cause. I ask that you please welcome her into our midst.”
Smiling, I step forward holding out my free hand, “Welcome Sasha.” She looks down at my sleepy child and back up again.
“Thank you, My Lady. You are so blessed. You have not one, but two younglings,” she smiles hesitantly, and places her hand on the top of Lachlan’s head, before saying, “He’s such a little angel.”
Lachlan reaches for me bashfully and snuggles in close. I can’t help but smile at his shy reaction, looking back up at Dagda’s Succubus, I reply, “He is such a ham, and is going to be quite the handful. Sasha, welcome to our humble group. We are all family here and you are most welcome. Our home is your home.” Turning to everyone gathered in the library, “Seriously, though, we are pressed for time, it’s getting late and we need to plan for the upcoming days. Do we have any additional intel on Cú Chulainn and his whereabouts? What is our current timeline? Just what exactly are we dealing with? Does anyone know?”
With that everyone gets down to business. Millie takes Lillie and Lachlan to put them down, but Lachlan is not having any of that. He is putting his newfound abilities to use. Each time he is put down, he appears wrapped around my neck. I wave Millie off when she comes for him again and I settle my little Elf-Man in my arms, hugging him to me. Millie brings Lillie to Alaric and we proceed.
Lugh has joined our gathering and imparts, “My sources tell me that my son and his company of Fomorian warriors are approaching the midway point of their travels. Here in lies the problem, from this point forward we will be unable to trace into this area. Once they pass over the threshold of what is known as Ardland Gap we will be forced to travel by foot or by horse. The dwarfs are very… private, and a tad… paranoid. They do not want just anyone able to pop into their territory unannounced. Many eons ago they warded their territory against anyone tracing in. I hate to say this, but if we trace into the furthest most point in that area in the morning, we will be behind my son at least a half day, if not longer. He is making remarkable time. It is as if he and his companions have not stopped to sleep or rest.”
“Then we can only hope that he is delayed by the maze, or that they will succumb to exhaustion at some point.” Declan says thoughtfully, “It’s not a perfect scenario, hopefully we can make up some time.”
I shake my head and ask, “Is there no other way to get ahead of them at this point? If Lainn is now under the influence of The Morrígan’s curse, then he may not need to stop to rest. The elixir is very powerful. We have seen firsthand what it is capable of, what I don’t understand is how their mounts have not needed rest.”
Lugh and Dagda look at one another, assessing, before replying, “Since they made better time than we thought they would. That could point toward allies that they encountered during their journey helping them along the way. Exchanging out their mounts for fresh horses. Listen, Tarron has been able to sway much of The Horde to follow him as their king, but many remain loyal to The Morrígan. She has had many years to cultivate her relationship with the dark fae, whereas Tarron has found that time is in short supply in his endeavor to establish his reign. I fear that The Horde will remain divided until after the war is all said and done.”
Alaric looks at me before asking, “Okay then, Lainn and his group are making good time and they obviously have allies at this point. Knowing what we know now, we need to except the fact that they are going to be ahead of us, if we choose to follow Cú Chulainn. What if we look for an alternate route? He’s working his way north from the south west. Have we given any thought into approaching from the north? Can we trace in closer if we take that direction? That’s Rime territory. Beyond the other side of the mountain range. I have heard rumor that the dwarfs have a back entrance or exit to their mountain abode somewhere on the opposite side of the mountain range right into the winter fae’s territory. I’ve never been that far north, but my father and mother have a fairly good relationship with the fae that live there.”
Dagda and Lugh share a look before Dagda says, “That might work. Lugh and I can try to trace into their territory tonight to seek council with the Rime’s ruling pair. I have na been to their court in many a year. With any luck we can be back here by morning light with their blessing, along with information as to whether or not there is a hidden entrance into the dwarfs’ mountain tunnels.”
“Okay, I have to ask. What or who are the Rime?” I implore as Lachlan pulls my hair to his cheek and nestles into the crook of my neck, sucking on his thumb with his index finger curled around his pert little nose. By the gods I love my little Elf-Man.
Alaric gains my attention as he floods our link with images of the winter fae before saying, “They are our cousins from the north. Much like the Forrest Elves they look a bit different from us ordinary garden variety elves. They have very unique qualities. Because of their uniqueness, they do not travel to warmer climates, they cannot survive any temperatures above freezing. They are the winter fae and for the most part do not socialize with the rest of the fae in Faerie unless we travel to their court.”
“Okay, I think I understand now. So… we wait for Dagda and Lugh till morning to determine our next step?”
“Yes, ceann beag, we will be back early on the morrow. Be prepared and dressed warmly. The tempertures in Rime territory are quite frigid. Until then.” He nods curtly to us all before both he, with Sasha, and Lugh wink out of sight, leaving us to discuss our options before we all head to bed for a good night’s sleep. I can sense that our time table for this war is beginning to speed up, and I can’t help but worry about how all of this will end.             





Chapter 26
(Ashlinn)
The morning has arrived and with it the air has turned cooler yet. A layer of heavy fog shrouds the loch in the early morning light. The fire crackles and snaps in the grate as we prepare to meet everyone for our morning meal. This morning we are dressed in our battle gear as we prepare to head to Rime territory. Last night, Alaric explained to me that Rime is another word for hoarfrost, which totally makes sense now. Hopefully, Dagda and Lugh will have good news to impart upon their return. Otherwise, we will find ourselves playing catch up behind Cú Chulainn, and we are all in agreement that cannot happen. It definitely will not bode well for the realms if we fall behind Lainn.
As we enter the large dining hall the mood is a somber one. Everyone seems to be on pins and needles except for Alaric and me. I look upon his handsome face and smile, and he reaches up to gently stroke the curve of my cheek. My sweet devoted Elf-Man, I love him so and I’m so happy to have him back. We discussed what we believe is to come until the wee hours of the morning last night. I’ve had no visions of impending doom. No premonitions. Nothing that will lead me to believe that we will not be successful in our quest today. No matter how long it takes us to traverse the maze and get to Gorias, hidden within the mountains. He and I both have taken that to be a good omen. A sign of good things to come, but there is a tiny part of me that urges us to not be overly confident in the task before us. Anything can happen. My visions have always been limited to those that are closest to me, which brings me a bit of concern. With every step we take we are that much closer to war. A war that will not only shape this realm, but all realms. I can’t help but think that there will be surprises ahead, secrets revealed. This has all been prophesied, and we are all caught up in something that is so much bigger than us all.
There is none of the usual morning banter that I’ve become accustom to. We all finish our morning meal and begin quietly making our way to the library, hoping beyond hope that Dagda has good news. As we walk into the enormous room, Dagda’s booming voice announces, “You will need your mounts! We have little more than an hour to make our way back to Rime territory. The winter fae are waiting for us and are eager to meet you Ashlinn, you and Alaric.”
Sighing, I turn to my kindred. Honestly, I just want all of this over. I say, “We need to say goodbye to the twins,” turning back to Lexie, I say, “Lex, we need Morgwais for the coming battle, not in this, but the final leg. I need you to find her. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that she is important to The Morrígna’s downfall. You. Must. Find her!”
Lexie grabs hold of my arm and pledges, “Ash, I know you’re right, I feel it too, I will find her. No matter where she is. Now go, do what you must, but be safe!”
“Thank you. I’ll see you when we get back. I love you Lexie.” I pull her into a desperate hug. Clutching her to me.
“I love you too!” She says and pulls back. With that, Lexie races away, Declan and Nemus on her heels, her tumultuous red hair trailing behind her. I watch her go, and for a moment wish that we could just be two young mothers enjoying a beautiful autumn morning with our mates and our children. No worries, no impending war, but today is not that day.
Turning, with a heavy sigh, I ready myself for the day to come. Things have become rather chaotic as everyone rushes around preparing to leave. Alaric and I just look at one another before we trace to our chambers to say one final farewell to our children this morning. Both are sitting in their crib playing quietly. They look up when we enter the room, knowing that we are getting ready to leave, and both begin to pout. I just hate that we are constantly leaving these two behind. They may be just our wee babes as Dagda would say, but they are most definitely old souls, and they have begun to figure out the way of things in our extremely complicated lives. I can only hope that we are able to put this all behind us soon. I reach out with open arms and Lachlan is there in the blink of an eye, his arms wrapped tightly around my neck. I laugh and squeeze my little Elf-Man close as he continues to exercise his new-found tracing ability.
Alaric leans over the edge of the crib and swoops in to lift Lillie high up into the air, her bubbling laughter is infectious. He presses sweet kisses all over her face and says, “Soon, Lillie Joanna, you will be able to trace as well, but for now, your Mother and I need for you to be an anchor for our wayward little guy over there. It’s important that you two stay out of trouble this time. Do you understand?”
On some level, both of our children get it, and for some reason they are okay with us leaving them this time. We say our final farewells and hand our children over to Millie, my mother, and their Guardian protectors.
My mother gains my attention when she pulls me into a hug and whispers, “Stay safe, baby girl.”
I pull back and take my mother in, today she is literally glowing, and I whisper with a knowing smile, “I can’t wait to meet my little brother or sister. Take care of yourself and your grandchildren over there.” Then on a more serious note, I reach up and kiss her lightly on the cheek before confessing on a whisper, “I love you mother.”
She pulls me in and hugs me even more tightly than before and says, “I love you too. You will always be my baby girl, Ashlinn. Now go… before I try to do something crazy. Like… locking you and these beautiful grandchildren of mine away from harm’s way. I mean it Ashlinn, you and Alaric be safe. The Rime are good fae, they will not lead you astray, but the dwarfs… their allegiance can be swayed. They are a greedy lot, and you both would do well to remember that.”
I nod, tucking that nugget of information away before taking Alaric’s hand in my own. With one last look at our children we trace. I’m comforted in knowing that they are being moved to our twilight realm and are in capable hands as we head toward the stables. Both of us are carrying enough weapons on us to support a small army. Our mounts are waiting for us and Alaric assists me as I mount my beautiful, recently acquired Shire horse. Alaric mounts Tempest while I sit astride my beautiful steed, who I have named Storm. She is a beautiful dapple grey, her mane the color of ash, and, for the most part, she is all differing shades of black, grey and white, her coat speckled in spots on her sides. We connected the moment we met. She’s gentle with me but I can tell that she is also fierce. Tempest is very protective of her as well, and when they are turned out to pasture, he is always by her side. My one wish is that we could have had more time together before going after Cú Chulainn, but that can’t be helped. So many things have taken precedence of late.
“Everyone ready?” My mate calls out, “We trace to Rime territory in just a few moments. Dagda and Lugh will take Ashlinn and myself, and then the four of us will trace back and gather the rest of our team. So be on the ready.”
One by one we trace to a frigid clearing that is snow covered and nestled into the foothills of a looming mountain range. Dagda mutters, “Now Ashlinn, we go back and gather the rest. Are you good?”
I nod and trace back to the courtyard in the Keep. I gather Tolin and his mount and trace them to the snow-covered clearing. Tracing has become second nature in the last few months and as I continue to grow into my role, I’m becoming stronger. Before, I never would have thought that I could trace more than one other with me but today, I easily pull Tolin and his mount into my trace trail. It takes less than a couple of minutes for us all to appear in the snowy clearing. We agreed on a small group. We also agreed that we needed at least two Fomorians in our party to go up against Cú Chulainn and his company. When it’s all said and done, we are accompanied by Lugh, Dagda, Tolin, Lorcan, Fergus, Garrik, Camoryn, and Jasmine. After the last time, I learned my lesson when trying to exclude Jasmine from a mission. I smile over at my bestest sprite friend. From here on out, I will always give her the option to accompany me, always, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. She is fierce in her devotion. Today, she is in her faerie form and has her wings retracted for now, and as always, she is a vision to behold.
She smiles over at me and says sarcastically, “Thank the gods that I didn’t have to stow away in your stuffy, smelly bag this time. You nearly killed me the last time. Believe me, I haven’t forgotten that little mishap, and one of these days when you least expect it, I will get back at you for that.” I can’t help the grin that tugs on my lips as a vision of Jasmine flopping out of my bag in a crumpled heap in The Underworld pops into my mind. She was so pissed, and I had absolutely no idea that I had a stow away in my bag. I’ll not make that mistake again.
Looking about the clearing, I watch the early morning sun rise over a cloudy mountain range that appears to go on for as far as the eye can see. Our breaths vaporize in the crisp frosty air and rise above us in smoky plumes. Storm is antsy as she acclimates to the cooler temperatures. She chuffs and prances in the deep snow as the sun gets lost in the clouds that shroud the peaks of the mountain range. The chill in the air can’t be ignored, and I’m thankful for the fur lined cloak that Alaric insisted that I wear. The wintery scene is a bit majical. The trees are covered in layers of pristine white snow and frost. There is a hush in the clearing around us. The only things that I hear are the chuffs of our mounts and their shuffling hooves in the crunching top layer of snow. The wintery precipitation is a tangible thing here and I feel a small smile tug at my lips.
Alaric sidles up next to me, nudging my leg, “You like it here? Don’t you, mo grá?” He leans over and takes my hand in his own and I gently squeeze his fingers.
Smiling back, I reply, “Do you even need to ask?” Shaking my head and looking around, I say in a hushed tone, “It’s cold, but the air is crisp and invigorating. It’s nice here. I know that I’ve said this before, but I love the hush of the snow… it’s somehow… soothing to me. I don’t know how else to explain it. It’s just so serene.”
“Then, maybe we can help, Mother Keeper? The snow offers a certain feeling of… tranquility as it blankets the earth.” A melodic voice offers. From the somewhat darkened depths of the forest that surrounds the clearing we have traced into, the winter fae step forward. I am totally in awe and captivated by their frosty, alien beauty. I have never seen anyone like them before. Their skin looks as though it is the very fabric of frost itself and shimmers with a silvery radiance. Their skin tones are all cool lending to alabaster white, blues and violets. I have come to learn that many of the fae have crystalline blue eyes. The winter fae are no different, their eyes glow an unnatural crystalline blue, and in some cases, a vibrant violet. Their abundant hair is white and silver, and for the most part, totally straight, with a few exceptions. Frost and ice crystals tend to cling to them… on their hair, their eyelashes, and their clothing, as if they are the very same frigid temperatures as the crystals that cling to them. As they approach, they seem to glide effortlessly across the snow-covered ground. and their approach is quiet, not making any noise in their wake. The pair in the lead are beautiful and totally in sync with one another. I instantly recognize the two as a kindred pair, that and I believe the two to be ancients. I’m humbled by their presence before us, and in a moment of pure reverence I slip from my mount and bow before the most tranquil beings I have ever had the pleasure to encounter.
“Oh… my dear, you do not kneel before us. It is those of us here that should kneel before you, Mother Keeper.” The female in the lead announces, her voice musical.
“No. Never. It would not feel right. I’m so young and lacking in experience, I have so much to learn...” I hesitate, staring back at an ancient soul in reverence.
Alaric is by my side in a moment’s notice. It’s then that I notice that I’m knee deep in snow and the winter fae seem to hover above the winter precipitation. Curious. How do they do that?
Dagda is quick to speak up, “Our dear Ashlinn, is most humble. She is an old soul but has much yet to learn. We could not have been blessed with a better Keeper of Souls.” He beams down at Alaric and me, pride in his gaze, “Her kindred, Alaric and her, are perfectly matched. Please forgive us, but time is of the essence. As we discussed before, we are here on a most urgent matter. Is it within your power to help us?”
The two winter fae that stand before their troupe walk a few more paces in our direction. They are accompanied by a snow leopard and a snowy owl. Now that I have taken note of the animals that accompany the two, I see that each of the winter fae standing before us all have an animal companion. They range from the white and adorable winter minks, to artic foxes, winter white rabbits, silvery wolves, and even polar bears. As the sun breaks through the clouds, I notice that they are also accompanied by winter sprites, or are they frost sprites? Their wings glitter under the attention of the sun as it briefly breaks through the clouds overhead. They race toward Jasmine. Recognizing her as one of their own and they break into an animated conversation as they hover about her head.
My attention is brought back to the female in charge before us as she addresses us all, “Dagda, I do believe that we can help the Mother Keeper of Souls and the Father Guardian of Life. I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance, my dear. My name is Lady Elora and this is Lord Sylvar. We rule the Rime fae together, and we would like to welcome you all to our territory.” Her owl is perched in all his glory on her forearm, his golden eyed gaze watching our every move, assessing us all. He spreads his wings and Lady Elora nods her head as if the two are in silent conversation before he takes to the sky and I watch him rise steadily into the air heading for the mountains as he continues to climb higher and higher.
Turning back to Lady Elora, I ask, “Where is he going?”
Lord Sylvar smiles and answers, “Since our meeting with The Dagda and Lugh last night, we have been sending scouts out to watch for The Morrígan’s foot soldiers. As of last night, Cú Chulainn and the males that travel with him have yet to arrive. Elora’s spiorad ainmhí companion is going to scout the entrance to the dwarf’s domain. He will report back to us if there is any news. In the meantime, we will lead you and your companions toward the dwarf’s hidden entrance. We have remained their trusted guardians of this doorway. No one enters there without our express knowledge. They are aware that you and your companions will enter their domain. We have an alliance with the dwarfs, and they have agreed to give you a guide to traverse their shadowy domain.”
Suddenly, I remember the cave leading downward toward King Arthur’s final resting place. I hope that I can hold up in the dark maze that we will encounter shortly. I certainly hope that I will not freak out again as I did before. Then I focus on the Rime’s animal companions and ask, “Lord Sylvar, what is a spiorad ainmhí companion?”
He smiles down at me, “They are our bonded companions, young one. Centuries ago, we stumbled upon a primitive people in The Mortal Realm. They were much like us in the fact that they dwelled in an artic climate. One that is just as extreme as our own territory. Unlike us, they needed warmth to survive. Dwellings that would give them shelter from the frigid temperatures, I believe they called their dwellings igloos. That is not something that we require, unlike the humans, we cannot exist in warm temperatures. We are the winter fae. Frost, ice, snow… They are our companions. They cling to us, and we to them. During our time in The Mortal Realm we met a shaman and learned of their link to their spirit animals, their guides, their companions. We were so fascinated with the practice that we adopted it as one of our own practices.”
Elora picks up where her kindred left off, “We learned the ritual, and we adapted it to suit our needs. As a child, at the tender age of two, we are exposed to a variety of young winter creatures. As the ritual progresses the child will feel a pull to one of the creatures in the circle. The two will become acquainted with one another, and as that happens, all others begin to fall away from their consciousness. The animals in the circle will one by one walk away until it is just the child and their spiorad ainmhí companion completing their link. The bond is an everlasting bond, and as long as the other lives so do they.” Her lilting voice trails away.
Thinking of Lachlan and Lillie, I ask, somewhat alarmed, “What do you mean when you say that as long as the other lives so do they?”
Elora cocks her head assessing me in curiosity before responding, “If my spiorad ainmhí companion were to be shot from the skies and fall to his death, then my heart would cease to beat. That is how powerful our bond is. Why do you ask? I assure you that our bond gives us both extended life, and great comfort. I have been bonded to Aires for too many years to count.”
“Our children have somehow bonded to a pair of desert foxes,” Alaric confides, and I turn to him as he continues. “There was no ritual. They astral projected during sleep to look for Ashlinn and me while we were away on realm business. They somehow bonded to the two in the process. The fox pups are a constant companion to the two now.” Alaric looks over to me and takes my hand to offer me reassurance that our babes will be okay.
Smiling back at him, I hear Elora say, “How very interesting, at some point I would like to meet your young and their companions. It sounds as if their bond is much like our own. Unfortunately, I know that time is not on your side. You must be on your way if you are to make it to dwarf territory before nightfall.” Lady Elora is the picture of elegance, her expression serene, the small crown upon her silver white hair appears to be made up of tiny interlocking snowflakes. Beside her Lord Sylvar’s crown looks more like ice crystals. They make an extraordinarily beautiful pair and ultimately, I’m very thankful for their help.
Dagda is the first to recover and says, “Thank you Lady Elora and Lord Sylvar. We are indebted to your generosity. Now, everyone, let’s be on our way. We have quite a distance to travel today before we can rest.”
Just like that, our little group begins to move out. Alaric helps me to mount Storm and we prepare to follow their lead. The winter fae have assigned two of their own to lead us toward the dwarf’s domain. The two are mounted on their polar bear spiorad ainmhí companions. They are a sight to behold as they urge their bears forward, heading for the mountains that are now being cast in shadows as the day looks to be ushering in a cold biting wind. 
Sighing, I look over to Jasmine and say, “Looks like the weather is about to turn.”
“That would be our luck. Wouldn’t it?” She jokes, but then looks contrite, “Ash, I don’t think it a good idea to release my wings in this extreme cold weather, I’ve never been in temperatures that are so cold before, and my wings are resisting my urge to release them, so Camoryn is going to carry me. If we fall behind, don’t worry, we’ll eventually catch up.”
“Jasmine,” I scold, “absolutely not. Camoryn, hoist your mate up behind me. Storm can more than handle the additional weight. You and Alaric can flank the two of us. That way no one falls behind. Besides, that way, we can share body heat. It’s turned down right freezing. Not to mention, it’s beginning to snow, heavily.” I say as I pull my fur lined hood up to cover my bare head.
Jasmine smiles and turns to Camoryn, jumping into his arms, announcing, “Well, you heard her. Lift me up there, big guy.” She throws her arms around him and gives him a smacking kiss before pulling back. Camoryn chuckles and then gently settles Jasmine behind me, reluctant to let her go. Jasmine’s pale blue cloak a stark contrast to my own dark green one.
“Alright you two, now we need to catch up to the rest of our group,” I say to Alaric and Camoryn before turning back to the Lord and Lady of the winter fae, I incline my head, “Thank you for your assistance. I will not forget what you have done for us and our cause. I very much look forward to seeing you again, under much less pressing circumstances.” Urging Storm forward, I wave, and we trot after the rest of our party. Turning one last time I see that they continue to watch our departure. Lady Elora gives me a brief smile before turning and heading back into the winter forest with the rest of her troupe.
As the day wears on, I’ve come to realize that distance can sometimes be deceiving. The mountain range seemed so close this morning, but after four hours on horseback, I call for a break. My feet feel as if they are frozen blocks of ice and my stomach feels as if it is caving in on itself. I’m hungry and it’s time for lunch. Our winter fae guides are in agreement, and they lead us to a mountain stream that we are supposed to follow for the rest of our journey. Everyone dismounts to stretch their legs and we allow our mounts to roam free.
I deftly pluck an apple out of one of my saddle bags as I hop to the ground. It’s a granny smith. I polish the lime green surface before biting into its tart and tangy goodness. It’s juicy, and I lick at the nectar from the corner of my mouth. Storm turns to look at me and snorts. That’s when I realize that there is not much vegetation here in this wintery land. Taking another bite, I offer the rest of my unfinished apple to Storm. She neigh’s her appreciation as her silkie soft muzzle brushes across my open palm, her teeth plucking the apple out of my outstretched hand as she crunches down on the proffered fruit. She and the rest of our mounts make their way to the mountain stream. Tempest, ever at her side. Obviously, they are thirsty after our travels this morning. Overhead it looks as if a winter storm is brewing. The clouds continue to darken, casting a gloomy look about the small clearing. If I’m gaging our time away, it should be about midday but looks as if it is closer to dusk. What were fitful bouts of flurries before looks to be increasing. I’m more than thankful for the fur lining in my boots.
Turning, I see Alaric and Dagda talking to our guides. On the way here, we learned that the two are brothers and their names are Jandar and Jaonos. As I approach, I hear Dagda announce, “Lugh and I will trace back to the Keep to bring feed for the horses. I’m afraid that we will be on our own otherwise. The less we travel with, the better time we will make.” With that pronouncement both Dagda and Lugh wink out of sight.
Sighing, I walk up to Alaric, I say, “I guess we’ll have our jerky rations, and what fruit and nuts we brought with us.”
Alaric chuckles, “Our dried rations are not that bad, mo grá. Besides, we’ll be back before you know it. Jandar says we’re making good time and should be to the mountain entrance in another few hour’s or so.”
“Then why are we stopping? We should have just pushed on.”
“No, mo grá. The horses needed a rest and water, along with nourishment. Once we get to the entrance, we will have to trace our mounts back to the Keep. They are not used to this weather and there will be nowhere for us to stable them. Nowhere for them to stay dry and warm. Jandar and Jaonos will then head back to check in with their Lady and Lord. In the meantime, Ash, we should take advantage of this time of rest. We have no idea as to what awaits us.”
Nodding, I agree. Taking his hand and walking him over to the small fire that Tolin and Garrik have made so that we can warm all our fingers and toes. I decide to make the most of this time as we all sit about the fire nibbling on our rations listening to Jasmine and Camoryn’s teasing banter, Garrik and Tolin’s brotherly comradery, Garrik won over TNT some time ago and the three are mostly thick as thieves now. Lorcan and Fergus talk quietly amongst themselves. Leaning into Alaric I smile. These are my people and I love them. Each and every one.





Chapter 27
(Alaric)
I watch as our two winter fae guides leave. Both are astride the backs of their enormous bear companions. They lumber into the darkening night. Their gait quickens to a lope as they leave us behind and disappear into the driving snow as white out conditions of the winter storm takes hold. They go back to report to their Lord and Lady that they have delivered us safely to the hidden entrance of the mountain. Honestly, they were reluctant to leave us since we had not had word as to the progress of our foe, but they had completed their task, so now the rest is up to us from this point forward. No doubt, Lady Elora’s owl had to seek shelter from the storm, I can’t imagine that an owl flying in this extreme weather would have an easy go of it.
The day has quickly fled, leaving darkness in its wake. This far north the days are much shorter, and the nights are longer. I’m weary of what is to come. I worry for the state of Cú Chulainn’s mind and what lengths he will go to in order to do his mistress’s bidding. I have no illusions as to what Lainn will do just to honor Morríganna’s will. I know that her sisters are not her equal, but only part of her plan. Sighing, I look about to see that Lugh and Dagda took care of tracing our mounts back to the Keep and are back within a matter of moments. All that is left for us to do now is enter dwarf territory. Jandar informed us that once we enter here, the dwarf’s wards will effectively keep us from tracing, so if any are having second thoughts on entering their domain this evening, then now is the time to make other plans, but Ashlinn is ready and so am I. The need to confront Cú Chulainn has intensified with every step we take toward this place. We are both in agreement, we must move forward.
Taking Ashlinn’s hand in my own, I turn to our friends and speak to everyone as the howling wintery wind whips around us, “If there are any here who are having second thoughts about coming on this mission, now is the time to voice them. Once we enter here, there is no going back.” The snow continues to fall and has begun to beat mercilessly against us. Ashlinn’s dark green cloak is whipping around her as the light of day has been officially snuffed out. The snow fall has morphed into blizzardlike conditions.
Tolin steps forward, head bent under the brute force of the wind and icy precipitation, before looking me directly in the eye, he shouts into the wind, “A, I think I speak for us all when I say that we are all in. So, stop stalling, and let’s get on with it before Little Bit and Jaz here turn into popsicles.”
Chuckling, I agree, “Alright then, let’s do this.” That’s all the encouragement I needed to get a move on.
Turning back to the rocky out cropping, I pull Ashlinn along behind me, her hand still firmly nestled within my own. We make our way behind the jagged rocks to enter a slender fissure in the face of the mountain side. The fissure is so cleverly hidden that no one would ever know that the opening to a cave was here. Ashlinn calls the fire element to her and directs a fiery glowing orb to hover above us, leading the way. She directs several more orbs of light behind her so that the others can see. We follow a narrow rocky passage into the mountain and soon we have left all matter of the snowy night behind us as we continue to move further into the tunnel like entrance to the cave. Ashlinn’s hand is clutching my own tightly as we navigate the tunnel which has begun to slope downward. The further we walk into the mountain, the more open the passageway becomes until we find ourselves in an expansive open stone room and are greeted by a sealed door that has no doorknob or handle of any kind. Torches have been lit on either side of the door spotlighting the large carved figures that appear to be stone sentries to dwarf territory. The figures have been carefully hewn from the granite appearing rock and stand at least ten feet tall on either side of the imposing metal door. The dwarf guardians are impressive in their stature and are equipped with battle gear ranging from helmets to swords and battle axes. I’m reminded of the tales of old that speak of the dwarfs as a fierce race.
Behind me Jasmine quips, “Would you look at that… giant dwarfs.” She giggles, muffling her laughter behind her delicate hand.
Camoryn snorts, “Don’t insult the dwarfs.” He laughs before leaning down to kiss his mate softly on the lips and mutters, “Jaz, you are hopeless. Ya see the humor in just about anything.”
“And that’s why we love her so much.” Ash extinguishes her fiery orbs and the light of the torches cast long shadows on the rock walls behind us.
Not sure how to proceed, I turn back to see that everyone is looking to Ash and me on what our next steps are going to be. Thank the gods that we are no longer in the driving snow because we could be here all night.
Ashlinn looks up at me and shrugs, before saying, “I guess we knock? The brothers said that a dwarf would be waiting for us.”
From behind us I hear, “Allow me.” Dagda’s voice bellows within the stone chamber as he muscles his way toward the front of our group. My uncle’s form is large and imposing and everyone steps aside making way for him. He approaches the large metal door and lifts his fist to knock. As his knuckles land upon the door it creates a loud booming sound that could, for all intent and purposes, wake the dead. He draws back again and is about to knock once more when the lock on the other side of the door begins to disengage. We hear a series of clunks and whirls as the mechanism continues to click and chick-a-chick-a, chick-a-chick-a, click, as it runs through its cycle before the heavy door swings open. I had no idea that the dwarfs were skilled in the way of such complex locking mechanisms. They really take keeping outsiders out of their territory seriously.
A red headed dwarf steps between the crack of the door to assess us all, he looks to be all whiskers and beard, which is nearly as long as he is tall. Blue calculating eyes can be made out under the bushiest, flyaway eyebrows I have ever seen. He can’t be more than four feet tall. His head comes to just about Ashlinn’s shoulder and he has a curved pipe hanging from the corner of his mouth, puffing smoke in plumes about his head, polluting the air in the small chamber that we occupy. He peers up at Dagda, craning his head back and says in a gruff voice, “Took the lot of ye long enough. What are ye waitin’ for? Well? Come along now! The demigod ye seek to thwart entered our domain not long ago. Ye be wastin’ time just standing around with yer mouths agape. What? Ye never seen a dwarf before? Hurry along now.”
“What is your name, dwarf?” Dagda asks, his tone assertive.
“Me name be Thendar, and we be wastin’ time, me Lord,” the dwarf’s surly voice announces.
Ashlinn and Jasmine step forward to flank the little male and both exclaim, “Isn’t he the cutest thing you have ever seen?”
Uh…
No.
I have no idea as to their state of mind as they gush over the dwarf before us. I look at Ash in wonder as Thendar practically melts into a puddle of goo right before my eyes. Thendar plucks the crooked leather hat right off the top of his head, his sprig-like hair juts out in all directions before he takes a deep plunging bow, nearly scraping his large bulbus nose on the stone floor in the process. Taking his pipe and tucking it away, he says with a flourish, “Me ladies, forgive me gruff tone. Thendar be at your service.” He smiles a timid smile back at the two females, a rosy blush on his ruddy cheeks as he ducks his head and smiles up at the two.
Ashlinn gushes, “Thendar, I have never seen anyone like you before. You are so utterly adorable. Are you to be our guide?”
Before Thendar can utter a word, another dwarf steps forward from the darken opening of the door and bows deeply, “Me ladies, Thendar and I will be yer guides. Me name be Gibbon, and I be at yer service as well.” He winks with a cheeky smile directed at my kindred and Jasmine.
Gibbon is actually a very handsome young male dwarf. His dark hair is long and straight with several intricate braids keeping his hair out of his face. For the most part he is clean shaven with a bit of a five o’clock shadow. He’s young, possibly my age, and pouring on the charm. Camoryn and I both step forward to intervene when Ashlinn says, “Gibbon, Thendar, I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance. Please, we need to know… Thendar announced that the demigod Cú Chulainn has entered dwarf territory. What is the fastest way to Gorias?”
Gibbon frowns and reaches up to stroke his whisker covered chin in contemplation before answering, “Well, me ladies, most have to traverse the maze, but I know of a secret passage to Gorias. Only us dwarfs know of this passage. It will be much faster than the maze.”
Thendar intervenes, “Gibbon! Those passages be hidden for a reason. To traverse those passages with outsiders is forbidden. Ye seek to break the dwarven code!”
I watch in trepidation as the two begin their debate.
“Thendar, the goddess before ye seeks safe passage to Gorias for her and her companions. Surely, the dwarven code can overlook this one minor transgression. She seeks to protect us all from The Morrígan. Ye were there. Ye saw what she be about. She may be a goddess, but she be a deranged goddess, one that cares not for the likes of any of us. She may have paid our clan well for the commissioning of her castle, but she be not right in da head. Ye know it, as do I. This is why ye be here. She be building an army. Drendenyarl is only trying to protect us by cooperating with the likes of her, but that will only go so far. Drendenyarl, he… he be a wise and good king to our clan, Thendar, but this war… it be bigger than us all. This,” he gestures to us, “this be how we help our clan. This be how we gain the proper allies. What do ye say, brother?”
Thendar grunts, “I be no brother of yers, Gibbon, more like yer uncle… a half a dozen times removed.” His voice is gruff and surly, and then he sighs, before scrubbing his whisker covered face. Looking back up at the slightly taller and younger dwarf he says, “Gibbon, what we be about to do be treasonous, so don’t be surprised if ye and I both be ousted from our mountain home. Come on now, the lot of ye. We be wastin’ time.” He turns to eyeball us all critically. His eyes narrow to mere slits before pulling the curved pipe from the corner of his mouth and pointing through the half open door, “Go on now. I need to be locking up. Gibbon take the lead. Don’t make me regret me decision.” He says with a heavy sigh motioning for us to enter dwarven territory.
“Thendar, thank you, you will always have an ally in those of us here. We are indebted to you.” I say, before passing through the door with Ashlinn tucked closely to my side. I turn back to the surly dwarf, “Just call on either Ashlinn or myself and we will hear you and come to your aide.”
Thendar bows deeply and says, “Thank ye both.”
Gibbon takes the lead as our rag tag group continues further into the depths of the mountain, and we follow him down a darkened passageway. He stops to wait for Thendar to lock the door behind us. He closes the massive door with a loud echoing boom and engages a complicated locking system that explains all the sounds we heard as the lock was disengaging. On this side, we are able to witness the clock-like mechanism as the lock reengages. I’m astounded by how utterly complex the mechanism is as the final piece locks into place with a resounding thunk, that echoes down the passageway. Thendar quickly ambles toward the front of our group pushing anyone in his way aside by his girth alone. Honestly, he is about as round as he is tall, and we watch him amble down the passageway before us.
Ashlinn is quick to get down to business as she acknowledges Thendar’s grudging acquiescence. She smiles down at the grumpy old dwarf and says, “Thank you Thendar. You have my utmost gratitude. You will always be welcome in our home. Always. Now…” turning to Gibbon she asks, “Gibbon, do you know if Cú Chulainn has been ushered into these same secret passages? Or do you think that he was ushered into the maze?” Ashlinn inquires.
“More than likely he will be taken to the passages, me Lady. Ye see, as we have already discussed, we be a divided lot. There be some of us that side with The Morrígan and others like ourselves that side with ye and the rest of the light fae. It’s… complicated and political at best, but the deranged goddess has made threats as well as promises to our king. He… well, he be a good leader. Strong. Courageous. We are but a simple clan and we be at the mercy of the gods and goddesses of the realm. The Morrígan, she uses and twists circumstances for those in Faerie that are weak in numbers to bend them to her will. Those that be unsure of where to cast their allegiance. She be wicked foul, and I see right through her beautiful façade.” He continues as we traverse the darken tunnels. “This way everyone,” Gibbon directs us down a tunnel that I would not have seen if not for him. Looking back, I can see the confusion on everyone’s faces. I can only assume that we have entered the secret tunnels and traveled through a glamour at the entrance.
“Gibbon, thank you for providing us safe passage.”
“Ye be welcome, me lady. Now, everyone, hurry. We need to get to Gorias before mornin’ light. Or else we all be doomed.”
With that, he races away down a dark passage and we are quick to follow. Our crew doesn’t complain as the hours tick by. We are all tired and refuse to allow exhaustion to kick in. We follow the dwarfs down one passage after another. All the darkened carved passages look the same and I have no idea as to what time it is or when we will stumble upon the ruins. The passages are mostly quiet but every so often we hear clanking sounds that seem to echo through the interior of the mountain. There are times where we are led down open and winding staircases. Across stone bridges in the darken tunnels that cross underground rushing rivers and back up staircases again. If this isn’t the maze, I would hate to see what their maze really looks like. Our group is quiet as we continue to follow our guides, the lot of us hopelessly lost in the innards of the Oighreata Mountains.
Ashlinn has been working through a perplexing issue and I smile at her curiosity when she finally decides to speak up, “Thendar… Gibbon? What do you do here within this mountain? I mean? What is the draw for you? Why live here when you can live above ground?”
Thendar stops and looks at Ash incredulously before saying, “Why, me Lady, it’s the ore we are drawn to. The gemstones that we uncover, it’s all very intoxicating. Quite like an addiction. We can’t help ourselves.” He pauses, his bushy eyebrows draw together before continuing, “We were in awe of what The Morrígan commissioned us to do. It gave us access to a very rare obsidian rock that we mined while carving out her fortress, but in the end the gain did not outweigh the sacrifice that we made for that commissioned work. Now she holds us all hostage to bend us to her will. Gibbon is right. She be wicked, and she must be stopped. We must sway our king to the right side of things. Drendenyarl must stand with ye, he must be made to understand that even the great and mighty Dagda aligns with ye, as well as Lugh.” The dwarf swallows thickly before continuing, “She must be stopped at all cost.” He nods in grim determination before turning back to the task at hand.
Holding Ashlinn’s hand in my own we continue to follow our dwarven guides, our hands swing as she ponders what Thendar has imparted before asking, “Thendar, we welcome any and all that choose to stand with us, you know that, but back to the ore, just what do you do with the ore that you mine down here in the bowels of the earth?”
The spry little dwarf puffs out his chest and announces, “We are master craftsmen and craftswomen… But mostly men. We fashion swords, blades of any kind, shields, chainmail and the like,” he then grins back up at Ash, his eyes twinkling, before imparting, “with majic…” He grins broadly at her, waiting for her reaction.
Ashlinn doesn’t disappoint, her face fills with wonder as her eyes grow wide. I have to stifle my grin at her utterly adorable reaction. She leans down and asks in a hushed tone, “What kind of majic? Is it protective majic? Elemental majic? Are the dwarf’s blades and what not highly sought after?”
Thendar grins back at Ash and Gibbon just rolls his eyes as the two continue. Thendar’s reply is simple, “But of course, me Lady. It would be me greatest honor to have me brethren outfit ye and yer kindred with battle gear, but me thinks that we may be too late in that endeavor.” He frowns as we follow Gibbon down a passage that continues to expand in size.
Gibbon stops as we step out into a mountainous cavern and gestures to the ancient ruins in front of us, “Me Lady and Lord, here be what ye be lookin’ for. Me think it best if ye continue on without us.”
“Wait! How will we get out of here?” Ashlinn asks in alarm.
“If either party be successful in obtaining the Spear of Lugh from Cailleach’s grasp, legend has it that Gorias will be bathed in the light of the sun once more. You will be able to trace out of here if that happens. The wards above will no longer be effective.” Thendar announces, then turns to leave with Gibbon.
Reaching out, I clamp my hand down on Thendar’s shoulder to keep him from leaving us here. He glares up at me and I pull my hand back and say, “Please forgive me, Thendar. I mean no disrespect. We are grateful for your safe passage to this sacred place. Would you and Gibbon consider waiting for us here? We shouldn’t be long. Just in case the legend does not ring true. If what you said comes to pass, please be on your way, but if it does not, we will be needing a way out of this mountain. We are hopelessly lost and completely turned around. We’re tired, we’ve been walking all night. Please consider, if not for me then for our females.”
Thendar looks to Ashlinn and Jasmine, who has released her wings, and he bows deeply, looking a bit chagrined, “Me apologies, me ladies. We would never…” He trails off, looking about the mountainous cavern that houses the ruins of Gorias, before continuing, “Gibbon, we be accompanying the wee lasses, to see to their safety. Evidently, their male companions have need of dwarven warriors at their sides.” He puffs out his chest and ambles forward with purpose.
Gibbon just looks at me and rolls his eyes, “Now, ye’ve done it me friend. Ye’ve put notions of grandeur in his wee little noggin. I’ll not be responsible for his actions now.” He moves forward to follow Thendar, and Ashlinn and Jasmine just smirk.
“What’s with the smirk?”
“They are utterly adorable, don’t you think?” Ashlinn asks.
“Uh, no.” I can’t help but laugh, before continuing, “Come on everyone, let’s keep up. They may be short, but their fast.” I pull Ash to me and deliver a quick kiss and whisper, “They are not adorable, they are dwarfs.”
“Jealous?” She asks incredulously, before laughing a deep throated laugh, “You, my handsome Elf-Man, are my forever, and don’t you forget it. They are seriously cute though.”
Taking her hand in my own, we follow the others to the ruins, looking her way, I ask, “What do you see in them?”
She squeezes my hand and looks after the two miniature persons in the lead of our group before saying, “Spirit, gumption… I don’t know how to explain it, but they have... this spark… it’s uniquely dwarven. It calls to me. I don’t know why. Come on Elf-Man. We’re falling behind.”
About that time, on the opposite end of the cavern we hear a commotion as another group enters there. For the first time we are getting a good look at the demigod who The Morrígan raised from the dead, and he is massive. He moves like a machine, he and his companions, and I realize that we are too far from the ruins. Cú Chulainn will get to the Spear of Lugh first. Squeezing Ashlinn’s hand, I tug, and we begin to run, no plan in place. We’re going to have to wing it.





Chapter 28
(Ashlinn)
No, no, no!!! How did this happen? Lainn looks our way over the distance between us, and then smiles a wicked smile. Boy, he’s definitely been hanging out with the wicked witch of the west. That smile is almost a perfect replica of hers. His long muscular stride eats up the distance between him and the ruins. Once he enters the city structures he and his companions are out of sight. We race to the ruins in a hopeless endeavor to beat Lainn and his company to the tower. I wish that we had more time to admire this fallen city as we dash through the long-ago abandoned streets, our foot falls echoing through the alley ways, once beautiful and majestic. I can see the beauty that has been hidden away for centuries as we race to the tower that looks to be placed in the center of the ancient city. That is where we will find Cailleach’s final resting place along with the Spear of Lugh. That’s what Gibbon said.
I look toward Alaric and he’s as desperate as I am. I can see it in his face, the grim determination. We are going to lose the Spear of Lugh, Lainn’s advantage is too great. It takes us time to navigate the city ruins, and we slow our pace as we traverse this sad place, once full of life. The tower looms before us. With one last look at our companions we gingerly enter the spire and climb the flagstone steps that wind upwards to the open pinnacle of the tower.
Our group enters the frozen shrine to see Cú Chulainn reaching for the Spear of Lugh. It’s not what I was expecting. The spear stands tall and proud before him, it’s spearhead is much more broad than I thought it would be. It resembles the blade of a short sword. The outer edges gleam silver and encase the golden center of the blade. Embedded within the metal center of the weapon are three amethyst colored stones that pulse with power, and the blade appears to be bathed in a swirling violet-purple light. Without thinking in my desperation, I choke out, “Wait!” My voice rings out to echo around the open shrine.
He looks up at me, stopping his forward momentum for just a moment, his eyes blazing in triumph, before turning back to his prize. He tries to wrench it free with a mighty yank, but it holds firm. Once more he tries again and roars, “For my Queen!” Again, the spear holds true in its icy base, and hope blossoms in my chest.
I pull free of Alaric’s hold and walk forward to address the demigod before me, and ask, “You do this for Morríganna, but what of your kindred, Lainn?  What would you do for her?”
He is a massive male, all hard lines and muscles. His skin is bronze, his hair is long and wild, it’s an auburn red with golden highlights, and tipped with a white blond, an odd combination. He freezes, turning his penetrating green eyes to me before saying, “Morríganna warned me about you. She said to not believe a word you uttered, that you have everyone fooled, and that you will be the downfall of our world. She said that she brought me back from The Underworld to protect The Otherworld from you and the army that you are amassing, that only the two of us together could protect the fae from your devious plans for the realms of the living. But now you speak of the dead, you speak of my long lost Fandra. Why is that? What of my kindred, what does she have to do with any of this? Why would you bring her into the matters of this realm? She is lost to me. I died for her, because living in this world was just too damn hard after she was killed, but even in death we were separated. We will forever more be separated. She roams the halls of The Overworld as we speak, all the while I was doomed to reside in The Underworld. I know my fate now, but Morríganna has given me a new beginning. A new purpose.”
Shrugging off his accusations, I press my point, “Morríganna is deceiving you, Cú Chulainn. She is using you. She is counting on the fact that you feel indebted to her for giving you your life back. She’s twisting the facts and bending you to her will. It’s true, Fandra is not here, her soul was pure, and she ascended to The Overworld and Morríganna is delighting in the fact that she is out of the way. I simply ask, what would you do to reunite with your kindred?”
He cocks his head, looking my way and says, “I would do anything, but it can’t be done! Can it?”
Seizing the moment, I counter, “I believe that you can change your destiny, Cú Chulainn.”
Lugh walks forward, interrupting my momentum in his haste to address his son, “Lainn, my son, I have missed you so. I have mourned your loss… and as I stand here and look upon you, I thank our creator that you are here, but you should know, that in this, we walk a separate path. As you know now, The Morrígan leads The Realms to war. You are walking down a destructive path. It’s not your fault, but you need to re-evaluate what you are doing and why you feel compelled to follow Morríganna. It is not Ashlinn that poses a threat to this world but The Morrígan and her sisters.”
Cú Chulainn stills, and says, “No, Father, you are wrong. She is my liege. She raised me from The Underworld. I owe her my life. She saved me from the depths of hell, from my eternal torture. She loves me. Why else would she bring me back?”
I step forward and ask quietly, “Has she taken the place of your kindred in your heart? Does she fill that void? Has she truly saved you from your eternal torture?”
“No! But…!” Cú Chulainn falters and then clasps his chest as if the pain within is about to bring him to his knees. He stumbles forward placing a hand on the frozen entombment of Cailleach, before pausing to raise a flask to his lips.
“No! Don’t drink!” I frantically demand.
Lugh follows my lead, “Son, please don’t drink from that flask. She has poisoned you. You drink of her cursed elixir. She has cursed you to do her bidding. To follow her direction without question.”
I chime in, “You aren’t the first to drink of her elixir. It makes you numb to your actions. It urges you to follow her will.”
The foot soldiers on either side of Cú Chulainn begin to nervously shift from side to side as we continue. The one to his right leans into his side, cajoling, “Lainn, we need to go. Get the spear and let’s leave this place. Now. Our mistress awaits.”
He turns to glare at the Fomorian beside him, and grits out between clenched teeth, his deep voice ricochets about the cavern, “I. Have. Tried. It won’t budge.”
The soldiers around him descend the dais on which the goddess lies in repose. She is incased in ice, crystalized and shining. From where I stand, I can’t see what she looks like, but she appears to be perfectly preserved and serene. The soldiers on the other hand have become menacing as they take up arms to come between us and their demigod commander. All of us pull a weapon in reaction to their defensive stance. I look over to Alaric and through our link I say, “I think we are losing him. The curse… it has him in her thrall.”
Nodding he steps forward, brandishing the Sword of Light, its beautiful green fire licking up and down the blade. All eyes turn to Alaric, he gains everyone’s attention when he announces, “Cú Chulainn, think about who you align with, Luc knew something on The Morrígan. Whatever it was, he was certain that you would despise her if you knew the truth. He said as much, not three days after she performed the ritual to bring you back. She definitely has something to hide by her reaction to their conversation.”
“Luc?!” Cú Chulainn roars, “Lucifer has had centuries to share whatever it is that he thinks he knows. He took delight in torturing me in The Underworld. He knows nothing.”
“Really?”
Everyone startles when we hear Luc’s deep baritone voice entering the chamber from behind us. We part to allow him through, so he can address Cú Chulainn.
“You! What are you doing here?!” Lainn demands. “You have no place here in Faerie. If you are here for me, then you should know that I won’t go back! Not ever.” With that declaration, he drinks deeply of the wineskin in his hands, and I can see the elixir take hold. His body visibly relaxes, as he ties the skin to his waist before turning back to Luc.
Luc strides forward, his torso is bare, sporting all his many tribal Celtic tattoos, and he announces for all to hear, “I’m not here to take you back, Lainn. I’m here to deliver the truth to you. A truth that is long past your discovering. You deserve to know what happened all those years ago. You need to know that The Morrígan is the reason why your precious Fandra met such an untimely demise.”
“You’re wrong! You know nothing! The only reason why you are here is to entertain yourself and create chaos. Your depravity knows no boundaries.” Lainn spits out.
I snort, not able to contain myself because I’m in total agreement with Lainn on that point.
Luc shoots me a derisive glare, his eyes flash in aggravation before continuing in earnest, “Think about it Cú Chulainn. You and Morríganna were lovers. Were you not? Then, along comes Fandra, and you drop her like a hot potato when you recognize your kindred bond. Everyone in the realm knew she was the scorned lover. How do you think a goddess of her station felt when you left her for a mere faerie? Don’t get me wrong, from your memories, I could see that she was quite majical to look upon, just like our dear Jasmine over here.” Luc indicates Jaz with a wave of his hand before continuing, “While you ran off to playhouse with your kindred, Morríganna was seething in your rejection of her. You know her better than most. What do you think she did?” I can see that someone is finally getting through to Lainn. Of all people it had to be Luc. I narrow my eyes as he continues, my mind reeling at the implication. “How do you think Manannán found out about you and Fandra so quickly? The two of you hadn’t been together even a month. They were estranged, were they not?” He pauses here to allow us all to ponder on what happened before continuing, “I’ll tell you how, Morríganna wanted you back, so she did the one thing she could think of to make that happen. She went straight to her brother and spilled the beans. She incited a fury within him and then stepped back to watch the fireworks. Your precious liege is the one responsible for Fandra’s death. She sold the two of you out, just for spite and Fandra paid the ultimate price! And now you warm Morríganna’s bed sheets, night after night!” He declares.
Jasmine and I both gasp at the revelation. Oh my God. I look up to gage Lainn’s reaction. Only to see fury wash over his features. Luc is inciting a rolling, boiling rage within the demigod before us. He roars, “Lies! All lies! You are the master manipulator. Morríganna… she cares about me. She loves me! She would never… She knew what Fandra meant to me.” He trails off. His mind reeling. Where there was rage just moments before, there is now indecision and pain clearly written on his face. His company begins to shift nervously, not sure what to do. This clearly is not how they expected this would go.
It’s at that moment that the spirit of Cailleach rises from her resting place and we all still to see that her warrior guardians have awakened around us as well. Their spiritual forms surround us in the pinnacle of the tower. Cailleach reaches out to Cú Chulainn, her ethereal form is stunning. She reminds me of the winter fae in her crystalline beauty. Her spiritual form hovers above the ground before she says, “I’ve waited for you for a long time Cú Chulainn.” As she speaks the rock above us begins to tremble and crumble. In the distance I hear pebbles of rock as they fall to bounce and ricochet against the ground below us. I look up to see a small opening in the rock ceiling above us. Just enough to see the rays of light breaking through the fissures to the bright skies of the morning above.
Cailleach’s form shimmers and she smiles, I feel the urge to go to her to guide her home but resist. She looks to Lainn and says in her thin ghostly voice, “You and your plight have awakened me, demigod. You have a choice to make. I believe that you will choose true. Once you have been able to gain clarity. I see in you a kindred soul, one who has been separated from your love. Now my child, take the spear. The fate of The Realms will be yours to bear. Listen to your heart, warrior. Always. It will be your compass home.”
“Nooo,” the whispered gasp escapes me, and I look to Alaric and my companions in desperation, not understanding why she would give the spear to Cú Chulainn and ask, “Why?” Shaking my head not understanding her actions. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I see that Thendar and Gibbon have begun to slink back out of the chamber trying to go unnoticed. Thendar looks at me sadly before turning away to scurry out of the room alongside Gibbon. I’m sorry to see them go. I really liked those two dwarfs, but I’m not surprised to see them leave as all hell is about to break loose.
Several things happen at once. The ceiling above us begins to crack wide open, and rock begins to rain down on the forgotten city. Huge chunks of rock and earth begin to fall, crashing to the ground, the sound is deafening and the floor beneath us shakes. Cú Chulainn reaches for the Spear of Lugh and wrenches if free of its icy grip that it has been incased in. As if on cue, a roar of raven wings converges upon us from the opening above and begin to swirl in mass to the right of Cú Chulainn. The Morrígan makes a dramatic entrance. I move to Alaric’s side and our warriors flank us as our greatest enemy materializes in front of us in a flurry of black winged ravens. As her form quickly knits itself together, she stands tall while the rock ceiling above us continues to collapse. Clad in a slick black catsuit, thigh high boots, and her self-appointed onyx crown she looks about her minions, but she has eyes only for the handsome demigod. She saunters his way, her long ebony hair swaying in the breeze and she smiles seductively up at him, before pulling his mouth down to meet her own, delivering a hungry, demanding kiss. Smiling she pulls away, patting his cheek, as though he were a very good boy.
Pulling my eyes from the disturbing seen, I see Cailleach shimmering form begin to rise, she points to Lainn and says, “Remember my words, warrior, listen to your heart. Only then can you change your fate.” With those cryptic words, everyone in attendance witness, in one breath taking moment, Cailleach’s shimmering ghostly form reuniting with her star-crossed lover. Their essences swirling around one another as their ghostly forms continue to rise skyward in a dance of celebration and devotion. Without a moment’s hesitation, I call on my Valkyrie Keepers and they appear with their paired Guardians in the sky above us to usher the two to The Overworld, followed by her warrior guardians.
My attention is quickly redirected as The Morrígan takes control of her foot soldiers and her prize zombie. My heart aches for Cú Chulainn. He is once more lost to her thrall. I step forward and call out, “Lainn, you have a choice! You can still choose the right path. It’s up to you.”
Morríganna glares back at me. Her look is one of pure hatred and promised retribution. Garrik and Tolin step forward almost at the same moment as our enemy makes a move. I can tell that things are about to go from bad to worse, but before they are able to take more than a couple of steps, Morríganna’s whip snaps forward finding a target. In a split second, I see Garrik’s form flying away from us through the air at the end of her whip, just like when she took Alaric. Her maniacal laughter rings on the air before she strides forward and backhands Garrik, her whip strangling him as he claws at his neck. “Traitor!” She screams her accusation, damning her prey. “I gave you everything and yet you betray me?! End him now!!” My heart lurches at her demand. Turning, she marches away from Garrik.
All hell breaks loose as Tolin morphs into his berserker form along with every other Fomorian in the room save for Garrik who is still struggling with the whip that is wrapped tightly around his neck. Morríganna raises her hand as she walks away to ward off the majic that we have begun to hurl at her. She laughs wickedly and turns back to us behind her shield. I toss fire ball after fire ball at her and she just laughs as my majic dissipates as it hits her shield. Dagda and Lugh join in and we begin hammering away at her defenses. She looks over her shoulder with a wicked smirk and tugs Garrik further into her bubble of protection. Tolin’s berserker form goes ballistic and he begins to pound mercilessly at her invisible wall. Cameron is by his side but nothing we have done has had any effect on her dark majic.
Knowing that time is running out for Garrik, I scream, “Garrik!” I race forward to be stopped by Alaric and Dagda. Luc steps in front of me, blocking my view. I push around them and watch, horrified as Garrik struggles to gain his feet. Time stands still, and I can do nothing more than watch as an ax swings down, severing his head from his body. “Nooo! No,” I cry, falling to my knees in horror as I see Garrik’s head tumble to the ground, his eyes wide in shock before the light fades from them.
“Why?! Why would you?!” I cry out. My eyes are glued to Garrik’s lifeless ones. In shock, I watch his crimson blood pool on the stone tiles. Tolin sinks to his knees, his forehead leaning against the invisible wall that separates us from one of our own fallen.
Morríganna stills, cocking her head assessing me, her voice and eyes are flat before addressing me, “Ashlinn, Mother Keeper,” She sneers, “I will cut everyone you hold dear from your pathetic life. And I will take joy in it. You don’t even remember me. Yet you seek to challenge me? You will rue the day that you entered into this realm.” Her gaze moves to Alaric, her voice becoming more seductive, “Hello, pet. I’ve missed you so. Luc had no right to take you from me. He cut our time together too short. Until we meet again.” A wicked smile full of deranged intent twists her features to betray the monster that lives beneath her beautiful façade.
“How dare you,” I rage. “You… wretched bitch.” I challenge.
Her insane laughter echoes about the demolished tower, extending her arms out to either side of her dramatically, she announces, “Oh, my dear… I assure you, I dare.” Laughing as she continues, “I will save your kindred for last… and I will enjoy every moment of our time together as you watch from the sidelines.” Then she glares down at me, her gaze that of someone that has long since lost their mind, before looking to her men and demands, “Warriors of mine, come to me. We have what we came for, now, we have a war to win.” With that Morríganna smiles wickedly and morphs them all into a thousand ravens. Midnight black wings beat furiously and soar upwards out into the sky above, their riotous caws are deafening on the wind. I watch them go before closing my eyes and bowing my head as tears silently slide down my cheeks.
We have not only lost the spear, but Garrik as well, and my heart aches for his loss, for the life that he did not have a chance to live. Not fully. We were ill prepared, and she has grown strong, too strong. How did things go so desperately wrong so fast? Forlornly, I look everywhere but where Garrik’s body lies, I’m not able to bear the sight. I have failed him. I feel as though I have failed them all.





Chapter 29
(Alaric)
I gently pull Ashlinn to her feet and she collapses in my arms, weeping. She mourns the loss of Garrik’s presence in the here and now, the potential of what his life could have been. I watch the wicked goddess and her minions vacate the cavern in a flurry of black winged ravens. Picking up on Ashlinn’s thoughts, she’s right. We’ve lost the advantage, and we have lost one of our own, and the war has yet to be fought. How many more will we lose as we march toward war with the deranged goddess? Gently, I hand Ashlinn over to Tolin, who is not much better off than Ash. Dagda, Lugh, and I quietly gather Garrik’s remains. With a nod we all silently trace back to our home, back to Glenndale.
As we materialize in the courtyard, I hear Ashlinn’s heart wrenching cry. Her tender heart is breaking over the loss of one of her Guardians. Lexie rushes to her side, along with Jazmine, and they pull her inside the Keep. I know Ashlinn will be well taken care of in her time of morning. Now we go to prepare Garrik’s body for tonight’s farewell. His soul ascended straight to The Overworld. What we do tonight will honor his memory and his time with us. However short it may have been. The sun is high in the sky. By the time the sun sets we will be ready for a sendoff ceremony befitting a mighty warrior.
I take a few moments to remember Garrik. As my memories wash over me, I nearly buckle under the weight of what he has done for Ashlinn and our family. To think, I was going to end the male after the coordinated attack on Ash and me all those months ago. He proved to be a male worthy of Ashlinn’s pardon. All of the Guardians are working quietly together to assemble Garrik’s funeral pyre. The barge that will carry his remains out onto the expanse of the Loch toward the western sky. I sense the moment that Tarron arrives with his Horde. He was one of Tarron’s own and he is here to mourn his loss as well. As we complete our work, the females gain our attention. They are here to care for Garrik’s mortal body and prepare it for his final send off. We gingerly place his remains on the barge, and I watch as Ashlinn, Lexie, Jasmine, Danu, Millie, and Maith lovingly care for his remains. Once his body has been bathed, his armor placed back on him, and his weapons carefully placed in his grasp and at his side, they take their leave to prepare for Garrik’s wake.
I look around to see that the day is spent, and sunset is just an hour away. An honor guard has been posted by Garrik’s side and they consist of his Fomorian brothers in arms, Tolin, Torin, and Dorlan. Camoryn, Nym, and Khatar stand with them in their finest dress armor. I trace to our rooms to check on the twins and Ashlinn before changing for the ceremony. I find Ash standing in front of a mirror staring at her reflection. Her war paint is stunning, her golden chainmail armor befitting a queen, her crown sits upon her head and her hair is interwoven within it in a multitude of intricate braids, but her eyes belie the sorrow she holds for the loss of Garrik. She turns to me and says, “I can do this… for Garrik.”
Nodding, I agree, “For Garrik. Just let me change and I’ll join you.”
Ashlinn leans into me and gently kisses my lips, before imparting, “Take your time, you’ve worked non-stop since our return. I’ll meet you downstairs with our little brood in tow. I know that Garrik would want them there.” She smiles up at me through her unshed tears that glisten in the low light.
“You’ve got this mo grá, I won’t be very long.” Leaning down I kiss her softly before making my way to the shower.

(Alaric)
It doesn’t take us long to assemble on the lawn of the Keep. Torches erupt into flames as the sun sits perched upon the western horizon. Tonight, it’s a red fiery ball with nary a cloud in the sky. We all gather round to honor Garrik. Everyone is here, light and dark fae, coming together to remember Garrik and how courageous he was. How he had the fortitude to switch allegiances after meeting and talking to Ashlinn. Catching my train of thought, Ashlinn takes my hand in her own. She’s so sad. As am I. Shifting my gaze to Ashlinn, I pull her to me, and we console one another. Millie and Maithe step forward and hand us Lachlan and Lillie. The twins snuggle into our necks, their grief at Garrik’s loss is tangible and we hold them close, consoling them the best we can.
Shifting my attention to the rest of our family and friends, I can see the impact that Garrik has had on everyone here. We move to the front of our gathering, along with Danu, Dagda, and Lugh. As the last rays of sunlight slips through the skies grasp, the five of us create several balls of light, me with the help of Ashlinn. I’m finally beginning to get the hang of it. Then we direct the glowing orbs out to everyone here and the orbs divide to find someone in attendance. Everyone holds their hands out to receive a tiny glowing orb. As soon as everyone is cradling their very own tiny fireball we begin.
Tolin smiles at everyone, but still looks mournful, and says loud enough for everyone to hear, “Garrik and I may have gotten off to a rocky start, but soon he proved himself and became part of our team. Part of our family, but now he will have new adventures ahead of him. A new quest upon his horizon and I wish him peace and happiness. May he find the answers he has been looking for in the afterlife. So Garrik, may the road rise to meet you, brother. Know that I will miss you.”
Dorlan is next, “May the wind be always at your back, my dear friend.”
Ashlinn smiles up at me before imparting, tears shining brightly in her eyes, “My dear Garrik, may the sunshine warm upon your beautiful, handsome face, and may your light shine bright for all to see.”
Looking from Ashlinn back to Garrik’s still form, I say, “Until we meet again, friend. May the Creator keep you safe, may you wander the fields of The Overworld knowing that you made a difference, knowing that you overcame, that you are strong, and good, and light.” Inhaling deeply, I look around to see our allies, warriors that stand with us. All of us morning the senseless loss of life today that signifies the beginning of a war. I sense that we are outmatched. We are heading into a battle that I fear we are ill prepared for.
Giving the signal, I watch as Tolin, Torin, and Dorlan wade out into the Loch to set the barge free, pushing it forward with several tremendous heaves. The last rays of the sun set upon the western horizon and the night sky is about to snuff out the last remaining light as the barge glides toward the setting sun. Ashlinn, Lexie, Ēolieus, and Khatar raise their bows and let loose a round of fiery arrows that find their mark. The pyre barge catches fire instantly. Lugh steps forward and the wind picks up, the sails of the barge billow out catching the wind and the fiery barge sails further out into the Loch replacing the sun on the horizon, and darkness swallows up the rest of the sky. Ashlinn steps back to me, wrapping her arms around me. Her cries are muffled as her hot tears soak my shirt. I’m helpless but to rub her back and try to sooth her grief. My throat is clogged with emotion, and I try to swallow past the lump that resides there.
Garrik’s funeral pyre erupts into a blazing inferno. The embers of the fire reach upward toward the heavens as they are carried on the breeze. We all watch as one of our own has been welcomed home. We mourn the loss of his presence with us here in The Otherworld. He will be missed.





Chapter 30
(Pipperton)
The Underworld
Standing in the shadows of the rocky outcropping overlooking the rift between the realms, I have a few moments to reflect on how lucky I was that Luc intervened when he did on the day that I saved Mister. The last thing I remember before waking in my prince’s fortress on the other side of the Great Divide, was drifting off in my friend’s arms. Poor Mister. Luc explained to me that he thinks that I’m dead. I remember that the pain in my chest was excruciating as I gazed up into his face, and I welcomed the darkness as it shrouded my mind and body from my torment. Momma later explained that when Luc arrived in the arena, he stopped time for everyone, but a select few, and in doing so bought me some much-needed time. Once Mister left and went back to The Otherworld, Luc quickly placed me in a healing sleep that took me some time to recover from, that allowed the healers time to work their majic on me. I was told that the healers painstakingly were able to remove the spear from my chest healing me as they went. A very tedious task, I’m sure. I eventually woke up, completely healed of my life-threatening wounds.
My prince has been good to Momma and me, and even my uncle Rhynik. In fact, we now live with Luc in his fortress and he has given us a chance at a better life here in The Underworld. He said that someone as brave as me needed a chance at being something other than a champion in the games. I don’t know about none of that, all I know is that I’m grateful to my prince. That, and I miss Mister. I’ve been in training to serve Luc all this time. As I grew, Luc gave me more responsibility and told me about the rift between our realm and Mister’s, which has now grown to include The Mortal Realm as well. He said that no good could come of this rift, and that I was to watch the comings and goings, if any. I’ve watched as the rift grew from one side of the Great Divide to the other, and today I witnessed a truly horrific sight. A lich king and his lich followers found their way from The Mortal Realm into The Underworld. His followers called him Daerok and they bowed before their king and praised him for finding a way out of The Mortal Realm. If you ask me, they should not be able to walk freely in any realm. Daerok did not look like his followers, he was young, and filled with vitality. Where his lich followers were ancient and looked to be mostly skeletal in their form with sickly glowing orbs for eyes. The skeletal minions followed their leader without question. As they traversed the rocky terrain of The Underworld, they steadily climbed upwards toward the peak of The Great Divide. This is what Luc warned me about and this is what will threaten Mister’s world in the war to come.
Stealthily, I follow their progress back over the mountain range back toward the rift opening that leads to The Otherworld. Turning to Rhynik, I whisper, “Uncle, you need to tell Luc what is happening. I’m going to go warn Mister of the dark creatures that have entered their realm. I’m sure that they are up to no good.”
Uncle grabs my arm halting my forward momentum, shaking his head and saying, “No, Pipperton. You are to stay here! We will let Luc decide who is to go to The Otherworld. You heard Luc. Faerie is ill prepared for the likes of us.”
Staring back at my uncle, I shrug off his firm hold. I now stand just somewhat shorter than my uncle, and I have begun to fill out, not quite an adult male imp yet, but no longer a child. I reason with my uncle, “Rhynik, don’t you see? It has to be me. Haven’t you ever wondered why Luc gave me this task, of all things here in The Underworld? I’ll tell you why. I have ties to Mister, to The Otherworld and now it’s time for me to warn them all as to what abomination has just crossed over from The Mortal Realm to theirs. You need to fly back to Luc and I need to go warn Mister while you are rallying the troops. I will see you soon. Tell Momma I love her and will be back before she knows it. Now go! Too much time has already passed since they passed through here. Even here the lich are locked away in the bowels of our realm. They pose a threat to everyone. I’ll be safe, I promise. I’ll see you soon with reinforcements.”
His penetrating eyes meet mine and he nods, “Okay, Pip. You’re not a child anymore. Do what you must, but don’t be surprised if your Mister doesn’t recognize you. You’ve grown up. Be careful and stay out of sight for as long as you can. I’ll report back to Luc. Just know that if something happens to you in The Otherworld, I will hold Alaric personally responsible.” He pulls me into a hug before launching into the air and I’m left to watch as he flies away.
Turning back to the rift that leads to The Otherworld, I walk out of the shadows to walk toward the most dazzling light I have ever seen. I can’t wait to see Mister again, and I walk toward the beacon. Within moments I’m swallowed up and dumped out on the other end on my rear. Whoa. That was intense.
Looking around, I see that several guards have been taken out. Gaining my feet, I look back at the rift to see a large, red, pulsating tear between our realms. It looks like an enormous glittering ruby that pulses with life. So much different than what we see on our side.
Two males race into the stone chamber and shout, “Stop where you are. Are you with the others? Who are you?” They look like they have been in a battle. No doubt the lich have overpowered them and gotten away.
Raising my hands, I say, “I’m not here to cause no trouble, I swear. I need to speak with Alaric. Do you know him? Can you take me to him? Things have just gotten really bad and you all need to know what has just invaded your realm.”
“The undead from your realm is what has invaded our world. How do you know Alaric?” The large and imposing red headed elf asks gruffly.
“I was his guide in The Underworld. I need to speak with him. I need to speak with you all. Luc sent me.” Well now, I’m stretching the truth a bit, and hope that they don’t call my bluff.
The enormous elf with the fiery red hair and beard, eyes me critically, his eyes narrowed, before saying sternly, “You’re just a kid. Come with me. No funny business. Alaric and Ashlinn have been through enough in the past several days. Really since they got back from The Underworld. We march to Lár Domhain in less than two days’ time.” He roughly grabs my arm and pulls me to the opening of the stone chamber, and I find that we are several stories underground. The opening is cylindrical, and the outer edges of the cylinder look to be enclosed steps that lead upward to the brightest, bluest sky I have ever seen. The colors are so vibrant.
Pointing to the sky, I ask, “What’s wrong with the heavens? It’s so blue and different…” I’m overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of the sight above me.
The red headed elf tightens his grip on me and says, “Hang on to your britches, son. We’re about to trace. You’ll see Alaric, our Lord, very soon. I certainly hope he recognizes you or you will be destined for the gallows, kid.”
One moment we are standing at the bottom of a circular stone path that leads upward and the next moment we are in a busy courtyard. I stumble at the abruptness of our entrance to this new place. My senses are being overloaded as my head turns this way and that. I hear a gasp as others stop to stare at me. I look down to see how red my skin is against the bright glare coming from the sky in this realm. Then I’m distracted by warriors that are rushing about leading strange furry four-legged creatures. They have long flowing hair that runs down their necks and over their eyes, and they are being led out of the courtyard with saddles strapped to their backs. I’m pulled to the right and follow the robust red headed elf as he pulls me to the entryway of a stone keep. Everything is so bright and pretty. I stumble on the steps as I’m being hauled into a stone foyer and remember to tug my wings in tightly at my back so as not to disrupt anything. This place is so amazing. 
I’m brought out of my ponderings as the male holding me in his grasp bellows, “Alaric! I think you need to greet our guest!”
I hear Mister call out, “Ferg, in here. Who’s our guest? We really don’t have time for entertaining right now.”
Ferg ushers me down the hall toward Mister’s voice and I can’t help but to smile as I enter a room that is pure chaos, but in a good way. On one side of the room there are three babes playing with two fox pups. I watch in amazement as one of the babes appears to disappear. I look around to see that the child appears in the arms of a beautiful tiny female. Her hair is multi-toned, a mixture of light brown, the color of which I have never seen, with golden streaks that reminds me of honey. I know without a doubt that this is Mister’s love. She stills when she looks up at me and cautiously walks my way with her son in her arms. I smile tentatively, careful not to show my sharp teeth, not wanting to scare her, none of them have horns or wings. I look so different from these people.
She looks to Ferg and back to me and asks with a smile, “Who are you? Did Luc send you?”
She’s so pretty. I just nod stupidly.
She smiles a brilliant smile and says, “Okay, I see that you’re a little shy. So, Luc sent you. What is your name?”
My smile falters, before I turn to Mister. He’s watching me, his brow furrowed, I smile tentatively and say, “Hey Mister, it’s me… Pipperton. It’s been a long time. I’m all grown up now. Well… mostly grown. Luc has been really good to me and Momma, educating me on the ways of The Mortal Realm and here in The Otherworld. Not sure as to why yous all has two names for this realm, I prefer Faerie to The Otherworld. Well, anyways, my prince says that I’m what you would call a teenager in The Mortal Realm. Not old enough to drive, whatever that is, but old enough to be taken seriously, and I gots some serious news for you and your love.”
Mister just stands there, his head cocked, with an expression of pure astonishment, assessing me before asking, “Pip, is it really you? I saw you die... I held you while you took your last breath.” He looks back at the tiny woman at his side, his kindred. She’s so enchanting, no wonder why he wanted to get back to her. She’s now juggling two babes that are wiggling fiercely in her arms.
“Alaric, don’t just stand there with your mouth ajar, take Lillie. These two are getting too big for me to juggle both of them when they are fighting me to be out of my grasp. I’m not about to put them down until we get to the bottom of this mystery.” Turning her bright eyes my way, I ain’t never seen eyes as striking as hers. I can see why Mister is smitten with his kindred. She asks, skeptically, “How can we know that you are who you say you are?”
I can’t help but smile and say, “Yous so pretty, Mister said you were. I’ve wanted to meet you for a very long time. I’m Pipperton and I was your kindred’s guide in The Underworld. We ran into lots of trouble, but I like to think that Mister called me friend.” Turning serious, I look back to the male that I looked up to when I was little and watch with a sad smile as he juggles his daughter and wish that he had been around while I was growing up. I can tell that he’s a wonderful father. I need to convince him that I’m who I say I am. Remembering the perfect conversation, I say, “Remember that time, after the run in with the gorgers? Remember what you said to me? You said that I had grown on you like a rash. It’s me, Mister. I promise. I’m not here to trick you. I’m here to warn you.”
“It really is you, isn’t it Pipperton?”
“Yes, Mister. It is, and yous gots all sorts of trouble heading yer way.”
Mister steps forward, as if he hasn’t heard my last words. He grins broadly and pulls me in to a tight hug. His baby girl giggles and pats my bare arm and I hug them back. Pulling back, Alaric says, “How is this possible?”
“I promise that I will explain everything to you, but right now Mister, you have a big problem, an evil soul from The Mortal Realm entered The Underworld from the rift. You see, my uncle and I were scouting around the rift that grew to the opposite side of the Great Divide. We watched as the lich came through the rift there.”
I hear several females gasp at my announcement. Turning back to Mister’s kindred she has her sprite friend on one side of her, who is now much larger, and her wings are gone. Curious... On her other side is a pretty young human with wide green eyes and long, fiery red hair. She wears long flowing druid robes over her pretty gown. The three immediately begin speaking amongst themselves in hushed tones.
Turning back to Mister, I continue, “One after another, they came through to look over the Fields of Punishment. When their leader came through, they all took a knee and bowed to him. Where he was young and handsome in appearance, his followers were mere walking skeletons. Where their eyes should be were glowing putrid green orbs. There were too many of them for Uncle and me to engage, so we tracked them over the mountain to the site of the other rift. They quickly took out the handful of guards that Luc had stationed there. They worked as a team and quickly dispatched the guards using majic.  As quickly as they enter The Underworld they left, entering the rift to your realm. Rhynik went back to warn Luc and I came here to warn you.” I finish up in a rush and Mister looks from me to the red headed warrior that escorted me here.
“Fergus, report.” Alaric demands.
“Tis true, what the boy says, we were taken off guard and those of us inside the crypt were stunned. We were up top when they exited the crypt. We tried to overtake them, but before we could reach them, they put up a defensive barrier. They are truly heinous to look upon. Their leader began chanting and then all of his followers circled around him, joining in. Then they just disappeared. It wasn’t like they traced; it was like they cast a spell to transport them somewhere else. Some other, specific destination. That was when we ran into Pipperton here. I thought he was with them, but then he asked to speak to you.
Our attention is drawn back to the females as they continue their animated conversation. Mister turns and addresses his kindred, “Ash, what do you all know or make of this? You three don’t seem at all surprised by this turn of events.”
“Well, we believe that Daerok, the exiled druid Luminary has just found a way back into Faerie.” Ashlinn says quietly.
“What do you know of Daerok? And why is this the first that I have heard of this? Whatever you all know, it’s time to spill. We leave out tomorrow and now we have another threat on the horizon.” Mister says with a grimace but smiles when Lillie smacks both of her little hands against his cheeks and makes smacking noises with her puckered little lips. She’s so cute.
Ashlinn sighs and walks toward her mate, before answering, “Alaric, one night when The Morrígan still had you imprisoned, the night before Luc took you to The Underworld, I read Mom’s memoirs. Long story short, Lexie is a direct descendant of the only druid that was banished with Daerok and his followers who realized that following Daerok was a mistake. He found a way to leave the dark order, met his kindred, a witch, and the two combined their majic to keep their family hidden for centuries. Daerok sought immortality and through the many failures of his faithful followers he perfected the dark art of harnessing a person’s essence to prolong his life, giving him eternal youth while his brainwashed followers became lich gaining immortality, but at a cost. We just haven’t had time for me to share this information with you, Alaric. First you returned from The Underworld, then you were grieving for the loss of Pip, then we had to leave to retrieve the Spear of Lugh, which we lost, and then we were grieving for the loss of Garrik. I’m sorry, it slipped my mind with everything going on.” She smiles sadly up at her mate, reaching up to caress his cheek.
“Alright then. That’s a lot. What do we know of this Daerok?” Mister asks the room in general. “We need to know about this new threat.”
Not knowing what to do, I begin to move back toward the door that leads back out to the hallway. I watch for a few moments as everyone comes together to work as a team. I’ve done my job. I just don’t know how to get back to the rift. I make my way back out to the front of the large fortress that is bustling with activity. I feel my shoulders slump. It’s time for me to go, but I have no idea as to what direction I need to head. The bright glowing ball in the blue sky is fascinating, but foreign and a bit scary. Why isn’t anyone concerned that it will burn their world up? I mean, look at it. The sky looks different now as the fiery orb moves closer to land fall. Is this normal? It must be, no one seems the least bit concerned.
“Pip? Come back inside.” I turn to see Mister standing in the doorway, his smile slips from his face when he says, “I bet Paynga hates the very thought of me.”
“Naw, Mister, she just doesn’t understand. She doesn’t want anything bad to happen to me. See this scar?” I point to my chest, before continuing, “It’s a painful reminder that she almost lost me because I chose to save you. I’m sorry that you thought that I was dead.”
“Pip, what happened to the kid that I left behind?” He asks sadly.
“I guess I grew up. I’ve done my job, Mister. I should get back.” The thought saddens me.
“Not just yet. Come on. We are about to break for dinner and then we will take some time to catch up. I’ve missed you, Pip.”
“I’ve missed you too. Can I play with Lillie and your son?”
“Lachlan. Yes. I’ve told them so many stories about you. Come on. We have a lot of catching up to do.” Mister claps his hand on my shoulder, and I smile back at him, happier than I’ve been in a long time.





Chapter 31
(Alaric)
Pip and I talked for hours after dinner while he got to know everyone. Tomorrow, I take him back to the rift. I told him that he will fight another day, but tonight I just want to spend the evening with Pip and my family. Yes, we are heading out in under a day to march toward war, but tonight… Well, tonight is about reconnecting, remembering, and family.
Getting up, I move to the doors to the terrace, calling over my shoulder to get Pip’s attention, I ask, “Hey, Pipperton, let me be your guide in my realm for tonight.”
He smiles back at me and hands Lillie over to Jasmine, Lillie is quite taken with the young imp. Ashlinn waves and smiles back at me. Through our link she is encouraging me to go. Pip is now only about five inches shorter than me. His black horns are almost as big as his uncles and his white blonde hair is long and unruly and a total contrast to the rest of his coloring. Where he used to be pink lending to red, he is now all red, like his uncle, but his spirit is still the same.
Before we walk outside, I say, “Close your eyes, Pip. I have a surprise for you.”
He looks at me and smiles a toothy grin, “I like surprises, Mister.”
He closes his eyes and I lead him out onto the terrace. I point him to the eastern sky and say, “Open your eyes, Pipperton.”
He does so, and is still for just a moment, his eyes wide with wonder. He looks back at me and then back to the overly large full moon. The sky behind us is multicolored as night continues to creep toward the western skyline. He turns and begins pointing, and asks, “What are those tiny lights? Wow. This is amazing! The Underworld’s sky is just red, this is beautiful and amazing and wonderful. Thank you, Mister. Thank you for sharing your world with me.” His look turns serious before announcing, “I’m staying. You know… to fight, Mister? I can fight by your side or by Luc’s, but I’m fighting for this beautiful and amazing realm you call home. It’s your choice.”
“Pip… I lost you once and it about killed me. I was broken after I thought you had died on my watch. I know that you are not the same child that I left behind, and that is still a little hard for me to process, but you are still mine to protect. I love you as if you are my own. I don’t trust Luc and his motives.” I hold up a hand when I see Pip about to protest, “Let me finish. Luc has his own agenda and I have no idea as to what that will be. What I’m trying to say, Pipperton, is that I will be honored to have you fight by our side. I see that your mind is made up, and knowing you and how stubborn you are, I know that you will find a way to follow your heart. I just ask one thing of you. I need for you to go talk to your mother before marching off to battle.”
Pip nods, agreeing and says, “Yes, yous right. I will go back tomorrow, but how will I meet up with you and your army?”
“We’ll work that out before morning. Tonight… let’s enjoy family and friends. That includes you. I’m so very thankful that you lived that day. I was a mess, Pip.”
Pip throws his arms and wings around me, and says, “I love you, Mister! I’ve missed you so much!”
“I’ve missed you too. Come on, one of Ashlinn’s favorite things to eat is chocolate, chocolate cake. I think you will love it. We’ll worry about tomorrow and what is to come then. Tonight, we rejoice, and we put all our worries behind us.





Chapter 32
(Ashlinn)
Today we march to… I’m reluctant to complete my thought. My sigh is heavy as I take stock of our troops, all those that will fight with us against the evil that threatens to take over the land. Not just here, but The Mortal Realm as well. If Morríganna succeeds, she will not stop. She will want more, so much more. So today we march toward a battle that will define the future for us all. I stand here pondering her words that echo in my mind and seem to be on repeat this morning, and I can’t make sense of what she meant by, “You don’t even remember me. Yet you seek to challenge me.” Were we acquainted before? In the Overworld? Is that one of the reasons I chose to not receive my memories? Scrubbing my hands over my face, I’m lost to my musings.
The sun is about to rise as I stand looking out over the valley that Glenndale Lock is nestled within. It is our safe haven; I chose this turret of the Keep looking out over all those that have gathered in the meadow beyond the loch to indulge my restless mind. Their tents are a sight to behold and most fly colorful medieval style banners or flags of their people denoting their colors and symbols. It reminds me of a scene from the movie Narnia. I know that I don’t know these people, not like I should, and I feel guilt for not having taken the time that I should have to mingle with them. I feel as though I’m ill prepared for what we will face, that we should have had more time to prepare for what awaits us. and all those who gather here that will follow our lead to a battle that will define The Realms.
I watch as Alaric issues commands to the leaders of our army. Just watching him in action has the ability to lift my heavy heart. A gentle smile tugs at my lips as my heart swells with love for my Elf-Man. He turns and smiles back at me and winks before getting back to business. The eastern sky is ablaze of color now as the sun begins its upward trek to chase away the last remnants of night.
Behind me I hear two pairs of footsteps. Turning, I see Lexie and Jasmine approaching. Lexie is decked out in battle gear, her ash grey druid cloak billows on the wind, her fiery red hair is captured in what started out as a French braid on either side of her scalp that is ridiculously interwoven to create a masterful style that captures her hair but also allows it to hang heavy down her back. Jasmine, well, Jaz as always can carry off any style. Both are wearing similar battle attire, their silver chain mail gleams under the attention of the rising sun. Likewise, they both have metal plated armor pieces as well as wrist gauntlets, thigh high black clad boots and charcoal grey sleek fitting under garments. Lexie’s cloak is a silver grey and upon second inspection, it has all matter of Celtic runes stitched into the hem of the garment in a dark metallic sapphire blue. Jasmine’s cloak is a midnight blue with beautiful silver stitching, again with all matter of Celtic runes stitched into the hem. They look remarkably similar to each other.
Lexie holds out a package for me as she approaches, and says, “Here. This arrived not long ago. It’s a gift from Morgwais. It looks like we all got one. It’s your turn to open yours.”
“So, this just shows up right before we head out, but she is still nowhere to be found? I don’t understand, why is she not here. Doesn’t she understand that she is needed for what is to come?” I huff.
“I don’t get it either. Her coven has been trying to locate her, but nothing they or I have done thus far has given us her location. It’s like she has just vanished and doesn’t want to be found.”
“But we need her. I know we do. I can’t seem to shake the feeling,” I say begrudgingly as I open the fabric package in my hands. I pull on the ribbon and it releases its hold, and like majic the package unravels to reveal a reversable cloak. I’m in awe of the rich fabric and drop the golden ribbon without thinking. A gust of wind plucks it up in mid fall and carries the shimmering ribbon away on the breeze. I look up to see it dancing on the wind before my attention turns once more to the cloak in my hands. One side is a rich dark coffee brown with shimmering strands of gold interwoven into the material. Just like the girl’s cloaks, there are similar golden Celtic markings that line the entire hem of the garment, the coloring matches my battle attire as well. Even if I reverse it to the deep forest green that lines the inside. I hold it up and shake it out and as I do so a tiny scroll floats to the center of the triangle we form as the three of us come together. I hold my breath waiting to see what happens next.
The scroll just hovers between us and Lexie says, “Try putting your cloak on. All our note said was, “All me love, Morgwais.”
Gingerly, I pull the cloak around me, fastening the delicate looking trinity knot that catches at my throat and then shake the fabric free so that it hangs perfectly about me. As I do so the scroll begins to unroll as it hovers between us, and we hear Morgwais’ voice speak, “Me lovely dears, Morgwais misses ye so very much, each and every one of ye. I love ye so, and I be so very sorry to be away from ye all for so long now. It be a necessary evil for now. That wretched Morrígan must not know of me, not just yet. Morgwais asks that ye believe and trust in me. Just know that when the time be right. Morgwais will be there for ye all. Ye be not alone in this endeavor, her evil reign must come to an end. Ye be on me mind and me worry for ye, so to protect ye, me young lasses I stitched these cloaks with protection symbols and cast
a protection enchantment on these garments. Wear yer cloaks into battle, me beautiful lasses. Lexie, Mother Druid, ye be skilled in casting enchantments, ye can replicate what Morgwais has done with the cloaks to protect those that fight for the light. It will help but will not protect against a death blow. Be safe. It won’t be long before we meet again. All me love, girls... All me love.” The scroll rolls back up and drops to the ground with a dull thud. The three of us just stare down at it and mull over her message.
Lexie is the first to recover, and announces, “You’re right Ash. We are definitely missing something here where she is concerned. I don’t think that we will see Morgwais again until we meet The Morrígna and their army in battle, not if her message is anything to go by. I have work to do. I believe that I can replicate the protection enchantment, but it will take some finesse. I should have it ready before we converge on Lár Domhain.”
For a moment I assess Lexie, and ask, “Sammy is safely tucked away?”
“Yes. I’m so sorry for all the times you had to leave the twins behind. It goes against my very nature, but we do this for the future of our children. I’ll meet you below and then we can head out.” Squeezing my hand, she takes off. Her dark cloak billowing in the wind behind her. Sunrise was a sight to behold but since then dark clouds have rolled in and are now blocking the rays of the sun. The temperatures have turned much colder than I thought this time of year would have.
I shiver and pull my cloak closer about me before taking Jasmine’s hand in my own, and ask, “What’s up with the weather? It feels as though it’s dropped twenty degrees in twenty-four hours.”
Jasmine is quiet before she responds, “It’s being rumored that The Morrígna is calling on the energy of the land to empower them. By the drop-in temperatures over the last few days, I’m inclined to believe the rumors. Ash, she has to be stopped, if not, she will suck all the majical energy from our realm and if that happens, I fear for what comes next.” She shivers beside me as we enter the turret staircase and rush down the steps to the ground floor, our footfalls echoing in the massive hall below us. It’s time for us to head out. I take one last look around before exiting the main doors to the courtyard. Alaric has Storm ready for me and I nimbly leap up to mount my horse. She side steps and prances in anticipation, and I lean over to pat the side of her neck and quickly kiss her there.
Alaric mounts Tempest and together we take off as everyone in the courtyard follows our lead out of the gates of the Keep. Once everyone clears the gates, they swing shut behind us. I hear over the clattering of hooves the locks of the gates sliding into place. We’ve left a small group behind to defend the Keep with instructions to surrender if they are attacked, not wanting them to suffer any casualties. Sighing, I think, I’m not ready for this. How can anyone be ready for this? My heart is about to beat out of my chest when Alaric reaches over to take my hand in his own, through our link, he says, “Easy, now mo grá. You are the high princess of this realm and a Queen in your own right. We’ve got this, together.” He smiles, his dimples popping, and I can’t help but relax at his comforting thoughts.
“Thank you, you always know just what to say to talk me out of my internal panic.”
“Once we hit the meadows, everyone will fall in behind us. We will lead the way through the forest. Once we reach the end of the tree line, we will allow everyone to fall into formation behind us before meeting up with Tarron and The Horde. Our scouts have told us that the southern army marches to meet with The Morrígna and their army as they march from the west. My father’s army marches from the north and we should all converge about the same time in Lár Domhain.”
I nod and squeeze his hand before removing mine to spur Storm forward. We both pick up our pace as we reach the end of the bridge that spans the loch to the Keep. The meadow before us has completely transformed in no time. The tents have come down and now all those that support us in our vie to deliver Faerie from the clutches of The Morrígan stand ready to follow us. Alaric looks to me encouragingly and nods. Together we urge our mounts forward to canter toward the forest. I raise my hand and wave as we pass the troops and I’m rewarded with their call to arms. Trumpets sound as we pass, and their call resonates around the meadow as we make our way toward the forest boundary.
Brohmm…
Brohmm…
Brohmm…
Brohmm...
The legion that has sworn its fealty to our cause is quick to fall in behind us as we set out. We ride through the meadow toward the forest that provides the perfect barrier around Glendale Loch Keep. It is nestled away from the rest of the realm. Unfortunately, I have time on the ride to reflect and ponder how we have gotten here, and for a moment I miss Garrik. It doesn’t matter how he came into my life. He chose to be a better Fomorian. He chose to follow the light on the first day that I was able to view Faerie upon my waking. We’ve not had near enough time to mourn his loss, and now we are marching toward a battle whose outcome could spell certain disaster for us all. Cú Chulainn has the Spear of Lugh, which means we’re in trouble. Morgwais is not here, we have no idea as to where she is, but she promises to be there when we need her. There is so much we stand to lose, and I’m not sure how to deal with it all. My mother has been sidelined by my father due to her pregnancy. She was none too pleased about it but relented, because it was the right thing to do. She promised me to look after the twins and Sammy and that does give me some solace. Her fire balls pack a serious punch. They will all be tucked away in our Twilight Realm, so they should all be safe.
During my internal ponderings, we have traversed the forest that I have come to love. Deep within the forest are the most wonderfully enormous trees that I have ever seen.  Before I know it, we are standing on a knoll as we watch the rest of our company exit the narrow path from the ginormous woodland. The trees reaching upward to the sky like skyscrapers. The troops behind us fall into formation, and for the first time on this crazy journey, I take note of just how many warriors are to accompany us to our first stop, Tarron’s territory. I’m speechless at the sheer number of those that are following us to war, and my throat clogs with emotion. I have no words. I nod to acknowledge them all, knowing that my acknowledgement is not enough.
With a resigned sigh, I turn Storm to face Alaric and Tempest, he nods before spurring Tempest forward and they take off toward Tarron’s Keep. Tempest’s hind haunches bunch as he launches the two of them westward. We are quick to follow his lead, Storm bounds after them as we set the pace. The further we travel from Glendale Loch the more I steel my resolve. We are doing this. The Morrígna must be brought down, especially The Morrígan. I will have to trust that Morgwais will be there when we need her. Looking up I see Dray’s dragon detail, which gives me comfort. It took some time to gain their numbers as most of them were coming out of hibernation, but now their numbers are strong, and I can’t help but wonder at what their purpose will be going forward. I’m just glad that they are on our side. Hopefully, it will help turn the tide.
As we approach Tarron’s strong hold, I’m amazed to see that the dark fae that have joined him outnumber our own light fae. They are ready for us as we march toward Lár Domhain. Tarron joins us and his ranks fall in behind us. Next, we will meet up with Alaric’s father’s northern territory army. We should meet them in a couple of hours. This is getting real, and I fear for The Realms if we do not succeed. No one has ever won against anyone who has wielded the Spear of Lugh, and I’m left to wonder how we can possibly win this war now? Can faith and sheer will be enough?





Chapter 33
(Alaric)
Looking over to Ashlinn, I see her fear, her resolve, her determination, and her indecision. We have been traveling for hours now. We will soon meet up with my father’s forces and we will call it a night. Tempest ambles toward Ashlinn’s mount, as I move closer, I reach for her hand. Pulling her fingers to my lips, I gently kiss her knuckles and ask, “What has you so vexed, Ashlinn? You have been upset for days.”
She looks at me with wide eyes before inhaling deeply, “Do you remember when Morríganna swooped in just before she executed Garrik? Shortly there-after she said, and I quote, “You don’t even remember me. Yet you seek to challenge me.” What do you make of that? Her words have been playing on a re-loop over and over in my mind for some time now.
Sadly, I look into her whiskey colored eyes and say, “I believe you two were close, before you chose your different destinies. I believe that you were once so close that you chose to forgo your memories so that you could complete the task at hand. I’m so sorry Ashlinn.”
She looks back at me and says, “Don’t be. It’s not your fault. This is something that I need to figure out, but I think that you’re right. That’s why this has been so personal to her all this time. It makes sense. Once she realized who I used to be before this life, it was like it was game on. Her bitter resentment is so suffocating. If anyone should know, it would be my mother, supposedly we were very close in The Overworld. I wonder why she has not offered up any information.”
“Ash, not all gods and goddesses appeared at the same time in this world. It could have been that once Danu made her choice, you were left behind and found solace in another. You know how wacky time is between The Realms. You could have had more than enough time to forge a friendship in The Overworld before she made her choice to leave her angelic status behind to become a goddess here in Faerie. I don’t know, I’m just making assumptions here.” I squeeze her fingers lightly as we are about to crest a hill. We’ve ridden the whole day through, and I can see that she’s tired. We’ve taken breaks throughout the day so that Ashlinn and Lexie can trace back to the children to see to them for their feedings and reassure them. They are safely tucked away in Taisclainne Anam, no one can get to them, and yet as parents we are on pins and needles.
The sun is on the horizon as we reach the top of the rock-strewn grassy knoll. I’m not surprised to see the troops that are waiting for us in the valley below. We will camp here for the next few days and blend our troops. The dragon shifters have formed at outlook around the valley. They stand as our silent sentinels to keep watch for us as we descend into the valley below. There is a clear crystal stream that feeds a small lake below. It’s the perfect place to camp and wait for intelligence on the progress of our enemies.
Ashlinn gains my attention, “How long has your father been here. It looks like they have been here for days. Everything looks so cozy and welcoming. The tents are so colorful, it looks like a scene out of a medieval movie. Why don’t they make tents like this in The Mortal Realm? I would go camping in that.” She laughs, her eyes twinkling when she looks up at me. “Look, they are even singing and dancing. It sounds like an Irish jig.”
Dagda takes that moment to move to Ashlinn’s other side, he takes her other hand in his own and smiles brightly before raising her knuckles to his lips. He gently kisses the back of her hand before saying, with a twinkle in his eye, “My dear wee lass, where do ye think the Irish got their superb taste in music. Why, it be from the realm of Faerie.” His voice booms across the valley. The strain of the violins, flutes, and other string instruments waft up towards us and we watch as my father’s foot soldiers perform a complicated dance. Their nimble forms dance to the rhythm, they clap in synchronicity, and chant, “Hi…Hi…,” as they dance. The tempo slowly begins to increase from one song to the next and Ashlinn watches in utter fascination. Everyone in the camp below begins to clap as they watch the dance before others join in. The pace begins to quicken and before long everyone is dancing and clapping and joining in the festivities.
I watch as Dagda and much of our group moves to join in on the merrymaking. I turn to Ashlinn and see that she is utterly fascinated but she is also distancing herself from what is to come. Squeezing her hand, I say, “Ash, let’s enjoy the night for what it is. Look, everyone here is celebrating life. We should do the same.”
I look around to see that we are the last to descend on the camp below. It’s at that time that I hear a screeching caw overhead.
Ashlinn whispers, “Justice. He’s here. We need to go to Tarron to see what news he brings. Come on.”
“That can wait for a few more minutes, come with me.” I encourage her with a grin.
Our mounts amble down the hill to the valley below and I watch the smile that grows with each passing step. I can see that she is enjoying the music and our people as she watches the men and women dance, those that are here. We dismount and in a burst of unreserved exuberance, she pulls me to those that are dancing, and we join in as the music swells to an exciting beat. Everyone has joined in now and I can feel the fever pitch of the lively tune as does everyone else as we dance with a wild abandonment. One that we will pay for on the morrow, but not a moment before. Ashlinn and I just dance enjoying the moment. For one infinitesimal instant, we are happy.
Justice cries out again, and I know that our moment has passed. Looking for Tarron, I see him leaving the rest of us behind to make his way to Justice. Ashlinn takes my hand and we follow suit. I watch as Justice nimbly lands on the ridge above us. He has several companions with him that circle overhead. The bird is black as soot and rivals the dragons in size as he waits patiently for us to reach him. The last rays of light behind him casting long shadows across the valley below.
Tarron looks over his shoulder and smirks, “Mo solas, I wasn’t sure if you would be joining us.”
“You are a very funny Incubus. Justice is not quite as intimidating when he’s not snatching me up and carrying me away. No offense, Justice.”
Justice cocks his head to assess Ashlinn before nodding with a loud, caw, acknowledging her.
Dagda, Lugh, my father, Āemarick, and Ashlinn’s father, Rhespen all join us to hear the exchange that is about to take place. Dagda bows low, and his deep voice rings out, “Welcome, sky sentinel. What news do you bring? Will your kind join with us?”
Justice cocks his head several times before bobbing it a couple of times, and then says in mind-speak, “You ask a lot of our kind. The Morrígan has been our mistress for eons. You ask that we break from tradition. You ask us to betray our mistress.”
Tarron speaks first, “I think that I can speak for all of us when I say that I understand your reluctance to break your mistress’s trust, but your mistress has lost her way. She seeks to rule not only this realm but The Mortal Realm as well, but you know this. We have already discussed this. What say your kind to joining us in an alliance in our effort to save both worlds?”
Justice eyes us all curiously before saying, “You know that I respect you Tarron, but my kind will not break trust with our mistress. There are not many of us now, we are a dying race. There are but twenty of us left and all have chosen to follow their mistress. Come what may. All except for me and my brothers that keep watch above. We will follow you. We will help in the war to come.” He bows deeply before us and then continues, “I’m sorry that I could not convince more of us to your side. We will do what we can. We bring news from the sea of Hope. The tear between the realms continues to grow and an army from The Underworld is heading this way. They should be here to meet up with you by morning light.”
“Are they friends or foes?” I can’t help but ask.
“Friends. The prince of The Underworld leads them, and they are making good time. They mean to aid you in the battle to come.”
Ashlinn mutters, “Thank the Creator for that.”
There is a rumble that rolls across the very ground that we stand upon. Looking to the west I see a shimmering mirage for just a moment. I squint to decipher what I just saw and realize that for just an instance, I saw a city from The Mortal Realm.
Beside me Ashlinn utters, “Sweet baby Jesus. That cannot be. That’s San Francisco. What just happened?!” She demands. “Why could we see San Francisco?”
Dagda is the first to respond, “Ceann beag, the veil between The Realms is failing. Soon The Mortal Realm and The Otherworld will be open to the other. We can na delay any more. We must march at daybreak. We must save our two worlds before they collide and are irrevocably tied to one another. The two realms will destroy one another if the veil is not restored. I’m sorry. We are simply out of time.”
Nodding, I acknowledge his wise council, before pulling Ashlinn to my side. Nothing is certain at this point and the scales are definitely tipped in The Morrígan’s favor, but I have to have faith that our Creator has planned for all possible outcomes.





Chapter 34
(Ashlinn)
I wake with a start. My nightmare lingers with me, it’s still dark as I try to figure out where I am. Images of death and blood haunt me. The feeling of grief and vengeance swirl within me. My mind suddenly comes back online, I wake fully, and my nightmare makes sense. Today I will face my enemy. And somehow or another, I realize that I will be facing my past. A past that I have no recollection of. A past that I chose to leave behind for a reason and a purpose. Nothing good can come from this.
I slip out from under our covers and quickly dress, and then trace to Taisclainne Anam. I appear under the Tree of Life in this realm and for a moment I open up my link to her and allow her calm to wash over me. I find her silvery bark fascinating as well as the violet of her leaves. This place is majical and it’s as if this world is always stuck in a perpetual twilight state with the stars so close you can imagine reaching out and touching them. Colorful nebulas and distant solar systems appear to swirl around the heavens.
“Have faith, Ashlinn.” I hear her serene voice, “You are strong. We are strong. We all must face our past at some point. Remember, our creator does not give us more than we can bear.”
“I know… I’m just ready to be done with this. It’s just getting to the end that has me twisted in knots. I know that we will be fine once we get past today.”
I sense Alaric before he appears beside me, he takes my hand in his own and threads our fingers together, before whispering, “You two having a good conversation?”
Smiling up at my handsome guardian, I nod, “Yeah, we are,” with my other hand I reach out to stroke her silvery bark before leaving her. Looking back at Alaric, I say, “Let’s go see the children for a few minutes before heading back.”
“Why don’t you go ahead, I’ll go get Declan and Lexie, so they can see Sammy as well before we get the day underway.”
“Okay, see you in a few.” Alaric winks out of sight, and I start walking toward the castle like structure in the distance. It’s more like a large manor and I can hear tiny tinkling laughter on the breeze. A smile tugs at my lips as I can make out Lachlan’s squeals of delight. Rounding the corner to the gardens I see that all three children are being entertained by Jasmine as she swoops in for a tickle attack while the fox pups are excitedly licking at his face. My poor son is giggling so hard he begins hiccupping and I can’t help but laugh at the scene in front of me.
As soon as he hears my laughter, he looks my way and struggles to sit up, smiling, he says, “Mama.” The next thing I know his arms are wrapped around my neck and he is hugging me fiercely, all the while he jabbers, “My Mama, my Mama.”
“Miss me?” I wrap my arms around my sweet boy and hug him tightly to me.
He looks up at my face lovingly and pats my cheek with his chubby little hand, all the while he continues gibber jabbering, “My mama.” Then he lands a wet smacking kiss on my cheek. Making me laugh, and then I begin smothering him with kisses.
Jasmine has Lillie in her arms beside me and I swap with her so that I can love on my baby girl, and whisper, “I’ve missed you Lillie Joanna.” She smiles back at me and lays her head on my shoulder in contentment and I sigh, because right now in this moment all is right in our little world. Looking over to Jasmine, I ask, “How long have you been here?”
“I don’t know. A few hours maybe. I couldn’t sleep so Camoryn and I decided to pop in on the kids and give the others a break. He just whisked Sammy away so you could have some one on one time with the twins. Not to change the subject or anything, but I could tell that you were upset last night after you all met with Justice and that weird thing happened allowing us to see into The Mortal Realm. I know you’re worried about what’s to come, but you know I’ve got your back no matter what happens. Right?”
Taking her hand in mine, I give it a gentle squeeze and whisper tightly, “I couldn’t sleep either. I had this horrific nightmare. I don’t know what I will do if I lose any of you today. She won’t back down. Not now, she’s taken this vie for power too far, and she has no intentions of losing at this late stage in the game. There are bound to be casualties. I’m not sure if I’m prepared for that. I love you, Jaz. I’m so glad that I met you and that we became friends. I don’t know what I would do without you.”
For a moment we just stand together, hugging one another with both babies in our arms before she pulls back and quips, “You would be in a hell of a lot of trouble if not for me, so just you remember that. I may be small, but I pack a powerful punch. Now, no more of this, what has you so twisted up? And don’t say nothing because I can read you like a book.”
“Yeah, Ash,” I hear Lexie approach from behind. I turn to see that they have found Camoryn and she has Sammy in her arms. Her auburn hair confined in intricate braids, a stark contrast to the cloak she wears. “Spill. What’s up?”
Alaric comes to stand at my side and takes Lillie, so I can take Lachlan back. He gently kisses my temple and I take comfort in his silent strength before I utter, “Alaric has a theory and I’m in agreement with him, I think that Morríganna and I may have a connection from our time in The Overworld that I don’t remember. Why else would she have made this struggle for power so personal to me. I’ve never understood that. Obviously, she has all her memories from that time. How could I have been so stupid as to forego obtaining my memories in this lifetime. I’m so pissed at myself for that idiotic decision. What was I thinking?”
Lexie’s bright green eyes narrow as she comes to a conclusion, before she offers, “You were thinking that if you had your memories, it could stop you from doing what you needed to do to complete your mission. I know you Ash. You have a heart of pure gold and if she meant something to you in The Overworld then you would hesitate to do harm to someone you once cared about.”
I mutter, “That’s what I have been afraid of.”
We spend a little more time with our children, not sure what the next twenty-four hours will hold for us, or when we will be able to get back to them again. All I know now is that I will do anything to ensure that our children will have a future that doesn’t hold desolation and destruction in its wake. Turning to Lexie, I say, “We have got to fix the tear between the realms before it’s too late. Damn her, she’s forcing our hand by dividing our concentration and forcing us to war before healing the land.”
“Nemus and I have a plan, but it’s going to take a lot of majic from both the light and the dark fae.”





Chapter 35
(Alaric)
Ashlinn is right. I believe that we will finally find out why Morríganna is so hellbent on seeing Ashlinn on her knees before her. I just hope that my kindred is prepared for what she finds out. Our group traces back to the valley just before daybreak. We begin breaking camp, but some will remain here as a base of operations. Lár Domhain is but an hour’s ride to the west. The horses are well rested, and we have made sure that they are well fed and watered for the day to come. Our strategy is a simple one. We meet them head on, but first, the rule in Faerie is that the leaders of each opposing faction will meet on neutral ground prior to rushing into battle. Dagda will oversee the meeting as High King of The Otherworld and as father god and protector of us all. I have no doubt this will be an epic confrontation between Ashlinn and Morríganna. God help us, she holds all the cards right now.
I hear a commotion and turn to see that Luc and his battalions have arrived. Everyone is up in arms and I call for everyone to back down. Looking around, I call out, “EASY NOW! You all knew they were coming. They are here to help. Stand down!”
Tarron and his horde are the first to greet Luc and his troops. Of all of us, they are the least taken aback by the appearance of those from The Underworld, probably because some of The Horde more closely resemble those from The Underworld. Ashlinn and I make our way toward Luc and Tarron. We are closely followed by those closest to us. Before we are even halfway there, Pip drops out of the sky and makes his way to us. I smile and clasp either shoulder and pull him to me, and say, “I will never tire of seeing you, Pipperton. Although, I do wish that you would re-think going to battle with us.”
“Mister, my mind is set. I will fight alongside you and the rest that are gathered here today.”
I grab the back of his head and pull him in for a hug, his forehead rests on my shoulder. For just and instant, his arms go around me, and he holds me tight before pulling away. About that time Paynga and her brother approach. She watches our interaction, her face unreadable. They are all dressed in their battle gear and ready for war.
Beside me Ashlinn steps forward and says just above a whisper, “She’s beautiful,” then she turns to Pip and asks, “Is that your mother?”
“Yes ma’am, that’s Momma.” He grins his toothy grin before reaching for Ashlinn’s hand and tugs her after him. It’s moments like this one that reminds me of the boy I met. I follow, a bit reluctantly. I still feel guilt for what happened to Pip and the image of Paynga cradling her son in her lap is permanently etched in my mind.
Paynga smiles and greets Ashlinn by bowing before her, standing, she says, “You must be Alaric’s kindred. My name is Paynga. It’s nice to finally meet you.”
Ashlinn reaches out to take her hand and smiles warmly back up at her, “It’s nice to meet you too. I just wish it were under different circumstances. I want you to know that you and your son are welcome any time in our home if you find yourselves here in The Otherworld. Pipperton here, is really good with the children, especially Lillie Joanna. She was quite taken with him.”
Before Paynga can answer, I step forward to say, “Paynga, I owe you and Rhynik an apology. I was not able to keep Pip protected. I…”
She looks at me and smiles, “Alaric, Pip told us what happened. How he followed you and how you planned on making him come back to us before you were abducted by the slavers, and then taken to the citadel. It took me some time, but I’ve come to terms with the fact that my Pipperton is strong willed, and there probably was not anything that any of us could have done to keep him from following you. As it turns out, everything happened for the best. Luc has been very generous.”
“I told you I would take care of the imps. You should have faith, Alaric.” Luc claps me on the back with a devilish grin, and I glare at him.
“You could have told me that he still lived.”
“Yes… I could, but that did not serve my purpose at the time. Besides, you needed to be taken down a notch.”
“You know? I really don’t like you, Luc, but today and until this is through, we are allies.” Turning back to the imps, I say, “Thank you, for being here today.” Looking over at Pip, I mutter, “Just try to keep Pip out of trouble.”
Luc just chuckles and strolls away, and I hear, “He’s an imp, trouble will always follow imps.”





Chapter 36
(Ashlinn)
After all the leaders met for a briefing on what was going to happen once we arrive at Lár Domhain, everyone made ready to leave out. There are a few that are staying behind to watch over what is left of our camp. No matter what happens today, this will be the place where we will reconvene. Jasmine, Lexie, and I have had our hair styled by the sprites. How they are able to weave such beautiful and intricate braids, I have no idea, but their work is amazing and necessary as it keeps our hair neatly confined.
Jaz is really the only one of her kind that I have seen transform into her faerie size. All of her tiny counterparts look up at her in utter amazement. Jasmine explained that it has been centuries since the sprites stopped shifting their size and they have forgotten how that part of their majic works. She said that if it were not for her need of a hug that long-ago day, she would never have realized that she could change size. Claire is here too, and she has painted each of our faces in bold sophisticated designs. It feels odd. Like the calm before the storm. This moment is surreal.
Looking over to my sisters in arms, I see how beautiful and how fierce they look. They are ready, but am I? Sighing, I say, “It’s time. They are waiting for us. Thank you everyone. Those of you that are staying, the druids and witches have worked together to ward this valley. You will be safe here. We hope to see you soon.”
As we walk out of the tent, I don my own cloak and Lexie and Jasmine flank me on either side. The day is cool, so much so that our breaths form plumes of vapor in the air around us. It’s easy to hide behind the paint on my face, but truth be told, I’m far from ready for this day.
Lexie is the first to speak, “Ash, we have not heard from Morgwais. I thought for sure that she would have been here by now.”
“I know, Lexie. It’s okay. It was crazy to think that an old witch would be the key to bringing The Morrígna down. It would not be so bad if we had obtained the Spear of Lugh, but that was not to be. We must be prepared for the outcome. Whatever that is. If we must retreat to fight another day then we will.”
Jaz is not at all thrilled with that pronouncement and she counters, “Ashlinn Ryllae Faerondarl… we end this today. You know it. I know it. We all know it. What is up with your indecision?” She demands, her hands on her hips as she rounds on me, her eyes sparkle with a fierce determination.
“I don’t know?!” I counter, my agitation clear, “How about the fact that we don’t have the Spear of Lugh?! They have the power of three?! Morgwais should be here but she isn’t? The Morrígan has cursed and brainwashed her followers? Jaz, it’s all of the above. That… and I have a sinking feeling about what I’m about to learn of my prior relationship with the phantom queen. So, don’t be surprised by what we learn today. Because I don’t think that it will be pretty.”
“Ash, we’ve got your back. No matter what.” Lexie takes my hand, and I squeeze it in my own. Drawing comfort from her touch.
“Yeah, that’s right. We’ve got your back.” Jasmine takes my other hand and I struggle with the tears that threaten to fall. I blink them back, as we walk to the front of our not so meager army.
Letting go of their hands, I put on a brave face and smile at them both before saying, “Thank you. Stay safe. Please. I don’t know what I would do if I lost either of you.”
Jasmine smirks, “No worries, Ash. I promise pixie dustings for all that stand with the wicked witch. Super ninja Tinkerbell at your service, ma’am.”
I laugh, “Thank you for that, Jaz.”
It doesn’t take very long for us to mount up and head toward Lár Domhain. With every mile we cover the more anxious I become. I look back to see that we have a motley crew at best, but it warms my heart to see all matter of races coming to our aid. The Horde is represented, the Underworlders, and light fae, along with quite the number of minor gods and goddesses that have taken up arms to save the realms.
Alaric gains my attention, “Mo grá, we will arrive in a few minutes. Are you ready? It’s okay if you are not. We can stop.”
I inhale sharply, looking up at the sky, before replying, “What time of day is it?”
“We have not yet reached mid-day. Do you want to stop?”
“No, Alaric. We need to push on. Everyone here is ready for what is to come.”
“It’s okay if you need time to gather your thoughts, we can take a few minutes. I can sense through our link to one another how tumultuous your thoughts are.”
“I know, Elf-Man, but ten minutes or ten days is not going to prepare me for what she has to say to me. So, we might as well get on with it, you know? Like ripping the band aid off. I want to get this over with.” I lean over Storm and pat her neck, taking comfort in her presence. Her and my handsome kindred. Smiling back at Alaric, I say, “I love you. Don’t ever forget that. No matter what you hear today.”
“Never, mo grá. Never…” My handsome Elf-Man lifts my hand to kiss my knuckles. “There are no words for what I feel for you. Never doubt that. I’m here for you and I will protect you and help you through what is to come.”
Nodding, I hesitate to urge Storm on, even though I know that everyone that stands with us here today are waiting for my lead. The next few steps are crucial. Once we appear over the crest of the rock-strewn hills there will be no turning back. From a distance, I can hear The Morrígna’s assembled army waiting just over the crest of the hill. They are loudly banging their weapons on their shields and from their cries, they are ready for war. Inhaling deeply, I nod, steeling my resolve. I urge Storm forward and as we reach the apex of the hill. I’m greeted by a massive army on the opposite side of the field. One that has been brainwashed by The Morrígan, and my heart almost stutters to a stop at the sight. Her army has all matter of dark fae that have not joined with their king, Fomorians in their berserker form, trolls, even some of the dwarfs have joined her, and what looks like the walking dead. Daerok and his lich stand off to the ride side and I have to wonder what their role will be here today. No doubt it will be majically inclined. To the left I see a mighty king flanked by more Fomorian warriors. The resemblance is uncanny, even from this distance. The regal ruler is Tarron’s father, the King of the Southern Territories. I wonder what he will think of his son’s rise in rank amongst the rulers of Faerie and then again, I wonder what he hopes to gain here today. The Morrígan’s intentions are clear, there will be no other ruler of The Realms but her, and her alone.
Then my gaze moves to the center of the army before us. I see my nemesis and her sisters in the distance, The Morrígna. They are clearly staged at the center of their masses and appear at the highest most point on the knoll. They are obviously in charge here, their black and silver embossed banners flying for all to see. The Morrígan looks to be thriving but her sisters look a little worse for wear, which surprises me that she would drain her sister’s power so close to the battle. I don’t know why I find that so surprising, they may be her kin in this lifetime, but her agenda has, and always will take precedence. I had expected to come upon a valley but the field in front of me reminds me of the battleground that we fought on back in Ireland. The grass is green and there are rocks and small boulders that litter the field before us. Goldenrod and Chicory flowers are swaying gently in the cool breeze, and in the distance to the north a large tranquil lake glitters under the attention of the sun. My cloak billows behind me as the wind picks up. It has a biting edge to it that is out of place this time of year, and a chill races through me as I take in all that lies before me. This place looks like somewhere I would picnic, not a battleground, but then my attention is drawn back to The Morrígan, to refer to her as Morríganna seems too personal. She is wearing her obscene obsidian crown and is clad all in black, her cape and loose hair flowing out behind her on the whipping wind. The now darkening sky her backdrop. Cú Chulainn is by her side. Ever her vigilant warrior. Her protector. So clueless. I’m surprised that he has not rebelled by now, but then again, he is still under her influence, and I for one feel sorry for him.
The phantom queen is in her element now that we have arrived. She displays for all to see her deranged madness when she begins to clap and laugh hysterically. She points at me and in mere moments she has morphed into hundreds of ravens, majically pulling Cú Chulainn with her. Their ravens transform once more in a mass of swirling dark mist until she stands before us on neutral ground, waiting for us to join her and her chosen champion. Looking over to Alaric and Dagda, our small contingency dismounts and we stand together before we trace. We find ourselves standing in front of the masses. We are accompanied by Tarron, Lugh, Nemus, Declan, Lexie, Jasmine, and all of my Guardians. The Morrígan paces in front of me. Her agitation is clear, she is so antsy to get things underway. Cú Chulainn stands vigilantly by her side, although there is an air of indecision about him, if I’m reading him right. He wields the Spear of Lugh. Alaric unsheathes the Sword of Light and the two posture against one another brandishing their weapons in clear invitation, a promise for the battle to come.
Dagda intervenes and announces to everyone in attendance. His voice is amplified across the grounds. It must be majic. “We are here today to defend The Otherworld! We are here to oppose those that threaten life as we know it. Morríganna, you are guilty of exposing our realm to The Mortal Realm and creating a rift between all Realms that threaten our very existence! What say you?” He demands.
“What say you?!” Her mocking maniacal laughter rings out. “I have done what I must, what is best for Faerie. This forum is a farce!” She gestures wildly around. “This is beneath me! I, and only I, have what it takes to rule this realm. You have grown weak, Dagda! You are no longer fit to rule The Otherworldly realm. I mean to take your place. Soon my forces will defeat you. Those that stand against me will fall! I will not bow down to this childish-”
“Childish?!” Stepping forward, I demand. “How about self-centered or self-serving?” I ask sarcastically.
“I will do what it takes to accomplish my end goal! Whatever that may be. I will take down all that stand in my way. Including you, little goddess. You are but a child in this realm, lacking experience and knowledge of the way of things. You are unfit to your post.” She sneers.
Needing to know the answer, I demand, “Why do you hate me so? Why so much animosity? It’s like I set you off, every time you see me.”
“You, my dear, have no memories of our time in The Overworld. How very convenient for you. A conscious decision on your part, I’m sure. Such the little coward. You chose not to remember that we were sisters. Born from the same angel-fire. Just like Michael and Lucifer, and we see how that ended. Michael was the one to drive Lucifer from Heaven. He cared not that they were brothers, he mindlessly did our father’s bidding. They were polar opposites, just like you and me, light and dark. I refuse to follow their lead! I will not allow you to thwart me in this realm.” She announces, her voice devoid of any emotion. She cocks her head and watches me. Her eyes are dark pools of animosity.
My voice hitches, barely above a whisper, “Are you telling me that we were… we were born sisters?” I hear several gasps behind me, and I feel Lexie and Jasmine reach for me, each laying a gentle hand on either shoulder as Alaric squeezes my hand.
Her calculating eyes take in all the devotion and support that I’m blessed enough to have before narrowing her eyes and announcing in her piercing voice, “Yes! Why is that so difficult to comprehend? We were closer than close, but I was not content. So, I chose to leave The Overworld. Why didn’t you just stay there?!” She screams at me, her face contorting in hatred. “Why did you have to follow me here?!” She demands, her anger a tangible thing. “Why would you, my sister, make it your mission to stand in my way?!”
I’m stunned, my mind reeling, and I can only stare at her in disbelieve. Deep down in my heart, I know what she is saying is true, and I look up at the monster that she has become in her insanity and her need to rule by whatever means necessary. Suddenly, my mind feels as though it is going to explode, as a splintering pain lances behind my eyes, I clutch my head as images of our time together in The Overworld threaten to engulf me. I watch as we walk, stumbling, hand in hand from our birth, as flames lick around our entry into The Overworld. We stand together as angel fire threatens to swallow us once more before stumbling forward. We were younglings, barely able to walk. Our heavy wings dragging behind us. Laughing, and light-hearted, we come to stand before our Creator, and he smiles down at us and it’s almost as if I’m there in front of my Overworldly father as he showers us with his beautiful blessing. My heart warms and the two of us laugh, the tinkling laughter of children. My memory shifts to a memory some time later, we were attempting to take flight for the first time, together hand in hand, our giggles lift to the wind as we raced toward a cliff. That day we learned to glide. Images of us growing older together race through my mind. Memories of my sister’s discontent. Memories of her berating me for not being more adventurous, for not being more like her. Then I watch my sister, choose to turn her back on me and leave me, without a backward glance. My heart breaks, because I don’t want her to leave me behind. She is all I know. She has been my whole world. I watch as our father bestows his blessing and she transforms, leaving me alone in The Overworld, and I weep for her loss. Because I loved her so much. That’s when Danu stepped in, but she, like my sister, was drawn to this realm. Our relationship was more like a mother daughter relationship, and I missed her dearly as well. Her wise counsel helped me through those dark times after my sister took up her mantle as a goddess in The Otherworld. It was at that moment that I decided to follow them both. Suddenly, everything has become crystal clear in a matter of mere seconds.
I look up and accuse, “You left me… Why? You didn’t even talk to me about your decision. You just decided and left.” I accuse.
“So… now you remember. Why now, Ashlinn?” She demands, her hatred of me written across her face.
What have I done to warrant such loathing? I can’t help but wonder, but answer her, “I don’t know. I remember being so distraught after you left, knowing that...”
She laughs cruelly, mocking me, “Get over it. I have. You no longer matter to me. I left you behind ages ago. You made me weak!”
“Believe me, you have made that perfectly clear with every encounter. I get that, but I cannot allow you to wreak havoc upon these realms, just because you have grown bored once more. That’s why I’m here. I will stop you. No matter what it takes.” I declare, and my heart breaks into a million fragmented pieces at the implications of what it will take to accomplish her demise, to remove her as a threat to all the realms.
“I doubt that. You don’t have the Spear of Lugh. You certainly don’t have the power of three to boost your abilities, and you would never stoop so low as to have an army that is bonded to you to do your bidding without free will.” She declares triumphantly. Cú Chulainn shifts behind her and he eyes her curiously. I believe that something has just clicked into place for him. My attention is drawn back to Morríganna as she continues her tirade. “So, as I see it, you’ve lost this battle before you even began. Oh… and let us not forget that I have the banished Druid Luminary and his lich followers on my side.” She gestures to what looks like the walking dead that steps forward to bow before their new ally, and my stomach drops. Daerok smiles an evil smile ruining his almost perfect facade. His followers looking ghastly behind him. Switching my gaze back to my nemesis, she levels me with a glare, and says, “You don’t have to do this. Just call it a day, Ashlinn, before it’s too late. You don’t want anyone you care for to die here today. Do you?” She goads me.
Looking back at those in attendance, that stand ready to fight, I gather my wits and I announce, “Morríganna, either you stand down or you will be taken down.” I declare for all to hear.
She laughs, and says, “Have it your way, little goddess.” Sarcasm dripping from her words as she turns her back on me. My inner animal takes offense at the slight, and I can barely contain the growl that threatens to erupt from my throat.
As she turns away from me, I hear a familiar voice approaching from my far left, her voice raised for all to hear, “Ye, be wicked evil… Ye will corrupt the realms. Ye seek to do harm to anyone that be in yer way, so ye must be stopped, and I be here to make sure that ye do not succeed in yer self-serving endeavors.” I look over to see Morgwais making her way toward us. Lexie and Jasmine step forward to stand on the other side of me. Morgwais continues our way, her gait is no longer hindered by her age, her steps are fluid and she stands tall and proud. I’m not sure what to make of her transformation, she is literally glowing and looks at least twenty years younger than the last time we saw her.
The Morrígan turns her way and begins laughing, “What are you going to do? You are nothing more than an old hag!”
“Am I?” Morgwais demands. Sounding uncharacteristically unlike herself.
Morríganna narrows her eyes as she watches Morgwais walk to me, Jasmine and Lexie. She asks, “Who are you? Do I know you?”
Morgwais cackles, her odd laughter ringing on the breeze, but her mirth does not reach her cold calculating gaze as she eyes Morríganna wearily.
I smile at my dear little friend and welcome her into my arms, she whispers, “Don’t be mad at Morgwais, for I be keeping secrets from ye all. It be necessary for us to get to this point. I love ye, all of ye. It’s time for me to shed this disguise. I be waiting for a very long time. Just remember, that I be the same person that ye met all those months ago.” Turning back to Morríganna she demands, “It be well past time that I take back what was stolen from me all those centuries ago! You thought I would idly sit back and allow you to continue down this destructive path and do nothing? Well, you underestimated me!” As she speaks, a transformation has begun.
The Morrígan scrutinizes Morgwais and declares, “Neamhain? Is this what became of you?”  Her maniacal laughter rings out over the ridge. “You’re an old hag! Have you learned nothing, sister? Have you not learned to never go up against me? I am The War Goddess, The Phantom Queen, and my sisters and I make up The Morrígna. You cannot stop me!”
“That is where you are wrong! Your arrogance will be your downfall!” Morgwais brings her arms straight up in front of her and she claps her hands together. A deafening sound rings out across the field and with that one motion I see my dear old Morgwais begin to morph into this stunningly beautiful young woman. The air around her shimmers and dances as the transformation takes place. Where Morríganna and her sisters all have midnight black hair and alabaster skin tones, Morgwais or Neamhain is the polar opposite in her appearance. Gone is the long wavy gray hair from before and in its place is hair the color of spun gold. This woman before me stands tall, she is willowy in stature, her skin glows a golden brown. She is stunning and exudes power. How she could be related to the goth girls in this life I have no idea.
To say that I’m stunned is an understatement. I stand with my mouth agape as the scene continues to play out before me. One thing is clear, Morríganna and I were once very close, but she has moved on and feels nothing but contempt for me now, her once beautiful soul is tarnished beyond redemption at this point. Remembering our time together was a curse but having my memory back has also brought memories of Danu. She comforted me in my grief over losing my sister and then she was gone as well. Now I know, I took this mission to stop my sister and be reunited with Danu. Then my attention is drawn to the goddess standing where Morgwais was just moments ago. Who is this Neamhain and where did my Morgwais go? All I know is that I feel compelled to trust her.





Chapter 37
(Alaric)
We are all stunned by what has just transpired. Dagda moves to Neamhain’s side and whispers, “Is it really you? We thought you were gone ages ago.”
“She should have been. We scattered her essence around the realm.” Morríganna declares, all the while glaring at Neamhain as she paces frantically back and forth in front of us, her agitation clear, “This is not your fight!” She proclaims as she strides back and forth. “You should not be here!”
The beautiful goddess smiles serenely, and announces, “Morríganna, my dear black-hearted sister of this realm…, I, more than anyone standing upon this field today have a right to challenge you after what you and our unholy sisters did to me. Know this! I forever more denounce you all as my brethren. I stand here today with those I love. I stand with the Light! I stand with The Horde, and I stand with Luc and the Underworlders. We are all here for the same reason. We are here to stop you!” Her words ring out over the fields we stand upon for all to hear.
“Good luck with that.” Morríganna laughs, she sounds as though she is coming unhinged, her mania on display for all to see, “They all do my bidding.” She gestures wildly back to her warriors, before continuing. “All of them. So weak and pathetic! They are under my control and are bonded to do my bidding. I’m done with this. Lainn it’s time to go, it’s time to end this!”
Cú Chulainn looks at me and then back to Ashlinn and she smiles before saying, “It’s okay, Lainn. I know that she has you under her thrall, but you can still choose. It’s up to you.”
“Isn’t one mate enough for you?” The wicked bitch sneers.
Ashlinn sighs, “He has a choice to make, Morríganna.”
“He has already chosen. He chooses to stand by me and to fight for me. So, hands off, bitch.”
I growl, “Watch your filthy mouth-”
“It’s okay, Alaric. It’s time.” Ashlinn looks at me and smiles a sad smile. “It’s time. Prepare everyone. We will fight.”
Cú Chulainn is rooted to the spot and understanding begins to dawn on him and he shakes his head as if trying to clear it. The Morrígan is oblivious to his indecision. Before he can do or say anything, she takes his arm and she morphs them into a hundred ravens as they retreat in a flock to their front line.
Neamhain turns to Ashlinn and the girls and says, “Quickly girls, I mean to evoke the power of three. Ashlinn, Lexie, what say you? For today, the three of us will link our powers together to defeat The Morrígna. Jasmine, ready your kind. We are going to need them very soon. Alaric, Dagda, ready your troops, she will not delay long. She is ready to strike with a deadly force. She will not be merciful to any that stand in her way.”
All around us war cries can be heard. The battle horns blare out over the flower strewn fields. Looking at my kindred in all her battle glory, I say, “Do what you must. Trust Neamhain and draw on my energy if you need to. Stay safe. I love you Ashlinn.” Turning to the masses, I call out, my voice ringing out for all to hear, “Today… we fight to rid the realms of a toxic influence.” My voice rings clear. “An influence that will bring about destruction the likes of which we have never seen.” I pace in front of those that fight with us today on a field of green and flowers, and I call out, “Today… We dethrone a self- appointed queen! Today… we will reunite Faerie and eliminate a threat to all the realms. What say you?” I raise my flaming sword high for all to see.
“Aye!!” They call out and beat on their shields. The noise becomes deafening as their voices ring out in unison.
I call out again, louder still, “WHAT SAY YOU?!”
“AYE!!”
They are ready, I look to Tarron and he nods. Then to Luc, and he nods before morphing into a demon shape that I was not expecting. His eyes burn with the intensity of hellfire, he has demon horns, and his dark-skinned demon grows in stature to tower over me. If he were not an ally, he would be a truly terrifying foe. Looking to Dagda and Lugh, they nod to the gods and goddesses that have chosen to fight with us. They fall under Dagda’s direction. I then look to my team and ask, “Are you ready?”
Ferg growls, “Aye, now let’s get on with it, my liege.”
I hear an enormous roar to see that Rhespen and his shifters are ready as well. Turning I watch as The Morrígan gives the signal to attack and I raise my flaming sword high in the air before slicing it forward pointing toward the enemy, pointing toward her, with one last look at my kindred, I urge Tempest forward. The sound of horse’s hooves eating up the distance between the two armies is deafening. There are battle cries all around before we clash with our foes. Swords clashing with shields, spears, and battle axes. It doesn’t take long before we are in the thick of things. The ground beneath us rumbles and for a moment, everyone stands perfectly still as the veil between our realms is compromised that much more. I look up to see the Washington Monument in DC as it flickers to life beyond the veil. I think to myself and Ashlinn, “We have to fix the rift.”
“And we will, first things first, Elf-Man.”
God. I love this woman of mine. The ground rumbles again and this time I see London through the growing rift on my right before it flickers and disappears from sight. By the creator, this cannot be good. I engage the human in front of me. He’s just a child and a pawn played by The Morrígan. In one swift movement, I push the young male aside in the hopes that he will stay down and keep out of this battle today. She cares not for the young that she has recruited, lining them up as her front line of defense saving all her heavy hitters for last. Behind me, I feel Ashlinn’s strength grow as Neamhain evokes the power of three. At some point we should be on a more level playing field. My panther roars and wants control. Leaning down, I whisper into Tempest’s twitchy ear, “Get to safety, I will come for you. Go to Storm’s side.” Tempest paws at the ground, his large head nodding. Then I shift, leaving Tempest behind, taking down everyone in my path. Pausing, my cat looks around me to see all matter of mayhem. The once beautiful fields of Lár Domhain are now trampled and covered in blood and fallen soldiers. The sickly-sweet tang of blood hangs heavy in the air tickling my cat’s senses. The ground rumbles again, but this time the heavens open above us, and I’m astounded to see angels descend into the fray. By the creator, the four realms are now open to one another. What she has wrought must be undone! Balance must be restored.
Looking around I see that the once exiled Druids, now the ghastly undead lich have come together and are frantically chanting in an effort to have some affect over the outcome here today. Turning my gaze back to where I left Ashlinn, Lexie, and Neamhain, I see that Lexie has drawn her Druids to her and they are working furiously to counter whatever spell the Lich King and his followers are trying to work. Sparks fly as dark majic counters light. Neamhain seems to be their anchor as the two young women move to engage in war.
I brandish The Sword of Light as I shift back, taking down everyone in my path. Slowly, I begin to inch my way back to Ashlinn and their power of three. In all the mayhem, they do not realize that they are in danger. I realize too late, that they are in need of more protection. Tolin and Torin are standing guard as they work their majic. Turning about, I see that Morríganna is targeting their small group, they still stand on once neutral ground. I jump into the fray in an effort to hold back their assailants. I see that there are at least twenty, maybe more that are coming for Ashlinn and their power of three. I rush to get there in time, knowing that there is no way I will make it as opponent after opponent challenges me. From the corner of my eye, I see Tolin leap in front of Ashlinn, taking a killing blow as I’m forced to defend myself from my attackers.
“No… NOOO!!!” I hear myself roar.
The large battle axe is firmly embedded in his chest and he looks to me across the distance that separates us as he falls backward to land heavily on the ground. His Fomorian shape shifts back to reveal the elf I grew to love as one of my inner circle. I want to throw caution to the wind and race across the field to reach my friend, but I cannot. I counter my attackers with a vicious intent. Swinging my sword in a high arcing strike, beheading my assailant. On instinct, I drop to my knees and lean back over my haunches, watching a sword, that was meant to take my head, sail across my face mere inches above my line of sight. Pulling a dagger from it sheath, I plunge it upward as I surge to my feet, slicing my opponent’s carotid and blood rains down on me. Turning, I swing around lifting the long narrow shield on my left arm to block a glancing blow. The soldier not more than a child, I raise my sword over my head, pummel first, I land a swift hit to his temple. He crumples to the ground, unconscious, hopefully to live to fight another day on the right side of things. It’s then that I move to clear a path to Ash and Tolin, but I already know that I’m too late.





Chapter 38
(Ashlinn)
I watch in horror as Tolin intercepts the battle ax meant for me. On instinct, I swing my bow around and let loose several arrows that impale the warrior who targeted me. Targeted Tolin. Dropping to my knees, I scramble to Tolin’s side. Not Tolin. Please, gods no. Not Tolin. He stepped in front of me just in the nick of time. He saved me. Our ranks tighten around us, but I know it’s already too late, a keening wail erupts from deep inside of me at the sight of the ax that has all but cleaved his body in half.
I cradle him close and whisper desperately, “You can’t leave me, T.” A sob escapes my throat.
“Shhh, Little Bits. By the Creator… I’m going to miss you.” He breathes heavily and smiles a strained smile back up at me, crimson smears his teeth before he coughs up even more of his lifeblood before gasping for air. A swear escapes his lips as his body shudders in my grasp. All around us fighting ensues, but the sounds of war fall to the background as I focus on Tolin.
“T…, you are not allowed to leave us!” I demand, grabbing his blood covered hand in my own, “Not yet.” I beg. “Please, you have to hang on, Alaric will be here soon, he can heal you.”
He chuckles and then wheezes, “Little Bits… not soon enough. I’m done for, it’s a… killing blow.” He gasps. “We will meet again…, Ash.” He breathes out. “My time… in the realms of the living is not yet done. It’s my choice. My choice to live again.” His voice is but a raspy whisper. I cradle his large frame to me in a fierce hug and my grief cannot be contained as I hold my dear friend and rock back and forth as his last breath shutters from his massive frame.
“No!!!” I cry. Throwing my head back, I wail my anguish for all to hear. Not Tolin. Not, my T… Holding him close, I watch as the light in his eyes fades, all the while my tears splash down onto his handsome, blood splattered face, leaving clean tracks in their wake.
His loving spirit swirls around me in a warm embrace, and his spectral form whispers for only me to hear, “I love you, Ash. You are the sister I never knew I wanted or needed. Don’t mourn for me, Little Bit,” then the wisp of his soul races off to the Soul Reliquary. He knows the way, and for a moment I take some solace in that. Looking down, I gently kiss Tolin’s forehead, my tears raining down on him. I look up to see that the dragons are raining fire down on our enemies and ash is floating all around us in the air. For a moment its as if time stands still and I can hardly believe what has just happened. Looking back down at Tolin, I brush the ash away that tarnishes his façade. I gently close his eyes and I feel broken inside. I desperately hold what remains of him close to me. Rocking and crying all the while. My T. My guardian. My friend. I can’t bare the loss of him. A keening sound erupts from deep within me, the sound carries on the wind. Looking up I see Torin and I pull him down to me and whisper, “I’m so sorry!” He pulls me close and holds me tight before shifting his attention to Tolin’s remains. Seeing the brothers this way does something to me and I whisper, “We will avenge him.”
Closing my eyes, I push my grief at loosing Tolin back to be dealt with later. Standing, I move away to allow Torin room to say goodbye to his brother’s physical form. The site of Torin by Tolin’s broken form guts me. I look over at Alaric who has just reached us, he is as grief stricken as I, and we react. As a united front we stand together. Our grief a driving force. We march forward. A force to be reckoned with, combining our power with the power of three, we are now unstoppable as we march toward Morríganna in our heartache, pushing our enemy aside.
I blast everyone in my sights, all those that side with The Morrígna. All those that are blinded by her misdirection. Needing a more visceral attack I pull my bow to me and begin firing arrow bolt after arrow into the midst of our attackers. At this close range I do not miss my mark. When that is not enough, I send fireball after fireball in their direction. I can feel our power building as our sorrow threatens to consume us, a catalyst for what is to come. Alaric and I are feeding on the power of three, eliminating all those that stand in our path. The power thrums between us and I embrace it. Neamhain urges us on, through my temporary bond with her and Lexie. This is my mess to clean up. I look over to see that Alaric looks more powerful than I have ever seen him. He brandishes the Sword of Light as he takes down our opponents, his flaming weapon arching through the air and Morríganna’s followers begin to move aside in fear. In my anger, my grief has called upon the fire element and for a moment I stand still and allow my fire to encase me, my light. I bask in its warmth and destruction. Centering myself, I reach out before sending my powerful blast out for all to feel. The world rocks around me at the repercussion and the damaged veil between the realms continues to make the realms existence with one another unstable. As I gather more power, I take in the scene around me in a moment of clarity.
There are dragons and drakes that ride the winds above us breathing fire down upon our enemies. The day has grown dark and ominous and the skies have taken on a reddish hue that reminds me of The Underworld. Men, elves, Fomorian, and all matter of light and dark fae are embroiled in battle with one another in hand to hand combat. Their clang of swords, axes, and shields ring out across the once beautiful meadow, along with screams and cries of the wounded and dying. Demons from The Underworld as well as Daerok’s lich followers are entangled in the mix, all battling for supremacy. The scene is chaotic, one that nightmares are made of. The war angels of heaven make the scene all too surreal as they defend their realm against any who would dare enter there without permission. They have taken up arms and fight along with us. Their battle is one from above as they engage with the sky sentinels that did not defect from The Morrígan. All I know is that balance must be restored!
Off to the right, what looks like a shimmering mirage appears. Men and women of The Mortal Realm are looking on in horrified fascination. Some even walk forward with their hands outstretched to test the non-existent veil. That’s when they find themselves in the middle of a war, they are ill prepared for. They are innocent and must be protected from… from my angelic sister. There is no hiding from the humans now. Their eyes are suddenly wide open and will be from this day forward. There is no going back, not now.
Alaric and I refocus our attention as we carve a path toward my nemesis. I have my sights set on her and her resurrected demigod. He is fierce and strong in his battle ríastrad that reminds me of Tolin’s berserker form, and my anger begins to boil. All around me I watch as we battle one another in a desperate attempt to save the realms from certain destruction. Looking back, I see that we are flanked by a devastated Torin, Ferg, Lorcan, and Ēolieus. In my heart, I know that our children are safe, and I call to Nym and Khatar for them to join us, they deserve to be here, especially now after what we have lost. They heed my call and appear by their brethren ready to fight for this realm. Declan is standing guard over Lexie as well as Nemus and his druids. They are working on disabling The Morrígna’s majic as well as the Lich King’s, combined with our own. Dorlan and Camoryn are joining our ranks and I watch as Jasmine leads her pixie brigade to sprinkle their pixie dust over our enemies. She never disclosed to me what exactly her pixie dust could do, and I watch in rapt fascination as our enemies begin to mindlessly wander away and drop their weapons. Looking up I see that the war angels as well as the imps from The Underworld are at the ready and my mind is officially overwhelmed with the implications. I worry for Pip and everyone else as this battle unfolds, but now is not the time to be riddled with doubt.
My decision made, I join with Alaric and we work as a single unit. Our intent is clear. We take down The Morrígna and we free the realms of their evil taint. Through our bond, I say, “Let’s do this.”
“Yes, mo grá, this ends today!”
We march forward. Everyone and everything in our path are forcibly removed until we are standing just a mere fifty yards from Morríganna. Cú Chulainn stands by her side. Although, he looks more unsure than ever as the battle continues to be fought around us.
Turning, I gesture to the mayhem around us, and call out over the sounds of war, directing my words to my sister and demand, “IS THIS WHAT YOU WANT?! The destruction of everything? Is it? What will be left for you to rule? We were once sisters. Don’t do this! There is still time, you can still change your fate.”
Morríganna sneers, “Change my fate?! Why would I ever want to do that? I will rule the realms, sister!” She sneers, “Everything we see here is destined to be mine!” She screams back at me. Suddenly, it’s clear to me that she has lost her ever-loving mind. I watch as she pulls more power from her frail looking sisters of this realm. Her eyes closed, her arms raised, and look of pure euphoria washes over her features, for a moment softening them to resemble the sister I once knew. I watch as Morríganna sucks the two goddesses dry of any remaining power in her greed to become an almighty queen. Badb and Macha, the two who look so like Morríganna realize too late what their unholy joining is going to cost them. Their lives. A look of horror and disbelieve war upon their strained façades, before they fall to their knees to wither and crumble in on themselves and become nothing more than ashes that scatter upon the wind. Her actions have not gone unnoticed by Cú Chulainn and he looks at me and Alaric in indecision.
We march forward, my attention on Cú Chulainn, but I speak to Morríganna, “Look around you, sister. Is this what you want? Destruction and mayhem for all the realms?”
“What do I care? If I become the supreme ruler for all, how will you stop me?” She demands, her face twisting into a cruel mask as she looks down on me.
My reply is quick, “With the power of three and our kindred bonds. You have lost Morríganna, it’s just you now. Look around you, in your desperate need for more power you have turned your Otherworldly sisters in to nothing more than dust. You are on your own now.”
Morríganna spins around, her cape flapping wildly in the wind to see where her sisters once stood. Only to see ashes floating on the breeze. She screeches in disbelief and I know that we now have the upper hand. She is furious at the turn of events and she attacks callously, calling ebony flames to do her bidding, they form dagger like bolts, and she launches them at me. At the last moment, I know what I must do, I pulse the light within me out to form a protective barrier around me and Alaric. As the black daggers meet my light barrier, they disintegrate and fall away. My response to her attack is immediate, I pull the fire element to me and launch my own assault. From the corner of my eye, I see Cú Chulainn launch an attack on Alaric, spinning his mighty spear like a baton creating a powerful wind. Surprisingly, Alaric is able to slice through the wind as if it were nothing with the Sword of Light.
The phantom queen screeches and calls her zombie like followers to her aid and they begin to attack on all sides. Pulling on the power that is thrumming within, I push it out all around us and watch as those of her army are blown backward and away from us.  I begin pushing fire ball after fire ball toward my nemesis, with every wave she is able to counter but eventually she begins losing ground. She stumbles, and before she falls, she morphs into her ravens, but I was anticipating that, and learning from her little trick just moments before I form several fire bolts and target a couple of her birds. I quickly release the fire arrows and they impale two of her ravens. They fall to the ground, pulling all the masses back together again and once more, Morríganna is kneeling before us. Clutching her chest.
Turning to Cú Chulainn I implore, “Now… you need to choose now. Do you side with Morríganna or do you choose a different path?”
At that moment, the heavens above open and a beautiful young woman materializes in front of Cú Chulainn and I know that it’s his kindred, and she pleads, “Lainn, my strong handsome Lainn, it’s time to come home. Please. I love you, and I have missed you.”
“I can’t… Not after what I have done. What she has made me do.” He breathes out looking toward Morríganna, shame clearly evident on his face.
The apparition in front of him is quick to contradict and she reaches up to cup his cheek lovingly, “Yes… you can. We can work through anything, we are kindred, soul mates, do it for me. Do it for you, Lainn., please I beg of you. It’s time to follow your heart. It’s time to change your fate.” With that, her image dissipates into whisper of herself and she ascends once more to The Overworld.
Gaining Cú Chulainn’s attention, I announce, “Only you can do this, Lainn. You can end this right now.” I point to the spear. “Change your fate.” I demand.
Morríganna senses the moment that he falters, the moment that the tides have turned against her, she turns in a circle to take in the fact that she and her army have begun to lose ground. She shrieks, “Lainn, do something. You wield the Spear of Lugh. You swore your allegiance to me. Take them out! Without Ashlinn and Alaric the tides will turn. Do it! Do it for your queen!” She demands.
Cú Chulainn moves to do her bidding immediately and then stops as he realizes the need to follow her orders is unnatural. His steps falter as well as his ríastrad. He turns to his queen and asks, “What did you do to me? It’s as if I’m a puppet and you control all the strings.”
“Finally,” I whisper.
Lugh is now standing on the other side of me and in one wave of his hand he has cleared the top of the knoll. The wind he commands pushes all those that would intervene away from what is about to happen here on this hilltop, overlooking death and destruction below as the battle continues.
“Son, look at me.” Lugh demands. Cú Chulainn looks toward his father and Lugh continues, “You have been given a second chance. Make it count for something. Your kindred waits for you.”
Cú Chulainn nods, “Yes, father,” and turns back to the phantom queen and announces, “You can’t be allowed to get away with what you have done, Morríganna. You have been reckless… and look what you have wrought. This is not you. Not the Morríganna that I once knew. I no longer recognize what you have become. I am now fully awake since coming back from The Underworld, and I now know that the four main realms are now open to one another because of you. You must be stopped.”





Chapter 39
(Ashlinn)
In unison, I watch as Cú Chulainn and Alaric launch their weapons toward Morríganna. The Spear of Lugh is quick to embed itself in her chest. The Sword of Light finds it’s mark beside the spear and I watch as the phantom queen staggers backward. I stand resolute, as I witness my angelic sister stagger and fall to the ground on her knees. Her hands desperately clutching for purchase to pull the weapons free. Neither the spear nor the sword can be wielded by any felt to be unworthy, and her hands slide through the weapons as if they are made of air. She continues to claw at the two protrusions in her chest as the blood leaches from her wounds. She screams an agonizing screech before collapsing onto her side, her horrendous crown toppling off of her head to tumble down the embankment. I watch her pant as she tries once more to remove the spear and the sword.
She shrieks her anger and frustration for all to hear. Black blood dribbles down the side of her mouth to drip off the tip of her chin. In a desperate attempt she reaches out to me, “Sister… sss… save me…”
Sadly, I shake my head and reply, “I’m sorry, I cannot. You have sealed your fate.”
Her cruel laughter interrupts me, “You choose now to stand up to me?! You were always so self-serving in your need to do good. Well, fuck you sister. Fuck you and your righteous heart!” She breathes out and my heart splinters just a little more at her derision. I wish with all my being that I had not remembered our connection to one another. Her hatred of me is hard to stomach as more memories swamp my mind of the two of us playing together, we did everything together when we were still younglings.
Luc interrupts my internal ponderings, “Her soul is mine, Ashlinn. Don’t even think about stepping in my way.” Lucifer announces as he strides forward. For the first time since the battle began, I take him in, at some point he transformed to become the demon before me. His eyes hold the light of hellfire, and he has morphed into a monstrous demon with horns, lethal claws, and his skin is now a dark reddish hue, but he still sports his dark Celtic tattoos. Behind him leathery wings have snapped out in stark contrast to what his once angelic wings must have resembled at one time, these must have grown in their place once they were stripped from him in his fall from grace. His demon form begins to shrink to reveal the Lucifer that I have come to know and begrudgingly like and respect.
“With all due respect, she is my sister, Lucifer.”
His fair head swings my way as I watch Morríganna struggle to breathe, Luc gains my attention, “Ashlinn, you knew it was going to come to this. I demand recompense for what she has done. I want her soul! I demand it! You have no jurisdiction over her now. You know I speak the truth. In exchange, Lainn’s soul is free.” He stares me down, and I concede. He’s right, her soul is darker than dark and Lainn deserves the right to be with his kindred.
“You’re right.” I admit, only to hear Morríganna curse me once more. “So be it! She still lives and may even recover. She is a goddess after all. Do what you must with her. She has sealed her fate by her actions this day and before.” The battle below us is still being fought, and I can’t help but ask, “What now?”
Lucifer and Alaric respond in unison, “We take out the trash!”
Lainn and Alaric walk over to the now barely conscious, broken goddess, and wrench their weapons free from her evil, dark heart. Her screams echo around the battlefield. All those below us still and look back at their broken goddess, their phantom queen. Lucifer’s four-armed, blue she-demons stand guard over her broken form. She has grown quiet now and has succumbed to her wounds, although she still lives.
Sahzu nods to me and then turns to Luc, “My Lord, what is your bidding?”
“Lock her up, you know what to do, I have reserved a special place for her in the farthest depths of Hell. Take the drakes, they can jump you in a matter of moments from here to the rift. The sooner she is locked up the better it will be for us all!” His tone leaves no room for questioning and Sahzu and several others of her kind roughly pick up Morríganna’s twisted and tattered form.
She begins to struggle weakly, before uttering, “You can’t do this. I’m a goddess, I’m a queen.”
Luc just looks at her coldly and announces, “No Morríganna, not anymore. You are now one of the Fallen.” No sooner have the words left his mouth than a hideous transformation begins to take place, her once beautiful form twists and contorts to reveal the demon within.
She begins shrieking and crying out as she holds her once flawless alabaster hands in front of her in disbelief, and demands, “What have you done to me?”
Luc’s reply is quick, “That’s just it, I’ve not done anything to you. This is all your doing, and I’m growing bored with this conversation. Bind her. Now.” Much to Morríganna’s dismay they bind her with…
“Where did you? Those binding shackles…” I trail off.
“Let’s just say they come in handy in keeping my brethren in line.” Luc smirks, “I’m the only one in The Underworld that knows the secret of these bindings.”
“You always had the ability to remove them from Alaric.” I accuse.
“And now you know that you, too, have the ability to remove the shackles that bind the gods. Fitting that it would be you, little Keeper that would hold the key. You had to figure it out on your own. I could not interfere.”
“You mean you would
not interfere.” Sighing, I know that the fighting must stop, I shake my head and look around us at the gruesome scene before us. Stepping forward, I gesture about, sending a pulse of energy out to gain everyone’s attention, and say to all those that stand below us, “Hear me!!! We are all brethren here today! All of us! The phantom queen has fallen and her wicked ways with her! Already those under her spell are gaining clarity. We must unite to fix all that she has wrought. The veil between the realms must be our priority! Not this fight! Not this battle! We must preserve our way of life! What say you?!” I demand for all to hear. “The Mortal Realm is innocent in all of this! As is The Underworld! We must fix what she has wrought! We must unite! WHAT SAY YOU?!” I demand, and all is quiet as The Morrígan’s followers begin to understand. They begin to step back wearily, not sure what to do or who to follow, their confusion is clear.
I stare out over the downtrodden fields that should be strewn with beautiful flowers but see nothing but the carnage of our battle here today. Blood stands in pools with unmoving bodies strewn about. The day has become dark and ominous and thunder clouds are rolling above us. The dragons and drakes now hover above, along with the war angels of The Overworld, and the imps of The Underworld as the wind picks up, taking the loose strands of my hair away from my face to whip about wildly. It’s at that moment that I feel the power of three thrumming within me, and it is hypnotic in its enticement. I understand now how it could seduce someone to want more power, but it is deceiving in its promise. We must do what must be done in order to end this connection as soon as possible.
All those below move to take a knee, except for a select few that remain steadfastly in Morríganna’s court. I look to what’s left of my guardians and say, “Take them in custody, they are not to blame for what took place here today. We will sort them out soon enough and they will see reason, if not, they will be locked away. We have work to do and not a lot of time to do it.” I’m joined by all those gods and goddesses of the realm that stand with us. Alaric takes my hand, his flaming sword in the other, Lainn by his side. I can’t help but notice that Daerok and his followers have disappeared and are no longer visible on the knoll, as well as Tarron’s father and his followers. They have all retreated to live another day.
Looking over to Jasmine, Lexie and Neamhain, that’s going to take some getting used too, I ask, “How do we fix this?”
Neamhain smiles a sad smile before replying, “Cú Chulainn must die. He was brought back by an unnatural means. We must right,” She pauses, looking remorseful before continuing, “what was wronged on that day.”
“Surely not, he proved himself today. He chose to end Morríganna rather than follow her unconditionally.”
Neamhain’s eyes sparkle, when she replies, “You, Little Keeper, should know better than most that there is life after this one.”
Nodding, I agree, “Yes, I know you are right, but he has been a pawn in all of this. It’s not right for us to stand here and make decisions about what his future holds. That would make us no better than Morríganna.” Turning to the demigod, I ask, “Cú Chulainn, what do you think? What do you want?”
“I need to know… will this death take me to my kindred? Do I need to do more to make sure that we end up together?”
I nod, and say with a soft smile, “Yes, Cú Chulainn, you chose well, you are ready to ascend to The Overworld, where your kindred is waiting for you.”
“Then I’m ready to die, one last time.”
“Thank you, I wish that you could have more time here, but I fear that is something we are in short supply of ,” I say earnestly before turning back to Neamhain and Lexie, I ask, “Besides Lainn having to die, what else must we do?”
“We must travel back to where it all began, we need to go back to his crypt, but we will need all the majic wielders that we can gather, and still I fear that we will need more. The realms have been open to one another for far too long now. Those that dwell in The Underworld and The Overworld must travel back to their realms before we can even begin.”
From the crowd I hear, “Mister, I want to stay here with you.” Pip’s wings beat effortlessly as he gently lands next to us, his mother and uncle behind him. He looks to his mother and says, “I have so much to learn from this realm, I want to stay.” His piercing blue eyes plead.
Paynga’s expression is pained and silver tears appear in her eyes and she asks, “Pipperton, if you stay, I’m not sure if we will ever see each other again.” Her tears course down her cheeks freely, and they remind me of silver mercury, staining her face. A stark contrast to her alabaster skin and crystal blue eyes.
“I know Momma, but have you seen it here? It’s so different, it’s so…” he pauses, before continuing, “I love you Momma, I will find a way back to you and The Underworld, I promise.”
Neamhain interrupts, “I don’t think that will be a problem, he will be able to make his way back. The Overworld and The Underworld are our first priorities. If we can contain the rift, we will more than likely need the services of the Drakon Dragons, they were once the Guardians of The Realms before The Underworld and The Overworld were permanently sealed to the other realms. I fear that we are once again in need of their services. We will not be able to permanently close the realms to one another. The best that we can do is seal the rift and where the veil is thinnest between the realms station our guardians to prevent those who seek to cross over without permission to access the other realms. It’s the best that we can hope for.” She concludes.
I smile, “Which means if Pip wants to go home, he can, with the permission of the guardians.” Then my smile falters and I look toward Dray, “Are you and your brethren up to the task?”
“Aye, we are very much looking forward to being of use again. Most of us have just recently woken from a very long hibernation. It will be good to have a purpose once more and to resume our post as Guardians of The Realms.”
“Then we need to get busy and get this done!” As soon as the words are out of my mouth another shimmering mirage appears between our realm and The Mortal Realm. This time I can see that the mortals are preparing to dispatch their armies to overtake us. They see our ways of war barbaric, and in their misguided shortsightedness, they are underestimating what we will do to them if they invade us. They are amassing tanks and aircraft to dispatch through the veil. That can’t happen! They seek to destroy Faerie, The Otherworld as we know it. Turning to Alaric, I announce for everyone to hear, “We need to do this now!”





Chapter 40
(Ashlinn)
I’ve never been so tired in all my life. The last year and a half are crashing down on me all at once, and I’m beginning to feel the weight of what has just transpired and all that I have learned. Jasmine sidles up next to me and pulls me into a tight embrace as Lexie and Neamhain begin to organize everyone.  I practically fall into her arms and whisper, “I’m so tired, Jaz. I just want this to all be done.”
“I know, Ash. You’re almost there. Then you can rest. We all can.” She holds me close and I clasp her tightly to me, needing her reassurance.
“Thank you for being my friend, my amazing super ninja Tinkerbell.” I smile into her neck as I hold her close.
Her tinkling laughter rings out around me and she says, “By the goddess, I love you too, Ash. Come on, we have work to do yet, before we can rest.”
Pulling back, I nod, “You’re right, we must seal the rift and then we must work on the accords, not just within this realm but The Mortal Realm as well. Let’s do this. I want to get out of this armor and get home to my children. I want to put what happened here today behind me.” Brave words for someone who just realized how very broken hearted I am at all that was disclosed this day and all that transpired on these once beautiful fields.
Alaric is by my side in an instant, he pulls me close and I struggle to keep my tears at bay. I pull away and say, “We have work to do. Only once that is done can we mourn and begin to heal.”
“Then, let’s do this. Your despair is almost more than I can bear, mo grá.”
“I’m sorry, Alaric, I’ll try to mute -”
“Don’t you even dare. Never again, we will always be open to one another. Always. Promise.”
I smile through my tears, “Always, Elf-Man.”
I have a few moments to take stock of all that remain here on these tattered fields. I look again for several factions and they are nowhere to be seen. Daerok and his followers have disappeared as well as Tarron’s father and his troops. Damn, we really should have paid more attention to both of them. My gaze drifts to the west and I see a curious sight. Four horsemen sit astride different color horses, a white horse, a red horse, a black horse, and a pale horse. The riders are cloaked in shadows. They are backlit by the setting sun, but they appear to be assessing everything before them before they turn to walk away from the battle that we fought here today. Who are they? Their appearance here today cannot be some random act. If I have learned anything since my awakening, it’s that nothing is random, and everything has a meaning.
Unfortunately, I don’t have time to contemplate their appearance as we have organized a huge following to trace to the Isle of Tears in the Sea of Hope. We must fix the rift, as best we can and so we will. Turning to Alaric and the rest of my Guardians, I say, “We’ve got this. I want you to take Tolin’s body back to Glenndale Loch for a proper farewell. Please, do this for us so that we can focus on fixing the rift between The Realms. Hopefully, we will be there shortly.” As the words leave my mouth, I choke back sobs as the loss I feel for Tolin ricochets through me. I step forward to Torin and reach for his hand and whisper, “I’m so sorry, Torin.” He pulls me into an almost unbearably tight hug before releasing me. Stepping back, he nods and walks back to where Tolin’s body lies. He morphs into his berserker form and hefts his brother into his arms before winking out of sight.
Everyone else nods sadly and moves to do my bidding, all except Alaric who comes to pull me into a fierce hug, and for one moment I melt into his embrace, before pulling back, “We need to do this. I’m okay, for now.”
“I know you are. Let’s finish this.” Alaric kisses my forehead and we trace to the Isle of Tears to fix what Morríganna wrecked.
Just like before, the island looks tranquil, but flashes of red lights are pulsating from below. I can tell that the rift has grown exponentially and is about to break through the confines of the underground crypt. It’s time to work our majic on this place. We need to put things right. Looking around I see that there are plenty of majic wielders, we have witches, Druids, and those that appear to be wizards or mages, gods and goddesses of Faerie, and a multitude of light and dark fae. All here for the same reason. To fix the rift.
Turning to Luc, Alaric says, “This is where we must part ways, my friend. You and your Underworlders must return to The Underworld before we can continue. Thank you for coming to our aid this day. Your deeds here this day will not go unnoticed.”
Luc smirks, “Why, Alaric… I’m flattered that you think of me as a friend.”
Alaric shakes his head, its barely perceptible, before saying, “Don’t…”
Luc throws his blond capped head back and laughs a hearty laugh, “Honestly, I do like you, Alaric. We will meet again. I expect an invitation to the meeting of The Realms. The accords should be rather interesting. Don’t be a stranger.”
Alaric, grasps Luc’s outstretched hand and leans in, “Take care, Luc. Know this, I will take the utmost care of Pipperton.”
“I know you will.” Luc turns away and rallies his remaining Underworlders and they make their way to the rift. He ushers his demons and drakes through the pulsating red glow before turning back and smirking. He shifts to his demon form, making the last image of the prince of Hell a rather intimidating one. What with the pulsating crimson glow behind him and his impressive horns, not to mention his talon clawed hands, and his reptilian-like wings spread wide for everyone to see, turning he snaps his wings shut and falls backward into the abyss, disappearing from view.
Almost at the same moment, another shimmering rift opens to our left, and at the very same instance a vivacious red head walks through the opening from The Mortal Realm. She looks oddly familiar and I look to Lexie. Her hair is streaked with grey, but otherwise her auburn tresses are a riotous curly mess, and she is smiling from ear to ear. Then it clicks. She looks like what I would imagine Lexie looking like in her fifties. Even with the tiny lines on her face she appears youthful and full of personality.
She looks around, assessing before smiling at both Lexie and me, “I’ve been waiting for this, for almost my entire life. Come on girls, surely you know who I am by now. Let’s fix this, and then we can catch up. I can’t wait to get to know you both and learn more about my ancestors home realm.”
Looking to Lexie, we both just nod as we realize who we are staring at. It’s her great, aunt Nessa. She smiles broadly and we both just nod, words failing us before Lexie says, “You’re powerful. How is that? I thought that your line had no majic.”
“That’s a long story, I think we have some work to do before we can catch up. Let’s get to it then. If I’m right, there is a sacrifice that must be made.”
Neamhain is quick to answer, “Yes, everyone, gather around the entrance to the crypt. Lainn, I suggest you say your goodbyes. This must be done quickly. Everyone, take your positions.”
Cú Chulainn joins his father and the two men stand together, quietly talking to one another before embracing. Lugh holds his son close in a tight bearhug. I can hear him say into Lainn’s ear, “I’m so very proud of you. You did well, my son. I’m going to miss you. I have missed you so very much. I just wish we had more time together.”
Pulling back Cú Chulainn says, “Then come with me, we can catch up.” He looks so uncertain, almost boyish.
Lugh takes his son’s face in his hands and says, “All in due time. I will be with you soon enough. My place is here for now, but the time of the many gods and goddesses in this realm is drawing nigh. Many of us have become obsolete. I will embrace what is left of the time I have here and welcome my ascension to The Overworld when my time comes. We will meet again, my son. I love you. God’s speed.”
Cú Chulainn pulls away and looks down at the weapon in his hand and holds it out to his father. Taking a deep breath, he says, “Before I go, this is yours. It has always been yours. What will you do with it now?”
Lugh grasps the spear in his hands and the spear flares to life and for a moment he appears to be younger than his days, as if we are seeing him in his prime. He smiles, and imparts, “It will need to be hidden away once more before I can follow you home.”
Cú Chulainn nods and whispers, “I’m ready. I think.”
Stepping forward, I say, “Alaric and I will escort him personally, Lugh. Cú Chulainn’s soul will be well cared for.”
Lugh smiles at me sadly, “Thank you, Ashlinn.” Turning back to Cú Chulainn, he asks, “Are you ready?”
“Yes, father,” he nods and hesitantly walks toward the gaping hole in the ground.
The red pulsating light appears to be growing and swallowing up more of the chamber below. Neamhain signals that they are ready. Everyone has circled around the crypt opening and all have begun to chant in an old forgotten language of Faerie and the majical folk of this land. Cú Chulainn stands before us as their majic builds. Lexie’s eyes have become the opaque milky white that still freaks me out and I can sense that they are almost ready for the sacrifice, I walk over to Lainn and smile, “I’ll be with you the whole time until your soul has transitioned to The Overworld.”
“I know, Keeper of Souls. Forgive me for not heeding your words sooner, for I could not understand.”
“Shhh, it’s okay.” I can’t help but wonder who is going to take his life.
Before I can ponder on the problem at hand for too long, Alaric thrusts his flaming sword into Lainn’s torso, using the heavenly weapon to do the deed. He catches his form as he crumples to the ground. A look of peace comes over his face and in a few short moments his heart stutters to a stop once more. Lainn’s soul emerges from his limp form and the chanting begins to crescendo and the air is alight with majical energy. As his soul rises, so does his physical form. It drifts over the open chasm and begins to gently descend into the red depths below, back to the crypt that his body once occupied. All the while his soul soars higher.
I rise up to meet Lain and smile in my spiritual form. Reaching out for Lainn I pull him with me as we begin to soar upwards to The Overworld. Alaric my tether. Always protecting my physical and spiritual form. Smiling I watch his spectral form circle around the golden wisps of his soul soaring in its freedom. He is literally glowing. In the distance I can see the gateway to heaven, its alight with a multitude of color, a bridge between our world and the next, and I say, “Go, she’s waiting for you. Go… Be happy. You deserve it.” I watch as his ghostly form races upward toward the bridge to wink out of sight.
It is done.
I race back to my physical form, just in time to hear a loud blast ricochet across the meadow of the Isle of Tears. The sonic boom echoes in everyone’s ears as we all stagger backward to see the red light below recede. Alaric and I trace down to the bottom of the crypt to see that it looks as if it has been untouched all this time. Not a rock or stone out of place.
Lugh is quick to follow, he drops to his knees, and bows his head, “It is done.”





Chapter 41
(Alaric)
We always knew that sacrifices would be made, but somehow, I had convinced myself that all of us would make it through to the end. I was wrong. Somehow, along the way, Garrik became an important member of my hand-picked Guardians for Ashlinn, and we lost him to Morríganna’s need for revenge. We were still reeling from his loss when we marched to battle.
The battle at Lár Domhain brought us another loss, one that I can hardly bear. Tolin. There were so many more that died that day and we have since honored them all. But was it enough? I have questioned myself and my actions in battle that day, every day since. How did I get so far from Ash? So quickly? If I had of stayed closer to them would things be different? My last image of Tolin is one of utter contentment. As if he had fulfilled a life-long goal. From across the battlefield, I watched the light leave his eyes as Ashlinn clutched him to her. The image haunts me nightly, in my dreams.
Two months have passed since that day and peace around Faerie is being celebrated by all, and yet those who fought the fight still struggle to put it behind us. Ashlinn and I both suffer from nightmares of that day. Thank the Creator that we have one another, and we can find comfort in each other’s arms.
During this time, Ashlinn and Lexie have found solace in Nessa. She is a powerful witch and Lexie’s great aunt, she has made her home here with us, and they are thick as thieves. Nessa is mischievous and fun loving. She and Neamhain have forged an unbreakable friendship and the five of them, including Jasmine, are all but inseparable. I’m happy for them.
The Guardians, on the other hand are struggling to put our losses behind us. Especially Torin. He has not been the same since his brother’s death. Who could blame him? We have all vowed to give him time, and we will.
I on the other hand, I am thankful for my children and Ashlinn. They have helped immensely during this time of mourning. By the creator, I love them so.





Chapter 42
The Accords
(Ashlinn)
It is the beginning of change for The Mortal Realm. Five months after the veil between our realms began to falter, and humans around the globe bore witness to our world, we are set to meet on neutral ground for the very first time in just mere moments. Since our battle with the Morrígna, the battlefield on which we fought has been transformed into a beautiful monument for all those that died here that day, for those who fought to keep all The Realms safe from certain annihilation. It is now our new meeting place for The Accords between The Realms. It’s an outdoor colosseum of sorts, except that it is open to embrace the beauty of the land around the newly constructed stone circle. The marble gleams under the attention of the setting sun, and majical faerie lights begin to illuminate the center of the amphitheater, drawing everyone’s eye to where The Dagda sits with his Chosen mate to his right, and my mother, Danu to his left with my father and their newborn son. They look every bit the god and goddess, the High King and Queen of The Otherworld, their regal demeanor befitting their stations as they sit with their chosen mates. Behind them there are five intricately carved columns that soar upward high above us, spaced at least four feet apart from one another with a beautiful marble topper that sits atop all the pillars. The flags that represent the four main territories of Faerie hang between the columns and are gently swaying in the breeze. Their colors range from red and gold representing the Southern Territories, to midnight blue and silver for the Northern Territories, to green and blue, the East, and last but not least, black with a combination of silver and gold for the West. That now represents The Horde as well, by default.
Alaric and I are seated just below and to the left of my mother and father, each of us are holding one of our twins. Their fox companions sitting at our feet who are now fully grown. Tarron is to our right further down the dais and has been granted the privilege of representing The Horde and the West. He is seated just below and to the right of Dagda and Sasha, Looking a bit uncomfortable on his own. I can’t help but smile when he hooks his finger under his collar and moves his head from side to side looking infinitely uncomfortable. Looking out over the masses, I can safely say that just about every race in Faerie is represented here tonight for the first of many meetings between us and the mortals. Honestly, we are all anxiously awaiting their arrival. Lexie and Declan are sitting close to us with a squirming Sammy. He’s trying to get to Jaz who is sitting behind them teasing him, her face bright with mischief. Cameron is shaking his head at their antics while Declan turns a fierce look in Jasmine’s direction, his frustration clearly written all over his face.
Smiling, I look down at Lachlan who is watching them intently. He’s getting to be so big. He looks back up at me pleadingly, and I shake my head and whisper, “It’s almost time. You three can play later, my little Elf-Man.” He pouts but sits perfectly still while continuing to watch Jasmine. My attention is drawn to the sky as the sun appears to kiss the western horizon. It sits perched in all its glory teasing the night sky in their everlasting struggle for dominance over the heavens. The sky above us begins to light up in a multitude of colors just before Dray and several of his Drakon guardians wink into sight, carrying the mortal’s contingent. While we were making things right here in The Otherworld, The Mortal Realm has been at war with one another. A little over five years has passed on Earth and in that time the world leaders have all but lost control of their planet. They are beginning to see that government as they knew it will have to evolve. That is not sitting well with all the different countries battling to be heard, all of whom are wanting entrance into Faerie. The ambassadors arriving here tonight have been hand-picked by a new governing order that is beginning to emerge, the United World Governing Council.
The Drakon Dragons gracefully land in the distance. Their riders dismount with a look of utter disorientation, mingled with a look of pure astonishment as they look around their surroundings. The young woman in their midst looks utterly enchanted. She smiles as she makes her way toward us with several following in her wake. We all stand in greeting as she climbs the few steps to reach the raised platform where we are seated. At that moment, a mighty warm breeze brushes over us and the hanging banners for Faerie’s territories whip wildly in the gust. Their flapping in the wind gains everyone’s attention.
An older, rather distinguished looking man from The Mortal Realm steps forward with a scowl and announces, “I see that we have no representation here.”
Dagda is the first to speak up, his tone is friendly, but booming none the less, “That is not necessarily true, my friend, there are several amongst us here that have advised us on the ways of your world. That is until we were able to arrange this meeting.”
“There is no one here that has any right to speak for us! To speak for our world!”
The young woman steps forward and lays a gentle hand on the man’s arm, “Father, please, this is not the way. Let’s hear them out.”
He eyes his daughter and then nods before murmuring, “Alright then, Victoria.” His expression severe.
Dagda nods in my direction and I step down to greet our guest and Lexie moves to my side, both of us holding our children. I take Lexie’s hand and squeeze it gently before letting it go and addressing the older man before us, smiling, I say in greeting, “Hello. My name is Ashlinn, and this is Alexia, she is known as Lexie to most of us. We grew up in the United States. To be exact, eastern Kentucky. Lexie is all that I have left of my family in The Mortal Realm. We were brought up together and share a bond that rivals most. You see, I was born an elven demigoddess that was hidden away on Earth for a while. Until it was time for my awakening. Both Lexie and I have a very good understanding of The Mortal Realm. While The Mortal Realm continues to war amongst themselves, we have advised the best we could until representatives could be sent to us.”
“You are just two teenage girls that know nothing of diplomacy. You lack experience and know nothing of what it takes to govern a people, the sacrifices that are required. The tough decisions that need to be made. You are not qualified to represent the people of Earth.” The sour man argues, dismissing me and all that we have lost.
Now he is just pissing me off. I step forward gaining his attention, “We have not even been introduced and you have the audacity to stand here, judging me?” I demand hotly, not really expecting an answer. “How dare you! You have no idea what I do or do not know about diplomacy. You have absolutely no clue what I or my family have been through to get to this point. Yet you stand here passing judgement on me. On my people! I suggest that you start these Accords with an open mind, sir, or we will not get very far. We fought a battle to save our Realms and yet you seek to destroy your own planet. We’ve been watching your Realm these past months, what was once my home world. The lengths that you will go to rule over one another is disheartening. I don’t know why we even bother to call this meeting between our worlds. Your attitude leaves much to be desired. You have no idea who or what you are dealing with. If the people of The Otherworld wanted to take over The Mortal Realm there would really be nothing you and your pathetic war toys could do about it. Look around you, mister, whatever your name is, we have dragons, we have gods and goddesses, there are the light and dark elves, dwarfs, Fomorian, dryads, nyads, trolls, we have sprites, and trust me… You really don’t want to piss them off. Not to mention witches, and the Druids who seek council from their Mother Druid,” I gesture to Lexie, before continuing, “And many more, so you see, you are out gunned. You are out gunned by majical creatures that you are completely ignorant of. Trust me, I’ve been in your shoes. The fae of this realm are diverse, they are fierce, and we… will… do… what we must… to protect Faerie from the likes of you and your realm. Have I made myself clear?!”
“You may not want to anger my daughter. The teenager before you is an old soul. First born of angel fire, created by our almighty Father, she has been reborn to ascend to her station. She is the Mother Keeper of Souls, the Goddess of Life. You will do well to remember your place here in our realm.” My mother is now standing and with her words all matter of light and dark fae kneel before their High Queen as she asserts herself into this meeting.
The sour man simply regards her before glaring down at me, and then looks around, seeing that he and his small group are surrounded by all sorts of fae, who look none too pleased at his audacity. Alaric has joined me, Declan now stands by Lexie, Jasmine and Camoryn have closed ranks, not to mention my Guardians. All the males are outfitted in their dress battle gear. Dagda, my father, and Tarron all step forward. The Drakon all roar in response.
Victoria moves forward to gain her father’s attention, “That is enough, Father. We are here to negotiate a peaceful existence between our world and theirs. This is not the way. I think it is high time that we outline how our worlds are going to co-exist with one another. Ashlinn is right, we need to meet with an open mind, not accusations and disdain.”
From that moment on, we were able to put our differences aside. The young people of The Mortal council are the ones that take over the meeting, forcing the older more jaded ambassadors to the background. Which was fine by me. We enter into discussions on how we will allow mortals into this realm and vice versa. We discuss if and when majic would be allowed in The Mortal Realm and where, what type of fae would be welcome and vice versa, etcetera and so on. We make it perfectly clear that The Drakon are to be the Guardians of the Veil between our Realms. No one without permission would be able to pass between the Realms. We addressed not only The Mortal Realm but the dark Fae that followed the Morrígna and how they should be handled should they be apprehended.
Both parties agreed that this would be just the beginning, that we should reconvene to reassess often to maintain peace. To continue to forge a bridge between our worlds. The first meeting of The Accords was deemed to be a success.





Epilogue
(Ashlinn)
It’s been a year and a half since our battle with The Morrígna and all of their misled followers. Those loyal to Morríganna fought until the bitter end, and our losses on both sides were immense. Since that time, the land has had time to mourn, time to heal, and time to accept change. So today is to be a day of great celebration across the land of Faerie and The Mortal Realm. Today we celebrate the accords that were signed and put into place one year ago for both of the realms. It was needed since the rift between the realms weakened the veil between our worlds. The rift was repaired between The Underworld, The Otherworld, and The Mortal Realm, but the damage had been done, and once more we are in need of the Drakon Dragons. They were the perfect choice to guard the weakened veil between our two worlds. Dray was the perfect Drakon to head up the Guardians of the Realms.
I find myself sitting in quiet reflection in the subdued library this morning. Happy memories of those we lost in order to get here haunt me today as echoes of the not so distant past are front in center in my mind. My lips tug upwards into a bittersweet smile as I remember the look on Tolin’s face when I lobbed a fire ball at his head. We were on the back lawn and he was trying to get me to blow off some steam before Tarron evoke the blood contract. That day seems so very long ago, but then again it feels like yesterday. My God… my heart still aches from his loss. It was just like him to make me promise not to mourn him. Which, by the way, was not very fair of him at all, because no matter what my mind knows to be true, my heart still hurts and mourns his loss. I miss that Fomorian Guardian warrior every damn day. I miss his calling me Little Bit and I miss the banter and light-hearted teasing between him and his brother, Torin. My TNT. We not only lost Tolin that day, but Torin as well. He has not been the same since the battle. It’s been months since we have last seen him. He sends correspondence occasionally, just to let us know he’s doing well. I can see how Torin’s absence has affected Lexie and Declan as well. He promised to come back when he was ready, and so, we wait. My only consolation to our loss is that one day Tolin’s beautiful soul will walk with us once again. He chose not to ascend to The Overworld, but rather to be ushered to the Soul Reliquary where one day his soul will once more walk this land, and I for one can’t wait to meet him all over again.
Sighing, I stand and try to put my woeful thoughts aside. Today is meant to be a day of celebration, a day of healing for all the lands. It’s a beautiful day. The sun is shining, and we’re gathering for a family celebration prior to tonight’s festivities. We are all expected to make an appearance tonight, but today is just for family. Alaric’s thoughts gently brush against my own, checking in on me. I can’t imagine having taken this journey without my amazingly handsome and loving Elf-Man. Being with him and our children have made this journey worth-while. He’s close, and I turn to watch him as he walks into the library with Lillie and Lachlan in tow. The two toddlers are animated and quite independent with their fox companions nipping at their heels. My family. They are all smiles and they’re playing keep away. My hand lands on my rounded belly, and I caress the child that grows there. He or she is thriving, and I smile as I’m rewarded with a staccato of thumps and kicks against the hands that I have splayed against my abdomen.
Alaric reaches me and twirls me in a circle, making me laugh, before saying, “Mo grá, look at you. You are glowing today.” Pulling away, his hand lands on my rounded bump. His eyes light up as they meet mine and his smile is radiant, his dimples popping out, and I know… I can deny this male of mine nothing. He is mine and I am his.
Smiling, I pull his handsome face to mine for a gentle kiss. As soon as his lips land on mine, I’m caught up in a tidal wave of yearning, need, and love. We deepen the kiss as we are temporarily lost in one another. Pulling away, I chuckle, a little breathlessly, and say, “You’re just saying that because you know that I will become quite unbearable to be around in the coming month as this child will more than double in size.”
“No, Ash, you know that I adore seeing you carrying my children.” Alaric takes my hand and pulls me outside. There is a picnic sat up under the bright spring sun. All of my loved ones are in attendance. All of those that remain in this realm. I smile as we approach. My mother and father are chasing after my little brother, Lexie and Declan are chasing after Sammy, which is becoming more difficult for Lexie now. She makes her way to me, a slight waddle in her gait. I grab hold of her hand and smile. Pulling her to me, I hug her close, our baby bumps collide.
She whispers, “I know. I miss them too.” We lean on one another for a moment, lost in our memories, before letting go.
Sighing, I pull away, “Lexie, come on, let’s get you off your feet.” I pat her belly and I’m rewarded with a kick, and she groans before lowering herself on the pillowed ground. Her labored efforts have her situated in a hugely pillowed area.
“Who thought having a picnic on the ground with only pillows to sit on was a good idea with pregnant females in attendance?” Lexie demands, “Well?” Her fiery temper flares as she struggles to get comfortable.
I can’t help but snicker under my breath, because it was my idea. I turn to Nym and Khatar and ask, “Can you two please go and retrieve a few chaise chairs? Before mamma bear over there finds out this was all my idea.” The two just nod and smirk before heading back to the terrace. I smile as I watch as everyone gathers around my sister, fussing over her and seeing to her comfort. We may not be blood related but our bond in sisterhood is strong. I can’t thank my mortal Mom enough for fostering our relationship. I don’t know what I would do without her. It’s hard to believe that we have been gone from The Mortal Realm for not even three years now. I don’t miss it. Not like I thought I would. The hustle and bustle, the social media, the daily news feeds. This is my home now and I love it here. My family and friends are my home, and I have found that I enjoy a simpler way of living.
Jasmine and Camoryn are absent here today. Jaz is having a difficult pregnancy, but Neamhain and Nessa are both in agreement that all is well. Her pregnancy is the first of its kind and we are all eagerly awaiting the birth of their first child. Being that she is a water sprite she has been ushered home to the sacred meadow, she is due any day now. Lexie and I vow to be there for her, and the Tree of Life has been given notice to alert us as to when our presence is needed. Jaz has been a complete bear the last few weeks and we have all vowed to give her the space she needs. Camoryn is beside himself because she has been spending most of her time either in the water or near to it. Truth be told, I miss my sprite friend but I’m eagerly awaiting the birth of her first child and I’m thrilled for her.
My visions of the future have come to fruition. Everything I saw before has come to pass, except for a few minor things. My mother and father have a child in their hands. Lexie and me, the children around us. I can’t remember the last time I had a premonition and I’m okay with that. Alaric and I have fulfilled our destiny and today we are celebrating family. We celebrate just being together and I know that I have never been happier.
I asked my parents and The Dagda about the four horseman that appeared that day overlooking the battle we fought to save the realms and they told me that they are always waiting and watching, ever vigilant. Their destiny has yet to be realized and with them will usher in the end of days, but not today. The seven seals have yet to be opened. I mean to see to it that that will not happen on my watch.
I was once asked what I would do if I knew the truth, how would it shape my destiny? I now know that the truth will set you free. Free to choose your own destiny. Its within us all to know the difference between right and wrong. Some will choose to walk a tight line in between the two, never really choosing a side, always seeing the shades of gray. Others will instinctively choose to fight for the light and others still will choose to fall to darkness and embrace the monster within. In the end, I choose the light. I choose to fight for what is right, no matter the consequences. To not do so… is to deny my truth. 


                                                 THE END …





Symbolism for the series:

Kindred Book One: The fire element was to signify Ashlinn and her tapping into her ability to wield the fire element. We also must remember that fire consumes, warms, and illuminates, but can also bring pain, death, and transformation. In some cultures, it is also viewed as a symbol for wisdom and knowledge.
Chosen Book Two: The Triskele is also known as the triple spiral or Triskelion. In Chosen, Ashlinn begins tapping into her ability to wield the air element. The Triskele is a representation of motion, and for this particular book, I thought it a wonderful symbol for the air element. Many believe that it also represents progress and revolution, but furthermore it represents a forward motion to reach an understanding. Ashlinn faced real struggle in Chosen as she moved closer to her destiny. It is also believed to represent three Celtic worlds: the spiritual world, the present world, and the celestial world.
Keeper Book Three: The Triquetra or Trinity Knot, one of my favorite representations of all Celtic symbols. The continuing theme in Celtic symbolism is the number three. In Keeper, Ashlinn ascends to fulfil her role as Mother Keeper of souls. So, like the Triskele, the triquetra represents the spiritual world, the present world, and the celestial world.
Memoirs Book 3.5: By adding the circle to the triquetra, in Memoirs things are beginning to come full circle as Joanna Elam’s story is revealed.
 
Warrior Book Four: Awen or also known as Arwen, can be said to represent many different things but what made this symbol fit for Warrior is that some experts of Celtic symbols and their meanings have interpreted that Awen is a symbol that implies balance, between two opposing powers in the universe. It is also said that awen stands for the inspiration of truth, without awen one cannot proclaim truth. The three foundations of awen are the understanding of truth, the love of truth, and the maintaining of truth.
 





Glossary of Irish Gaelic Terms
Άdh mór = good luck
 
álainn = beautiful
 
athair = father
 
Bán = white
 
Caomhnóirí na Batha = Guardian of Life
 
Cara = friend
 
Cara Bán = white friend
 
ceann beag = little one
 
Coimeádaithe na Anamacha = Keeper of Souls
 
dathúil = handsome
 
deartháir = brother
 
deora = tears
 
Dorcha Forest = Dark Forest
 
iníon = daughter
 
Is breá liom tú = I love you
 
Lár Domhain = Middle Earth, in the land of Faerie
 
majic = magic (For purposes of this series, magic will be referred to as majic. The spelling is meant to be unique to the Realms of the Otherworld Book series.)
 
marthanais briosca = survival biscuit
 
máthair = mother
 
mo chroí = my heart
 
mo dorchadas = my darkness
 
mo grá = my love
 
mo ghrá = my lover
 
mo grhá is gaire = my dearest love
 
mo neart = my strength
 
mo solas = my light
 
Oighreath Mountains = Icy Mountains
 
spiorad ainmhí = spirit animal
 
Taisclainne Anam = soul reliquary (For purposes of this series, Taisclainne Anam is the realm from which the souls that are in between find safe harbor. The Mother Keeper of Souls and the Father Guardian of Life are the rulers of this realm.)
 





Glossary of Irish Mythology
Airmed = goddess of healing. Alaric’s mother.
 
Belenus = god of summer, star-crossed lovers, doomed to love Cailleach from a far.
 
Bridgid = daughter to The Dagda married to King Bres of the Southern Territories. Goddess of dawn and fertility.
 
Cailleach = ice goddess, died of a broken heart because she could not be with Belenus.
 
Clíodhna = goddess of love and beauty.
 
Cú Chulainn = Son of the god Lugh, who in a fit of anger split the Stone of Fál with his sword when the coronation stone failed to sing for his protégé. Also known as a legendary Irish mythical hero and his terrifying battle frenzy or ríastrad.
 
Danu = Mother goddess to the Tuatha Dé Danann. Ashlinn’s mother.
 
Dagda or The Dagda = High King to Faerie as well as the good god, father figure, and protector of the tribe.
 
Fomorians = Traditional rivals of the Tuatha Dé Danann portrayed as monstrous beings.
 
Ilthuryn and Talindra = The leaders of the Forrest Elves.
 
Lugh = sky god and father to Cú Chulainn
 
Manannán = sea god and foster father to Lugh and married to Fandra, Cú Chulainn’s kindred.
 
Myrddin = Also known as the mythical Merlin, cambion born of a mortal woman and incubus father. Known sorcerer and advisor and a good friend to King Arthur. Bewitched and imprisoned by Nimue.
 
The Lady of the Lake = Nimue, water deity/nymph, ruler of Avalon, and mistress of Excalibur.
 
The Morrígan = Queen of the Fomorians. A fate deity, foretelling doom and death in battle. Also known as Morríganna.
 
The Morrígna = A triad of sisters. For purposes of this series, the triad is made up of Badb, Macha, and The Morrígan.
 
Tuatha Dé Danann = A supernatural race in Irish Mythology thought to represent the main deities of pre-Christian Gaelic Ireland.
Personal Note from Jana:
Warrior was difficult to write, not the story, but just knowing that this would be the end of Ashlinn and Alaric’s journey. I hope it was all you thought it would be and more. For me their story is precious to my heart. I do have a few spin offs in mind. Especially for Tarron and for the twins. The possibilities are endless.
Thank you, everyone who has read Ashlinn and Alaric’s story, I hope you loved their journey, I certainly have.
Reviews are Important! Please take a moment to leave a few words in the form of a review expressing your thoughts on Warrior and the series. Your reviews are important to me and also help readers everywhere discover new and exciting books they may never have taken a chance on before without your input.
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Now for a sneak peek into Cruel Deceit:
Prologue

(Melinda Danner)
How the hell did I get here? Somehow or another, my carefully mapped out life became total chaos when I was not paying attention. I was living my dream, damn it. I was an up and coming artist with a thriving art gallery in Lower Manhattan. I married a prominent son of a US senator who had his whole political career ahead of him. We were in love, or so I thought. Ours was a turbulent relationship over the last year. In what feels like a blink of an eye, I’ve lost everything that I held dear and worked so hard to accomplish, all because of him. I thought we had it all. But evidently, I was wrong, so very wrong. How could I have been such a lousy judge of character? How could I have turned a blind eye to what was going on right underneath my very nose? Everything has gone to hell in a handbasket in such a short period of time that I’m having trouble coming to terms with my current situation. The son of a bitch that I married is well on his way to becoming my ex-husband after his connections with the Russian mafia were discovered by the FBI and Homeland Security, his true colors were finally revealed.  Dammit! I should have listened to my gut instinct about him a long time ago. But no, I married the lying prick, and he has raked me over the coals of our now dead relationship and left me with our infant son to enter witness protection. Witness protection of all freakin’ things! Don’t get me wrong, I will do anything and everything to keep my son safe from his father’s influence and his very lethal connections. William’s on the run now, and I fear that he will try to find us once the dust settles. I can only pray that once we are relocated that we will be untraceable, if that’s even possible.
In the grand scheme of things, the only thing that matters is, getting my son to safety because William has put a target on our backs. His associates are the scourge of the earth, and I will do whatever it takes to keep them away from me and my precious baby boy. Including walking away from all that I have worked so hard to accomplish, building a name for myself and my art, my gallery, family, friends, everything that I hold dear so that we can never be used as leverage to get William to come out of hiding. He was a coward that left when things got to be more than he could handle.  Seriously, what the hell did he think was going to happen when he got mixed up in all of this shit? Political espionage? What in all that is holy was he thinking? The Russian mafia and possibly their leaders were targeting the United States leaders in an attempt to cause chaos and disruption within our government. In the end, all he managed to do was drag us down with him as things began to spiral out of control.
Our cavalcade is rolling to a stop and my thoughtful reflection on everything that has transpired in the last seventy-two hours is brought to an abrupt end as I hold Liam close. He’s sound asleep from the car ride and looks angelic. I can’t help but smile down at my son. He means the world to me and after today will be the only person in my life that I know and love that will be with me as we enter our new reality. I look around to see that we have arrived at a remote airport. The door to my right slowly opens so that I can exit the confines of the car with Liam in my arms. The men surrounding us are all dressed in dark suits with dark sunglasses. They are all carrying concealed firearms as they close in around me and my son as we make our way to the private jet awaiting us. The air is crisp and cold, and snow blankets the ground around us. My breath forms plumes of vapor that lifts into the bright morning sky.  I swallow hard as I look around us, knowing that life as I know it is about to end but life as my son knows it is about to begin. He will never know his father, and I’m okay with that. I’m ready for the next chapter in my life to begin. I’m prepared to put William’s deceit behind us and start a new life.
Chapter One
Four years later
 


(Lindy,  formerly known as Melinda Danner)
“Mum,” Landon calls out. I still secretly prefer Liam, but he will never know his birth name or even feel the least bit connected to it.
“I’m in here,” I call back down the hallway. “Little man, you know where to find me.”
I hear the pitter-pattering of little five-year-old footsteps as my precious little guy races down the hall toward my art studio. I can’t help but grin as he comes closer. We’ve been in London for going on four and a half years. My art has become highly sought after. Each piece that is commissioned goes through multiple hands to keep our identity a secret. To say that we are sitting pretty is an understatement. Although I still miss the hustle and bustle of my own gallery, I have become accustomed to sticking to the shadows and staying out of the limelight that London offers. The fear of being discovered is a constant nagging thought that I push aside daily.
Turning, I smile brightly as my reason for living races into my studio. “Mum take a look at this. Isn’t it brilliant?!”
“What am I looking at, Landon?” I ask.
“Seriously, you can’t make it out?” He demands and I can’t help the smile that graces my face.
“What is it, squirt?”
“Mum…”he slides to a stop right beside me and holds out his latest finger painting for me to take in. It’s still a little wet and is awash with deep azure blues and neon greens. In the center is a large circle, lit up in yellows. “Look closely. What do you see?”
“Well, I see a perfect blend of colors, and I see a beautiful, abstract circle.”
“Mum.” Landon scolds me, clearly frustrated with my ineptness. “It’s the London Eye.” He says finally, clearly disappointed that I had no idea as to what the masterpiece in my hands is depicting.
I look him over and take in his tousled dark curls, he really needs a haircut, but I just love the wavy, curly mop that is his hair. His dark blue eyes remind me of his father, William, and for just an instant I can’t help but wonder where he is and hope like crazy that he has no idea as to where we are. I bend down to Landon’s level and lean in to kiss his cheek, “Little man, you were right, this is brilliant. As soon as this dries, I’m going to have it framed, but it’s missing one very important thing.” I say seriously.
“What is it? I thought it was perfect, just as it is.” Those intelligent blue eyes look up at me and then back at his masterpiece. He cocks his head as he studies his work of art.
Laughing, I tweak his pert freckle covered nose, “Silly, it is perfect. It just needs today's date and your initials or name in the bottom right corner. Just like I do. Right there.” I point to the bottom corner.
He beams up at me and nods his head vigorously, “You’re right! I forgot. I’ll do that straight away.”
I hand his beautiful work of art back to him. If he continues with painting, he will more than likely become an impressionist, that’s my gut speaking to me about his young tendencies. He races back out of the room, and I call after him. “No running in the house, Landon.”
“I’m not running, Mum, I’m walking really fast.” He calls back to me, and I can’t help but laugh at his quick-witted comeback. That child is going to be a handful.
The whole top floor of our home has been turned into my art studio because the light up here is fantastic, but I can still hear from up here the front door being opened by Clover our housekeeper and live in nanny. She is more like a part of our little family now. She’s been with us for years. I hear her greet our guest, “Miss Meredith, so glad to see you. I’ll let Ms. Lindy know that you are here.”
I run out to the banister and call down, “Clover, send Meri up, if you would, and can you please bring up some tea for us, and some of those lovely pastries you made this morning?”
Not waiting for an answer, I race back into my studio, I quickly busy myself cleaning up the room around me and clearing the table nearest the balcony overlooking the gardens in the back of the house. Spring is in full bloom below us, and I open the balcony doors to let the fresh air in. I hear Landon in the hallway greet Meredith, “Ms. Meri, look at my latest work. Before long you will be selling my work along with Mums. Isn’t it brilliant, Mum said it was? She’s going to have it framed.”
I hear Meri as she continues her way toward my studio, her voice full of swagger, “My, my, Master Landon, that is a fine piece of artwork we have here. Are you sure you want your Mum to frame it? I might be able to find a buyer for it.”
“No, Ms. Meri, I made this for Mum. It’s special. Last week she took me up on the London Eye. She said that I was finally old enough. I won’t give it up.” My son explains as they continue my way. I had no idea that day meant so much to him. For a moment I feel weepy as his simple words sink in.
“Then we absolutely must get this framed! It’s bloody brilliant, Landon!” Meri exclaims as they enter the room together.
“Words!” I scold as they walk into the studio together.
Meri looks at me and laughs, “Whatever, Lindy.” For a moment, I’m taken back to another time when my best friend from the past said the exact same words to me, “Whatever, Melinda, you’re so
peculiar.” Ghost from memories past haunts me from time to time. Shaking my head, I dispel the memories.
Clover enters with tea, and we have a seat before she leaves us to catch up, Landon is playing with his Lego’s, and I decide to address Meri, “So, what brings you over this way? It can’t be my latest work, seeing as how it is not complete yet.” I take a sip of tea and reach for one of Clover’s amazing scones.
“No, Lindy, it isn’t,” I watch my friend daintily take a sip of her own tea, “Remember when you told me to let you know if anyone seemed to become “obsessed” with your art.” She uses air quotes when she says obsessed, “Well, there is this one buyer. He really wants to find you. I think that he may have tracked you to England. You know how many handlers I work with to front your sales, there really should be no reason for any of the buyers to even suspect that you are in the UK or to know that I’m the one representing your work. Over the last several days I keep getting messages from this American man wanting to know when your next piece will be available. He said that he would like to eliminate the many handlers driving down the profit for you and your son. My alarm bells immediately went off.  Lindy, how would this man know you have a son? I thought you should know.”
“Bloody hell!” I exclaim putting my tea down abruptly, the china clatters loudly on the table in front of me. My panic begins to suffocate me as it wraps its icy hands around me. William is on to our location. Damnation. I always knew he would come looking for us. Shaking my head, I get up to pace the room in front of the doors to the balcony.
“Words…” Meredith scolds, looking over toward Landon who is oblivious to our conversation. Lost in his imagination.
“I need to go talk to someone,” I say in a rush to leave.
Meredith grabs my wrist keeping me still, “Listen, Lindy, you’re my best friend. I know that you’re keeping secrets, I’ve known for a while. You can trust me. What do I need to do? I can help. I know that you keep a low profile here in London, never venturing out into society. That doesn’t seem like you at all. Not the vivacious Lindy that I’ve come to love. I’ve never questioned you about it because you seemed so determined to stay out of the limelight here. I’ve always thought it had to do with Landon over there and his father, who you never talk about. Are you in hiding Lindy?” Meri’s concerned is etched on her face.
I look at my friend and then pull my arm away from her grasp to scrub at my face with both hands before massaging my temples and say, “Meredith, it’s complicated on so many levels. It’s not that I don’t want to confide in you because I do. You have been so good to Landon and me, it’s just best for you if I keep my secrets to myself.”
“You are in hiding, and my guess is that you’re an American. You’re in trouble and came to London to hide.”
“Meri,” I hold up my hand to stop her from continuing, “It really is for the best that you know nothing about me and where Landon and I come from. As far as you’re concerned, you met us four years ago and formed a professional relationship that soon became a friendship. You know nothing of my past before meeting me, and it should stay that way. I mean it, Meredith. You need to let this go. As far as the American buyer, have your assistant return his call and feign ignorance of the identity of the artist in question. If he presses the matter, then you speak with him and tell him that the artist is a recluse that you have never met, and all arrangements are handled by a third party. Do you understand?” I demand.
Meri looks from me to Landon and back again before saying thoughtfully, “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you both safe. If you have to keep your secrets to do that then, I’m okay with that. Lindy just know that I’m here for you. Who is it that you need to see?”
“He’s with the Met, his name is Bennett Leighton,” I reply with a soft smile as I think of the handsome Chief Inspector.
Meri’s eyes light up, and she smiles broadly at me, “The.  Chief Inspector Bennett Leighton? The seriously, smoking hot Chief Inspector? You have been keeping secrets. I want details. I’ve been to several social functions where he was in attendance. The man is bloody beautiful… and you like him!”
“I have no idea as to what you’re talking about.” I shake my head denying her accusation. Meredith studies me, her chocolate brown eyes narrow taking me in, making me uncomfortable under her scrutiny, “What?” I ask.
“You like him, but something’s holding you back. You only live once Lindy, and for as long as I have known you, you have been focused on your art and Landon. You rarely take a break to look around you. It all makes sense now. You’re afraid, of what I don’t know. Whatever or whoever you are running from is still in control of your life. You need to take back control, Lindy. Live a little.” Meri imparts before turning to look at Landon, “Both of you, need to live. Landon is surprisingly well rounded to be home tutored. He’s living a very sheltered life.”
Sighing, I know she’s right. My beautiful friend that looks strikingly similar to the classic beauty of Audrey Hepburn, with her dark hair and eyes, concern etched on her lovely face. Inhaling deeply, I admit, “I know you’re right, Meri. I was just beginning to think that it was possible to live again, but I think he may have found us and if that is the case, I will have to uproot Landon and move again. To where I have no idea, I really don’t want to do that again, Meri. I like it here, but we may have no choice. I need to go talk to Ben.”
“Ben, is it?” Meri smirks, “You do like him. A lot.” My best friend is grinning like a loon at me as she picks up on my attraction to Bennett.
I chuckle before laughing out loud, “You’re crazy, you know that right? What’s not to like? Bennett has to be the most gorgeous guy on the planet. Besides his looks, he’s kind, thoughtful, and he’s really good with Landon. He is quite possibly perfect. That’s exactly why I will never pull him into this crazy messed up life of mine. It’s better that way.” I say resolutely.
“Whatever you say, Lindy, I’ll stick around for a bit and hang out with Landon while you step out to go speak to your incredibly sexy inspector.” She snickers before walking across the room to sit at the table with Landon as the two begin playing make-believe with his Legos. She calls over her shoulder, “Lin, you might want to freshen up a bit before heading out.”
“Whatever, Mers!” I call back with a smile as I take her advice to slip into something more suitable than my painting frock.
Continue Reading here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07NJB96FQ
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