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Chapter One

 


 


FIREBALL! AN instant after he’d transported
himself to her back yard, Alrick of Rune spotted both the magical
menace and the woman he’d been sent to protect – the fireball
shooting angry sparks in the sky and the woman kneeling in a ragged
garden near a ramshackle, old barn. Oblivious to the danger
hovering above her, she hummed to herself as she yanked out weeds.
A black and white dog nearby noticed both the fireball and Alrick
at the same time and began barking furiously.

Was he too late? Had his enemy so quickly
bested him? He saw no sign of the Warlord who’d created the menace.
Alrick ran. The woman looked up, spotted him, and made a sound of
surprise. She stood, a quick and graceless movement.

The fireball began spinning faster. Alrick
knew he’d run out of time. Any moment now the thing would dive down
and consume the woman with magical flames, flames that were ten
times hotter than any mortal fire. She’d be nothing but charred ash
by the time he reached her. Only magic had a chance of stopping the
thing.

Stopping, Alrick raised his hand and
concentrated. Fight fire with fire, or so he’d heard. He sent out a
jag of magical energy towards the thing. Like a lightening bolt of
power, his energy zinged towards the threat, even as the fireball
dipped, causing him to miss.

The woman, staring open-mouthed at Alrick,
followed the flash of power and finally took notice of the menace
spinning in the sky above her. This time, she screamed. The sound
was loud and clear and full of terror.

The fireball honed on the scream. The buzzing
noise it made increased until it sounded like a thousand angry
bees, about to sting in a large, venomous cloud.

Alrick had one last chance. The future of his
race depended on him. Drawing all his power into himself, he leapt
into the air. He’d shield the woman from the threat and take on the
fireball with his own, magically shielded body.

Contact! Gritting his teeth against the awful
scent of burnt skin, knowing it was only an illusion, Alrick
wrapped himself around the thing and squeezed. Hard. He felt the
burn, smelled the awful smell of singed flesh, then with a blinding
flash, the fireball vanished. Poof. One second beneath him, the
next, he was left wrapped around empty air.

Instantly, he crashed to the ground. The dog
ran to him, still barking, and stopped long enough to sniff his
face, then his burned chest and arms.

At least his enemy the Warlord wasn’t there
to finish him off. If Alrick died, Carly Roberts would have no one
to protect her. And, because he hadn’t spoken to her yet, she had
no idea she was even in danger. He tried to sit up and everything
went black.

 


Too much sun. Carly wiped her hand across her
sweat soaked forehead. Maybe she had heat exhaustion, though until
she’d looked up and saw that thing she hadn’t felt ill. But
she must be – that had to be the reason why she was suddenly
suffering from hallucinations. Really odd hallucinations. And one
of them had fallen to the ground right by her tornado shelter.
Where he lay unmoving and still with Kayo, her border collie,
standing guard.

Muttering under her breath, she forced
herself to march on over and confront the illusion head on. A
strange man, a gorgeous man, leaping through the air like Conan the
Barbarian. Here. In her backyard. Unconscious.

She knelt down, scrunching up her courage.
When she reached out, expecting her hand to go right through to the
ground, and touched skin instead, she snatched her hand back and
cursed. Kayo licked her arm.

“This can’t be real.” She looked back up at
the cloudless sky. No fireball. She rubbed her eyes and looked
again. Still nothing. Okaay. She blinked, but the crumpled body on
the ground remained. The skin on his massive forearms was beginning
to blister. The fireball had burned him.

Damn. She needed to get him help.

Pushing herself to her feet, she took a step
back. Then another. If she left him, he might die. But if she
didn’t call for an ambulance, he surely would. Finally, she ran for
the house and the phone. Thank goodness they’d recently activated
911 service in her area. The paramedics would know what to do. They
were better equipped to deal with him and his injuries. They’d take
the unconscious man away to a hospital.

And she could go back to being alone, exactly
as she liked to be.

She punched in 911 and told the operator what
had happened, omitting the fireball, and hung up while the woman
was telling her to stay on the line. Then, once the call had been
made, Carly locked the front and back doors and closed all the
windows. Then, and she couldn’t say why, she went back and secured
the deadbolts. Between the fireball and the strange things she’d
seen the man do, she felt as though she was under attack.
Unsettling, to say the least.

In the ten minutes it took for the emergency
vehicles to show, she checked out the window at least seven times,
fighting the urge to go check on the stranger. The man – or
whatever he was – lay where she’d left him. Unmoving. Hopefully
alive. Kayo still stood over him, guarding him silently.

Lights flashing, siren blaring, an ambulance
raced down the dirt road to her place. Kicking up a huge cloud of
dust, next came a fire truck and two Hill City police cars. Carly
ran out the front door to greet them as they skidded to a halt in
her gravel driveway. Kayo tore around the corner of the barn,
abandoning the man for a much newer and more exciting target.

“He’s around back.” She pointed, her finger
wavering unsteadily. Wagging his fluffy plume of a tail, Kayo
barked his agreement, taking off to lead the way.

One of the policeman squinted at her through
his wrap-around sunglasses. “Stay here, ma`am. We’ll take care of
this.”

Maybe it was his
stay-put-girl-all-women-are-dumb voice or the way he tried to look
down her blouse, but Carly ignored him. She led the way around her
house to the back of the barn, where she’d been peacefully weeding
her pitiful garden barely a half hour ago.

The man was gone. Burns and all. Except for a
broken tomato plant or two, there was nothing to show he’d ever
been. Kayo sniffed the ground, looking up at her with what she
could have sworn was a perplexed expression.

“Me too, boy,” Carly muttered. She drew a
shaking hand across her mouth and turned to the EMT’s, policemen,
and firefighters to explain. “He was here, I swear. My dog was
standing guard on him.”

They all looked at her like she was crazy.
Maybe she was. Or maybe the man hadn’t been too badly injured after
all and, once he’d regained consciousness, he’d simply wandered off
into one of her fields.

“Maybe he went in the barn.” Her voice
sounded weak, even to herself. Dutifully, the two policemen nodded.
They looked at each other and one of them disappeared inside the
barn. A moment later he emerged, shrugging.

“Nothing. Er, Miss…”

“Mrs.” Her sharp tone had him narrowing his
eyes. “Look, I’m sorry. He was here the last time I checked. He
seemed pretty out of it, so I don’t understand how he could have
disappeared.”

“I see.” He nodded like he understood, though
his expression said differently. “Could we talk to your
husband?”

That was absolutely the final straw.
Carly felt heat rise in her face as anger tightened her throat. “My
husband, Officer,” she peered at his nametag, “Holt, is dead. I run
this ranch and any talking you need to do, you can do with me.”

She saw in his face what he thought of that.
Lonely Widow. Again his gaze traveled to the v of her shirt.
She had to force herself not to cross her arms as she glared back
at him. Sensing her mood, Kayo gave a loud growl.

It went even further downhill after that. The
last thing Office Holt said before he left made Carly shiver,
though she managed to keep that hidden from him.

“If you get a reputation for calling in false
reports, Miz Roberts, when something really does happen you won’t
find the police so eager to respond.”

She bit her lip and watched them walk back to
their patrol car. The Ambulance and fire truck had already left in
clouds of dust. Weeding was out – the sun had risen too high in the
sky, increasing the temperature and humidity along with it. Spring
in central Texas was a bitch. If it wasn’t pouring rain, the
weather was hot and steamy. If she wanted to do much outside she
had to do it early in the morning.

There was still housework. Carly grimaced.
Her least favorite weekly chore. Wiping her hands off on the front
of her shorts, she went inside to get started. Kayo went back to
the shade by the barn and lay down.

Two hours later and she had nearly finished.
She’d just started to mop the kitchen floor when someone pounded on
her door. Bam, Bam, Bam. Hard enough to crack the weather-beaten
wood.

Scowling at the front door, Carly stuck the
mop back in the plastic bucket. “Okay, okay. I’m coming. Just
because my doorbell’s broken doesn’t mean you have to beat on the
wood like you’re trying to break it.”

Irritation fueling her, she marched over and
yanked the door open without even looking through the peephole.

He stood in front of her. Her
hallucination. The man who’d disappeared that morning. Apparently
unhurt, unabashed, and looking like some sort of movie star. Odd
how she hadn’t noticed his stunning good looks before. Dark, thick
hair cascaded to his broad shoulders, and his aristocratic features
were perfectly chiseled. Muscular arms, a trim waist, and lean hips
completed the picture. He had to be a concoction of Hollywood. In
Carly’s experience, real men didn’t look like him. Not even
close.

“You…!” She tried to shut the door in his
face.

He stuck his foot in the way and smiled at
her. “Carly Roberts?”

“Look,” She narrowed her eyes. “Whatever
you’re selling, I don’t want it. Got that? Go away.”

Instead of doing as she’d asked – well, okay,
ordered, his smile widened. “Is this your horse?”

“My… what?” When she forced her gaze past
him, she realized he held a length of rope, wrapped loosely around
the sturdy neck of TM, the sole remaining horse she owned. He must
have escaped from the round pen. Again. Dammit.

“Yes. He’s mine.” But when she reached to
take the rope from the man, TM snorted, showed the whites of his
eyes, and curled his lip. She snatched her hand back, watching in
disbelief when Mr. Too-Perfect-Hallucination spoke a few soothing
words and TM instantly quieted.

She cocked her head and squinted at him,
suspiciously. “How did you do that? And while you’re at it, explain
about this morning too.” Pointing at his arms, she scowled. “You
were burned. Now I don’t even see red.”

“I heal fast.” He turned violet eyes towards
her, making her blink. “And I have a way with animals.”

Great. Next he’d be telling her he was a
horse whisperer or something. The latent sensuality in his voice
nearly made her forget he’d ignored the second part of her request.
He had a strange accent too, like he wasn’t from around here. No
Texas twang.

“What happened here this morning?” Hands on
her hips, she didn’t take her eyes off him. No telling what he
might do.

“Later.” His expression promised more. “We
need to talk.”

Carly didn’t want there to be a later. She
sure as hell didn’t want to talk to this man, nor matter how
gorgeous he was. But, she still had to get TM into the barn. Though
he hated the padded stallion stall, it was the safest place for
him. Especially with the spring storms cropping up. Catching TM and
coaxing him inside was normally a two-hour ordeal minimum, so she
owed this stranger more than a simple thank you.

She studied her unwanted visitor again,
narrowing her eyes. He wore a weird, antique-looking, tunic-like
shirt the same color as his eyes, held together at the neck by
ties. His legs were encased in black leggings, which showed off his
muscles but made him look like he was either on his way to a
Renaissance Fair or a Star Wars convention. Besides being strange,
his clothes looked odd, handmade, and homespun. Like he might be
poorer than even she.

Maybe she could scrape together some sort of
reward. She had some money put aside in the cookie jar. Okay, if he
could get TM into the stallion stall, she’d pay him. Then he could
leave. Without talking about anything. Maybe she just didn’t need
to know, or want to know. She didn’t really care anyway.

“Um, would you mind leading him into the barn
for me?”

“Of course not.” He stepped aside so she
could move past him. Which she did. Suddenly nervous, she tried to
remember the self-defense moves she’d learned in that fitness class
back in college, but couldn’t. So she settled for reassuring
herself a man as gorgeous as this one would have no interest in a
woman like her.

Still, that didn’t explain what he’d been
doing earlier, with the strange and scary fireball. Or the way he’d
seemed to fly through the air. Or heal what had looked like severe
burns in a matter of hours.

Resisting the urge to rub her eyes, she
marched off, letting him follow. They made it to the barn without
incident, TM trailing docilely after as though he were gelded.
Kayo, traitorous beast, ran up to them without even barking,
wagging his tail furious as though the stranger was his long last
friend.

The man noticed her frown and smiled, making
his amazing brown eyes twinkle. “I told you, I have a way with
animals.”

Kayo, gazing up at him with adoration and
panting happily, seemed to agree.

“Whatever. TM goes in there.” Pointing toward
the reinforced stallion stall, she shrugged. “I think he’d hurt
himself if it weren’t for the padding.”

The stranger looked intrigued. “An ingenious
idea.” He led TM over to the stall, turned the latch on the door
and motioned for the horse to go in. As Carly watched in amazement,
TM lifted his head, sniffed the air expectantly, and did exactly
that. Without a bit of trouble. No snorting or whinnying, no
attempt to bite or kick or rear.

That in itself was a fandangled dang
miracle.

“How did—.” She had to bite the side of her
cheek. The guy would think she was an idiot if he found out she
couldn’t handle her own horse. “Never mind. Thank you.”

“You are most welcome.” His rich voice made
her shiver. Then, while she stared, he held out his hand. “I’m
Alrick.”

Still dazed, she took it. His large fingers
engulfed her smaller ones, and he could have hurt her if he gripped
too hard, but he only squeezed once, then raised her hand to his
lips, and kissed it. She snatched her hand away before he could
release it. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

Kayo looked on. Carly could have sworn the
dog was grinning.

“No.” He shook his head, sending his dark
hair swirling. “I’m not.”

“I see.” Now she supposed she needed to
broach the subject of a reward. She didn’t have much to spare, but
he didn’t know that. What would be a good number? Ten dollars?
Twenty?

“You have a beautiful horse.” Alrick’s deep
voice reflected his pleasure.

“Thank you.”

“What breed is he?”

“TM’s pureblooded Arabian. He’s a three year
old. My husband bred him.” She spoke without thinking, with
unconscious pride. “He is – was – Liam’s favorite.”

“Liam?”

“My husband. He died in an accident a year
ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” For the first time in forever, her
throat didn’t close up when she said it. “I’m sorry too.” Damn, she
shouldn’t have told him that. Now he knew she was alone. He’d
probably react just like the obnoxious cop had that morning.

“Do you ride him?”

Startled, she blinked. “What?”

“The horse. Do you ride him often? Such a
high spirited animal should have a lot of exercise.”

Good God. Even if she knew how to ride, TM
wouldn’t let her anywhere near him, never mind with a saddle. “He’s
not broke.”

“Broke?”

“Trained. He’s not trained. I, er, haven’t
had the time.”

Alrick cocked his shaggy head, as though he
knew she was lying. “He’s never carried a man – or woman – upon his
back?”

“No.”

“That’s a shame.”

“It is.” Time for him to move on. “Now, how
much?” she blurted, hating feeling so awkward.

“How much what?”

“I want to give you something. Money. A
reward.”

“A reward?” He looked at her as if she’d said
something strange.

“Cash. Something. For bringing TM home. But
don’t expect too much. I’m pretty broke.”

“Coin? I have no use for your money. I need
work.” He glanced around the padlock and beyond, to her untended
and overgrown fields. “You have a lot here for me to do.”

Carly frowned. “I don’t need help.” Lie
number one. She hesitated, then decided to go for the gusto with
lie number two. “I have a crew that comes by every afternoon.
Several high school boys. They’re all the help I need.”

He looked around again and smiled politely.
“I can train your stallion. Make him more manageable.”

“No.” She crossed her arms. “And since we’re
talking – against my better judgment – I still want to know what
happened earlier today with the fire thingee.”

“You wouldn’t believe me.” He smiled again,
that dazzling display of white teeth and dimples.

Carly noted with amazement how even his brown
eyes sparkled. It was like some kind of toothpaste commercial, for
Pete’s sake. “Try me.”

His smile slowly faded, replaced by an aloof
look. “It’s a long story,” he warned. “And one that might seem
unbelievable, sort of like a, er, fairy tale.

Which to her meant his story would be a
fable. One big, fat, honking lie.

“Fine, then go.” She sighed, letting the
familiar despair settle around her shoulders. Even his intense
masculine beauty couldn’t take that from her. “I don’t really want
to know anyway. Nice meeting you, Alrick.”

She turned to head back to the house, where
she could lock the door and return to the grind of her daily
chores. This ranch had been Liam’s dream and she had known next to
nothing about farming or ranching when he’d died. Sometimes she
missed Liam so much it felt like a she was moving through clouded
water.

“Wait.”

Though she stopped, she didn’t turn around to
look at him. His masculine beauty only reminded her of what she’d
lost. Though no cover model look-alike, Liam had been everything to
her. And more.

“If you want to pay me, what I really want is
a – job.” He stumbled over the last word like it was
unfamiliar.

“A job.” She couldn’t help turning
around.

“Yes. Please. His long-lashed eyes appeared
to glow. Damn he was beautiful. He made Carly, who’d never even
picked up a brush, wish she knew how to paint.

Concentrate. She forced her mind back
on track. “Then tell me the truth. What happened here this morning?
What was that thing in the sky?”

Clearing his throat, he held her gaze. “I
will tell you, if you really want to know.”

“Yes. I do.”

“The truth is – someone is trying to kill
you. I’m here to protect you.”

Of all the things he could have said,
that was not what she’d expected. She gaped at him and said
the first thing that came into her head. “Why? Why would someone
want to kill me?”

“Because you’re important.”

Kayo stood, tail wagging, tongue lolling from
his mouth as he looked from one to the other.

“Important.”

“Yes.”

Right. Everyone was important, in their own
way. With his non-answer, she found she could breathe again. That
settled things. He was even crazier than she, and she was the one
with the reputation. “Look bud, you’ve got to go.”

He didn’t move. “You don’t truly understand.
Your life is in danger.”

“Riiight. Anyways, thanks for helping with my
horse. And,” she waved her hand towards the door, “with the
fireball thingee this morning. Bub-bye.” Spinning on her heel, she
took off again.

He kept pace. “I’m not jesting.”

Maybe it was his odd choice of words, or
maybe the thread of fear she heard in his tone, but she stopped.
Again. Almost in the house, where she could lock the door and keep
him out. Almost to safety. And she stopped. Pure stupidity.

Either way, with one hand on the doorknob,
Carly stopped and looked at him over her shoulder. Kayo, her
traitorous pet, stood by his side. “Are you on drugs?”

His amber eyes looked clear, unclouded.
“Drugs? Of course not.”

“If you aren’t insane, and you aren’t on
drugs, then…” She shook her head. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am. Utterly.”

What did he take her for, an idiot? Did he
really think she’d buy his “you need me to protect you” story and
let him stay on her ranch? She wanted to throw up her hands. “Why
would anyone want to kill me?”

She continued without waiting for his answer.
“Look, whatever you’re after, I don’t have it. I seriously don’t
have any money.”

“And I seriously have no need for coin. Let
me stay and help protect you. I will work. A roof over my head,
food to eat, wine to drink. Those are the things I require.”

Strike two for him. At least she understood
his angle now. From panhandling to outright mooching. She’d just
bet he intended to work. “Hell no, you can’t stay in my house.”

“Why not?”

She gaped at him. “Because, because…”

He strode across the grass towards her. “You
need me.”

“I do not.”

“Look around this place.” There was an odd
gentleness to his tone. “Your fences are falling down, the barn
needs painting and repairs, your fields—.”

“Stop. I know how crappy I am at running this
place. My life has nothing to do with you.”

“You need my help.” At least he didn’t look
at her chest when he spoke to her. She liked that in a man.

What the hell was she thinking? He was
nuts, certifiably insane, possibly dangerous, and she was
alone.

“Never mind.” She crossed her arms. “You
can’t stay here. The place looks bad because I’m a widow. My
problem, not yours. I work alone. I like it that way.”

“Your cannot possibly like,” he waved his
hand towards her barn, “to live like this.”

Before Liam died, she might have felt hurt.
Now, she simply didn’t care. “You know what, Alrick? You’re not
only pushy, but rude. Thanks for helping with the horse, but you’ve
got to go. Now.”

“I apologize. I meant no discourtesy.”

“And you talk weird.” Petty, she knew, but
she felt the need to strike back, no matter how small.

He laughed, a rich masculine sound that made
her chest ache. “You don’t like the way I talk?”

“You sound like a bad actor.”

“I forgot I wasn’t at court.” He took a step
closer. “Now, you can use my help. Where else will you find such
inexpensive labor?”

He had a point, but Carly held her ground. At
least he wasn’t going on about people trying to kill her. “No.” His
amazing looks might have temporarily stunned her, but she hadn’t
totally lost her mind.

“I’ll train your horse, help out around
this,” he continued on as if he hadn’t heard her. “farm. In return,
you’ll let me sleep in the barn and let me protect you.
Agreed?”

Agreed? What the hell? Bemused, she stared up
at him. “I feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone or something. Is
there a camera hidden somewhere?”

“A camera?” He squinted at her as if she was
the crazy one.

“Fine.” She sighed. “What’s this about
someone trying to kill me?”

“Don’t worry. I’ve come to protect you.”

“Delusions of grandeur, I see. Protect me
from what?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know.” She could tell that
bothered him. Hell, she supposed it would bother her, if she
believed him. “You don’t know who’s trying to kill me.”

“I know who. I don’t know what form the
attacks will take. I know only that they will be magical.”

“Magical. This doesn’t sound magical to me.”
She thought for a moment. “Ok, I’ll bite. Who? Who’s trying to kill
me?”

“The Warlord. He’s from the future.”

“The Warlord from… This just keeps getting
weirder and weirder.”

“I’ll defend you.” He repeated. “So I have
sworn.”

An actor. She told herself not to soften.
“You don’t even know me.”

“So?” His expression softened, the impatient
arrogance fading from his face. “I’ll look after you.”

Right now she needed to get rid of him. “I’ll
have to think about this. I need some time. Alone. To think.”

“Very well.” He reached down and petted Kayo,
to the Border collie’s delight. “Will one hour be long enough?”

“One hour?” Even if she called 911 again, it
would take the police nearly that long to make it out here.

“Two?” At her scowl, he sighed. “Why don’t
you tell me how long you will need to decide?”

Right now she just wanted him to go. “I don’t
know. At least a day. Possibly more.”

“You many not have that long.”

She took a step back. “Are you threatening
me?”

“Not I. The Warlord.”

“The Warlord. Of course. I need at least to
sleep on it. I’m not budging on that.”

Alrick nodded once and turned to go. Shaking
her head, Carly looked at her dog. Kayo gazed mournfully after the
man, as though he might never see him again.

“You sure as hell seem to like him,” she
groused. Kayo wagged his tail in agreement.


Chapter Two

 


 


ALRICK COULD feel the woman’s green eyes on
his back as he forced himself to saunter away. Leaving her, even
though every instinct told him Carly Roberts was still in danger.
Grave danger, if the Mage of future Rune had foreseen
correctly.

He felt oddly at home in the human world,
though he’d previously made only a few, short trips here. Ever
since Rune had started fading, traveling across the veil became
more difficult. These days, the Fae mostly remained in Rune and
left the humans alone.

Once he was out of sight of her home, he let
himself sink to the ground, yanking off a stalk of grass to chew
on. Carly Roberts puzzled him. She ran a ranch, yet she’d seemed
afraid of her own, young stallion. Even the horse had sensed this,
embellishing his own performance to play on her fears.

Alrick knew Carly worked her farm alone, yet
had only one horse. He’d counted less than four cows roaming the
dried and burnt fields. He had seen only her small garden, no crops
growing in her neglected fields. Though she had a sheepdog, he’d
seen no sign of sheep. He shook his head. This was no way to run a
farm.

Yet, according to the Mage, this tiny,
emerald-eyed woman with hair the color of flame held the future of
Rune in her hand.

Alrick could scarcely credit such a thing.
Yet he’d risked crossing the ever-thickening veil to reach this
place. To reach her. And she clearly thought him crazy. He dug his
hands into the dry, hard, clay and let the earth sift through his
fingers. He’d been giving the task of saving a woman who did not
want to be saved.

The task. When the Mage of a future Rune had
appeared, asking help from the King, Alrick’s father had listened.
And when his father had announced that one of his twin sons would
need to cross the veil into the mortal world and guard a woman
there, Alrick had promptly volunteered. Also, he’d suggested what
had seemed like the simplest solution – bring the woman to Rune
where she would be safe.

Both the Mage and Alrick’s father had
promptly vetoed that idea. When Alrick had asked why, he’d been
given some nonsense about messing with destiny.

Fine. So she had to stay in her own world. He
would make this work. He would prove to his father he was fit to be
named heir. Fit to be named heir, fit to become the next King of
Rune. No harm would come to Carly Roberts, not while he lived and
breathed.

As the blazing sun sank lower into the
horizon, coloring the sky a brilliant red, Alrick made ready to
rest. The night was cool and the breeze gentle. Carly would be
safe, at least for this eve, for the Warlord had not remained.

At the first light of morning, Alrick stood
and stretched, then crossed the unkempt fields to her farm, the
place a hand-carved, crooked wooden sign proclaimed The No Name
Ranch.

First, he inspected the perimeter, sniffing
for telltale hints of magic, looking for magical signs left by the
Warlord. Whatever energy sustained him, the Warlord had not yet
fully made the transition to this time. They were safe, for
now.

But the Warlord would return. Carly, and what
she meant to his world in the future, was too important.

Her house still looked dark. Most likely she
still slept. Her dog greeted him silently, tail wagging. Instead of
presenting himself at her door, Alrick slipped into the barn, where
the horse named TM waited. As soon as Alrick slid the warped wooden
doors open, the young stallion whickered.

“You have not eaten?” Moving closer, Alrick
looked around for the grain. “Perhaps your mistress yet
slumbers.”

TM snorted his agreement, bobbing his
well-shaped head up and down. Energy burned in him like a
flame.

Finally, Alrick located some sort of feed.
Made to look like green rabbit pellets, Carly kept the stuff stored
in a large, faded plastic can. Inside was also a plastic scoop, for
which he was grateful since Fae skin was burned by the touch of
metal. He’d brought gloves just in case.

“He gets two of those.” Carly’s voice, still
rusty with sleep, made him turn. “And two of the grain. He’ll have
hay as well. That’s his regimen twice a day.”

Alrick could not take his eyes off her. With
her tousled hair and sleep-swollen eyes, she looked at though she
had just tumbled from some man’s bed.

He cleared his throat, forcing away the heat
such thoughts brought. “May I feed him?”

She gave a short nod, sending her flaming
curls flying. “Go ahead.”

Hope flared in his chest. Letting him tend to
her horse sounded as though she’d decided to let him stay.

While he busied himself gathering the feed,
he felt her eyes on him. She tracked his every movement, like a
hawk watching a sparrow.

TM nickered his impatience, pawing at the
ground.

“Be still,” Alrick ordered. Immediately the
impatient young animal quieted.

Behind him, Carly snorted.

Once he dumped the pellet and grain mixture
into TM’s feed trough, and the horse was munching happily, Alrick
turned to face her, crossing his arms.

“Well?”

Swallowing, she looked away. “Where did you
sleep last night?”

“Sleep? In the field beyond those trees.”

“Don’t you have a car?”

“A car.” He repeated the words, remembering.
Metal machines. “I don’t have a car.”

“No pickup?”

Despite the fact Alrick had no idea what on
earth a pickup might be, he shook his head. “I feel quite certain I
don’t have one of those either.”

She frowned at that. “Either you do or you
don’t. Are you homeless?”

“I have a home, though it’s a long journey to
there.”

If anything, his words seemed to make her
even more unhappy. Her frown deepened. “Hmmmm.”

He squared his shoulders and looked her in
the eye. He felt like one of his father’s overlords, defending
himself against some imaginary insult. He had his sword and his
bow, though compared to the weapons of her world, they were
nothing. And he had his magic.

“You’ve got to leave,” Carly said.

“Leave?” His heart sank.

“Yes. Now.” She pointed east, towards where
the rising sun colored the clouds a bright pink. “I’m sorry, but I
can’t help you. There are lots of other ranches in this area. I’m
sure you can find one that’ll hire you.”

“Dragons teeth—.” He took another step
closer, halting when she held up her hand.

“You’re creeping me out. Please just go.”

“But—.”

“Look, Rick, Al, whatever your name is. I
don’t need any help.” She scrunched up her nose in such a way that
he knew instinctively she was about to tell a big, fat, lie. “I
have, er, six strong brothers. Football players, all. They come
over every morning and help me work the ranch. As a matter of fact,
they should be here any minute. You need to leave before they see
you.”

He smiled. “What happened to the high school
kids?”

Her mouth fell open and he knew she’d
forgotten her earlier lie. “They are. High school kids. My
brothers, that is.”

In his stall, TM reacted to the edge of
hysteria he heard in Carly’s voice. He reared up, giving a shrill
whistle, and kicked the padded side of the stall.

Alrick crossed to the stall door and pulled
it open.

“Don’t go in there.” Carly actually sounded
worried.

“He won’t hurt me.” He slipped inside the
stall.

Showing the whites of his eyes, TM stood
still, sides heaving, nostrils flaring.

Alrick spoke three short words, all in the
old language, the one still used by animals.

TM let his breath out in a snort. He lowered
his head, tilting it sideways so Alrick would have better access to
his ears.

With a soft chuckle, Alrick obliged.

“I don’t know how you do that.” Carly’s voice
sounded hushed, though he could still detect her simmering anger.
And fear. Though why she would be afraid of him, he couldn’t
fathom. Most women wanted to bed him, not chase him away.

But then the Mage had revealed Carly was not
like most woman.

Alrick looked at her over the stallion’s
lowered head. “I’ve spoken nothing but the truth. I told you I am
skilled with horses, didn’t I?”

She nodded. “Yes, but I still can’t let you
stay.”

“Why not?”

“I—.”

A crash sounded. Thunder in a cloudless sky?
Alrick felt that familiar prickle along his skin that meant
magic.

Magic? Here, now, again, so soon? Surely the
Warlord realized how careful he had to be not to disturb the
balance of this world. Awful disasters of weather had been known to
occur as the result of misused magic in the human realm. Even
coming from the future, the Warlord would know this as well. Most
likely he simply did not care.

Carefully, Alrick left the horse’s stall and
closed the door until it clicked.

“Did you hear—?” Carly pointed up, in the
general direction of the sky.

Again he felt the hair on his arms raise. He
cursed the Warlord, even as he sensed what was about to happen.

There was a flash as lightning struck the
roof. A second later, another boom of thunder. The rear of the barn
erupted in flames.

Alrick spun, pushing Carly away. “Get out,”
he shouted.

She hesitated, her frantic gaze darting from
TN to him and back again. “TM…”

“I’ll get the horse.” With another urgent
shove, he pushed her towards the door. “Go. Now.”

Carly ran.

The fire spread quickly, devouring the dry
wood like a starving demon.

TM screamed, panicked. Alrick tore off his
tunic, running to TM’s stall. The stallion reared, the whites of
his eyes and his flared nostrils showing his terror.

Alrick spoke in the old tongue, swearing to
get the animal out safely. This quieted TM enough for Alrick to
wrap his tunic around the horse’s head. Gripping his mane, Alrick
prodded the stallion forward.

The roaring fire leapt along the roof,
crackling. Close enough that Alrick felt the heat singe his hair.
Thick black smoke billowed around them, stinging his eyes, tearing
up his throat. Coughing, he tried again to make the stallion move.
TM balked.

From somewhere outside, Carly screamed his
name. He could hear the dog’s frantic barks.

No time to think, Alrick brought his hand
down hard across the stallion’s hindquarters.

Instead of lunging forward, TM struck back
with his hooves. Twisting, Alrick dodged the kick. “Stubborn animal
– you’ll get us both killed.”

TM reared, as though he believed Alrick was
the threat, not the fire.

“Damnation.” Alrick used his fistful of mane
to vault himself on to TM’s back. Digging his heels into the
terrified horse’s side, he held on a TM rushed blindly forward.

Carly, he had to get to Carly. Make sure she
was safe.

Running in bucking jumps, they made it to the
open door.

Fresh air. The heavy smoke poured out of the
barn.

Eyes stinging, Alrick slid off TM, dodging
another furious kick. “You and I will settle this later,” he
promised the young horse. Ears flat against his head, TM lifted his
lip. Alrick ignored him. Right now, he had to find Carly.

He ran.

 


* * *

 


The water from her garden hose wasn’t nearly
enough. But it was all she had. Looking over her shoulder at the
burning barn, Carly yelled again for Alrick to bring TM out. The
barn roof looked like it was about to collapse any second, with
Alrick and TM inside.

Kayo paced frantically, barking
encouragement.

Then TM emerged from the thick, black smoke.
But Alrick… Carly stared – Alrick rode TM out! TM wasn’t even what
horse people called “green broke”. He’d never even had a blanket on
his back, never mind a rider.

As she watched, TM bucked. Like a burr to
wool, Alrick hung on. Then, in one fluid motion, he slid to the
ground. Kayo stopped barking and ran to him.

Continuing to spray the roof, she felt a
spurt of satisfaction as she managed to extinguish one hot spot.
Only to see another blaze to life. She fought a losing battle. As
she thought this, the roof collapsed.

Alrick came running.

As he did, another bolt of lightning snaked
down from the cloudless sky, striking the roof of her house.

Flame erupted, catching hold of the dry wood
and feeding hungrily. She turned the hose on her roof.

“The Warlord.” Alrick shouted. He said
something else, in a language she didn’t understand and gestured
with his hand, several motions, too quick for her to follow.

Suddenly, something blocked the sun. She
looked up. A huge dark cloud had formed in the previously cloudless
sky – directly over her house. The kind of cloud that should have
accompanied the thunder and lightning earlier.

Rain poured down on her roof. The kind of
rain that caused flash floods, the type of rain that came with a
Category Four hurricane to the coast. Only over her house and barn.
Nowhere else. Dousing the fire.

Dry, she stood and stared as Alrick, gave her
a triumphant grin. His brown eyes glowed. She glanced at TM, who’d
stopped his prancing and watched also, and at Kayo, who sat near
Alrick’s feet, his coat gleaming in the sun.

In the sun. There were no other clouds
anywhere in the brilliant blue sky.

As she realized this, the shadowy cloud blew
apart. One moment, torrents of water rained from it, the next it
was utterly, totally gone. Vanished, as if she’d only imagined it.
The morning sun again beamed bright. Her house still stood, the
roof slightly charred, no doubt waterlogged, but mostly intact.

Alrick grinned. “There. The weather’s
reaction to his magic worked against the warlord. I was about to
try and call the rain when the storm appeared. At least it saved
your home.”

“Magic?” Again she raised her face to the
sky, feeling the warmth of the sun on her face. “Magic had nothing
to do with that. That was the rain from the same storm that sent
the lightning.”

His gaze narrowed. “The storm was the
weather, reacting to the magic.”

He really was crazy. Great. Maybe
she’d better humor him. “Ah, magic. Right. Magic caused the
rain.”

He gave a slow nod. “Yes, lucky for you. The
water kept the inferno from engulfing your dwelling.”

“Taking this one step further,” she crossed
her arms. “I didn’t have any problems with weather until you
appeared. Was it your magic that brought the thunder and lightning
that destroyed my barn?”

“No.”

“Strange coincidence, isn’t it?”

Alrick sighed. “No coincidence. The lightning
fire was the Warlord’s second attempt to kill you. I was about to
bring rain to counteract his spell, but the weather beat me to
it..”

“Ok, supposing I believe you, which I don’t.
Tell me how. How would you go about bringing rain?”

His gaze traveled over her, his expression
thoughtful. “A simple spell,” he said at last. “Where I’m from,
such a spell would be nothing.”

“A spell. You’re telling me you can do
magic.”

“Yes, of course I can.” Arrogance crept into
his tone. “Unfortunately, my magic – any magic use – here is bound
by limitations. So much magic used so close together can wreak
havoc with the weather in your world.”

“Limitations? Magic? Messing with the
weather? What the hell are you talking about?” She felt like she
slurred her words, as though she’d had a couple shots of tequila or
something. Shock, she must be in shock.

“Where are your brothers?” Alrick glanced at
the road as if he expected them to appear at any moment.

She sighed, one long, brutal shiver went
through her. “I don’t have any brothers!”

His grin told her he had known. “Or high
school workers either?”

“No.” She rubbed her arms.

“Are you cold?”

“I’m stunned. Look Alrick, I think you’d
better explain. Since you showed up, I’ve had a fireball spinning
over my garden and now a freak storm and lightning strikes my barn.
Then a custom made rain cloud lets loose on my house. What’s going
on? I don’t want to hear any more of your weird lies.”

“Lies?” He shook his head. “I’m not the one
who claimed to have siblings. I don’t lie. I can’t lie.”

Cannot lie. She sighed. “Do you have a cherry
tree you wanna chop down too?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course you don’t. Ok, fine,
whatever.”

“I’m staying.”

Exhaustion again claimed her. Or shock. Or
something. She’d been feeling like that a lot lately. Ever since
Liam died…

“You can stay.” She’d probably regret this
later. “For now. But not in my house. Since I don’t have a barn
anymore, there’s nowhere for you to sleep.”

“I can sleep outside. I often do.”

“Great.” Turning on her heel, she set off for
the back door, wobbling slightly. Alrick fell into step beside her,
taking her arm to steady her.

“Are you all right?”

Though she let him hold her elbow, she shot
him a glare. “I’m fine. And Alrick?”

“Yes?”

“Your story? I want you to tell me all of it
– why you think someone wants to kill me and where on earth you
came from. And, whenever you get around to telling me your little
story, you can also explain why you talk like some character in a
badly-written play.”

Though Alrick hadn’t a clue what Carly found
so odd about his manner of speaking, he did know once he told her
he’d traveled across the veil that separated their worlds to save
her, she’d immediately send him packing. Yet he truly could not
lie. While the Fae truly found it impossible to speak a falsehood,
most of their trickery and tomfoolery was based on simply
omitting part of the truth. This was what he decided to do
with Carly Roberts. He’d give her as little as he could get away
with. Tell her only the pieces of reality with which he felt she
could deal.

Once they were inside her home, she shook off
his arm. “It smells horrible in here.”

“Smoke. At least only one small part of your
roof is damaged. I will repair that in a few minutes.”

“Oh, so you’re handy too?”

“Handy?”

“Never mind.” She grimaced. “I guess you can
always use your magic to fix the roof.”

Though he knew she mocked him, Alrick
answered in all seriousness. “I will not risk using magic on such a
simple task. I will use my hands and back to do the work.”

“Right.” Carly sighed. “Do you want something
to drink?”

“Wine?”

“Wine! It’s just past nine o’clock in the
morning. I was thinking more like lemonade or tea.”

From the way she peered suspiciously up at
him, Alrick knew he’d made another blunder. Since spirits rarely
affected the Fae, in Rune he drank wine with all his meals.

“I’ll have whatever you’re having,” he
said.

She shook her head. “Come on.”

Once they were settled in comfortable wooden
chairs around her table, Carly handed Alrick a glass vessel full of
ice and some indefinable, yellow liquid.

“What is this?”

“It’s lemonade. I make it myself.”

“Lemonade.” He held it up to the light,
noticing the even perfection of the painted colors.

“Do you like the glass?” She grinned. “I got
those for a wedding gift from my neighbor Frieda.”

“I see. Lemonade.” The name felt odd on his
tongue. “You drink the juice of lemons?” At her nod, he grimaced.
Though their worlds existed side by side, some things were very
different.

He took a cautious sip. Both sweet and sour,
the drink tasted unlike any he’d ever sampled. He liked it. He
thought. “Very good. My thanks.”

Setting her glass down, she leaned her elbows
on the table. “You’re welcome. Now start talking. Tell me where you
came from and why you’re here.”

Alrick straightened his shoulders, carefully
placing his glass on the table. “I have traveled a great distance
to reach you,” he began.

“From another country?”

“Yes.”

“I knew it! You’re not from anywhere in the
US, are you?”

So far, so good. “No, I am not.”

“North America?”

Since he had no idea where on earth that
might be, he felt safe in answering. “No.”

“Not Central America or South America either,
I’ll bet. Asia’s out. And you don’t look like you’re from a middle-
Eastern country, like Saudi. So you must be from Europe.”

“England, France, Germany, Wales? No. Though
I’ve traveled there.”

She narrowed her emerald eyes. “Russia
then.”

When he didn’t answer, not at all certain
where this Russia might be, knowing only the place couldn’t be too
pleasant, or the Fae would have visited it, she took his silence
for confirmation.

“That’s it. You’re from Russia. So that
explains your accent.”

Speaking carefully, he looked her straight in
the face. “I am from Rune.”

“Rune.” Resting her chin in her hands, she
gave him a half-hearted nod. “Is that near Siberia?”

“No.” Best to change the subject. “We need to
talk about protection. The Warlord wants to kill you, and each time
he fails, he will grow angrier.”

“Let him. He can stand in line with the
others. There seems to be no end to the people around here that are
angry with me.”

“You have human enemies?”

She stared at him like he’d sprouted horns.
“Why do you say that as though you’re not human?”

Patience. “I am Fae.”

“I am Fae,” she repeated. “As though that
explains it all. Do you really mean faeries?”

He had to smile at her tone. She said the
word as though she found it distasteful. “Yes, faeries.”

“Is this Warlord person Fae also?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know. All I know is that he
is a wizard. Tell me of your enemies.”

She looked down at her hands. “I don’t know
that I’d call them enemies. A lot of people thought I should sell
when Liam died. I’m an outsider and a city girl and they don’t
think I can run this ranch.”

“Do they threaten you?”

Raising her head, she frowned. “No. Not
really. They aren’t friendly, and won’t help me, but I don’t think
any of them would actually hurt me. They just want me to sell.”

Alrick relaxed. Bad enough he had to keep her
safe from the powerful Warlord with limited magic. He’d hate to
find out she had human enemies as well. “Why don’t you sell?”

Her smile faltered. “I might have to, one of
these days. But this ranch was Liam’s dream. I owe it to him to try
and make it work.”

“Liam’s dream? Not yours?” Though the
question was so personal asking it bordered on rudeness, Carly
didn’t seem to mind.

“No, not mine.” She gave a short bark of
humorless laughter. “This place belonged to Liam’s parents. I’m a
city girl, through and through. No Name Ranch was the only thing we
ever disagreed on. We met in Austin while we were in school. Once
we graduated, we married. We lived near campus.”

Her wistful expression made Alrick’s chest
ache.

“We only moved out here when Liam’s parents
were killed in a plane crash.”

Since the Mage had told him few details of
Carly’s life, Alrick welcomed any information. When fighting an
unseen threat, he never knew what knowledge might help him.

“What about your husband?” He kept his voice
soft. “What happened to Liam?”

She looked stricken. “After we’d lived here a
year, I couldn’t stand it. I told him it was either me or the
ranch. Because we’d used up all our savings trying to keep this
place running, he took a second job, driving trucks. There was an
accident.” Swallowing, she appeared to blink back tears. “Liam died
trying to make enough money so we could buy a place in town.”

How her face softened, how her green eyes
glowed as she spoke of the man she’d loved. Alrick felt an
uncomfortable twinge – he’d never loved or been loved like
that.

To cover his confusion, he frowned. “But if
he was working so you wouldn’t have to live here—.”

“The least I can do is try. If I’d have been
willing to try before, Liam wouldn’t have died.”

Now he understood. “You are doing
penance.”

Her chin came up, anger chasing away her
sorrow. “I—. Penance,” she repeated, her anger seeming to leave her
as suddenly as it’d come. “I never thought of it like that. Though
I guess you’re right. Since it’s my fault Liam died, yes, I suppose
that’s what I’m doing. Paying penance.”

He watched her, trying to understand a woman
who would think like a soldier. “Is there anything you wouldn’t
do?”

“What do you mean?”

“To save your ranch. And yourself.”

She regarded him soberly, her eyes dark. “I
wouldn’t kill, even for food.”

“I find that difficult to believe. If you
were starving-.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like blood.” Pushing herself up from
the table, she went to stand by the window. The sunlight touched
her hair, making the copper color appear to blaze. He’d known many
women, but Alrick had never met one quite like Carly. Though her
stature was slight, she was fiercely independent. Determined to
make her husband’s dream a reality in order to honor his
memory.

Foolhardy, but noble.

He studied her, letting his gaze room over
her petite figure. This human woman, who claimed she couldn’t hurt
another living being, would be Rune’s savior, one day. Stranger
things had happened. As long as he could protect her from the
Warlord. While both he and his enemy had magic, the Warlord was
more powerful. They both had the same limitations, though he
supposed the Warlord cared nothing about those.

“I’ve grown to like the place,” Carly said.
“Yeah, it’s lonely sometimes, but that would be the same no matter
where I lived.”

“You need to learn how to farm.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. “No I
don’t. This is not a farm, it’s a ranch. I don’t farm for anything
here except hay.”

“If you don’t farm, how do you earn your
living?”

Again her gaze skittered away. “I have some
money left from Liam’s life insurance, not much. There were a lot
of medical bills after the accident. That’s what I’ve been living
on so far.”

“I see. But what about the future?”

“We were hoping to raise horses. TM is
descended from a line of champions.”

“You can live off that? Raising horses?”

“No, not at first. But it could be quite
profitable, if I could afford to hire someone to show TM. If he
wins a few championships, I can put him out for stud. His services
would be worth a lot then. And his foals.”

Again much of what she said seemed
incomprehensible. While he kept a stable full of choice mares at
home, he had no idea what she meant by show TM? Did humans
have competitions for horses? “Do your people not recognize a good
horse when they see it?”

“That’s just it. No one can see TM if I can’t
show him.”

Now he understood. Partly. “Why don’t you
breed him yourself?”

She looked down. “We’d planned on it. We were
saving to buy a really good brood mare. But then Liam had the
accident and the medical bills took most of my money.”

Alrick thought of his own horses, back in
Rune.

She bit her lip, turning to stare out the
window. “I can see TM. He’s so beautiful. He was Liam’s pride and
joy. I’m glad you saved him.”

“He’s not all power and muscle, that one.
He’s got a keen sense of intelligence as well.” Good breeding
stock, and one he’d welcome for his mares.

“I saw the way you rode him from the barn.”
She looked at him, her expression thoughtful. “I’m surprised he let
you do that.”

“He was so terrified of the fire, he didn’t
notice.”

With a slight shake of her head, she
indicated her disbelief. “Oh, he noticed. Do you plan to break
him?”

The word was jarring enough to make Alrick
blink. “Break him?”

She waved her hand. “You know, teach him to
be ridden. He’s three, so it’s time.”

“And he’s never had a man upon his back?”

“No. Not even a blanket, or a sack of
grain.”

Alrick let that one go. For all he knew, they
trained horses differently here as well. Something in Carly’s face…
a look of longing… of uncertainty.

“I will train him to accept a rider and I’ll
teach you to ride him, if you’d like.”

Her eyes met his, brilliant green shining
softly. “I don’t know. I’m not much of a rider…”

But Alrick knew. Though she felt fear, the
part of her that suffered guilt over her beloved husband’s death
wanted to accomplish this one thing. For him, in honor of his
memory.

He wondered why he found the thought so
galling. And why, in a way he felt like he was lying. He’d told
Carly he wanted to stay. But until the Warlord had been
neutralized, her No Name Ranch wasn’t safe. Somehow he had to
convince Carly to leave.


Chapter Three

 


 


“YOU REALLY plan to work here?” Carly’s
question jolted him out of his thoughts.

“Of course.” For what time he was here, he
would work.

“There’s a lot to be done.” She watched him
carefully, as though she expected him to back out now that she’d
given him permission to sleep in the house.

“I know.” He stretched, noting the way her
gaze followed the movement. For now, he’d keep to himself the
probability they would have to leave once the Warlord stepped up
his attacks. He could protect her better if she wasn’t a sitting
target.

“The place is a mess.” She seemed to
be talking to herself, so he didn’t answer. “And I really could use
the help. And you did save TM.” Lost in her musings, she absently
chewed on her thumbnail. “When can you start?”

He kept his expression solemn, though he
wanted to laugh out loud. “When do you want me to start?”

“Now is as good a time as any.”

“Of course.” Pushing himself to his feet, he
gestured at the door. “Let’s go outside then.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you making fun of
me?”

Some trace of humor must have shown in his
face. “Absolutely not. Now is… now. I want you to show me what
needs to be done first.”

“Good.” She swept past him and yanked open
the door. “Rebuilding the barn is the first priority. TM needs
shelter.”

As soon as they stepped outside, the searing
heat struck him like a slap in the face. In Rune the sun never got
so hot. Here the days felt like an inferno, searing the parched
earth and turning the once green grass to brown. Little wonder his
people had long ago ceased crossing the veil from Rune to visit
here.

“I agree we need to build a new barn.” Once
out in the yard, he kept an eye out for the telltale burst of
energy that signaled the Warlord. Unlike Alrick, visiting here was
not a matter of simply crossing the veil. The Warlord traveled
across time to hunt his prey. Carly. If he succeeded in his quest,
Carly would perish.

And the future of Rune would be determined.
Not only Rune, if the one known as the Mage was to be believed.
What happened to Rune would also affect the human world.

“There’s a lot, isn’t there?” Her glum voice
again drew him out of his thoughts. She sneezed as her dog ran
circles around them, kicking up a cloud of dust.

Glancing around at the ramshackle yard, he
nodded. He’d known her ranch had fallen into disrepair; the day
before he’d noted the broken fences, peeling paint, and the way her
buildings sorely needed repair. And that was before the Warlord had
tried to kill her by burning her barn.

But, as they tramped in the dust over her
property and he saw the full extent of the damage caused by
neglect, he wanted to curse in frustration.

“How can I protect you if I am so occupied
with repairs?”

“Trying to back out? Sorry.” She smiled.
“I’ll help you. If you’ll show me what to do, that is. If we’re
working side by side, you should have no problem keeping an eye on
me.”

Alrick had to admit she had a point. Still,
though he was no stranger to hard work and manual labor, he
was a prince of Rune, and unused to endeavors of such
magnitude. All while constantly being on edge, wondering when the
next attack would come. “This is ridiculous.”

“Really?” Her exaggerated sigh spoke of
ebbing patience. “Too bad. It’s too late to back out now. You
wanted work – you got work.”

She was right – he had asked for work as an
excuse to stay. Of course, he could use magic to recreate her barn,
though the consequences of such an action could be horrific. He’d
hate to find out he’d taken out the West Coast by using a spell to
make a barn. No, he would use his hands and build the barn the
old-fashioned way. With Carly. As long as he could protect her. He
mustn’t lose sigh of what was important.

He drew himself up. “As long as you’re with
me at all times, I don’t mind the work.” He let his gaze travel
over her slender frame. “Yet I can’t help but wonder if you’ll be
up to the task.”

She blinked. “What? Of course I’m up to
helping out.”

Pointedly, he glanced around the sad little
yard. “Your paint is peeling, and there are numerous repairs that
must be made. If you are so capable, why have you not done so
before now?”

Carly looked away. “I’ve always been too
busy.” She swallowed, head down, and twisted her hands together,
before raising her chin to meet his stare. “The truth of the matter
is, I haven’t really cared. Since Liam died, every single day has
been a struggle.”

Admitting the truth had cost her, he saw. By
the plains of Aldair, was that a tear in her eye? Nearly frantic,
Alrick cast about for another subject, something to take her mind
of her sorrow and deflect the tears. While he could handle most
anything, the one thing he couldn’t was a weeping woman.

Still, she had given him honesty, at great
cost to herself. He owed her nothing less than respect for such a
thing. “If you’d claimed a pressing need to complete needlework, or
wash or cook or clean, I would’ve understood. But then I’m only
acquainted with the ladies of Rune, not with human, `er Texan,
ranchers.” Or, he added silently, the mother-to-be of Rune’s
savior.

“Thank you.” Still sniffing, she wiped her
eyes with her hand. She was, he realized, as relieved as he over
the averted tears.

“I would like your help. Really.”

Some of the tension seemed to leave her body.
“Okay, then. So we’re going to rebuild the barn. What do we do
first?”

Where the barn had stood was nothing but
smoking ash and soot. “Clear away the ash.”

“I can do that.”

He looked around. “We’ll need lumber.”

“I have some – a lot, actually, in the
garage. Liam planned to add on to the house before the accident. I
think there’s enough to build a new barn, plus nails and
paint.”

Alrick considered himself lucky his father
had decreed his education be well rounded. At least he knew how to
build things with his hands as well as with his magic. Though he’d
always worked with a crew of men, not by himself. And, being Fae,
they’d used wooden nails, not metal. Good thing he’d brought
gloves.

“How long do you think it will take?” She
looked up at him before glancing away to the field where TM
grazed.

“I don’t know. I’ve never constructed a barn
by myself.”

“You’re not by yourself. I’ll be with
you.”

He couldn’t help smiling. “Have you ever
built a barn?”

“Well, no. But I’m a quick learner.” Rubbing
her hands together, she smiled back. “Well, we’d better get
started. The weather forecast showed severe thunderstorms later
this week.”

He followed her to see the lumber. There
appeared to be enough neatly stacked boards to accomplish their
purpose.

Working under the blazing sun, they cleared
the area. The wet ashes and charred remains of her old barn stunk.
She handed him a shovel and got busy with her own. Before long, his
tunic was plastered to his body, as was Carly’s shirt. They’d
finished one huge bottle of water- Carly’d called the plastic jug a
cooler – and started on another. Before long, they’d made a nice
pile with the ashes, as Carly claimed to have a use for them later.
Then they got started on the actual building. They should have it
framed before nightfall. If, he though dizzily, he didn’t collapse
from the heat.

Still, the human woman surprised him. When
she’d claimed she’d work side by side, she hadn’t exaggerated.
While he nailed boards together to make the frame, she held them
steady. He liked the feel of the tool she’d given him – she called
it a hammer – and wore his gloves to protect his skin from the
little, metal nails. He found they worked much better than the
large wooden ones he’d used in Rune.

By late afternoon, a rudimentary frame was in
place. Glad to know they’d soon have some relief from the sun,
Alrick watched the fiery orange ball make its way down towards the
horizon.

“Enough for the day.” He pronounced. He’d
long since removed his shirt, and the pale skin of his chest had
turned a bright red.

“I think we should go ahead and put up the
roof.”

Draining the last of the third or fourth jug
of water, he groaned. “You must be joking.”

“No.” Her skin looked as red as his. “Even if
we have no sides, at least with the roof up, TM can get out of the
sun.”

Alrick wanted to ask how she meant to keep
the feisty horse there, since they had no stalls built, but decided
to save the questions for later.

When he climbed on top to begin nailing the
roof in place, she followed. For once he was glad of her trousers.
If she’d worn the long skirts women of Rune wore, she would never
have been able to climb – ah, but the view might have been quite
interesting. He forced his thoughts back on track.

By the time blessed darkness fell, the barn
roof had been built and, at Carly’s urging, they’d even begun
closing in the sides. They’d stopped to eat thick sandwiches she
made with meat and cheese and homemade bread. A sandwich, she’d
called it. Though he’d seen such things before, he’d never sampled
one. He’d had three, without the meat. When she’d asked why, he’d
told her the truth – he didn’t eat the flesh of animals.

She hadn’t said anything, but he’d seen the
strange look she’d directed his way.

Now the evening air felt good on his skin.
Carly announced it was time for supper, a meal that Alrick regarded
with great anticipation. If she could prepare such interesting fare
as they’d had for the midday meal, what would she come up with for
the evening one?

They washed up side by side at the large
kitchen sink. His stomach growled, loudly.

“Worked up an appetite?”

He nodded.

“I’m exhausted.” Splashing water on her face,
she let it run down her throat and disappear in the vee of her
breasts.

He quickly looked away. “Will we be sharing
all our meals?”

Her tired smile faded. “Most of the ranches
make sure their hired hands are fed.”

“Hired hands. That implies a payment.”

“True.” She looked away from him, out the
window at the new barn construction. “I’ve already told you I don’t
have any money.”

“And I have already told you I don’t need
any. Money, that is. I am not a hired hand. But I could use
something to eat.” As if on cue his stomach rumbled.

“I’d cook something if I had any food.” She
indicated the metal box she’d earlier named a fridge. “I need to
make a trip to the grocery store. We don’t have anything to
eat.”

Alrick had just lowered himself into a chair,
and had been concentrating on avoiding a groan. His body ached in
places he hadn’t known could hurt. Now this. “What about those
sandwiches you made earlier?”

“Knock yourself out.” Again she pointed to
the fridge. “All the stuff’s in there.”

“What about you? You must be hungry.”

She rubbed the back of her neck. “I guess.
More than anything, I’m tired. I’m going to lie down.” She moved
past him, into one of the rooms down the hall. “I need to
rest.”

She also had to eat. With the Warlord on the
move, she had to keep up her strength. “I’ll knock when it’s
ready.” “Great.” Her disinterested reply sounded anything but. Then
she closed the door in his face.

For the space of a heartbeat, Alrick stared
at the wooden door. Using magic tempted him greatly. If he were
allowed unlimited use of his magic, conjuring up a feast would
entail no more than a snap of his fingers.

But he knew better. Best to save the spells
for times of dire need.

Shaking his head, he made a quick sweep of
the kitchen. The countertops, made of painted wood, gleamed – in
direct contrast to the condition of the barn, which had burned. And
there was an oven, with several knobs and no kindling to make a
fire. Luckily, making sandwiches didn’t require cooking. Even if he
did figure out how to work her oven, he had no idea how to cook. In
Rune his father had employed a small army of chefs to prepare the
meals.

Too bad he couldn’t have brought one with
him.

The fridge with its gleaming metal doors
stood next to the oven. Slipping his hands back into the gloves, he
opened them both.

Carly had spoken truth. The fridge was
virtually empty, save for a loaf of bread, cheese, and a container
of meat.

While the meat turned his stomach, he was
pleased to find the bread and the cheese had both already been
sliced.

A short while later, with a towering platter
of sandwiches on the table, Alrick knocked on her door. She didn’t
answer.

He knocked again.

Still no answer.

Quietly, he turned the knob and opened the
door. It made a little creak. Inside the room, he saw Carly,
facedown on her bed. Deeply asleep. In front of an unprotected
window.

He cursed himself for not forcing her to take
better precautions. But then she didn’t really believe him, did
she? She didn’t know how powerful or how evil the Warlord could
be.

A sound from the bed drew his attention.
Carly stretched and rolled over. Alrick glanced at her, then looked
again. She was lovely. Her curly blonde hair fanned out over the
pillow. This time he cursed himself again for finding her so
enticing.

“Carly.” He called her name softly. “Wake up.
Time to eat.”

She didn’t move.

“Carly.” He moved closer, carefully grabbing
her foot and shaking her. She groaned. Despite his best efforts,
his body stirred. Bad timing. Awful as hell.

He gave her foot another shake. “Car—.”

The window imploded in a shower of glass.

Alrick threw himself on top of Carly,
shielding her with his body.

He looked up. Saw the long silhouette of a
man outside the broken window. Black coat. Long, scraggly gray
hair. The Warlord. Their enemy flickered and wavered. Not solid
yet. Yet.

Alrick yanked Carly off the bed. Her
terrified gaze flicked from him to the man outside the window.

While he carried his sword and bow, the
Warlord was not solid. Truly, Alrick had no defense against him
other than magic. And no way to know how to use it to fight such a
threat. Until he knew more, best to play it safe. In the space of a
heartbeat, he decided.

“Run!” Grabbing her hand, he pulled her along
after him.

They hit the front door without breaking
stride. Outside they’d be wide open, exposed, but better that than
trapped inside her small, frame house.

They ran for the fields, Kayo keeping pace,
running for the shelter provided by a shallow outcropping of trees.
TM saw them coming and trotted over to meet then, whinnying a
greeting. When they dashed into the small forest, the stallion
accompanied them, staying close behind Alrick.

Dropping to the ground, chest heaving, Carly
glanced back over her shoulder. “I don’t see him.”

Alrick looked too. He no longer sensed magic.
“He was not all the way here. That is why his shape flickered.”

“He broke my window. I’d say he was
definitely here.”

“Yes, temporarily. Astrally, not physically.
Traveling through time and space takes a great deal of energy.”

She narrowed her gaze. “Right. Explain this,
Mister Magic. Who the hell was that guy?”

Maybe this time, having seen with her own
eyes, she’d believe him. Despite her sarcasm. “The Warlord. He’s
the one who wants to kill you.”

“Damn. I was afraid you’d say that.”

“He’s a powerful enemy, though he travels
through time to reach you.”

“Through time? What?”

“The Warlord is from the future.”

Incomprehension danced across Carly’s mobile
face. “That’s what you said before, but I didn’t think you were
serious. The future,” she repeated. “Now I’ve heard it all.”

He ignored her last statement. “This is why
he cannot yet become solid. Time travel is difficult and requires a
lot of magical power. Not to mention the disasters such use causes
in your world.”

“Disasters?” She frowned. “What do you
mean?”

“Earthquakes. Tsunamis. Hurricanes. Volcanoes
erupting. Any time magic is used in your world, weather reacts. I
think this is why there was a rainstorm so soon after the fireball
and lightening bolt.”

She dragged her shaking hand across her
forehead. “That’s too much for me.”

“You’d better accept the truth. The Warlord
has not been able to turn his full might on you. But soon, he will
manage to bring his entire self here. Then, he will not trifle with
fireballs or exploding glass. He will use every weapon in his
arsenal to attempt to kill you.”

She sat up at that. “Weapon? You say he’s
from the future. Does he have ray guns or stun guns or what?”

“If he does, he cannot bring such things here
if they are made of metal or plastic. Items made by men will not
travel through time. This battle will have to be fought with
magic.”

She groaned. “More rules. Do you have some
sort of rule-book, like a board game?”

“No. They just are.”

“So you both know them? No one has to sit
down each side and tell them the rules?”

He decided to put it into words that she’d
understand. “If your country goes to war, do both sides know not to
use nuclear weapons?”

“Of course. Everyone knows once you do that,
you’ll have a… a… I see.”

“It’s the same with this. If the Warlord
wishes to kill you, he must do it with magic.”

“I don’t believe in magic.”

“Even now?”

She rubbed her eyes. “Shit, I don’t know. I’m
not liking this at all.”

Alrick crouched down next to her. He laid his
hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah. Me too. This whole thing’s
creepy.”

“I agree.” He kept his tone soothing. “You
must let me protect you. Only I have a prayer of defeating one so
powerful as him.”

“The Warlord. He’s from… where?”

“Rune. The same place as I, but far in the
future.”

“Are you from the future too?”

“No. Rune co-exists with your world, on
another level or plane.”

“Then how do you know about him, if he’s from
the future?”

“A mage traveled from the same future to meet
with my father. He told us about the Warlord’s plans, and asked for
our help.”

“I still don’t understand. Why me?”

“For what you will do. You, or rather your
child, will be responsible for the saving of the world.”

“Child? I don’t even have a husband.”

“The father’s name wasn’t given to me. All I
know is one day, you will have a child. Your son will be
instrumental in defeating the Warlord and saving both mankind and
Fae.”

“Faeries.”

“Yes, faeries.”

She cast a look at him from under her lashes.
“And faeries really exit? Even now?”

“Ever since the dawn of time, Rune has
co-existed with your world. In the past, we intermingled more
frequently. But now, Rune has become isolated. Mankind has
forgotten us. So we rarely cross the veil.”

“Why they send you?”

“A strong Fae was needed. My father the King,
chose me.”

Her mouth fell open. “Shut up. Now you’re
telling me you’re a King?”

“I’m a Prince, in Rune. My twin brother and I
compete for the throne.” He kept his voice modest.

She looked dazed. He supposed he couldn’t
blame her.

“A prince,” she muttered. “If I hadn’t seen
this Warlord guy with my own eyes, I’d know you were crazy
now. This sort of sounds like overkill. Why send a prince to do an
ordinary Fae’s job. I mean, anyone from Rean can do magic,
right?”

“Rune. And yes, while anyone can do magic,
some are better at it than others. My father asked me to do it, as
a quest. Because I want to be named heir, I agreed.”

“You sure do have complicated delusions.”

He blew a breath out his nose. “`No delusion.
It’s the truth.”

“Is Rune different from here?”

“Yes. We don’t use machines, and live a
simple life.”

She eyed him. “That explains the weird
clothes. Are you Amish or something, or do you guys like pretending
to be medieval?”

He drew himself up with dignity. “We pretend
nothing. We like the way we dress. Rune is a beautiful place, much
more full of life than here. If you’d like, I can take you there
and show you, though you cannot stay.”

“Why not? If you can use magic there,
wouldn’t the Warlord find it much more difficult to kill me in
Rune?”

“You must fulfill your destiny.”

“Oh that’s right.” She made a face. “The
miracle baby I’m supposed to have.”

He took a deep breath, wishing he could find
a simple way to make her believe. “Your son.”

“Right. And my son will save Rune. How is
that possible? I’m not even Fae.”

“Obviously.” Alrick too looked longingly at
her house, which appeared to be undisturbed and magic-free. His
stomach growled as he pictured the sandwiches.

“Great. This just keeps getting better and
better,” she muttered.

Alrick decided to let that one go. “Let’s
return to the house.”

“Is it safe?”

He stilled, closing his eyes and using all of
his senses. “I believe so. I detect no magic.”

“You can detect it?”

“Yes. If you try, you can too.”

“Really.” She shook her head, walking away
from him.

He grabbed her arm. “I only give you
truth.”

“Oh that’s right,” she shook off his arm and
kept walking. “You cannot lie.”

“You’re mocking me,” he said quietly, keeping
pace.

“Look, I’m sorry. But the more you talk, the
less happy I am. I’m not really liking you right now.”

Her words stung. But they didn’t matter. “I
care not if you like me. Just permit me to protect you.”

On her back doorstep, she stopped and faced
him with her fists clenched, like she meant to hit him. “Look
Alrick, no offense. But all of this started about the time
you showed up. It’s kind of hard not to feel like you
brought it with you.”

This, he had not expected. At all. He
muttered a curse in his own language.

Unfazed, she turned her back on him and
entered her kitchen. He followed, wondering why she had to make
everything more difficult. Kayo slipped inside before the back door
closed, staying close to Carly.

Pulling out a chair at the table, she was
about to sit when she apparently changed her mind. Instead, she
went to the fridge box on the wall and retrieved two metal cans.
Popping them open, she poured their contents into glasses, where
the liquid fizzed.

He simply stood where he was and watched
her.

“Come on,” she said finally. “Eat. I got you
a cola.”

Six steps carried him to the table. The chair
scraped as he pulled it out. He sat. She slid one of the glasses,
still fizzing, across the table to him. “Here you go.”

Still wary, he took a drink. Bubbles filled
his mouth. He swallowed quickly, covered a sneeze, and placed the
glass carefully on the table.

“You didn’t like it?”

He shrugged, trying to ignore the way his
eyes were watering. “I’m not sure. What is it?”

“Cola.”

The name meant nothing to him. Instead of
questioning her further, he reached for the sandwiches. Grabbing
three, he stuffed half of the first one in his mouth.

Ambrosia.

Kayo evidently thought so too. He watched
Alrick with the intent stare of a master hunter. Ignoring the dog,
Alrick kept eating.

Carly waited until he’d finished chewing the
last of his second sandwich. “Are you sure you can keep me safe?”
She looked at him over the top of her bread. “This Warlord guy
looks pretty bad-ass.”

“Here? No. He’ll only attack again. Each
time, he’ll grow stronger. I think it’s best we leave.”

“Leave?” Horrified, she dropped her
half-eaten sandwich back on her plate. “I’m not leaving. No Name
Ranch is all I have.”

Kayo whined. Carly passed him the rest of her
sandwich, which he ate in one gulp. “And Kayo and TM.”

Desperate measures made for desperate
promises. “We can take the dog and the horse with us.”

“No. I’m staying here.”

Frustrated, Alrick grabbed another sandwich.
“The next time he comes, we might not get away so easily.”

“I’ll take my chances.” She pushed herself up
from the table, disappearing into another room. In a moment, she
returned with a long, wood and metal object. “Liam left me his
father’s old rifle.”

Alrick eyed the thing. “Is that a
weapon?”

“Yes.” She grinned. “Works great.”

“You said you’d never kill, even to eat.”

“Self-defense is different.”

“Do you know how to use it?”

Her smile faded. “Liam showed me once. But
it’s been a couple of years. I’m not sure I remember.”

He was shaking his head even before she’d
finished talking. “Shooting a man is not the same as aiming at
targets. A weapon – of any sort – is useless unless you’re entirely
comfortable with it. You’re not. Leave the rifle here. He’ll turn
it against you.”

“You know, that’s what everyone says about
knives too. Try and use one to defend yourself, and your attacker
can stab you with it. That won’t happen. This is a Winchester. A
gun. This Warlord guy will never get close enough to turn it
against me.”

“Do you use it as a club?”

“It’s a gun,” she repeated. Then, when he
still shrugged, she elaborated. “It shoots bullets. Sort of like a
bow and arrow. The bullets are made of metal and cause a lot of
harm to a body.”

Alrick crossed his arms. “He has magic. Your
gun will be worthless against him.”

“Magic.” She blanched, but set her weapon
down. “Great. So much for my attempt to regain control of my
life.”


Chapter Four

 


 


HE COULD well understand her desire for
control. Alrick hadn’t felt in control of his life ever since the
Mage appeared and his father had decreed Alrick must cross the veil
and save a human woman’s life.

He reached for the last sandwich and
hesitated. “Do you want this?”

“Go for it. I’ve already had two. That’s my
limit.”

Then, as he was chewing, she asked, “You
really think he’ll come here again?”

He answered with a look. No words were
necessary.

“There won’t be much left of the place if he
keeps it up.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table
and her chin in her hands.

Alrick swallowed, resisting the urge to pat
his stomach. “He won’t stop until you are dead.”

“Or you.”

“Or me.” He frowned. “You still don’t take
this seriously.”

She started to answer, then apparently
thought better of it. “I’m trying. Really. But I think you both
have the wrong person. I’m just—.”

Kayo barked. He leaped to his feet and ran to
the kitchen window, growing more and more agitated. Still barking,
he ran into the living room.

Alrick jumped up. So did Carly.

“What now,” she groaned. “Don’t tell me this
Warlord guy’s back already.”

“He can’t be.” As they moved into the living
room, Alrick kept his body in front of hers, like a shield. “Using
so much magic in such a short time period will have serious
repercussions.”

“Yeah, so you already said. Several times. I
guess I need to turn on the evening news and see.”

Trying to watch the window, he spared her a
glance. “Not now.”

Kayo’s barking grew louder, more frantic.

“Kayo.” Out from behind him and running,
Carly set off for the front door. “He only does this when TM gets
loose.” She yanked open the door. Kayo ran by her, close on TM’s
heels, still barking.

Cursing, Alrick followed. He sensed no magic,
and doubted the Warlord could have regrouped enough after the last
attempt to return so soon.

“TM!” The horse galloped past the house, on
his way down the gravel driveway. “He’s escaped again, dang
it.”

Alrick shook his head. “I’ll get him.”

She followed him outside. “It’d be a lot
easier if the grain hadn’t burnt. I usually put a little grain and
pellets in a coffee can, shake it around, and he comes
running.”

“Do you have something to lead him with? A
bridle?”

“Most of the tack was in the barn. But I
think I might have left one of the halters in my pickup.”

He looked to see what she meant. A bright
red, metal machine which he recognized as a means of human
transport, sat nearby.

She reached inside and retrieved a faded blue
halter and lead rope. “Got it.”

Side by side, they jogged down the
driveway.

“You should teach him to come when you
call.”

“Like Kayo?” she puffed. “Is that even
possible?”

“Of course it is.”

The look she gave him showed doubt.

“You don’t believe me?”

“Well, I know the Lone Ranger only had to
whistle for Silver, but outside of the movies, I’ve never heard of
anyone teaching a horse to do that.”

He decided not to ask. He was learning that
with Carly, sometimes he was better off not knowing what she was
talking about.

“You’re not even winded.” Now she sounded
accusatory. She also sounded like she was about to collapse at any
moment.

“Why should I be?” He pointed out in a
reasonable tone of voice. “I’m a warrior. We don’t use machines for
transport in Rune. We have to stay in shape.”

When they reached the point where her
driveway met the gravel road, he saw her gate on its side in the
ditch.

“I will repair that as soon as TM is
caught.”

“If you can. I think it’s broken. Look!” She
pointed. Down the road Kayo, true to his nature, had cut TM off and
still barking furiously, herded him back towards home.

“That’s one good dog,” Alrick said,
pleased.

“Yeah, and I didn’t even have to teach him
that. He just does it. If I had sheep, he’d be in doggy
heaven.”

Seeing them, Tm lifted his head and snorted.
He trotted up to Alrick and stopped, lowering his head so Alrick
could scratch his ears. Alrick slipped the halter over his head and
TM let him.

Tail wagging, Kayo trotted over to be
petted.

“Good dog.” Alrick gave the praise in English
then, because he knew the collie would understand, repeated the
words in the old tongue.

“What did you just say?” Doubled over trying
to catch her breath, Carly squinted at him. “Another spell?”

“No. I merely praised your pet. He’s done
well. We should reward him when we get back to the house.”

“I usually give him a dog biscuit.”

Usually told Alrick that this had happened
before. “Hold your horse.” Handing her the lead, Alrick slipped his
hands into the work gloves and retrieved the battered gate from the
weeds. It was heavier than he’d anticipated, though it still
appeared to be in good shape. The heavy wire which had secured it
to the fence before hung from the fence. A simple twist of each
wire and he had the gate hung. Slightly crooked, a bit battered,
but still better than nothing.

“Why do you always put on the gloves?”

Removing them and slipping them back into his
belt, Alrick shrugged. “We Fae don’t like metal.”

“But you can touch it?”

“I’d prefer not to. Metal grounds our magic.”
Alrick took TM’s lead. “The gloves protect my skin. Come on.”

Together, they walked the long, curving
drive. A docile TM tagged along after them. Kayo scouted ahead, his
tail a black and white plume curved over his back.

Several hundred feet before they reached the
house, Alrick felt it. The faint tingle left by magical residue.
Cursing under his breath, he stopped. “Not again.”

Carly peered up at him. “What?”

“He’s done something. I’m not sure what,
exactly, but he’s been here.”

“I thought you said he couldn’t use magic
again so close to the last time.”

“He shouldn’t. But the Warlord cares nothing
for human lives.”

“Great.”

Frowning, Alrick shook his head. “The Mage
has told me traveling through time takes great power. This is why
the Warlord hasn’t been able to manifest fully here. For now, he
comes, uses magic to try to kill you, and is pulled back to his own
time and place.”

“So until he gets strong enough to beam
himself here, we should be okay?”

“Not okay.” He turned, trying to determine
the direction and shape of the spell. “He can still do a lot of
damage, even while not totally here.”

“Well.” She heaved a sigh. “Let’s go check
out my house. Do you think he booby trapped it?”

“Booby,” he looked at her, “trapped? What
does that mean?”

“Set a trap. Like when we open the door, a
fireball comes at us.”

Grim, he considered the possibilities. “I
don’t know.”

They started forward again. As soon as they
began to move, Kayo ran ahead. He skidded to a halt thirty feet
from the house and started barking. His warning bark.

“Kayo, shush.” Carly rubbed her temples. “All
this crap going on has given me a killer headache. Alrick?”

Something in her voice made him reach out to
her. “What’s wrong?”

“Look at my house. What’s he done to my
house?”

He squinted in the sunlight. “What do you
mean?” Then he saw. “It’s covered red.”

“The red is moving.”

They crept closer. The structure appeared to
be shimmering.

“Stop.” She grabbed his arm. “Those are fire
ants! My house is covered in fire ants!”

Whatever fire ants might be, they didn’t
sound like a good thing. They didn’t look it either, swarming over
the entire structure like a single, mindless, mob.

“Ants don’t eat wood.”

“No.” The dark look she gave him told him it
was worse, at least as far as she was concerned. “They bite though,
and their bite stings like crazy. Worse, I’m deathly allergic.”

“Allergic?”

“Yes. I swell up like a balloon, and my
throat closes.”

Concerned, he studied her. “This has happened
to you before?”

“Yes. I’m also allergic to bee stings, wasp
stings, and yellow jackets. I have a self-injection kit, and I have
to give myself a shot of epinephrine and take an antihistamine
tablet.”

“Where is this kit?”

She regarded him glumly, a hint of panic in
her eyes. “In the house.”

“I’ll go get it.”

“No way. They’ll swarm over you in seconds.
Have you never been bitten by a fire ant?”

“We don’t have them in Rune.”

“They sting. And burn. The best thing to do
is avoid them.”

“Is they natural to this area, or did the
Warlord summon them?”

“Fire ants do live around here, and yes,
every spring and summer I have to deal with their mounds. I keep a
gallon of fire ant killer in the garage.”

“The garage which is now covered with
ants.”

“Right.”

“I’ve got to get inside and get your
medicine. I can’t take the chance of you being bitten.”

“I don’t plan to go anywhere near them.” Her
dry tone didn’t entirely hide her despair. “If they’re all over the
outside like this, I’ll bet there’s more inside.”

Making a non-committal sound, he crossed his
arms. “Looks like the Warlord may have made your decision on
whether to stay or to leave much more clear-cut.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“You’re not going inside your house. You have
no barn. Where do you plan to stay?”

Lifting her chin, she looked at him, her
expression stubborn. “How did he know about my allergy to insect
bites?”

“To him your life is history. Perhaps many
things are known about you in the far future. This would be a
simple spell, to command the ants. He must have believed you to be
inside, asleep.”

She shuddered. “That would have been a slow,
painful death.”

“The Warlord doesn’t care. Dead is dead, to
him.” Alrick decided to press his advantage. “Now are you ready to
leave?”

“Hell, no.”

“Where do you intend to stay? To sleep?”

She gestured wildly. “There. In my pickup.
Luckily I left it out the last couple of nights.” She shuddered.
“Normally I park it in my garage.”

“It’s red. How do you know there are not ants
on it?”

“Good question. Go check.”

With a shrug, he did as she asked. Parked
away from the ant-covered house, he saw no insects on the pickup.
“No ants.”

“Great.” Rubbing her arms, she didn’t sound
thrilled. “Now is there going to be another storm or what?”

He started. “The weather.”

“Exactly. You said—.”

“I know. I don’t want to stick around to find
out. Let’s go,” he urged. “It’ll be much easier to hide from him if
we’re on the move.”

“We can dodge the weather?” She stared.
“You’re serious?”

Pointing to her ant-covered house, he nodded.
“Do you see any alternative?”

He saw the resignation settle into her face,
even as she continued to fight against what she knew to be truth.
“I barely know you. Maybe I could call my mother…”

“You would endanger her?”

“No, but…”

He pressed his advantage. “Do you have more
grain for TM?”

“No. And Kayo’s dog food is in the house. My
food. My emergency kit. The gun. Everything. Except…” Taking a step
towards the pickup, she stopped. “Would you mind checking to see if
I left my purse on the front seat of the truck?”

Slipping on his gloves, he went one better.
Opened the door and retrieved the bright yellow bag. Handing it to
her, he grimaced. “Is that leather?”

“No, vinyl. I can’t afford leather.” She
studied him. “Don’t tell me you don’t have leather in Rune
either.”

He shrugged. “We don’t kill animals for food.
Why would we do so for clothing?”

“Good point.” One more look at her house had
her taking another step back. “Is it me, or are they moving
closer?”

A solid line of fire ants swarmed towards
them.

“Get in the truck.” She climbed into the
driver’s side. “Hurry.”

He did as she asked, careful not to touch any
metal with his bare skin. He’d hate to be trapped in a metal box
covered in ants. Kayo barked and jumped into the back.

She slipped a key into a slot and turned. The
pickup’s engine roared to life. “I keep the horse trailer out in
the pasture. We’ll hook it up, load TM, and go. But we’ll need
supplies.”

“Is there a place you can obtain more?”

Backing down the driveway, she rubbed her
neck with one hand. “I suppose we could make a stop in town at the
feed store.”

The wind began to gust. “Storm coming.” Carly
sounded fearful. She pushed her foot down on the pedal, causing the
vehicle to accelerate.

Alrick smiled. His job of protecting Carly
had now become a whole lot easier. He hoped.

 


* * *

 


Taking off with a man she barely knew – what
would her mother think? Still, after paying for the grain and dog
food at the feed store, she’d stood outside while Alrick loaded it
and eyed the pay phone. Part of her knew he was right – if this
crazed Warlord really wanted to take her out, her mother would be
in danger. The other part of her, the little girl that resided
inside the core of her, wanting nothing more than to go running
home to Mommy. Even though Mommy now lived in Seattle and Carly
hadn’t returned a single call in the last six months. Her
depression had been too great to deal with her mother’s
overwhelmingly positive attitude. She regretted that now.

Leroy Toddle, a burly man who owned the ranch
immediately west of hers, sauntered past.

“Afternoon, Leroy.”

He didn’t even look her way. She let her
shoulders sag for a second before straightening them. By now she
ought to be used to the snubs and rudeness, but she wasn’t. She’d
done nothing to these people. Nothing but marry into the family of
the man whose parents had owned the biggest spread in town.

When she and Liam had taken No Name Ranch
over after his parent’s death, their neighboring ranchers had lined
up with offers to buy. Liam had turned each and every one of them
down. Now here she was, three years later, with Liam dead a year
and barely hanging on by the skin of her teeth. They all knew it,
and none of them had even once stepped in and offered to help. They
wanted her to fail so they could buy the ranch cheap. Myrna at the
feed store had even whispered that the men were taking bets as to
the date she’d give up and sell.

As if having the entire county against her
wasn’t bad enough, now she had to deal with this Warlord from the
future. And Alrick, from another dimension.

She glanced over at her truck. He’d finished
loading the sacks in the bed and leaned against the side, waiting
patiently for her to join him.

Tommy Jordan’s rude refusal to help load
hadn’t seemed to bother Alrick in the least. Maybe he didn’t
realize that loading was Tommy’s job.

She sighed and began walking. Kayo barked
once. His “happy to see you” bark. Inside the attached horse
trailer, TM stomped his feet to show his impatience. Oddly enough,
he’d walked right into the horse trailer at Alrick’s request. A way
with animals appeared to be a slight understatement on Alrick’s
part.

Distracting thoughts. All to keep her from
facing what she’d already committed to doing. Taking off down the
road with a strange man, fleeing for her life from some magical
weirdo from the future.

Were she to tell this to anyone, they’d think
she’d finally lost her mind and institutionalize her.

Might as well get on with it. She marched
over to the pickup and climbed behind the wheel. Alrick got in on
the passenger side. He’d adjusted to riding in the motor vehicle
quickly – so quickly in fact, Carly had been slightly
suspicious.

“We can see your world from Rune,” he’d said,
correctly interpreting her narrowed gaze. “We’re aware of all your
inventions and machines.”

“Yeah, you already said you don’t have them.
That’s seems weird to me.”

“We have no need. We have our magic.”

She clicked on the radio. The announcer was
talking excitedly about some freak hurricane that had struck the
east coast. Mere hours after the 6.0 earthquake that had taken out
parts of rural California.

“Oh my God.”

Alrick looked equally grim. “Such is the
consequence of indiscriminate magic use in your world.”

She swallowed. “The Warlord caused that?”

He turned down the volume. “I believe so. And
things will only get worse as he continues to use spells against
you.”

“And this is why you don’t want to use your
own magic to fight him?”

“Not unless I have to.”

“You say you can only tell the truth. I want
to know who’s more powerful, you or him?”

“Until we face each other in battle, I could
not say.”

Fair enough. She supposed she ought to be
glad he hadn’t said the Warlord was more powerful. If that was the
case, she supposed she was doomed.

“Where to?” Once they reached the highway,
they could go west to El Paso or east towards Louisiana.

Alrick shrugged. “Somewhere not so…” he
gestured at the rolling hills around them, “open.”

“You mean trees?”

“Yes. It’s much easier to hide in the
forest.”

“All right, country roads it is.” She
concentrated on driving until they’d reached the highway. Choosing
the right lane, she set the cruise control. “We’ll take this for
while, then I’ll exit and we’ll go up into the hills. I assume you
have a plan. Time you filled me in.”

“A plan.” He sounded expressionless. Like a
commando, trying to be dispassionate about his next move. Or so she
told herself.

“Yes. I mean we can’t continue to run from
this guy. We’ve got to face him sometime, right?”

He was silent for so long she wondered if
he’d fallen asleep. But a quick glance at him showed him
wide-awake, studying the terrain as they flashed past.

“Alrick?”

“I’m to protect you.” He sounded weary.
“Until the Warlord manifests enough strength to bring himself fully
here. Then he and I will do battle.”

“But you think you can take him?”

“I am a warrior as well as a prince. Once he
is all the way here, in this time, I will best him in any
fight.”

“I wish I had my rifle.”

He scowled. “Your attitude grows wearying.
I’ve already told you your weapon would be useless against
him.”

“Whatever. I’d feel better if I were armed. I
didn’t ask for this. I was minding my own business, doing the best
I could to live the life I had, then boom. You show up, the
fireball tries to fry me, lightning hits my barn, my house is
covered in fire ants, and I’m on my way to nowhere with a guy I
barely know.” To her horror, she nearly started to cry. She choked
back the tears, but her strangled voice gave her away.

“How do you know?” His quiet voice held its
own kind of reluctance. “How do you know you weren’t the only one
who got plucked from their everyday existence? My life in Rune is a
good one. Until the Mage showed up from the future, I believed
nothing would change. I didn’t seek this task. Yet here I am.”

Swiping at her eyes, she sniffed. “So we’re
both being dragged into this against our wills. Question is, what
can we do about it?”

“We? You can stay hidden. I will take care of
killing the Warlord when the time comes.”

“Hey, I’m a part of this too.”

He regarded her curiously. “You think you can
kill him?”

She tightened her hands on the steering
wheel. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

He continued to watch her.

Finally, she groaned. “All right, maybe not.
I can barely kill a spider, for Pete’s sake. I’m not sure I can –
no, I’m positive I can’t – kill anyone.”

“Even if it comes down to your life or
his?”

Miserable, she nodded.

“What about the life of your child? Would you
kill to protect him?”

“I have no child.”

“You merely split hairs. But, since you do,
let me rephrase my question. This is no game, Carly. You might have
to defend yourself. Would you kill to protect the life of your
unborn child?”

About to give a flip answer, the intensity in
his voice made her pause. “I… I don’t know. Probably. I think. But
I have no unborn child. I’m not pregnant.”

“Yet.”

She swallowed. “Since you know the future,
how far away am I from carrying this miracle child?”

“I was not told this. Nor who will be the
father.” He sounded bitter. “The Mage only told me what he deemed I
needed to know, no more.”

So Alrick was as much of a puppet as she.
Carly kept this thought to herself as she forced herself to
concentrate on driving. She turned up the volume on the radio,
listening grimly as the announcer elaborated on the devastation
caused by the two simultaneous natural disasters. Finally, she
couldn’t take it anymore, and clicked the radio off.

Alrick continued to stare out the window as
the landscape flashed past. “We must be careful,” he said. “If the
Warlord cannot find us, he won’t be able to use magic to try and
kill you.”

“Right.” She drummed her fingers on the
wheel. “Now that we’re on the run, how would he find us?”

The look he spared her was quick.
“Magic.”

So much for enlightenment. “Magic how? I
don’t understand about magic – we don’t have such a thing in my
time. Does he have some sort of tracker, like a GPS system or
something?”

“Again you refer to machines – things of
which I’m unfamiliar.” He shook his head. “Our worlds are very
different. As to the Warlord, he will trace your energy pattern,
and mine.”

She frowned, then forced a smile. “I talk
about Global Positioning Satellites and you mention energy
patterns. I guess in a way they’re kind of the same.”

“Are they?” He turned to look at her, his
dark eyes glowing. For a moment she stared, transfixed, then she
snapped her attention away, back to the road.

“Stop that!”

“What?”

Though he sounded innocent, Carly wasn’t
fooled. She’d bet a dime to a dollar that he knew what he was
doing. She’d like to call him on it too, but there was no way in
hell she’d admit to him there were times she found him unbearably
attractive. Like now.

He had to be magically making himself look
good, didn’t he?

Instead, she changed the subject. “I figure
we’ll drive as far as we can before we take a break. I’ll need to
let TM out and walk him, as well as make sure he and Kayo get
water.”

Hearing his name, Kayo whined. Carly reached
down and petted him. The border collie settled back down, resting
his head on Alrick’s knee.

Alrick looked out his window. The rolling
hills of the Texas hill country were beginning to give way to the
flat, prairie. “When we stop, make sure there are trees. Better
shelter.”

She liked the way Alrick absently stroked
Kayo’s back. So did the dog, whose blissful expression indicated
he’d found doggie heaven.

“Trees. I’ll try.”

“Tell me what you know.” Damn, she hadn’t
meant to blurt that out like a directive. “About me, about my son.
I know you said you weren’t told a whole lot, but I’d like to hear
what you do know.”

“I’ve already told you everything.”

“No, you haven’t. For example, I’m kind of
fuzzy on exactly how my son is supposed to save the world.”

“Not the world, Rune.”

“Yeah, but you insinuated what affected Rune
would affect the regular world as well. My world – in the future.
My son. Come on, don’t you think since I have to play a major role
in all this that I should know?”

Alrick smiled. “I couldn’t agree more. I feel
the same way, and have said so many times to no avail. The Mage
spoke mostly to my father, the King. My brother and I were sent
from the council chambers.”

Her stomach sank. “So all you know…”

“Is all I’ve told you.”

“Great.”

He patted her hand. “Before we can worry
about what we do and do not know, we’ve got to vanquish the
Warlord.”

“Back to killing.” She heaved a sigh.

“Sorry.” He patted her arm.

They exchanged smiles. For the first time
since this nightmare began, Carly realized she actually liked
Alrick. As a person, he didn’t seem all that different from her.
Even if he was a faerie. She chuckled.

“What?”

“Faerie. The thought of you being one…”

He frowned. “Why?”

“I picture little people in tutus, dancing
around among flowers or something.”

“Those are sprites. We are more like those
elves depicted in your legends.”

“Elves?” She raised a brow. “With pointy ears
and all that?”

“No pointy ears.” Lifting his hair, he
pointed to his own, well-shaped ears. “I know not how some of your
myths got started.”

“Creative license, I guess.”

Outside of Fredericksburg, she pulled off at
a rest stop. “Hey, it’s deserted. That can be good or bad, but this
time I think we’ll take it as a good omen.”

“Why here?” Alrick didn’t like the looks of
the place. A squat concrete building was the only structure.

“There are more trees here than anywhere
else.”

While she backed TM out, Alrick stood by to
walk him. She handed the lead to him and clipped a leash on Kayo’s
collar.

“Come on boy, let’s go stretch our legs. They
followed Alrick and TM to the clearing behind the rest rooms.

When she was thirty yards away, her pickup
truck exploded.


Chapter Five

 


 


THE FORCE of the explosion knocked Carly to
the ground and sent Kayo flying. Alrick turned in time to see Carly
go down. He looped TM’s lead over a tree branch and went
running.

Kayo jumped to his feet and ran with him,
barking. Black smoke billowed into the air.

Carly didn’t move.

Heart pounding, Alrick lifted his gaze
skyward. Though he hadn’t sensed the other’s magic, the Warlord had
tried again. Had he so quickly succeeded?

“Carly?” Lifting her wrist, he felt for a
pulse. There. Light, but steady. She lived. He checked her for
injuries, finding only one bloody scrape on her elbow where she had
hit the ground. But when he lifted her head, his hand came away
crimson with blood.

Head wound. How serious? Quickly glancing
around the deserted rest stop, he heard the wail of sirens in the
distance and knew within minutes they would have company. Should he
let the humans heal her? Could they? He couldn’t risk it.

The pickup continued to burn. Flames leapt
into the sky, the smoke another beacon.

Alrick cursed. The Warlord had grown more
powerful. This time, he hadn’t felt any prickle of warning, any
awareness of the Warlord’s magic.

Carly lay so still. Bleeding. Kayo whined,
licking her face. With a toss of his head, TM broke the loose knot
keeping him tied to the tree and trotted over, whickering.

The sirens grew louder. Closer. Down on the
highway a huge tractor truck pulled off onto the ramp leading to
the rest stop, no doubt attracted by the fire.

The relentless Texas sun beat down on them.
Waves of heat shimmered off the blacktop.

He would have to use magic – he saw no
choice. Alrick would cast a spell and take them all to Rune.

With one hand, he took Carly’s arm. With the
other, he touched TM’s leg. Kayo seemed to understand and came
around to rest his shaggy head against Alrick’s thigh.

Alrick spoke the words.

The rest-station, the heat, the fire, and the
smoke shimmered and vanished. He knew a second of disorientation,
then felt the blessed moist air of Rune. Kayo lifted his head to
look at Carly and whined again.

“We’re here.” He spoke the words into the
shadowed stillness of a leafy glade. Relaxing somewhat, again he
checked Carly’s pulse. Though uneven, her heart still beat. He
breathed a sigh of relief. Here, the Warlord could not so easily
travel. Here, Carly was safe. Now to get her healed.

Kayo growled. A second later, a hunched man
in a silver robe came crashing through the underbrush. No doubt
notified of their arrival by the disturbance in the fabric of
reality, the Mage from the future hurried over. He skidded to a
halt, glancing first at TM, then Kayo, before he looked at Alrick.
He gasped when he saw Carly, unconscious on the ground.

“You brought her?”

“I had to.” Quickly, Alrick explained what
had happened. “She wasn’t safe.”

The older man nodded.

“Can you heal her?”

Coming closer, the Mage knelt down and
examined Carly. “I believe so. `Twould appear she has hurt her
head, and that can be tricky.”

“I will call my brother so we can move her
into the palace.”

“I am here.” A second voice spoke from the
shadows under the trees. Moving silently, unlike the mage, Alrick’s
identical twin brother Cenrick stepped forward. Alrick again
experienced the familiar shock of seeing himself as others saw
him.

“By the Blue Matusas, it’s good to see you!”
Rising, he clasped Cenrick on the arm and grinned. “Well met.”

“Yes.” Cenrick’s violet eyes, the only
discernable difference in the two men, looked troubled, even as he
clasped his brother back. “I see you have brought the woman here.
That cannot be good.”

“She is gravely wounded. I had no choice.”
Alrick let his arm fall.

“I agree, but father will not be pleased. You
are fortunate he has traveled across Rune to visit
grandmother.”

Alrick acknowledged that remark with a quick
nod. “Help me carry her. And be gentle. She is mine to
protect.”

With the Mage leading the way, together they
carried Carly down the winding path. Kayo scouted out ahead of them
and TM followed docilely after. Directing them to his own, private
chambers, the Mage summoned another, younger Mage and his acolytes,
then shooed Cenrick and Alrick from the room.

After a quick glance at each other, they
obeyed.

“Where to?” Cenrick stopped in the hall,
waiting as he’d always done for Alrick to lead the way.

Alrick had wondered if circumstances might
have changed Cenrick in his absence. Apparently not.

Alrick sighed. While he wanted more than
anything else to be named heir, he loved his twin. Often he’d tried
to teach his brother to be more like him, with little success.
Cenrick’s nature was different. Where he was a warrior, Cenrick was
a scholar.

“Come on.” Alrick pushed the crystal door
open and stepped outside. Cenrick followed. As always.

Alrick sighed again.

“What’s wrong?”

“I am weary. This human woman is…” He tried
to find the right words.

Cenrick tried to supply them for him.
“Special? Unique? Exceptional? Extraordinary? Astonish—.”

“Stop. You don’t even know her.”

“Ah, but I know of her exploits.”

“Future exploits.” Alrick passed a hand over
his eyes. “She doesn’t even believe we have the right person.”

To his credit, Cenrick kept his face neutral.
“Perhaps that’s to be expected. You did appear out of nowhere and
you can be very intimidating.”

“I am not intimidating.”

With a chuckle, Cenrick shook his head. “You
haven’t looked at your reflection lately, have you?”

Stung, Alrick had to admit he hadn’t. Still…
“The ladies never find me intimidating.”

“Ah, but their world is so different from
ours. And it follows this woman is different than ours.”

“She is. But she doesn’t appear to be afraid
of me. Then again, she doesn’t exhibit fear over anything.”

“Even the Warlord?”

“She doesn’t take him seriously.”

“Even though he’s attacking her?”

A headache began in the back of his temple.
Alrick rubbed with two fingers. “She’s wasn’t even sure the Warlord
existed, until she saw him with her own eyes. Thus far, he hasn’t
managed to transport himself completely across time.”

“Then how was she hurt?”

“He caused an explosion. This would have
killed her, had she been closer. Instead, she was injured.”

Cenrick nodded.

“I must see TM settled.” Alrick started
toward the barn. “And make sure Kayo is all right.”

Cenrick followed “Is TM the horse? Or
Kayo?”

They’d reached the palace barn. As different
from Carly’s ranch as night was from day, the immense barn was made
of crystal, and could house over fifty horses.

“TM is the horse. Kayo is the dog.”

Hearing his name, Kayo leaped in the air,
tail wagging. After he’d greeted Alrick, he did the same for
Cenrick.

Alrick was surprised to feel a pang of
jealousy. Now he understood how Carly must have felt, when both
Kayo and TM seemed to prefer him.

Something must have shown in his face.
Cenrick laughed. “Come on, the dog is fine. Let’s take care of the
horse so we can talk. Though you’ve only been gone a few days,
we’ve a fair bit of catching up to do.”

Grumpily, Alrick allowed his brother to lead
the way, wondering if Cenrick was even aware he had taken the lead
for once.

Finally, after settling the animals and
checking on Carly one more time, they settled in the great hall, in
two huge chairs near the crystal hearth. Though normally he found
the sparkling beauty of the palace amazing, he now wondered if the
brilliance shone overmuch, if the clear walls would feel like ice
to Carly.

He accepted a cup of honey-mead from a
servant. Leaning forward in his chair, he eyed his brother. “How is
our father?”

“His mood has been strange since you left.”
Cenrick took a deep draught of his own mead. “He says he is
devising a task to test me once you have returned from your
challenge.”

At this news, Alrick scowled. “Test you?
Why?”

“I know not. I have told him over and over I
have no desire to become King.”

“Still he will not listen?”

“No.” Draining his mead, Cenrick grimaced.
“You know how our father is. Once he gets an idea, he fixates on
it. After you left, he tried to forbid me my studies.”

Now this was not good. All knew
Cenrick lived for his piles of dusty books and his parchment.
Alrick couldn’t imagine what their sire had been thinking.

“What did he want you to do instead?”

“Who knows? At least he didn’t make some big
proclamation out of it. He came to my chamber late one night while
I was burning the midnight oil, and asked me.”

“Asked you? Not ordered?”

“Asked. Nice as you please, to knock off with
the books.”

“Such actions are unlike him. What did you
say?”

“Equally polite, I told him I would consider
his request. Then I promptly ignored him, of course.”

“But he gave no reason for asking?”

“No, though I think he wants to stir things
up. Rune has been rather quiet with you gone. You always liven
things up around here. I think since our father decreed you
must travel to the future, he is taking his boredom out on me.”

“Boredom?” Alrick forced himself to relax.
“If that is all it is…”

“Worry not, brother.” Correctly interpreting
him, Cenrick shook his head. “I have no desire to take your place.
Father knows this. He knows you are meant to be king. Shades of
Hathling, brother. We all know it.”

Alrick pretended to be interested in his
drink, though he was pleased. He had been born first, and
technically the older twin was always named heir. Simply because
his father believed in giving each son equal rights did not make
Alrick’s burning desire to become ruler less. If anything, his
father’s stubbornness made Alrick desire the title more.

Cenrick finished his mead and signaled for
another. The serving girl, a wispy fae maiden with hair the color
of moonlight, brought them each a second cup. Alrick watched her
drift away, thinking dispassionately how lifeless her hair seemed
compared to the vibrant red of Carly’s.

“Any other news?”

“Oh yeah. I wasn’t finished, by half. Father
wants me to find a bride.” Cenrick’s glum tone spoke of how well
he’d received this order. And, knowing the King, this request had
been an order.

A bride! Things got worse and worse. Alrick
began to wish he’d never left. “What?” He clenched his fists. “If
he wishes you to marry, that means he will also start on me. Any
idea why?”

“No.” Waving his hand at the empty room in
general, Cenrick grimaced. “He’s threatened to bid all woman of
marriageable age to compete for me.”

“Is he joking?” Usually it was the other way
around. The men would fight for the woman. Their father knew
this.

“I don’t know.”

“He must be. Alrick breathed a heavy sigh.
“Worry not. He’s toying with you, brother.”

Cenrick looked hopeful. “Do you think
so?”

“Why else? Women competing for your hand?
That’s ridiculous.”

“I don’t know. He seemed serious enough.”

“Put this worry out of your head,” Alrick
advised. While he had no idea what his father the King was up to,
he supposed this was another attempt at amusement. He could see no
reason for him to force Cenrick to marry. Especially since Alrick
himself, whom all knew to be the rightful heir, was still unwed.
The King had never mentioned anything about finding a wife to
him. Nor had he made any such threats.

“I’ll try.”

Alrick watched as Cenrick shifted in his
chair, visibly trying to relax. Alrick tried to do the same,
inhaling deeply.

Expression troubled, Cenrick stared at the
hearth. When he lifted his head to meet Alrick’s gave, his face was
inscrutable. “Enough about me. Let’s talk about you. Tell me more
of the human woman.”

“Carly?”

“Yes. She is comely, is she not?”

“Comely?” Alrick thought for a moment. “Her
flame colored hair is unusual, yes. And her face is pleasing, if
you like freckles. Her form—.”

“Freckles? You have been so close to her to
notice that?”

“Of course I have.” Alrick hadn’t meant to
sound so defensive, but he wasn’t sure what his brother was
implying. “And yes, she may be comely, but it’s not for me to
notice. Nor you. Remember, she is to be the mother of our some
miracle child.” To his surprise, he found he liked it not that his
brother found Carly attractive.

Cenrick laughed again. “No fears, brother. I
do not lust after your woman.”

This was how rumors got started. “She is not
my woman.”

“You forget how well I know you. You’ve never
been able to pass up seducing a pretty woman.”

“That was here and now. This is then and
there. I have a task to complete, a job to do. I must keep Carly
safe. Nothing more.”

“I see,” Cenrick mused. “Hmmm. So you don’t
desire her, eh? I’m certain she must look favorably on you.”

Alrick shrugged. “We’re Fae. All humans find
us desirable.”

“You more than me.”

“We look exactly the same,” Alrick growled.
“You know that.”

“True, but most women seem to prefer you.” A
grin tugging at his mouth, this time Cenrick merely lifted his cup
for more mead.

The teasing bickering was familiar – and
welcome. Lifting his own glass, Alrick grinned back. “Not all
women. Some prefer the challenge of your bookish ways.”

“True.” Cenrick’s grin widened. “But most
desire only the fierce warrior. You. The man who will be king.”

Was that a trace of bitterness in his twin’s
voice? Alrick studied Cenrick closely, but saw nothing but
amusement in his face.

No matter. He concentrated on drinking up. He
had a task to do and, once Carly was healed, they could return to
her world so he could complete it.

“When will you return?” Cenrick’s question
echoed Alrick’s thoughts.

“As soon as she is better. I thought to keep
her on the move to make it more difficult for the Warlord to find
us. He found us anyway.”

“Will you still go on the run?”

“Unfortunately, since our pickup – the
machine we used to travel – has been destroyed, I see no choice but
to return us to her ranch.”

“A pickup?”

“Don’t ask.”

“You don’t ride the horse?”

“He is a young stallion, not yet trained. I
could manage him, but I can not risk Carly.”

“You need another mount, then both of you
could ride.”

“She does not have another. TM is her only
horse.”

Cenrick shrugged. “You have plenty of mares
here in Rune. Take one back with you.”

Take one back. Alrick brightened. “I hadn’t
thought of that.” He liked the idea. “Since I have to use magic
again to return us, bringing along another horse wouldn’t be
difficult. I will. Thank you, brother.”

“You’re welcome.”

They both lifted their cups and drank in
companionable silence. But Cenrick wasn’t finished. Alrick should
have known better than to assume he would be.

“Tell me, what is your plan?”

Alrick shook his head, returning his
attention to his suddenly serious sibling. “Plan?”

“Yes. How do you plan to vanquish this
Warlord? Obviously, hand to hand combat is out.”

“I have to wait until he is able to transport
himself fully. Then we’ll fight.”

“How?”

“I’m working on that.”

Cenrick’s violet eyes widened. “You don’t
know?”

“Not yet. I’m still considering the man. I
haven’t been able to scrutinize him yet.”

“Scrutinize him? Just kill him.”

“It’s not so simple. This Warlord appears to
be fearsomely powerful. Before I can even sense him, he
strikes.”

“I can’t believe you have no plan.”

“Do you want to take over this task?”

Cenrick blinked. “No. But I think you should
have a plan.”

“Really?” Alrick set his cup down on the
floor with a thunk. “Then enlighten me, oh wise one. How should I
take this Warlord down?”

Cenrick snorted. “Don’t try to get me to
solve your problems for you. We’re not schoolboys any longer.”

“That means you don’t know.”

“I haven’t had the opportunity to study him.
You have.”

“I just told you I haven’t.”

“Pretty damned powerful, is he?”

Alrick grimaced. “Appears to be. He has me
worried.”

“You? Worried?” Clearly enjoying himself,
Cenrick leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs at the ankle.
“That’s a new one. You’ve always been a magical master. Some said
you could have become the next mage if you weren’t in line for the
throne.”

“As you know, there are restrictions. Magical
use in the human world causes shifts in their weather. But the
Warlord doesn’t seem to care.”

“Of course not. Bad guys never care about
anything but themselves.”

“Your highnesses.” The mage’s sonorous voice
made them both look up. “The woman—.”

Immediately, Alrick pushed himself to his
feet. “Carly? Is she awake?”

“Yes.”

Trying to read anything in the Mage’s serene
expression was futile. After all, they didn’t even know the man
that well. “Will she recover?”

“Yes.” The older man tilted his head. “She
asks for you.”

Alrick’s heart skipped a beat. “Why didn’t
you say so?” He started down the hall without a backward look.

 


* * *

 


What now? Gazing at glittering walls that
appeared to be carved entirely from ice, Carly shivered. A cold,
cold place. Where was she? Had she died in the explosion and gone
to some sort of purgatory? Or perhaps the Warlord had finally
gotten her, and taken her to his stronghold? Everywhere she looked,
she saw sparkling glitter. Diamonds or ice, crystal or frost. Where
was this place?

She had no idea. Worse, Alrick wasn’t around
for her to ask. That tended to make her think the worst. When she’d
opened her eyes and croaked Alrick’s name, the wizened old man
bending over her had hurried off.

Closing her eyes, huddling under the white,
down quilt for warmth, it seemed a second slipped by, though it
must have been longer. When she next opened her eyes, squinting
into the overly bright room, Alrick stood at her bedside.

Relief flooded her. “Alrick? What happened? I
remember the explosion, but…” she tried to sit up and failed.
“Where’s Kayo? TM?”

“Safe.”

“Not hurt?”

“No.” His dark eyes seemed warm. “Not like
you.”

“Where are we?” Her lips felt cracked and
chapped.

“Rune.” He handed her a cup that appeared to
have been made from ice, though it was warm to the touch.
“Drink.”

Ah, water. She was so thirsty. Gratefully,
she raised it to her lips and took a deep drink. And nearly
sputtered all over the place. “What the… wine?”

Alrick took the cup and peered into it.
“Well, it’s common here, and good for healing. I forgot you didn’t
drink it.”

“I drink it. Just not when I’m sick. Or in
the morning.” She said grimly. “Do you have any water?”

He looked horrified. “No.”

“Juice?”

With a slight dip of his head, Alrick
motioned to someone standing just outside the crystal door. “I will
have some brought here for you.”

“So this is Rune?” Trying to raise her hand
to gesture at the shining wall, she found to do so required too
much of an effort and let her hand fall back to the bed.

“This is Rune. I brought you here for your
own protection.”

Again she licked her lips. “Thank you. It’s
er, awfully bright, isn’t it?” Then, she tried once more to sit up.
Again failing, she swallowed. “Where are Kayo and TM? I know you
said they were safe, but…”

“I brought them with us. Don’t worry.”

“Good,” she managed. Thirsty, so thirsty.

An instant later – or was it a few minutes –
someone handed Alrick a goblet. Moving closer, Alrick held it to
her mouth. “Drink.”

Gratefully she did. Cold and sweet, the
citrus juice soothed her parched throat. She drained the goblet
greedily, unable to identify the fruit. “What was that? Not orange,
not tangerine. Whatever it was, it’s wonderful.” Even her voice
felt restored. She pushed herself up on her elbows, feeling a bit
of her strength returning. “So, I’m in Rune.”

“Safe.”

“What about the Warlord?”

“He killed your pickup. And TM’s horse
trailer. He was attempting to finish you off when I brought you and
the animals here.”

She looked away, trying to force her mind to
digest his words. “You say he’s trying to kill me, and I believe
you. But in the process it seems like he’s trying very hard to make
sure I’m penniless. He’s burned my barn, ruined my home, and now
he’s blown up my truck and trailer. What next?” Drained from such a
long speech, she allowed herself to sink back into the pillow.

“At least you’re safe.”

“True. Rune, huh?” She looked around
again.

He nodded.

“Damn. You really are a… Faerie.”

“Fae.”

“And you really are a prince too?”

He looked injured. “You didn’t believe
me?”

“Not really.” She studied him. “You’re what,
like that guy in Lord of the Rings.”

“Lord of the what?”

“It’s a book. And a movie.” When his frown
didn’t clear, she touched the back of his hand. “Never mind. So
you’re a Fae Prince.”

“Yep.”

“I’ll be. Then I have a question.”

“Go ahead, I’ll do my best to answer.”

“Why send a Prince? Wouldn’t any Fae warrior
do? I

mean, you all have magic, right?”

“The Mage came here from the future and
requested help. My father sent me, as a test.”

She studied him. The way the light reflected
off the crystal walls hurt her eyes and made her head ache even
worse. “Why test you?”

“Cenrick and I are twins. He could name
either one of us heir, though I was born first and am the eldest.
He claims he’s testing me to make certain I’m worthy.”

Bitterness and bewilderment rang in his
tone.

Before Carly could reply, a wizened old man
peered around Alrick to look at her. “Your strength returns,” he
said. His voice sounded surprisingly strong for a guy who looked to
be around ninety years old.

“The Mage of the future Rune,” Alrick
said.

Ah, that mage. The one who’d started
all this with his predictions and tales.

The old man stepped closer, his light-colored
gaze intent. He grabbed her fingers and lifted them to his mouth,
where he blew a papery-thin kiss before releasing her.

“I am glad to see you recovering, young lady.
Your health is very important to our future. Do you like your
accommodations?”

“Oh, yes. Thank you.” Narrow-eyed, she
studied the room. Rather than ice as she had first supposed, the
walls, floor, and ceiling all appeared to have been hewn from
multi-faceted crystal. The effect was steal-your-breath-away
beautiful, all the glitter of a fairy tale. Carly found it cold and
uninviting. “Are all your rooms made of this crystal or whatever it
is?”

The Mage chuckled. “The entire palace is
hewed from one precious stone. The actual construction took
centuries, even with magic.”

“Nice,” she said, aware her voice lacked
enthusiasm. Finished with checking out the unusual room, she let
her gaze travel back to the mage and Alrick. And blinked.

Now two Alricks stood at her bedside. The
mage was nowhere in sight.

She rubbed her eyes and looked again. Still
two Alricks. “What kind of medication am I on?” she wondered out
loud.

Both Alrick’s laughed. Carly could have sworn
she heard two distinct, masculine laughs.

Suddenly exhausted again, she rested on her
soft pillow and let her eyes drift closed. When she opened them
once more, both Alricks had gone and she was alone. Just the way
she’d always liked it.


Chapter Six

 


 


WHEN NEXT she became aware of her
surroundings, Carly felt stronger. Hungrier too. The wrinkled old
man was back, seated in a chair at her bedside, watching her
intently through eyes the same opaque colorlessness as the
walls.

“Good morning,” he said softly.

What had Alrick called him? The Mage? No,
that had been his title, not his name. Fine, she’d start out by
re-introducing herself.

“Good morning. I’m Carly Roberts.” She held
out her hand. When he took it and raised her fingers to his mouth
to kiss, she frowned, suddenly remembering. “We’ve done this once
already, haven’t we? Introduced ourselves, I mean.”

He looked pleased. “Yes we have. You
remember?”

“Sort of. But I can’t remember your
name.”

“Most call me the Mage of Rune.”

“No.” Crossing her arms, she shook her head.
“That’s your title. What’s your name?”

Bless his heart; he appeared touched by her
question. His thin lips curling in a smile, he beamed at her. “You
really are the special one. I’m glad we found you.”

“Special one?” She snorted. “Not hardly. I
still am not entirely sure I entirely buy into this story you guys
have cooked up.”

He reared back, his nostrils flaring. “Story?
Cooked up? How can it be that you’re not aware of the prophecy?
Especially since it concerns you?”

“I don’t believe in fairy-tales.” When he
would have argued the point, she held up her hand. “Now come on, at
least tell me your name.”

“I…” With a mulish expression, he shook his
head. “I’d rather not say. You may call me Mage, like everyone
else.”

“No.” She smiled to take some of the sting
out of her bluntness. “You know my name. Everyone seems to. It’s
only fair I know yours.”

He glared at her down the length of his
impressive nose and said nothing.

Carly sighed. “What, did your mother give you
some awful name, like Harold Snaggletooth or Willie Wanker
Snodgrass?”

She’d startled him into a smile. When she
smiled back, his smile became a grin. Odd how such a simple thing
erased years from his face.

“No, that’s not why I hesitate. I jest not.
For decades I have been called the Mage of Rune, or Mage for short.
I barely remember my given name.”

She wasn’t letting him off the hook so
easily. “No one forgets their own name. Come on, what is it?”

“You won’t let this go?”

“No.”

“Very well.” He sighed. “As a boy I was
called Mort.”

“Mort.” She tested it on her tongue. “As in
Mortimer?”

He shrugged. “Perhaps. But I was always
called simply Mort. Until I began to study magic. Once magic
recognized me, I was called the Mage.”

“Once magic recognized you?”

“Yes. While there are many who can cast
simple spells, few of us commune with the magic. I am one of those.
Alrick is another.”

“Alrick?”

“Were he not crown prince, he could take the
title of Mage if he wished it.”

“Then he’d be called Mage too? Not
Alrick?”

“That would be his decision to make.”

“Kind of sad, not to have your own name.”
Thoughtful, she studied him. “Have you ever though of combining the
two? Mort the Mage. I like it – it has a nice ring.”

“The Mage is fine. I’m used to it.”

There was no sense in arguing with some
people. At least she knew his real name. “Fine. Have it your way.
But I’m probably going to call you Mort.” Her stomach growled,
reminding her of her hunger.

Mort heard too. “Do you wish to break your
fast?”

“I’d love to. I could really go for a big
juicy hamburger, though some fried chicken would be fine. Heck,
even some baked or grilled chicken would hit the spot.” At Mort’s
horrified look she broke off. “What?”

“For a moment I’d forgotten you were
human.”

“So?”

“I am Fae.”

“What’s me being human got to do with my
wanting lunch? Or breakfast?” Then she realized. “Faeries don’t eat
meat.”

He grimaced. “No.”

Goodbye hamburger. “No fried chicken for me
then. Okay, that means I have to eat… what?”

“Fruits and vegetables are plentiful here, as
is the nectar you tried yesterday. We have a bountiful feast with
which you may break your fast, whenever you’re ready.”

“What about protein?”

“Legumes.”

“Beans.” She made a face. “No eggs?
Technically, I know they’re meat, but…”

This time he didn’t even bother to
answer.

“I guess that means fish are out too. Vegans.
Fruit, huh?” She sighed. “How about pastries? Like donuts.”

Looking relieved, Mort nodded. “We have
breads and preserves of many types. And honey.”

Her mouth watered at the thought. “Sounds
good.” She looked around for her clothes. “Um, where are my—?”

“You have none.” Mort sounded so
matter-of-fact, she didn’t know what to think.

“I have none? What do you mean? I was wearing
clothes when I got here, wasn’t I?”

“Yes.” He made a grimace of distaste. “I
burned those.”

“Burned tho— Why on earth would you burn my
clothes?”

Hands steepled in front of his lined face, he
simply stared back. “They were torn and filthy, stained with blood.
Even if I could have cleaned them and sent them off to attempt
repair, they would not have been serviceable.”

“So I have no clothes.” Raising herself up to
a sitting position, she wrapped the sheet around her nakedness – oh
God, had Alrick seen her like this? “What am I going to wear?”

Instead of answering, Mort rose and went to a
silver chest at the foot of her bed. The latch clicked with a touch
of his finger. He withdrew a shimmering gown of a pale, moss green
and held it up for her inspection. “Will this do?”

“A dress?” It was the most gorgeous thing
she’d ever seen, like something from a fashion show. Grumpily, she
resisted the urge to reach out and feel the soft material.
Ironically, the thought of wearing a dress made her feel sad. “Do
you know when I last wore a dress?”

“No, when?”

For the first time since he’d died, thinking
about it didn’t bring tears to her eyes. “My husband’s funeral.
Over a year ago. The last time I wore a dress, it was black.”

“I’m sorry.” Sympathy in his voice and face.
Still, he held the impossibly frothy dress out to her.

She resisted. “Don’t you have anything
else?”

“No.” Then, the ultimate incentive. “Alrick
will be here soon. You wish to be dressed to greet him, yes?”

“Fine.” Gingerly she took the gown. “Where
can I change?”

He pointed to a door she hadn’t even noticed
in the glittering wall. The handle appeared to be made of the same
crystal – or diamonds. “In there.”

Wrapping the sheet around her like a robe,
Carly slipped out of bed and stood on wobbly legs. Then, doing the
best she could to stalk to the door, which wasn’t easy without her
full strength or clothing, she slipped inside and closed the thick
door behind her.

The thing fit. Surprisingly well. Though she
couldn’t find a mirror to see how it looked on her, the dress clung
to her shape like a second skin. A gossamer, filmy, utterly
transparent second skin. Carly frowned. Hopefully the layered cloth
in the long skirt would hide enough. She owned one slip – and it
was back in her dresser drawer in her ant covered home.

Not that any of this mattered – she had no
choice. Either wear the dress or appear naked. Easy decision.

She stepped from the closet – or whatever the
small room was – with her head held high. At least if she looked
hideously foolish, she wouldn’t know. Alrick was too much of a
gentleman to tell her. Unless – she frowned – it showed in his face
when he saw her.

But Alrick was already waiting for her as she
emerged from the room. When he saw her, he smiled. His amber eyes
began to glow. Warmth suffused her. The hand she’d lifted to wave
at him, she let fall to her side. Even though it had been a long
time, Carly recognized male appreciation when she saw it. For a
moment she let herself enjoy the feeling. Then, feeling absurdly
guilty, she gave Alrick her blackest scowl. “What? Don’t look at me
like you’ve never seen a woman in a dress before.”

“I’ve never seen you in a dress
before, Carly Roberts.” His deep voice sounded almost like a growl.
“You look beautiful.”

“Gorgeous,” a second male voice said. Then
Alrick number two stepped around the corner.

Looking from one to the other, Carly gaped.
“I didn’t imagine you?”

They both laughed.

“Now I see why you’re so possessive of her,
brother,” the second Alrick said.

Brother? As his words registered,
Carly looked to Alrick number one for confirmation.

“Twins,” he said. “Remember? Carly meet
Cenrick, my brother.”

Instinctively she held out her hand to him,
meaning to shake his. Instead, exactly as Mort the Mage had done,
Cenrick lifted her fingers to his lips and kissed them.

Carly snatched her hand back, but not before
she felt a shiver all the way to her toes. “Cenrick.”

“Carly.” He spoke her name like a caress.

She looked from him to Alrick. “Something’s
different…”

Alrick narrowed his eyes, but said
nothing.

“That’s it. The eyes. You, Alrick have brown
eyes. And you have… purple?”

“Lavender.” Alrick’s tone was cutting. “Most
of his ladies call them lavender.”

“Or violet, or plum…” Cenrick put in
helpfully, smirking at his brother.

Alrick glowered.

“Ahem.” The mage cleared his throat.

“You!” Carly jabbed her finger at the mage’s
chest, ignoring the older man’s wince. “Why didn’t you tell me
Alrick had a twin?”

“It wasn’t important.”

“Not important?” Cenrick chortled. “I’ve been
called many things in my life, but unimportant was never one of
them.”

The mage ignored him. “Are you ready to eat?”
He held out his arm to Carly.

Food. Damn. She’d somehow managed to forget
all about food, despite her hunger. Her stomach growled again, loud
enough that she thought everyone might have heard it.

“Yes. I am,” she searched for the word,
“famished.”

Long sleeves trailing behind her, she placed
her fingers on Mort’s arm and swept past Alrick and Cenrick. She
felt like an extra in a movie like Camelot. “Bye guys.”

Open-mouthed, they both stared after her. She
was glad they didn’t immediately follow; in her overdressed
frou-frou, there was no way she’d feel comfortable stuffing her
face with them looking on.

Mort led her to an empty room, empty except
for unbelievable mountains of bright-colored food. The spread
reminded her of a fancy banquet she’d attended once in Austin. One
side of the room had a long table piled high with bread. Rolls and
pastries of every conceivable kind were heaped on sparkling
platters. There were also pots of various soups, which smelled
heavenly. Carly took a step closer and read the labels – split pea
soup, black bean soup, cream of potato, cream of lettuce, and cream
of tomato soup. Her mouth watered just at the scent of them.

What else? No meats, but a chocolate fountain
ran continuously on one corner. Underneath were the most succulent
looking strawberries, kiwi slices, pineapple, grapes, and other
assorted fruits she had ever seen. And marshmallows! Giant, plump,
marshmallows, perfect for dipping in the chocolate.

“Goodbye diet,” Carly muttered. Chocolate was
her particular weakness – one of the reasons she refused to keep
the stuff in the house. Not that she could afford it, even if she
wanted to.

“Dig in,” Mort ordered. She needed no second
urging.

Loading down her plate, she noticed
gratefully when Mort did the same.

“You haven’t eaten yet?”

He shook his head, managing to look mournful
and mischievous all at the same time. “I broke my fast long ago.
This will serve as a mid-day snack. One of the benefits of
age.”

“What about Alrick and his brother?”

Mort shrugged. “If they’re hungry, they’ll
eat. Do you require their company?” The old man sounded so serious,
he made Carly nervous. If she said she did, would he magically
summon them and make them sit and stare at her while she wolfed
down her food?

“No thanks.” Eying her heaping plate, she
decided she’d go back for chocolate and fruit when she’d finished.
She grabbed a crystal goblet of some sort of juice and took a seat
at one of the long, banquet style tables. Like her room, everything
here appeared formed from the same icy material. Yet no
fingerprints marred the sparkling tables.

“How do you keep it so clean?” she blurted,
right before popping a honey-coated pastry in her mouth.

Mort laughed. “Magic, how do you think?” He
wiggled his silver eyebrows, nearly making her choke on her
food.

When she had eaten her fill – going back for
seconds and then thirds, while noting gratefully how Mort too had
made short work of cleaning his plate, she leaned back in her chair
and licked the last bit of chocolate from her fingers. “Thank
you.”

“You’re welcome, my dear.” Mort inclined his
head. A small bit of chocolate that clung to the edge of his goatee
marred his mage-like expression.

“You’ve…” Carly made a swiping motion with
her napkin (at least she hoped that was what the gauzy squares were
for). Catching on, Mort dabbed the spot away.

“Better?”

“Yes.” She eyed him speculatively. He seemed
a harmless elderly man, but according to Alrick, he had all the
answers. And answers were what she needed most of all.

“Are you the one who sent Alrick to guard
me?”

He nodded.

“And you came from the future? Is that
right?”

Mort’s brows rose. “No small talk, eh?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude. But I’d
don’t really understand what’s going on.”

“I instructed Alrick to tell you.”

“Oh, he did. But everything he’s told me came
from you. I’d like to get the scoop from the horse’s mouth, so to
speak.”

If her analogy seemed strange to him, Mort
didn’t show it. “What would you like to know?”

“Why me? Oh, I know I’m supposed to have some
miraculous son, but I’m not even married. The chances of me getting
pregnant any time in the near future are slim to none.”

Before the Mage could answer, Alrick and his
twin brother entered the room. In all the pale colorlessness,
crystal and glitter, their vitality made them stand out. Instead of
going to the food, they headed straight for the two remaining
chairs at her table.

“Yes, Mage of Future Rune.” Alrick’s voice
sounded grim. “I too would like to know more specifics. If this
Warlord is so blasted powerful, why can’t he summon enough energy
to remain once he travels through time?”

“He is the only one who can do this. He is
the one who discovered how to ride the river of time.”

“That makes no sense.” Cenrick leaned back in
his chair, crossed his feet at the ankles, and watched them, his
violet eyes serious. “You’re here from the future.”

“I am here because the Warlord sent me.”

Alrick straightened. “What?”

Feeling like she was watching a tennis match,
Carly glanced from one to the other. “You are the Warlord’s
ally?”

“Not ally, prisoner,” Mort corrected. “He
sent me here as a test, to see if such a thing as time travel was
possible without destroying the body.”

“He used you as a guinea pig?” Carly was
horrified. “Not knowing whether you’d make it or not?”

Mort bowed his head. “He knew, if I lived,
that once I came here to this time, I could not return to my
own.”

“That makes no sense. The Warlord has
appeared several times in this era. He seems to have no difficult
going back and forth between times.”

“Yet he cannot stay. He must have learned how
to come and go once he sent me here, but you will notice he never
fully materializes. If he did, he would be trapped here. He could
not return to his own era.”

“Learned more? Are you saying he may yet
discover a way to show up here fully, take care of business, and go
back to the future?”

The Mage grimaced. “With one as powerful as
he, anything is possible.”

“You speak of learning.” Wrinkling his
forehead, Cenrick spoke up. “Yet where did he obtain such
knowledge? I have studied the possibility of time travel for years
and learned little.”

“This, I do not know. Some have whispered he
has aligned himself with dark forces. Others talk of a book of
spells, one which he discovered and kept hidden. But no one knows
for certain.”

“You are a Mage.” Suspicion colored Alrick’s
tone. “You have access to knowledge and power the rest of us only
dream of. Now you tell me you attempted to fight him and lost,
letting him take you prisoner and use you in a bizarre and
dangerous experiment. You should have been able to best this
Warlord, yet could not. Why?”

“I was occupied with other things.”

Expression bleak, Alrick crossed his arms.
“Other things. While you haven’t told me specifics about your time,
I understand you were already battling this Warlord. Tell me, what
so distracted you that you let your guard down and the Warlord was
able to capture you?”

“The veil fell.”

Alrick’s head snapped up. “What?”

“With a spell, the Warlord made the veil
between Rune and the human world disappear.”

Cenrick leaned forward. “That must have been
some powerful spell.”

The Mage nodded. “No one knows how he did
it.”

“But why?” Alrick began to pace. “Why would
he want to tear down the veil?”

“He had hopes for a joyful sort of melding
between humans and Fae. But the opposite happened. In fact,
humankind regarded us first with suspicion, then outright terror.
The wars began.”

Carly’s head hurt. Rubbing her temples, she
tried to assimilate all the bizarre information.

“How can this be possible? If my son is to be
a contemporary of the Warlord, these events can’t be too far in the
future. Wouldn’t we have had some warning that all this was going
to happen?”

“I keep up with your world. All your
country’s intelligence gathering is focused on terrorists,” Cenrick
pointed out. “Guys with bombs and guns who kill in the name of
hatred. Who’s going to believe some guy who wants people to believe
in Faeries, for Myrddin’s sake?”

Put that way, she saw his point. She looked
at the Mage. “What about me and my son? Where do we come in on all
of this?”

“I can see you’re tired.” Mort rose. “And the
story is a long one. Suffice to say your son will lead a group in
opposing the Warlord.”

“A leader.” Carly felt the strangest sense of
déjà vu, then realized she was thinking of an old movie, The
Terminator. “My son will be a good man, a good leader,
right?”

“Yes. And you might as well know, his name
will be Lance.” Mort smiled at her. “Your son.”

Where before the idea she would have a son
was nice, it was in the abstract. When she’d tried to picture this
mysterious, future offspring she saw only a wavery, blurry image of
an infant wrapped in blankets. But this… Now…

“You’ve given him a name.” She spoke softly,
hearing the tears in her voice. “My child. Lance.”

Alrick covered her hand with his. Surprised,
she looked at him, grateful for the gesture of support. “Now do you
see why I must protect you?”

Slowly, she shook her head. “This is all too
confusing. And weird.”

“But at least you understand the severity of
the threat?” This from the Mage, with one hand on the door.

“I think so.” She squinted at him. “Though
I’m sure I’ll have more questions later. Thank you, Mort. Thanks a
bunch.”

“Mort?” Both brothers exclaimed.

“That’s his name.” Carly stuck out her chin.
“Though he prefers ya`ll call him Mage.”

As one, they turned to stare at the Mage.
Though the tips of his ears blazed red, he appeared unruffled by
her disclosure. “Explore the castle, the grounds. Rune is a
beautiful place. Alrick can show you around.”

“Am I safe here?”

“Oh yes.” Mort’s smile widened. “As powerful
as the Warlord is, even he wouldn’t dare show his face in
Rune.”“Why not?” Cenrick asked. “Our people are unprepared, not
used to violence. They have grown complacent and lazy, preferring
to spend their time playing and partying rather than learning new
spells or perfecting their magic.”

Alrick started to protest, but a sweep of the
Mage’s hand cut him off.

“True, but there is little to thwart him in
the human realm.” He grinned. “Unless you count the weather, and he
doesn’t stick around for that.”

“I imagine what he’s doing must take a lot of
magical power.”

“Yes.” The Mage’s smile faded. He pinned both
Carly and Alrick with a look. “But watch out. If he ever learns how
to materialize fully, he’ll be a hundred times more dangerous.”

“Unstoppable?”

“I didn’t say that.” Moving back into the
room, Mort crossed to Carly and touched her arm. “You must
understand, my dear, you are our only hope. Your son must be born.
This is why Alrick has been charged with keeping you safe. If there
is no Lance, the Warlord and his followers will destroy mankind and
Fae both.”


Chapter Seven

 


 


“ARE YOU all right?” Later, as he gave Carly
a tour of the palace, Alrick noted her too-pale face and unsteady
walk.

“I’m fine.” Yet she continued her death-grip
on his arm. “This place is fascinating. And safe.” Her chuckle
sounded more like a sob. “I’m beginning to think I’d rather not
leave.”

“Most humans feel that way once they’ve seen
Rune.”

“Most humans don’t have some crazy Warlord
after them.”

“True.” She’d heard the Mage. She understood
her destiny as well as he.

“But we have to go back, once you are fully
recovered.” He found himself wanting to kiss the top of her head.
“You know that.”

“Yeah, I do.” She sighed. “Believe me, I’d
much rather go home – if my life could return to normal.”

They continued to stroll silently. Enjoying
the feel of her leaning on him, Alrick left her to her own
thoughts, though he watched her carefully. She still hadn’t
recovered fully. At the first hint that she needed to rest, he’d
send her back to her bed.

“I’d like to see Kayo and TM, make sure
they’re all right.”

This, Alrick could understand. Despite her
uneasiness around the young stallion, her love for the horse and
dog was evident. Though she still seemed fragile, the day was
balmy, and the fresh air might bring color back to her cheeks. “Are
you sure you can?”

She shot him a look between her long lashes.
Her freckles seemed to stand out in sharp relief. “What, you don’t
think I can make it?”

He kept his face expressionless, knowing if
he smiled she’d take immediate offense. “Carly, you’ve recently
been injured. I don’t wish you to overtax yourself so soon.”

“Whatever,” she shrugged, but still didn’t
release his arm. “I’m stronger than I look. And I want to see my
animals.”

“What’s TM stand for, anyway?”

A shadow flitted across her expression.
“Texas Magic,” she told him, her gaze far away, on other memories.
“Liam and I always said he’d be the magic we needed to make a go of
the ranch.” The next step she took wobbled. He didn’t hesitate.
Scooping her up in his arms, he lifted her and strode towards the
door.

“Hey –!”

“You were stumbling,” he growled. What he did
not tell her was how much he liked holding her or how disturbing he
found her scent. The light floral essence had followed her to Rune,
surviving the explosion and injury. She felt so light, yet so
feminine, her curvy bottom draped over his arms.

To his surprise, once she’d made her initial
protest, she rested her head against his chest. Surely she could
hear the rapid pounding of his heart, or the jagged breaths he now
took. He hoped she’d put them down to exertion.

“Where are my pets?”

Deliberately, he forced his thoughts back to
the situation at hand. “You consider TM a pet?”

“In a way. He and Kayo are all I have.”

“You have me.” He hadn’t meant to say the
words, but once said, didn’t regret them. All in all, they were
only truth. She ¬did have him, as long as the Warlord was
after her.

“I can walk now,” she said. “Please.”

He let her slide out of his arms, holding her
close until she’d found her feet on the cobblestone path.

“TM is in the barn. I put Kayo in the stall
with him. They seem to get along, so I thought they’d each like the
company.”

“Do you have a stallion stall for him here?”
Her expression unreadable, she peered up at him. “If your barn is
made out of the same fragile stuff as your palace, he’ll tear the
place down.”

“Crystal does not so easily shatter.”

“Really?” She didn’t seem impressed. “I’m
more worried about the injury TM might do to himself if he’s not
handled correctly.”

“Don’t worry.” The barn had come into view,
the shining building impressive, or at least Alrick found it so.
He’d had it patterned after an old colonial barn, with two stories.
“We’ve got a lot of experience in dealing with stallions and mares.
In my spare time I bread horses.”

“In your spare time…” Staring at him, she
appeared stunned. “You’ve never mentioned this before.”

“There is much about each other we don’t
know.”

“True.” She looked away. Intrigued, he saw
the color rise in her pale cheeks.

“I’m sure my people have taken good care of
your stallion.” Smiling, he did his best to appear unconcerned. Yet
the fact was; he’d been so worried about Carly that he’d paid
little attention to giving the stable-hands instructions regarding
TM’s accommodations. He could only hope they hadn’t assumed he was
there for breeding purposes.

He kept his face expressionless as they
neared the barn. The crowd spilling out the door and crowding the
center aisle gave him warning.

“What—?”

One of the group clustered outside looked up
at him and grinned. “A mating,” he said. “Looks to be a good one
too.”

“Oh, no,” he groaned.

“Mating?” Carly froze. “TM?”

“I don’t know.” But he did. TM was the only
stallion in the barn. Most of the Fae herd was off in summer
pastures. Only a few of the best mares were kept nearby for the
royal family.

The crowd was beginning to disperse, telling
him the deed had been accomplished.

Giving up her futile attempt to push through
the crowd, Carly evidently reached the same conclusion. “I sure
hope they at least chose a good mare.” She gave him a wan smile.
“Maybe this will settle him down some.”

“All my mares are good.” And he wasn’t
boasting. He took great pride in the beauty of his horses.

Nodding, she tried to turn and then
staggered. “Damn.” She put out her hand to steady herself. He took
it, helping her stand upright.

A teenager with a shock of nearly white hair
grinned at Alrick as he passed. “This one will take, I bet. A fine
foal will come out of this.”

Alrick nodded, searching the crowd. His head
stable- hand noticed and hurried over. “Do you wish me to separate
them when they’ve finished, your highness?”

“Of course.” Still supporting Carly, Alrick
jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the barn. “Who gave the order
to mate those two?”

“Why I did, of course.” The other man looked
confused. “That was why you brought the stallion to us, was it not?
That’s the only reason you ever bring stallions to the barn. He
serviced each of your four mares?”

Alrick sighed. “Each?”

Oblivious, the man nodded. “Shehra is his
last.”

Eyes closed, Carly groaned. “I’m thinking I
might have to charge you stud fees.”

Dismissing the man with a gesture, Alrick
found himself chuckling. “Fine.”

“You know what?” She sounded gravely
serious.

“Hmm?”

“Even in the midst of all this upheaval, life
renews. At least one of those mares should be with foal.”

He tightened his arms around her. “Remember,
you shall have your own child one day.”

When she lifted her eyes to his, he saw the
sheen of unshed tears. “Yeah, I know. But it sure seems impossible
to me now.”

“Everything will work out. You should always
have hope.” He nearly winced as he spoke, but platitudes were all
he had to offer. He had his own path to follow, different from
hers.

“Hope.” She stiffened in his arms. “Let me
tell you about hope. When Liam was hit, he didn’t die immediately.
He was in intensive care, in critical condition. I prayed. For
days. In the beginning, I had hope – hope he’d recover. Hope we
could have a normal marriage. Hope we’d be together always.” Her
voice broke. “None of that happened. Liam died. I no longer believe
in hope.”

Shaken, he tightened his arms around her.
“You don’t have faith, do you? You don’t think you’ll make it
through this.”

“I—.” She gave a slow shake of her head. “I
don’t know what to believe.”

“You speak like you’re giving up, as if you
plan to let the Warlord kill you.” A horrible thought occurred to
him. “Since you lost your husband – do you have a wish to die
too?”

“No, no death wish. I’m merely fatalistic. If
it’s meant to happen, it will. There’s nothing you or I can do to
change what’s meant to be.”

“Nonsense,” he exploded. Fury and fear and
pity combined inside him, frustrating him. How could he make her
see? “We control our own destiny. Look at yours; look at the
destiny you’ve been given. Think of Lance, and then you will
understand the true meaning of the wordhope.”

“You don’t understand. While the idea of
having a son is precious to me, Liam and I wanted children, Alrick.
Three. This idea that I’m to bear another man’s child – you think
this will give me hope?” She spoke as fiercely as he, anger warring
with the tears still in her eyes.

Finally, he understood. “You love him
still.”

She didn’t look away. “Of course I do. He was
my husband, my other half. When Liam died, I didn’t think I could
continue to live. Even breathing hurt too much. Every morning I
wake up, take one breath after another, put one foot in front of
the other, and make it through the day. Alone.”

His throat constricted as he stared down at
her. He searched for his own words, words that would make her
understand, words that would make her see. Finally, he found them.
“You’ve had an entire year to mourn, Carly Roberts.” He kept his
tone formal, the stern teacher lecturing the student. “But now the
time has come to think of others besides yourself. If you don’t
want to hope for a better future, so be it. There is nothing I can
do to change how you feel. But I will protect you, no matter what.
I won’t let you die. Your son, this unborn lad whom you will name
Lance, he will be the embodiment of hope. To numerous, unnamed
others.”

Gazes locked, they stared at each other.
Finally, she gave a small nod and closed her eyes. “Let’s go back
to my room. I need to rest.”

He kept his arm around her waist and they
made their way back to the palace. She appeared not to notice the
thousands of fragrant flowers lining the cobbled path, nor the
brightly colored birds that turned out to greet her with trilling
songs of welcome.

Her expression looked tight, her lips
pinched. Exhaustion had made hollows under her eyes and dulled
their emerald sparkle. When at last they reached the palace, the
sunlight reflected off the crystal, sending sparks of gold to adorn
her copper colored hair.

Uninterrupted, they made it down the long,
glittering halls of the palace to her door.

“You can leave me here.” She wouldn’t look at
him, though she kept one hand on the crystal doorframe for support.
“I’m going to go to sleep now. I guess I’ll see you later.”

“After you wake.” Nodding, he turned to
go.

“Alrick?”

He froze, though he kept his back to her,
afraid she might see his hunger for her, that the inappropriate and
unrelenting desire he felt might show in his face.

“Before we leave, I’d like you to find a
gentle horse for me. It’s long past time I learned to ride.”

He jerked his head in a nod and strode away,
his throat too damn tight to acknowledge her words.

The next morning, while he cradled his third
cup of coffee – a human habit the Fae had grown enamored of, Carly
walked, no fairly danced, into the room. Her green eyes had
regained their healthy sparkle, and her pale skin once again glowed
with life.

“Morning.” Smiling at him, she immediately
headed to the crystal coffee urn to get her own cup.

As he regained his wits, he realized she wore
trousers once more. Men’s trousers. Made of a soft material similar
to linen, they were several sizes too large and held on her slender
waist by a knotted rope that served as belt.

“Mort’s.” Correctly interpreting his look,
Carly carried her steaming cup and took a seat across from him. “He
knew I was going horseback riding today.”

“You were serious?”

“I think it’s about time. Especially,”
sipping on her coffee, she cast him a long look, “if we’re going to
go back on the run.”

The caffeine had begun to kick in. Finally.
“How did you expect to run a ranch if you can’t even ride?”

She laughed. “Liam could ride. I am – was – a
city girl, and never cared to learn.”

Why couldn’t he be around her for more than
five minutes without wanting to touch her? Alrick pushed himself to
his feet, crossing the room to refill his mug and to move himself
beyond temptation.

“Great coffee.” She’d followed him.
Great.

“I like it.” He looked at her – first
mistake. One strand of her copper colored hair had come lose from
the artless twist she wore. He fought the urge to push that
back.

“Who would have thought Fae drank coffee?”
Oblivious, Carly smiled up at him. “I thought you guys stuck
strictly to wine and fruit juice.”

“In the past, we did. But in this modern
time, we have copied a lot of human customs. Coffee is one.
Chocolate another.” He pointed to the chocolate fountain.

She made a face. “Too early for me. I need a
muffin or something and then I’ll be ready. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Aren’t you going to eat?”

To keep his hands busy, he grabbed a donut
and crammed it in his mouth. Then another.

Carly ate her muffin much more slowly. When
she’d finished, she drained her second cup of coffee and jumped to
her feet with all the enthusiasm of a child. “Let’s go.”

He followed her out the door, thinking how,
since she seemed completely healed, it wouldn’t be long before they
had to leave Rune.

When they entered the barn they learned that,
after speaking with Carly, the Mage had sent word ahead to the barn
asking that an even-tempered mount be prepared for Carly. Another
horse, a huge black that Carly didn’t recognize had also been
saddled for Alrick.

The mare watched them, great brown eyes
docile, and snorted. Carly stared back, then turned to look at
Alrick. “I don’t know about this.,.”

Alrick chuckled. “Merry’s perfectly safe. I
promise you.”

Carly eyed the horse again. Nearby, the black
horse stood looking at them. “I swear that damn horse is
laughing.”

“Let me help you up.” Moving to the mare’s
side, Alrick cupped his hands. “Put your foot here.”

“Bareback?” Eyes wide, Carly hung back. “I
don’t think—.”

“Don’t think. Just do.”

“That’s easy for you to say.” She made no
move to go near the mare.

“Did something happen to you to make you
afraid of horses?”

“Afraid?” Carly sniffed. “I’m not afraid.
Just cautious.”

“Caution is a good, healthy trait. Most of
the time. But you run a horse ranch. You need to learn to
ride.”

“One horse does not a horse ranch make.”

“Two. You have two horses now.” Alrick
motioned with his hands, still cupped.

“What do you mean?”

“We’re bringing one of the pregnant mares
back with us. To get your breeding operation off to a good start
and,” he grinned, “pay off my stud fee. Come on, Carly. If you’re
ever going to do this, you have to do it without thinking.”

Chewing on her bottom lip, she marched on
over and stepped into Alrick’s hands. He vaulted her up on to the
horse’s broad back.

“Geez.” Clutching Merry’s mane, Carly froze.
“It’s slippery without a saddle or anything.”

“You’ll get used to it.” Alrick took Merry’s
lead rope. “Are you ready?”

With a suspicious expression, she squinted at
him. “Ready for what?”

Still holding the rope, he climbed on his
mount’s back. “To go for a ride.” Without waiting for an answer, he
urged them into a brisk walk. Merry followed.

Alrick glanced back. With a grim expression,
Carly gripped the mane with both hands and held on. Merry moved
calmly, her gait unhurried.

“What do you think?”

“This feels like a rocking chair.”

Alrick laughed out loud at her analogy. “You
look good on her. She’s the right size for you.”

They did a brisk walk for the entire length
of the pasture. When they’d reached the back fence and turned,
Alrick handed the lead rope to Carly. “You control her now. Let’s
go a little faster. Ready?”

She nodded.

They increased the pace to a slow jog, or
trot. This was a bit more bouncy, though not too bone-jarring.
Without a word of protest, Carly held on. He could tell by her
expression she was concentrating on maintaining her balance.

When they were back where they’d started, he
reined TM to a halt.

“Hey!” Carly grinned at him. “I’m not even
breathing hard. Let’s do that again.”

So they did, riding several times across the
length of the field. When both horses’ coats were beginning to
lather, he signaled a halt. “Tomorrow, we’ll move up to a canter.”
If they were still in Rune, that is. He kept that thought to
himself.

The idea didn’t seem to faze her. “In Western
lingo, that’s a lope.”

“All right. Tomorrow, we’ll move up to a
lope.”

“Why wait until tomorrow? If the horses
aren’t too tired, I’d like to do this today.”

He was glad he was not within touching
distance of her. More than anything, he wanted to plant a quick
kiss on her wide, laughing mouth. “Your enthusiasm surprises
me.”

“It surprises me too.” Carly grinned back at
him. “But we might as well strike while the iron’s hot. I want to
learn everything about riding horses today in case we have to go
back tomorrow.”

So she knew. He jerked his head in a quick
nod and nudged his horse forward.

They rode the across the grassy field, back
and forth, again and again, until the horse’s were well lathered
and Carly finally agreed to quit.

Walking them out to cool them, they walked in
companionable silence back to the barn. Together they rubbed the
horses down, passing the single curry brush back and forth.

One of the stable boys approached him, bowing
before handing Alrick a note.

It was from the Mage. Requesting an audience
with them both that evening. As Alrick – and Carly too, apparently
– had realized earlier, no doubt the Mage would inform them the
time had come to leave Rune.

When he showed her the message, her
enthusiasm went out like candle wick in wind. He felt the same –
glum. Grim. They handed the horses off to attendants and, without
speaking, walked back to the palace, side by side. Halfway there,
Carly picked a tulip, a massive blossom the color of a ripe peach.
“To remember Rune by,” she said.

Impulsively he plucked another, small flower,
and tucked the bright yellow carnation behind her ear. He didn’t
have the heart to remind her how quickly blooms fade.

The closer they drew to the castle, the more
bleak became Alrick’s mood. Once they reached the massive,
sparkling doors, they parted ways. Alrick went to his room to
change his tunic and try and make himself ready or, at the very
least, to pretend he had the right frame of mind. No doubt Carly
did the same.

At the appointed hour, he headed down to the
section of the palace – level one, east wing – where the Mage
lived. By odd coincidence, Carly arrived at the Mage’s chambers at
the same time. She changed from her riding pants to a frothy gown
in a pale shade of yellow. Though she still wore the bright bloom
he’d given her, her expression looked as grim as he felt.

“Are you all right?” He touched her arm.

She raised her gaze to him. Once again he
couldn’t help but notice how lovely her cat-shaped, emerald eyes
were and how unclouded. “Yes,” she said. “We have no choice.”

That she should be the one to remind him of
this struck him as the ultimate irony.

Before he could answer, the Mage opened the
door and beckoned them inside. Incense burned on both braziers,
filling the small room with a heady, pungent aroma.

Once they’d entered, he closed the door. The
flickering light of two dozen candles lit his silver hair with
streamers of gold.

“You look magical.” Carly made a slow turn
around the room, taking in the rich tapestries depicting fearsome
dragons and the mages of the past who’d battled them. When she’d
finished, she turned back towards the wizened man and waited.

Standing close to the door, Alrick did the
same. “Why did you wish to see us?”

“You must go in the morning.”

Carly sighed. “You don’t beat around the
bush, do you?”

“We have no choice. I have heard from one of
my contemporaries. The Warlord is working on increasing his
power.”

“You can communicate with people in the
future?”

“Yes. Not an easy task, mind you, but
doable.”

“So he’s increasing his power. What does this
mean to us?”

“Next time he appears in your world, your
time, I believe he’ll be strong enough to remain. If he is, he will
be able to bring the full brunt of his power against you – and your
people. The world will be in grave danger if you don’t stop
him.”

Not good. Alrick crossed his arms. “Is she
well enough to go back?”

With a half-smile, the mage gave them both a
regretful look. “Unfortunately, she is.”

“Then we need to prepare.” Alrick had gone
half-way to the door before he realized Carly hadn’t followed him.
She still stood rooted in place, staring at the mage.

“There is more, isn’t there?”

The mage nodded. “I had hoped to avoid
telling you.”

“We need to know everything.” Alrick went to
stand behind Carly, showing his support by resting his hands
lightly on her shoulders. She looked quickly up at him before
turning her emerald gaze back to the Mage.

“Please, Mort.” The reluctant fear in her
voice showed how much she dreaded whatever information was
coming.

Pacing – something Alrick had only seen the
Mage do once before, when he’d asked the King’s help in saving the
future – Mort appeared to be trying to gather his strength. Was it
so difficult, whatever information he had yet to impart?

In a moment, Alrick had his answer.

Coming to a halt between Carly and the door,
the Mage touched her face with a trembling hand. “I had hoped to
avoid revealing this, but in light of the Warlord’s new powers,
cannot.”

“Out with it,” Alrick barked, hating the
trepidation in Carly’s eyes.”

The Mage ignored him, still focusing intently
on Carly. “Rumor has it that the Warlord has said your death alone
is no longer enough.

Carly glanced from the Mage to Alrick and
back again. “I don’t understand.”

Now the Mage looked at Alrick. “He has
learned of the Fae’s involvement.”

Alrick shrugged. “And now wants to kill me.
I’m not worried.”

“Your father the King will be.”

“No. He trusts my strength or he wouldn’t
have sent me. He knows I can easily defend myself.”

“Wait.” Carly shook her head. “You’re not
finished yet, are you?”

For the first time since they’d entered, the
Mage would not meet either of their gazes. He studied his hands,
twisting them together. The smoke from the incense swirled around
him, moving of its own accord, as there was no breeze. “No, I’m
sorry to say I am not.” He took a deep breath. “What I’ve learned
is more horrible than anything I could have imagined. By my
involving you in the future battle, I’ve brought the evil of the
future to my own people. Your own people.”

His own people? “To Rune? What do you mean,
Mage?” “Yes to Rune, to the Fae. The Warlord has said he plans to
make the Fae pay for helping Carly. Once he has taken care of
eliminating her, he intends to hurt Rune. Your Rune, of your time.
He wants revenge.”

“Let him try.” Alrick shrugged. “We have our
own magic, and there are many of us. We will build up our own
defenses against him.”

“The Fae have not fought a war in over three
hundred years. The Warlord is powerful – and ruthless. If he
wishes, he can cause a lot of damage while slipping in and out of
time.”

Alrick straightened. “We must find my father
and notify him.”

“I have already sent messengers.”

“What about Cenrick? Does he know?”

“Not yet. I wanted to discuss this with you
first.”

Carly cleared her throat. “Doesn’t he worry
about the repercussions? I’m no scientist, but it seems to me if he
were to kill one of his own ancestors, he could wipe out his own
existence.”

Both Alrick and the Mage stared.

“I’m guessing you don’t watch much television
here,” she said finally. “Or read Ray Bradbury.”

Alrick shook his head. “I don’t think the
Warlord cares much about that. If he wants revenge, he’ll take it.
I must rally my men, make them ready. Prepare them to fight.” He
strode to the door. “I’ll summon my captains. We’ll start training
immediately.”

“Wait.” The Mage’s command stopped Alrick in
his tracks. “Not you.”

Turning slowly, Alrick bared his teeth,
feeling hunted and furious about that. “What? Of course I will lead
them. Who is better qualified than I? Certainly not Cenrick.”

The Mage shook his head. The smoke seemed to
grow thicker, more cloying. “Someone else will have to do it.”

The certainty in the old man’s voice made
Alrick clench his jaw. “No. This is my responsibility. Summon my
father. Ask him. He will agree with me.”

“No, he will not. You have given your word to
complete another task. You cannot stay. You must return to the
human world and protect Carly.”

Carly. Remembering the woman who was the
reason for all this, Alrick turned to face her, barely able to see
her through the smoke. Waving her hand to clear the air, she looked
him full in the face, her huge eyes full of unshed tears.

“I release you,” she said, her voice strong
and sure. “Mage, I release Alrick from his task. He doesn’t need to
come back with me. Find someone else. Alrick is a Prince. Let him
stay and protect his people. It’s what he was born to do.”


Chapter Eight

 


 


HER SHORT discourse had rendered them both
speechless. Even the Mage, who always seemed to know the right
words, had nothing to say. Alrick either, but Carly had expected
that.

She didn’t know what else she could do. She
was used to fending for herself, being on her own. After all,
everyone left her sooner or later. Her mother had moved to Seattle.
Liam had left her by dying. Alrick would go sooner or later, so why
not free him now, when his people needed him so badly?

Finally, Mort had stirred himself to move. “I
will have to speak with the King. Only he can decide.”

“No need.” Alrick strode back into the room.
“You are right, future Mage. I’ve given an oath and I will not be
foresworn. Cenrick is a good fighter, even though he prefers to do
other things. He can lead the captains, form the armies, and make
ready the defense.”

Carly couldn’t believe it. “But all those
things are actions of a king,” she whispered. “Isn’t that what you
want more than anything else?”

Alrick appeared startled, then angry. “How do
you know this?”

She managed a shrug, not easy when she felt
as if she was shattering. “Lucky guess.”

Stepping between them, Mort waved his hands.
Instantly, the incense smoke vanished, though the heady scent
remained. Carly supposed this was the reason why she felt so
dizzy.

“Prepare to leave in the morning.” With a
nod, the Mage dismissed them. “I will have the horses and the dog
brought to the courtyard. Meet me there at sunrise.”

Carly made it to the door before Alrick,
though he was close behind her. Once in the hallway, she took great
gulps of the unscented air.

“Come on,” Alrick growled, leading the way
down the cavernous hallway. They navigated the various twists and
turns in silence, nodding politely any time they came across other
Fae.

In their glittering gowns, they nodded back,
letting their gaze drift curiously over Carly before dismissing
her.

Staring after two breathtakingly beautiful
creatures, Carly shook her head. “If I had to live around such
perfect people all the time, I’d be depressed.”

They’d reached her room. One hand on the
gleaming doorknob, Alrick turned to face her. “Depressed Why?”

“They’re too damn beautiful.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “But then so are you.”

He delivered the compliment in the same
polite tone one might use to comment on the weather. She searched
his expression for some hint of real admiration, or longing, or
anything. But she saw only polished sophistication, the well-bred
prince being kind to a lowly human, nothing more. Inside, his
emotions had to be riotous. He’d just learned of a threat to his
beloved people and in the same breath, realized he could do nothing
to help defend against it. Yet he looked at her and twisted his
mouth in a courtier’s smile and she wanted to shake him.

Instead, she gave a light touch to his arm.
“Hey, let’s keep it real. This is me, Carly. You don’t have to
pretend around me.”

The look of incomprehension he gave her made
her alternately want to laugh and cry. Suddenly, she wanted more
than anything to drive that non-emotion, that blandness, from his
face. It too painfully mirrored the way she had begun to feel
inside, after Liam died.

“Kiss me,” she ordered, her voice harsh
rather than seductive.

Alrick reared back. “What?”

The frustration built in her. “Don’t look at
me as if I don’t exist.” She grabbed the front of his shirt,
pulling him closer to her. “Kiss me, damn it.”

With a polite smile, he bent to comply,
aiming so his mouth would chastely touch her cheek. Instead, she
grabbed hold of his hair, pulling his face to hers while she
pressed herself against him.

“Make me feel alive.”

His eyes darkened. “Carly, you don’t know
what—.”

“Oh, but I do. I want you to kiss me with
heart,” she brushed her mouth over his. “Like you mean it.”

He made a sound low in his throat. Still, he
protested. “Carly, seriously…”

She’d had enough talking. Instead, she showed
him. Pressed full against him with her entire body tingling, she
pressed her lips to his and kissed the hell out of him.

Long, deep, and thorough. Her body responded
immediately. As did his.

Now she felt alive. Definitely
alive.

Reluctantly lifting her head, she studied
him. His color was high, his eyes had gone dark. No longer
impassive, Alrick looked dazed, aroused, and very aware of her.

“Thank you.” Her voice was husky. Though
she’d only kissed him as a sort of experiment, she realized she
wanted more. She wanted, she realized with shock, the whole
enchilada.

“Thanks? You kissed me to give me thanks? For
what?”

Slowly, she licked her lips, letting him read
her desire in her face. “No.” She’d asked him for truth, therefore
she owed no less to him. “Actually, I’ve wanted to do that for the
longest time, but it seemed wrong.”

“Wrong?” Apparently struck dumb by her
actions, Alrick only stared.

“Yes, wrong. But kissing you didn’t feel
wrong at all, truly. It felt like…”

“Like what?”

Taking a deep breath, she wondered why
admitting the truth felt so painful. “Like coming alive.”

Then, while his stunned expression told her
he was still digesting this revelation, she kissed him again, this
time arching her back so her breasts pressed against his chest. Her
nipples were hard.

She felt his body respond immediately.
“Carly…”

Laying her finger across his mouth, she
stopped him. “I’ve been dead inside for so long. Make me feel alive
again, Alrick.”

He growled, low in his throat. When she tried
to lift her mouth from his, he kept her in place, his arousal
pressing huge against her.

A moan escaped her. Frantic now, she wiggled
in his arms, trying to get closer to him, impossible with so many
clothes between them.

He cupped her breast in his hand. She pushed
for his touch, desire pushing away control. With another growl, he
responded in kind.

The sound of fabric tearing was
startling.

Wide-eyed, Carly froze. Alrick did the
same.

“This isn’t a good idea.”

Part of her agreed. The other part, so long
denied, raged inside of her, longing to drown in mindless lust.
“But I want you,” she said.

“I want you too.”

“Then…”

“We can’t.”

“Why not?” But she knew. They both did.

“Lance.”

This, she hadn’t expected. “What?”

“Lance. The name of your unborn son. You are
to have a child who saves the future.”

“Yes, I know.” Stepping back, she dropped her
arms to her sides and prayed he wouldn’t continue. “I get the
picture.”

He must have wanted to make absolutely
certain she did, because he continued anyway. “I am not to be the
father.” Then, his gaze still smoldering, without another word.

God help her, Carly kept silent and let him
go.

 


An hour later, Cenrick found him, slumped in
his favorite, over-stuffed chair near the stone hearth, well on his
way to downing his fourth or fifth goblet of ale. Or was it sixth
or seventh? He’d lost track.

The blazing fire had occupied most of his
attention for the better part of ten minutes.

Cenrick laughed when he saw him. “Why the
long face? I just heard the news and think you’d be happy. Is it
true her stallion has impregnated four of your best horses?”

Stallion? Ah, his brother spoke of horses.
Alrick blinked and tried to sit up straight. He had a feeling he
was still sitting crookedly. “So? He’s a fine stallion.”

Cenrick laughed again. “So he is. No need to
go all defensive.”

“I wasn’t.” But he had. He’d heard the sound
of his own voice. A loud sigh escaped him.

“What’s wrong?” Cenrick dropped into the
chair across from him. Elbows on his knees, he leaned across to
look his brother fully in the face. “Do you want to talk about
it?”

“No.” Alrick shook his head. “Yes.”

“Which is it?”

“I don’t know.” He drank deeply, no longer
feeling the sting of the ale slide down his throat. “Has the Mage
summoned you yet?”

“The mage? No. Why would he?”

Alrick tried to focus on his brother’s face,
but no matter how hard he tried, Cenrick still appeared blurry.
Briefly he outlined what the mage had told him earlier.

Cenrick looked properly horrified. “Does
father know?”

“A messenger has been sent.” Alrick sighed
again. The ale had merely blunted his anger and deepened his
despondency. “In the meantime, you’ll have to start gathering
forces.”

“Me? What about—?” Cenrick cut short his
question when he realized the truth. “You have to go with Carly
back to the human world, don’t you.”

“Yes.” Alrick drained the last of his ale.
“Even worse, I fear I’m the wrong man for the task.”

Cenrick’s expression changed to confusion.
“Wrong man? What are you talking about?” He shook his head. “Who
could better protect her? Of the two of us, you’re the best
fighter.”

“You’re good too.” Alrick felt the reminder
was necessary. “None save me has ever bested you.”

“True.” Flashing a quick grin, Cenrick
punched Alrick’s shoulder. “But you are unbeatable. The Warlord
doesn’t stand a chance against you.”

Now he admitted the second thorn in his side.
“It’s not the Warlord who worries me.”

“Then who?”

Alrick sighed. “Myself.”

Cenrick’s eyes widened. “I don’t
understand.”

“Neither do I.” Pushing himself to his feet,
he began to pace unsteadily. “I kissed her today.”

“You what? Why?’

“She kissed me first.” He turned on his heel,
facing his brother while he upended his goblet in a futile search
for more ale. “I taught her to ride, something her husband
apparently never did, and then Mort summoned us and afterwards, I
think I was in shock but… we kissed.”

“Husband? She had a husband?”

“Had.” Alrick grimaced. “He’s dead.”

Cenrick still didn’t get it. “So Carly
carries his child then? Their son will be the Lance?”

“No. He’s been dead and buried for the past
year. The child’s father yet remains in the future.” He made a low
sound of frustration. “You’re not listening to me. We kissed. I
wanted her. She wanted me. If I’d stayed there much longer, we
would have…” He gestured helplessly.

“Had sex?”

“Made love.”

“I see.” Then Cenrick ventured to say the
very thing that had worried Alrick earlier. “Are you sure it’s not
you, then? That you’re not the one who was meant to sire the
boy?”

“Of course not,” Alrick snarled,
automatically assuming a wobbly battle stance. “I am to be the
protector, nothing more.”

Holding up his hands, Cenrick shrugged. “All
right, sit back down. Watching you sway and stagger is making me
nervous. No offense meant.”

Damn it, his brother was right. Alrick forced
himself to relax. Grumbling, he found his way back to his chair and
gratefully fell into it. “None taken.”

At Cenrick’s signal, the serving girl
appeared and refilled their glasses. She batted her long, silver
eyelashes at them and smiled invitingly. Cenrick grinned back.
Alrick looked away.

When she’d left, both men drank deeply.

“Alrick,” Cenrick cleared his throat. “Is
there any real possibility you might be wrong. That you and Carly,
you know…?”

Alrick nearly choked on his ale. “Dragon’s
breath, no. I’m better disciplined than that.”

At his vehement denial, Cenrick slumped
forward, visibly relaxing. Alrick wished he could relax as well.
But he knew better. `Twas the closest to telling a lie that he’d
had ever come.

“What if it’s meant to be?”

“Meant to…” Alrick nearly spilled his ale.
“You know I don’t believe in that nonsense.”

“Such a thing is possible. There have been
many documented cases of true soul-mates, especially among our
ancestors. Look at Kenrick of Blackstone and his Megan. Or Darrick
of Thorncliff and his fae wife, the Princess Alanna.”

“Romantic nonsense.”

Cenrick shrugged. “Maybe to you. But these
are our ancestors. If love could happen to them, love could happen
to you.”

“I am better disciplined.” Maybe saying the
words twice would make them true. Again he drained his goblet.

Cenrick quickly followed suit.

“You’d better be.” Chuckling, Cenrick waved
the serving girl over with more mead. “Mayhap you should find a
willing bed partner for tonight. Take a bit of the edge off.”

“Maybe I should.” But Alrick’s agreement
sounded half-hearted, even to him. In this way also the Fae
differed greatly from humans. To them, sex was a form of enjoyable
recreation, with little of the emotional connotations brought to
the act by human scruples. Yet somehow, sex for sex’s sake no
longer seemed fulfilling enough. Not now that he’d known how good
kissing Carly felt. He could only imagine how great the lovemaking
would be…

“I’m available.” Her slender body pliant, the
silver-haired serving girl leaned in close. “And I’m told I’m quite
skilled at bed games.”

Blurrily, Alrick had to force himself to look
at her, really look at her. Before he’d taken charge of Carly, he’d
been an enthusiastic proponent of bed sport, like all the Fae. Now,
all he could think of was Carly.

For some reason, he knew Carly would feel
betrayed.

As he would, were Carly to take her own
lover among his people, or hers.

The thought stunned him. Shocked him. After
all, she had to mate with someone to sow the seed that would become
Lance, the all important child of the future.

“Alrick?” Cenrick prompted. “Are you going to
take her up on her invitation or not?”

Alrick blinked. “I don’t even know your
name.”

Her seductive gaze dipped lower. “Since when
does that matter to you, my Prince? It’s never stopped you before.”
Her laugh was sunny and uncomplicated. “Your prowess is legendary,
highness.”

Before she’d even finished, Alrick was
shaking his head.

“My name is Elfora, then. If that
matters.”

“Elfora.” Though he didn’t want to hurt her
feelings, Alrick saw no other way. “I’m sorry…” he began.

Her heart-shaped face fell. She began to back
away. “I understand. No harm meant. None taken.”

Once she had gone. Alrick resumed his moody
study of the fire.

“Mind telling me what that was all
about?”

Alrick didn’t even look up. Cenrick would, he
knew, keep at him like a dog with a bone until he answered. “As a
matter of fact, I do. Mind.”

“But—.”

“She wanted to use me.”

“What?” Cenrick’s mouth fell open. “Who?
Elfora?”

“Yes. No.” To his absolute horror, Alrick
felt his face burning. “Her too. But I was talking about
Carly.”

“Carly wanted to use you?”

“Yes.” Abjectly miserable, Alrick didn’t
understand why this made him feel so bad. And not understanding
made him angry. “She wanted me to make love to her, to make her
feel alive.”

“And this bothered you?”

“Yes. Of course.” He gave another heavy sigh,
slopping ale onto his tunic and absently wiping at it with his
sleeve.

Expression baffled, Cenrick studied him. “But
you’re Fae, not human. We’ve always taken our pleasure where we
find it. Especially you.”

“I did. I do.”

“Then why…?”

More ale spilled. With a growl, Alrick drank
the rest of it in one motion. “I don’t know. Damn it. I have no
earthly idea. Maybe it was because earlier she was mourning her
husband out loud. Talking about how after he died, she didn’t want
to live. Then she kissed me, asked me to make her feel alive
again.”

“And you couldn’t deal with this?” For some
reason Cenrick seemed to find the idea amusing, to judge by the
sparkle in his violet eyes.

“No.” Alrick pushed himself up and tossed the
empty goblet on the hearth. The resilient crystal bounced twice but
didn’t shatter. “I couldn’t.” Then, his movements unsteady as hell,
he made his way for his own chambers, where he prayed he could
stretch out on his own bed and find temporary oblivion.

Morning would come whether he willed it or
not.

 


“Time to go.”

Carly opened her eyes. Once again, Mort sat
beside her bed, though this time he’d exchanged his amber colored
robe for one of vibrant maroon that shimmered as he moved.

“Good morning to you too.”

Mort grimaced. “`The sun rose over an hour
ago.

She ran a hand through her hair. “I slept
late?”

“Yes. I and your animals have been waiting in
the courtyard since dawn.”

She’d overslept! “Alrick?”

“No sign of him either.” The elderly man
peered at her with narrowed eyes. “I half thought to find him
here.”

Carly felt her face color. “No way.” Sitting
up, she waved away her embarrassment. “Can we still go, or is it
too late?”

Grinning at her, Mort waggled his finger.
“The spell is not time sensitive. I can speak the words any
time.”

“And send us back.”

“Right. Send you home. Back to your own
world, where you belong.”

“Where I’m not safe.” She felt an instant of
panic, which she promptly pushed away. “Are you sure I have to go
back? I’d rather stay here.”

“You are no coward. You must face your fear.”
”

Though the mage sounded certain, Carly wasn’t
so sure. Maybe she could buy a little time. She tried again. “Why
not let Alrick remain and prepare your army?”

“That isn’t his destiny.”

“So you’ve said. He’s not happy about this
though.”

“Unfortunately, truth is sometimes hard to
swallow. But he knows I speak true. Fae do not—.”

“Lie.” She finished for him. “I know, I
know.” Swinging her feet over the side of her bed, Carly saw her
discarded dress. “If I have to go home, I’m going to need some
clothes.”

“You still have the gown you wore
yesterday.”

“Ah, that.” Did she need to tell him Alrick
had ripped it? “I uh, it got torn.” Odd how she suddenly seemed to
share the Fae compulsion to tell the truth.

Mort frowned. “Torn?”

Wrapping the sheet around her, she padded
over to the corner where she’d tossed the dress. Lifting it, she
showed him the ripped bodice, wincing inwardly at the awful pun if
she were to say the words out loud. Mort wouldn’t understand the
reference to romance novels anyways.

“I want my old clothes.” Firmly, but
politely. If she was to be the mother of the head of some future
movement, she’d better practice her diplomacy. “Normal clothes. You
can’t expect me to run around in frilly dresses in the middle of a
Texas summer. Where are those pants I wore yesterday to ride?”

“They’re being cleaned.”

“Then get me some others like them.” Letting
the frothy green material fall back to the floor, Carly advanced on
the older man. “Why do you guys dress like this anyway? I can’t go
trotting around the hill country time dressed like an extra from
Camelot.”

This time he ignored what he didn’t
understand and shook his head. “I’ll try to find you another tunic
and pants.” He stood. “If I do, I’ll have them brought to you.
Right now I’ve got to find Alrick. I’ll see you in the great hall
in an hour. Your dog and horses will be there as well.”

“Horses? I only have TM.”

“You now have two.” He looked smugly pleased
about something. “All of the mares are in foal. Alrick has chosen
one of them to take with you. Now each of you can ride.”

“A pregnant mare?” The symbolism didn’t
escape her. “You expect me to ride a—?”

“She will not be showing yet.” On his way out
the door, Mort’s words trailed after him. “The great hall. One
hour. There are more dresses in that trunk. You might want to put
on one of them until the other clothes get here.” Halfway out the
crystal door, he paused. “In case I can’t find anything else.” With
that parting shot, he left.

In case he couldn’t find anything else? Put
on one of the… Grumbling under her breath, Carly wrapped the sheet
around herself and padded over to the trunk. The lid creaked when
she opened it. The damn thing had been packed full of Faerie
dresses. They all were frilly, frothy, and ornate. Each one seemed
more fabulous than the last – if she were going to the Academy
Awards or a super-fancy ball on a cruise or something. For a trip
home to her Texas ranch, and back into the line of fire, Carly
wanted something a little less flashy, a little more comfortable,
and a hell of a lot easier to move around in. Like Levi’s.

No such luck. She continued to rummage,
beginning to despair as she drew out dress after dress. Surely she
could find something less frou-frou to wear for now. The tunic and
slacks had better get here fast if Mort expected her downstairs in
an hour.

Down in the very bottom of the chest the last
dress was a slinky silver number, blessedly free of flounces and
gauze. Sleeveless, the glittery material clung to her every curve,
but at least it was stretchy and she could move freely. Even
better, unlike the evening dresses, this one had a short hem,
hitting above her knee. Perfect for running, though not so good for
camouflage. A perfect Halloween super hero costume though. The
thought made her smile.

With the silver dress on, she crammed the
others back in the trunk. Wanting to eat something before she left,
she debated waiting on the pants and shirt, then decided she could
go eat and return to her room to change. As she slipped into the
hallway, she made a mental note to ask Alrick for a weapon, maybe
one of those sharp crystal knives she’d seen some of the other Fae
women carrying. If she was going to be a sitting duck for this
crazy Warlord guy, she’d better be armed. Maybe Alrick could even
teach her how to use it.

Many twists and turns later – how did these
people stand all this colorless glitter – she found the dining
room, grabbed an apple and a muffin, and ran back to her room.

No tunic. No pants. Damn it.

Without a watch, she had no way of knowing
how much time had passed. An hour? Or forty-five minutes? Why
didn’t the Fae use clocks either? One of these days, if she lived
long enough, she’d make a list of inane questions about Rune and
make the Mage answer them. For now, she gobbled down her breakfast
and made her way downstairs.

As promised, the Mage waited with Kayo and TM
in the great hall. The other horse, a beautiful gray mare with a
flowing white mane, stood docilely on TM’s other side. The thought
of bring horses inside the pristine building gave Carly pause, but
this wasn’t her palace, so she didn’t suppose her opinion
mattered.

Her dog spotted her and broke into a dead
run, barking.

Jumping on her and spinning in circles,
Kayo’s tail wagged joyfully. By way of horse greeting, TM even
snorted.

The only one missing was Alrick. She thought
about their kiss and for a moment she wondered if he’d decided not
to come with her. But he’d promised to protect her. Alrick didn’t
appear to be a man who’d make such promises lightly.

A moment later, he entered the hall. The
ever-present light sparkles played in his dark hair, but his
complexion looked ashen. Was he ill?

“Are you all right?”

Looking up at her voice, he winced when he
saw her dress.

“What are you wearing?”

With a shrug, she gave a self-conscious tug
on the material. “Mort brought me a case of dresses. This was the
best of the lot.” Glaring at Mort, she grimaced. “No one ever
showed up with my pants and shirt either.”

“Sorry.” But Mort didn’t appear regretful. “I
didn’t have time to find any.”

“You can’t go riding around in that.” Alrick
said.

Immediately she decided she liked the dress.
“Oh yeah? Why not?”

“Because you’re half-naked.” The way his
bloodshot eyes smoldered told her part of him liked it and this
infuriated him.

“Too damn bad. I’m ready to go.” She turned
to Mort. “Are you sending us?”

“No.” He sighed. “My power is used remaining
here, in this time. Alrick will do it. Link hands and touch the
animals, please.”

Alrick grabbed her hand and took TM and
Merry’s leads. Carly touched Kayo’s ruff. They were all
connected.

“Ready?” Alrick asked.

Carly nodded. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Nine

 


 


ALRICK BEGAN to speak the words of the spell.
Carly shivered. Not from cold, but because this time she
felt the magic arrive. Like a gust of warm air, a buzzing
started in her head, snaked through her body, and exploded at the
soles of her feet, making her toes tingle. Concentrating, going
with sensation, she experienced her body’s rapid disassembly, then
the equally miraculous reassembling, molecule by molecule, blood
and bone and muscle and skin – all of her. Amazing. Like something
out of a science fiction movie. Magic.

Her feet found solid ground even as the rest
of her body materialized. Still tingling, she clung to Alrick,
liking the solid feel of him. As soon as she realized this, she
pushed herself away.

The air felt different. But a quick
glance around showed her they were home, back on her ranch.

TM whinnied, a sound of alarm. Merry, always
docile, attempted to rear, showing her teeth. Alrick released them,
and they took off together for the far end of the pasture, then
began running back and forth. As though looking for a place to
hide.

Kayo too, appeared uneasy. Ears flat against
his head, plumed tail down, he slunk away.

“Something’s wrong.” Making a slow turn,
Alrick met her gaze. “I feel… pressure.”

“Look at the sky.” She pointed. Against the
overcast slate of the western sky, a bank of ominous wall clouds
gathered. “That looks exactly like late spring. Tornado season
around here.”

As soon as she spoke the words, she knew. A
second later, she heard a loud rumbling – exactly like a freight
train, how about that – and a swirling vortex dropped out of one of
the huge clouds.

“Tornado!”

Her house had been built in the early 1900’s
and had a storm cellar. Kayo, apparently remembering the last time
they’d taken refuge in it, stood by the double doors set a foot
above the ground, and barked once.

“Come on.” Grabbing Alrick’s hand, she ran.
He couldn’t help her with the steel cellar doors, but she managed
to unbolt and yank them open. Still tugging Alrick, they clattered
down the dark steps, Kayo slipping past ahead of them. Stopping
halfway, she pulled the doors down. They slammed shut and she
bolted them from the inside before continuing on. At the bottom she
collided with Alrick.

Gasping, she reveled in the solid feel of him
before pulling away and groping on the floor to the right, looking
for the lantern she always kept there. Connecting with the dusty
plastic, she found the switch and flicked it on.

Alrick seemed to fill the tiny shelter. He
looked around, taking in the unpainted shelves and concrete walls.
“It’s like a tomb.”

Above them, the roar grew louder. The ground
trembled.

“Damn that Warlord. If he takes out my
house…”

“I don’t think this is the Warlord.” Alrick
crossed his muscular arms. “Remember I told you disturbances happen
when we use magic in your world?”

“But they’ve always been far away. This one
is—.”

“Right here. I realize that. Small uses of
magic send out shock waves, like sound or light. They build up
force, stopping only when they encounter something solid. Thus the
previous earthquakes and the hurricanes.”

“Why is this different? It’s concentrated
here.”

“The amount of magic from the large spell we
used to return must have caused an immediate reaction in your
atmosphere.”

The very earth shuddered. The wind began to
howl.

“Great.” She kept some old lawn chairs down
here,

along with the requisite disaster rations of
bottled water and canned goods. Setting the lantern on a dusty
shelf, she located the chairs and unfolded them. “I hope the horses
are okay.”

“They’ll be fine. Animals seem to know
instinctively how to avoid bad weather.”

“Yeah. They run. The last time I had a bad
storm, TM ended up two miles from here.”

Rain began to pound the metal doors. The howl
of the wind became a shriek.

Whining, Kayo sidled up to Alrick. He reached
down and stroked the dog’s black and white fur. Satisfied, Kayo
turned a circle, curled at Alrick’s feet, and put his head on his
paws.

The deafening freight train sound drowned out
any further attempts to talk. Above them, the steel doors clattered
and shook as the storm’s fury battered them.

“This should take care of the fire ants,”
Alrick said.

Blinking, Carly gaped at him. “Somehow, in
the midst of all this, I’d forgotten them. Do you suppose they were
still here, so long after we left?”

“Time passes differently in Rune. What might
have been days or weeks to us there can be mere hours of human
time.”

“Wonderful.” Setting down the lantern, Carly
rubbed her arms. “Just thinking about them makes me itch.”

“If we can get in the house later, I want you
to get your antidote.”

“My self-injection kit? I will, if there’s
anything left of my house.”

As quickly as it had begun, the roaring
abated. The merciless pounding of the wind and the rain died, cut
off as abruptly as if a giant hand had swooped from the heavens and
wiped the earth clean.

Into the absolute silence, Kayo barked.

Carly looked at Alrick. He laid his hand on
her shoulder. “Wait another minute.”

Heart pounding, she nodded. His touch had
disturbed her nearly as much as the tornado.

Finally, Alrick removed his hand. “I think
we’re safe. But just to make sure, once you get the door open, let
me go out first.”

Expelling her breath in a whoosh, Carly
debated arguing, then decided actions spoke louder than words. Even
Kayo had his own ideas. The black and white collie raced past her
on the stairs and outside. One backward look over her shoulder at
Alrick, and Carly followed.

Behind her, Alrick shot out of the cellar
like a bullet. “I told you to wait,” he growled.

“I know.” She dusted her hands on her bare
legs. The glimmery silver dress now appeared to be the color of
ashes. “If I can get in my house, I’m also getting my jeans.”

The sky was blue and cloudless. The blazing,
late-afternoon Texas sun felt searingly hot on her arms. Far off in
the north end of her pasture, she spotted TM and Merry, grazing
peacefully.

Turning on wobbly legs, she took in the
blackened soot where her barn had stood and then, half-afraid, she
forced herself to face the house. It appeared normal, white paint
peeling from the wooden sides, and blessedly ant-free.

“The storm didn’t touch it and you’re right,
the ants are gone. The house looks… normal.” Taking a step forward,
she felt like falling to her knees in gratitude. Normal. What a
word. As if there was a chance someone somewhere would admit they’d
made a colossal mistake. Then all this running and fighting and
magical wars could end and she could return to her normal,
uneventful life.

And maybe pigs could fly.

Kayo, tail arched over his back in a buoyant
plume, took off towards the house, barking. Carly started after
him, Alrick beside her. She moved closer more cautiously, but still
moving. Home, her heart kept singing, and with each halting step,
to her shock and disbelief she realized she’d truly come to regard
No Name Ranch as her home. Beside her, Kayo ran in circles, barking
agreement.

“Maybe the dog is warning you.”

“No.” She gave him another quick look.
“That’s not his warning bark. Kayo’s happy. I’m happy. Everything’s
fine.”

The closer she got to her house, the more all
appeared to be like it had always been. No ants. No fireball. No
lightning bolt or black cloaked man lurking outside the window.
Blessedly normal. Blessedly sane.

She stopped, letting the feeling of
thankfulness wash over her. “Maybe the warlord has given up.”

“Only when he’s dead.”

“Spoilsport.” Still, she smiled. If she could
smile in the middle of all this, things couldn’t be too bad.

“Carly?” Alrick s voice, still worried. “Are
you all right?”

“I’m good.” Giving in to impulse, she lifted
her arms to the sky and twirled like a little girl playing
ballerina. Her own form of celebration, unused since Liam died.
“You never know, it’s possible the Warlord realized I wasn’t here
and moved on. Maybe he’s looking for me somewhere else.”

“I greatly doubt that.” Having proclaimed his
doom and gloom statement, Alrick shouldered past her and examined
the peeling paint on her back door. “No ants.”

“We’ve already covered that.”

“No matter. This time,” he shot her a
narrow-eyed look. “Let me go in first.” Feeling curiously adrift,
she let him. Pushing open her back door, he entered her kitchen.
She followed so closely she could have wrapped her arms around his
waist, like she’d used to do with Liam. Confused, she shook her
head. This was Alrick, her warrior-protector, not her slender,
long-dead, husband. She was a widow, but no longer alone. Alrick
stood in front of her, legs spread like some huge warrior. Her life
might never be normal again. She cursed under her breath.

He stayed silent for so long she began to
worry. “Well? Do you sense any magic or anything bad?”

“No.” He didn’t look at her, but continued
scrutinizing the kitchen, moving slowly forward. “I sense nothing.
But the Warlord is a powerful opponent. The last few times, he was
able to use the element of surprise in his favor.”

That didn’t sound good. “So what you’re
saying is you can’t sense him? He’s got some kind of magical
shields?”

“I don’t know.” Grim-voiced, one hand on the
chipped, butcher-block counter, he looked over his shoulder at her.
“But I want you to remain here while I search the inside.”

“Here?” Attempting humor, she feigned terror,
making a big play out cowering from the huge window over the
kitchen sink. “You’d leave me unprotected, in front of this
gigantic window, knowing the Warlord might appear?”

His eyes narrowed, though one corner of his
mouth twitched in an effort not to smile. “Do you want to come with
me?”

“Of course.” Then, when he opened the door,
she breezed past him into the den. This was her house, after
all.

She let Alrick check out the den while she
did her own inspection. At the sight of the room, with its warm,
homey rag rug and worn, overstuffed couch, her heart stuttered.
More than any place else, she felt Liam in this room. The huge
ceiling fan he’d installed still whirred overhead. She crossed over
to the scarred wooden mantle and picked up the teak framed photo
there.

“How long were you and Liam married?”

She jumped, nearly dropping the frame. “You
scared the hell out of me.” Feigning nonchalance, she made a
production out of placing the picture back on the mantle. Alrick’s
smile looked grim. “I’ve been standing here a while. You were too
engrossed in your memories to notice.”

Was that a trace of self-reproach she heard
in his tone? Carly studied him, wondering why he’d even care.

When she didn’t immediately answer, he
crossed the room to her side and picked up the frame to examine it.
The photo inside was a particular favorite of hers, taken on a cool
October day at the State Fair, the day after she’d accepted Liam’s
proposal of marriage. They’d been laughing then, heads close
together – hers the brilliant red of the new autumn, his the bright
gold of eternal summer. The glorious promise of their future had
still stretched endlessly out before them. False hope.

She swallowed past the lump in her throat.
That was then. This was now. Less than three years later it was all
gone. Shattered by a drunk driver who’d run a red light. Now she
had another future, one she hadn’t chosen, one she wasn’t even
certain she wanted.

Blinking back tears, she shook her head to
clear it and forced herself to focus on Alrick. “You wanted to know
how long we were married, right?” Her voice came out clear,
unclouded by her jumbled emotions.

“Yes.” Carefully he replaced the frame and
watched her. “If you’ve already told me, I’ve forgotten.”

“Nearly three years.” Turnabout was fair
play. “Have you ever been married?”

“No.” He seemed about to say something, then
stopped.

“What?”

“How long ago did Liam die?”

Miraculously, talking made her feel better.
“A year ago next month.”

“I see.”

But she knew he didn’t, not really. He’d
never even loved enough to marry, never mind experienced the
shattering agony of losing a beloved spouse. If anything, she ought
to be the one feeling sorry for him.

Especially since Alrick was a prince. Most
likely he would marry an arranged bride. He’d not have the luxury
of marrying for love.

This newfound melancholy wasn’t welcome.
Carly crossed to the window, turning the blinds to let the last of
the light in. Outside, the dying sun slipped below the horizon,
tell her it was well after nine. The days stretched into the night
in the summer.

“We missed an entire day, coming here from
Rune.” Her voice sounded bright. Too bright. She made a great show
of flipping on the front porch light and yawning.

“Or we gained one.” Still looking grim,
Alrick continued to watch her. “When traveling across the veil, you
never know.”

“It’s late.” It was barely nine-thirty. “I’m
tired. I think I’ll go to sleep.”

When Alrick didn’t reply, she chanced a
glance at him.

Face still inscrutable, he’d replaced her
picture and crossed his massive arms.

She sighed and turned to go. “Well.
Good-night.”

“Let me inspect your bedroom.” He moved to
intercept her. In the early evening light he looked dangerous, as a
good bodyguard should. Unfortunately, just like in the movies, her
body reacted to all that testosterone.

While she stood staring, lost in her
thoughts, he moved closer. “Carly? Are you sure you’re all
right?”

She blinked to find him near enough to touch.
Damn it. “I’m fine.” Shaking her head to clear it, she tried to
remember what they’d been discussing. Oh yeah. Inspecting her
bedroom. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to inspect my
bedroom. Remember what happened the last time I let you near my
bed? Bad idea.” God, she wished she hadn’t brought that up. Just
thinking about kissing Alrick made it hard to breathe. Her entire
body felt flushed.

She stepped to go around him.

He blocked her, hands clenched at his side,
eyes narrowed. “I insist. We’ve been gone and the Warlord has had
unrestricted access.”

“Fine.” She wished he would just go; move
away before she did something she’d regret. Like touch him. “Knock
yourself out. Between the kitchen and the den, we’ve already
checked out the entire house. I doubt there’ll be anything new in
under my bed.”

“I wasn’t worried about under your bed. More
of what kind of traps he might have set up in your room.”

“Traps?” She stared at him, her mouth dry,
and suppressed the urge to lick her lips. “So far he’s been pretty
direct. Do you think he’s setting traps for me now?”

He shrugged. “You never know.”

And she’d been hoping for normal? Finally
conceding defeat, she let her shoulders sag. “Go on and check. I
was really hoping we’d get a break from his attacks.”

Before Alrick had appeared in her life, she’d
lived in a comfortable vacuum. No high, no lows, but that was the
only way she’d managed to banish the searing pain. Now her life was
one constant roller coaster ride. Yippee.

“The Warlord will not give up so easily.”

“I’m beginning to get that. Finally.” She
dragged her hand through her hair. Frustration surged through her,
fueled by the unwanted awkward timing of her libido. “Just go check
out my bedroom. I want to go to sleep.” Lie number one. She really
wanted to scream and yell and throw things. To stage her own futile
protest, hoping a bit of playing drama queen might make her feel
better. To fight with Alrick, and fight well, then make up later
with a bone-thrilling kiss. Damn it.

Without another word, he moved past her into
her bedroom. After a deep breath she followed.

Her bedroom looked just as it had before
she’d left – the crystal lamp on her nightstand on, perfume bottles
still neatly lined up on her antique oak dresser. The Texas quilt
Liam’s mother had made still covered her queen-sized bed,
undisturbed as ever. Her room looked exactly the same, as though
the ants had never invaded.

The room of a spinster. She winced at the
thought. She was no spinster – she was a widow. There was an entire
world of difference between the two.

While she watched, Alrick pushed back the
faded blanket that served as her closet door ever since the old one
had come unhinged and checked out her closet. Her four pairs of
shoes were still lined up neatly and her meager supply of clothing
still hung perfectly arranged by season and color. After he’d
finished pawing through her things, he turned and went to her
dresser. Ignoring her, he yanked open every single drawer and pawed
through the contents, underwear and all. The state of her underwear
was embarrassing. While she kept everything clean and mended the
inevitable tears, the colors were faded and everything obviously
needed to be replaced. She clenched her teeth, felt her cheeks
color, and watched from the doorway, fighting to hide her
agitation.

Done with her underwear, Alrick looked under
the bed. She stored old photo albums there, along with boxes
containing her Christmas decorations.

“It looks safe,” he finally said.

She simply nodded. “Well then.
Good-night.”

If she’d hoped he’d leave, she was wrong.
Instead, Alrick pulled back her comforter as though he meant to
climb in her bed.

A second later, he dropped it and jumped
back, cursing. “By the Plains of Lothar!”

Carly moved closer, and gasped. A mass of
snakes writhed over her sheets. Swallowing a scream, she backed
away so quickly she nearly fell. In the doorway, she stopped,
shuddering. “I hate snakes. Damn that Warlord.”

“Where are you going?”

She shuddered again. “Another room. Somewhere
where they aren’t.” Squinting at him, she grimaced. “You are going
to kill them, aren’t you?”

He glanced back at the bed. “Of course. But I
don’t think you should go anywhere right now. We don’t know what
other nasty surprises might be waiting.”

“Great. Just great.” Compulsively, she
scratched at her suddenly itchy arms.

“What’s wrong with you?” Keeping his own
distance from the bed, Alrick regarded her curiously. “You’re not
in danger over there. They can’t jump that far. You’re not allergic
to them too, are you?”

“No, I’m not. At least, as far as I know.
I’ve never gotten close enough to them to find out. Seriously, I
hate snakes. Loathe them.” She took another step back for emphasis.
“Any place where snakes are isn’t any place I want to be. I despise
them.”

“I get the point. I’ll get rid of them now.”
He drew his crystal sword. The blade sang as he raised it high
above his head.

About. To. Chop. Up. Snakes. In her bed.

“Yuck.” Carly turned, unable to watch. “I’ll
take my chances in the kitchen. Be careful.”

Once the snakes had been dispatched and
disposed of, a thorough search of the rest of the house turned up
nothing.

Still scratching, Carly breathed a sigh of
moderate relief. “Thank goodness.”

“Yes. Now you can get some rest.”

“Rest.” She closed her eyes. Opened them.

“You said you were tired.”

“I know. But I doubt I could sleep after
that.”

“You need your rest. Especially if the
warlord attacks again tomorrow.”

“True.” She shuddered. “But there’s no way I
can sleep in that bed. Ever. Again.”

“The snakes are gone. You’ve changed the
sheets.”

“Still…” There wasn’t any way to make him
understand. He was a man. Maybe men had no problem with sleeping in
a bed formerly occupied by a mess of writhing serpents. Another
woman would have understood instantly. “I’ll tell you what. You can
have the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“What if he’s put scorpions in the sofa
cushions?” He pointed out, his voice reasonable.

She scratched again. “Do you always have to
sound so perfectly reasonable? It makes me want to slug you.”

“Just common sense. So far the Warlord seems
to have a thing for insects and reptiles.”

Glaring at him, she took a step back. “We
searched.”

He grinned. “Just kidding.”

“Just—. Your timing sucks, Alrick.” But she
couldn’t help but smile. “You don’t really think there’s scorpions,
then?”

He gave a casual shrug, then ruined the
effect by lifting one eyebrow. “You never know.”

“He’s ruined my home, damn it. Why doesn’t he
just show up and fight like a man? There’s nothing I’d like better
than to punch that guy in the nose.”

Alrick shook his shaggy head. “Just be glad
he hasn’t figured out how to bring himself fully into our time –
his past. Like the Mage said, the magical spells he uses now are
nothing, compared to what he can do once he’s fully here.”

Carly stared. “You know, we need a better
plan.”

He looked away. “I think we should stay on
the move. A moving target is harder to find.”

“On the move how? With what? He blew up my
pickup, remember?”

“We have two horses. My mare is gentle and
would be a good mount for you.”

“And you’d ride TM? Is that what you’re
thinking?”

He shrugged. “Why not?”

“Because he’s not broken, that’s why. He has
no idea how to respond to a rider on his back.”

“I can teach him.”

“While we’re fleeing for our lives? Not a
good idea.”

“You underestimate the stallion’s
intelligence. Once he knows what is required of him, he will be
fine.”

She shook her head. “Alrick, as you know, I’m
not a horse person. But I’ve been around them enough to know you
can’t just jump up on the back of an unbroken three year old and
expect to make him understand. Training a horse properly takes
time. Liam figured over a year before TM was even
green-trained.”

“I am not Liam.” He crossed his arms. “I am
Fae. Animals understand the Fae much better than humans.”

“Are you saying you’re like Doctor
Doolittle?”

“Who?”

“Never mind. Are you claiming you can
talk to the horses?”

He gave her a modest smile. “Not in words you
would understand, but yes.”

“And you’d rather run than stay and fight?”
She couldn’t help but mock him. Anything to wipe that smile from
his face. “I thought you were some great warrior prince.”

The smile went. She’d succeeded, but her
victory didn’t feel as good as she’d thought it would.

Alrick took a step towards her.

Carly took a step back. Her heart beat loudly
in her chest. She felt… alive. Enraged, frustrated, and oddly,
aroused. Alive.

Problem was – she wasn’t sure she liked
it.

Alrick stopped. “Until I have something solid
to fight, until I believe I have a chance in winning, I’d rather
keep you safe. While the Warlord slips in and out of time like a
shadow, I cannot fight him. If hiding is necessary, that’s what
we’ll do. There will come a day…” He took a deep breath, his
expression dark. “Don’t toy with me, Carly. Not only do I have to
worry about you, but this Warlord threatens my people, my
home.”

She heard pain in that gravely voice.
Pain. She hadn’t intended to hurt him.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” She held up her
hands in front of her. “Really, really sorry. Truce?”

She expected him to nod. Instead, he grabbed
both her hands and pulled her to him, hard up against his muscular
chest. A thrill went through her. Back bent, she looked up at him
and licked her lips.

He bent over her. Close.

Damn. She closed her eyes.

Touching his mouth to hers, he gave her a
light kiss. She whimpered, wanting more, both ashamed and
unbelievable aroused.

“I can make you feel more alive than you’ve
ever felt, Carly Roberts.” His eyes glittered as he whispered
against her lips. “But if I were to come to you, I’d want it to be
because we both wanted it. For mutual pleasure. Because you wanted
me. Me. Not using me as a substitute for another man who’s long
dead.”

She went still. Felt the familiar pain stab
at her breast but, instead of grief-stricken agony, she felt fury.
Rage.

She opened her eyes. Looked him full in the
face and somehow, she was able to laugh. A cold-hearted,
bitchy-sounding laugh, but way better than tears. “I doubt we’ll
ever come together then, Alrick. After all, as you pointed out once
before, you’re not to be the father.”


Chapter Ten

 


 


HER WORDS cut him when they shouldn’t. But
that’s what he got for letting his desire for Carly over-rule his
common sense. If he were the sort of man who looks for fault, he
could excuse such a lapse of judgment away – he could blame it on
the constant tension of being forced to run and hide rather than
stand and fight as was his wont. Or the now nagging worry over Rune
– not knowing was far worse than being able to face any threat and
deal with it.

But Alrick had never seen the point in trying
to delude himself. He couldn’t lie to others; why lie to
himself.

Forcing his jaw to relax, he rubbed the back
of his neck. He had meant to teach her a lesson. Turn the tables
and show her how tempting such teasing felt. He’d tormented himself
instead.

Letting Carly go had been far more difficult
than he’d imagined. Still, with his resistance crumbling, he’d had
to take drastic measures. Better they were at odds, barely civil,
than lovers.

He could well imagine his father’s reaction.
“Such a simple task too – a shame my eldest son couldn’t keep his
leggings fastened. I’d hoped Alrick would grow out of thinking with
the wrong head. This merely proves he’s not ready to become
heir.”

Heir. Next in line for the throne. His most
fervent desire.

Just the thought of his father’s scorn was
enough to cool his over-heated body. Women, he told himself, were
as plentiful as fruit on Rune’s overloaded trees. He could sate his
sexual hunger once he returned home for good. Here and now, `twas
time to concentrate on the task at hand.

The Warlord. His threats had now expanded to
include all Alrick held dear. Though the Mage had promised to keep
him informed, Alrick had never been a patient man. He’d much rather
face the enemy head on than play this constant game of cat and
mouse.

Yet he had no choice. He had to convince
Carly – again – to leave. Quickly.

“Excuse me.” Carly’s voice, icily polite.

Despite his earlier resolution, his heart
thumped an extra beat. Turning, he kept his face impassive.
“Yes?”

“If I’m to sleep on the couch, you’ll need to
go somewhere else.” Leaning on the doorjamb, her arms were crossed.
He told himself not to take her stony indifferent look as a
challenge.

“I’ll take your bedroom.” He could sleep in
there as well as anywhere. Though he’d make a pallet on the floor
before he’d sleep in that bed, at least this night. Snakes weren’t
his favorite thing either. “I’ll go now.”

“Wait.” She used her hand to block the
doorway. “Explain to me about this Warlord.” Carly looked intense.
Serious.

Cautiously, he asked. “What do you mean?”

“All you and Mort told me is how horrible the
guy is. Wants world dominance, snuff out humankind, turn the Fae
into puppets, blah, blah, blah.”

“I don’t recall the puppet bit,” Alrick said
slowly. “Other than that, you’ve summed up the Warlord completely.
What else is there to say?”

She pushed away from the doorjamb and began
to pace. “Nobody is a hundred percent bad. What’s his
motivation?”

He stared. “His what?”

“Motivation.” The wild gestures she made as
she paced might have been amusing, if they’d been discussing
another subject.

“Motivation? He has plenty. I’d say power and
greed rank right there at the top of his list.”

“Yes, but what happened to the guy to make
him so evil?”

Women. Would he ever understand them? “Carly,
I don’t know. He is what he is. Evil. Isn’t that enough for
you?”

She stopped. Opened her mouth, then closed
it. Hands on hips, she faced him. “Enough? No, it’s not. I want to
know why.”

“Ask the Mage next time we see him. He’s
promised to keep me informed on the doings in Rune.”

Fresh interest made her eyes glow like green
crystal.

“Mort? Good idea. I’m sure he must know. He
has to. Speaking of which, I have a question about Mort too.”

Warily he waited.

“If Mort the Mage has enough power to travel
through time and remain in Rune and the Warlord can’t even manage
to get here and stay, then why doesn’t Mort fight the Warlord?
Obviously, he’s pretty damn powerful.”

“No more so than any other Mage. The Warlord
was a Mage once. He is more, now.”

“So the Warlord can do what Mort cannot?”

“The Warlord moves freely through time. Mort
is trapped in what to him is the past.”

She frowned. “I’d like to say I understand,
but I don’t.”

“Magic doesn’t fight magic. Coming through
time, Rune to Rune, Fae to Fae, is not easy, true. But coming to
Rune is ten times more simple than traveling through time to your
world.”

“Why?”

“Who knows?” He ran a weary hand through his
hair. “Fae are no longer welcome in the human world. Cenrick has
always said we Fae are at fault, for neglecting you humans. Whether
we allowed things to come to this or could have prevented the
problem, magic is not wanted in your world.”

“So that might be why the Warlord is having
so much trouble staying here?”

“Might be. As you’ve seen, when we use magic
here in your world of machines, your world fights back. Magic,
though an elemental part of nature once, is no longer that way
here. Thus the tidal waves, earthquakes, and the tornado.”

“You’re saying the Warlord could easily
travel to Rune? Then why hasn’t he? Once he was solid there, it
doesn’t seem to be that difficult of a spell for your guys to go
through that veil thing to get here.”

“He knows he’d have a battle on his hands if
he did. Until now, he hasn’t wanted to fight two wars – one in the
past, one in this present.”

“Until now.”

Alrick grimaced. “Unfortunately. This is why
the threat against Rune is so great.”

“Do you have a way to get a hold of Mort, or
do you have to wait for him to get in touch with you?”

“I could call him if I needed him.”

She grinned, apparently having forgotten her
earlier mood. “Wanna borrow my cell phone?”

Though he knew she was joking, he couldn’t
help but answer her seriously. “We don’t have those in Rune. I
suspect they are one of those very machines that blunt the
magic.”

“Good. Then I’ll bring it with me in case it
might help against the Warlord.”

“Contact him now. I’m curious.”

“We just left Rune.”

“I know. But if it’s not difficult and won’t
cause some horrific natural disaster, would you?” She glanced up at
the sky. “I’d really like to know what made the Warlord so
evil.”

“Why?”

“As you said, understanding your enemy can
help defeat him. There might be something there, some little kernel
of information that would help us.”

Something tickled the back of his neck.
Absently, Alrick brushed it away. A huge, black spider landed near
his foot and began to scuttle towards Carly.

Carly let out a shriek, flicking at her
arm.

Another gigantic spider landed on the
floor.

“What the—?”

“Look!” Carly pointed towards the hall. An
army of spiders poured in through the doorway.

And the windows, and the ceiling. From every
available fissure and crack they came. Black spiders, brown
spiders, large spiders and small.

“It’s like in the Bible or that old movie,
The Ten Commandments.” An edge of hysteria made Carly’s
voice high. “Except instead of locusts, this is a plague of
spiders.”

“We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Oh, yeah we do. Have I mentioned I hate
spiders nearly as much as I hate snakes?”

“No, you haven’t.” He tried to think. There
was no clear path to the door. “Are you allergic to them too?”

“I don’t know. I’ve managed to avoid ever
being bitten by one.”

“That you know of. Do you have your medicine
kit?”

She lifted up a small, white plastic box with
a red cross on the front. “Here.”

Outside, Kayo began to bark; loud and
frantic.

“Alrick!” Carly moved away. “That’s
Kayo’s warning bark.”

“Whatever’s out there can’t be any worse than
what’s in here. We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Now.” The spiders were closing in. Every
available surface was covered with moving shapes, like before when
the Warlord had sent the ants. “Go now.”

“How?” Her eyes were huge, terrified.

“Through them, over them. Step on as many as
you can, as hard as you can.”

She shot him a look of mingled fear and
disbelief. “You don’t have a better idea?”

The first wave of arachnids was five feet
from them. More had begun dropping off the ceiling. “No. Let’s
go!”

Still, she hesitated.

“They’re falling in your hair,” he pointed
out.

She took off running, flailing and kicking
and screaming and shaking out her hair.

Cursing, he followed.

 


Spiders dropped on her as she ran, dozens of
them at once, and Carly couldn’t help but scream. Or start to,
until she realized if she opened her mouth, the spiders could get
in there too.

Still… blech.

One hand clutched her medicine kit, and she
used the other to sweep off spiders. The damn things kept coming,
like they were unkillable. For every two she killed, four more
appeared to take their place.

Some stung when they bit. Others never fought
back.

Apparently, she wasn’t allergic to spider
bites.

Once outside, in the dim light of the
half-moon, she shook her head like a crazed woman, frantically
brushing at her arms and shoulders, trying to reach her back. Oh,
and her neck, and the collar of her shirt – oh geez.

She stomped as many as she could, watching
the other scurry off in various directions. Head upside down, she
combed through her hair, trying not to gag as more spiders fell to
the ground.

This was worse than snakes. Maybe. At least
just as bad. Revolting.

Frantic, she peeled off her shirt and shook
it, did the same with her shorts, gave herself another good brush
with her hands, and prayed she’d gotten rid of them all.

Beside her, Alrick danced his own, frenzied
dance. Now that she’d settled down enough to notice, she realized
he seemed as panicked as she. Hopping up and down, slapping at
himself, he would have looked comical if she wasn’t so intimately
familiar with how he felt.

“I hate spiders.”

“Yes,” he snarled.

Oddly enough, this too helped to calm her.
“You don’t like them either, huh?”

The look he gave her spoke volumes. Stomping
his feet, he ripped off his tunic and shook it out. She had a
second to admire his rippling muscles and washboard stomach. Then
he peeled off his leggings.

Carly’s mouth fell open. All he wore for
underwear was some kind of leather cup.

She couldn’t help but stare. Luckily, he was
too involved with squashing spiders to notice.

Kayo dashed up, panting. Belatedly, Carly
realized she’d completely forgotten about his warning barks.
Glancing at the round pen, where both horses stood peacefully, she
heaved a sigh. “I don’t know why Kayo was barking. The horses seem
all right.”

“Maybe he saw the spiders.” Alrick pointed at
the house. Carly squinted through the darkness, trying to see.
“They’re all over the outside as well.”

“Ughh.” She shuddered and brushed at her arms
again.

“Are you all right?”

She glanced over, once again amazed by how
casual he seemed about his nakedness. Realizing what he was doing,
she blinked and tore her gaze away, back to his face. “I think so.
You?”

“Fine. Spiders bite. Did you get bitten?”

Self-conscious now, glad at least her
tangerine bra and panties matched for once in her life, Carly gave
her hair another quick finger comb and shook her head. “Some. I
guess I’m not allergic. Nothing’s happened. And if anything does, I
brought my kit.”

Alrick watched her for a moment then bent at
the waist and flipped his long, sable hair in front of him,
dragging his fingers through it. When he straightened, he slapped
at his back and grimaced. He flicked at his arm and stomped on the
ground, hard. “Cursed buggers.”

She looked down. Big mistake. On the dry,
cracked earth at their feet, hundreds of them scurried. Never had
she seen so many spiders at once, and so many different varieties
together.

“Spiders suck.” Her skin crawled. Resisting
the urge to scratch until her skin turned red, Carly joined him in
stomping several more.

“Spiders do not suck,” Alrick corrected.
“They spin and bite, but have no tube with which to drink your
blood. Nor do they want to.”

“That was just an expression.” She stomped as
many as she could, but backed away when they swarmed her flip-flop.
“Meaning I don’t like them.” Wanting to get away from the oncoming
second wave of arachnids, she started towards the pen. “Let’s check
on the horses.”

Barking agreement, Kayo ran circles around
the pen, careful to stay out of reach of the crawling bugs.

“Carly?”

Distracted and trying to dodge a particularly
large and nasty looking tarantula, she nearly tripped. “What?”

“What about your clothing?”

Earlier she’d changed out of the silvery
dress into her regular, summer clothes. But no way was she touching
that stuff. It was most likely full of spiders. “What about
it?”

“Don’t you think you should get it?”

She looked down at herself. The night air
felt warm. “Hey, my bra and panties cover more than most
swimsuits.”

He’d scooped up his own clothing and carried
it in his arms. “You might need it.”

With her index finger and thumb, she
retrieved her tank top and shorts. “I hate it when you’re right.
But I’m not putting it back on. Not until I’m one hundred percent
positive there are no spiders in my clothes. It’s too dark out here
to tell for sure.” She pointed at the light pole across the yard,
near where the barn had once stood. “I’ve got a light over here.
Come stand under it. I’ll check you if you’ll check me.”

Also, the advancing spiders would have to
cross a lot of ground to reach them.

Still, he hesitated, clothes held out before
him.

Modesty? Or what? She crossed to the pole.
“Come on, let me check you for spiders. Don’t worry, I’m so not
gonna jump your bones.”

He didn’t move. She couldn’t make out his
expression in the shadows. “Alrick?”

“Jump my… woman, half the time I have no idea
what you’re talking about.”

It figured. “Never mind.” She flipped on the
switch, illuminating not only where she stood, but the round pen
and the horses. Resting their heads on the top rail, they watched
her with much more interest than Alrick.

She shuddered to think what they’d do if the
spiders got on them. Which they would eventually if they kept
coming this way. They’d have to move them.

But first, she wanted to make sure there were
no more spiders crawling on her. Turning her back to him, she
lifted up her heavy hair. “Come on, we don’t have too long before
they reach us. We’re going to need to move the horses. Right now I
need you to check me out for spiders.”

Contrived? Maybe. But she didn’t care. She
wanted to make sure she was spider-free. The feel of his hands on
her skin would be an added bonus. One she would not let him know
she enjoyed. She’d had more than enough rejection from him.

She waited. He didn’t move.

“Fine.” Turning, she motioned to him. “I’ll
search you first.”

No reaction.

“What if you missed some? You might still
have spiders crawling on you? Like in your hair.”

He muttered something and strode over,
carrying his clothes out in front of him like a shield. She muffled
her smile. Big, bad, warrior Prince. He really must hate spiders as
bad or worse than she.

“Stand over here, under the light. Turn your
back.”

He did, and she realized his leather pouch
thingee was only a thong in the back. “Oh, cripes.”

“What?” he growled, clutching his clothing in
one hand and flipping his long hair over his shoulder with the
other.

“Nothing.” Damn. She looked away, but she
couldn’t catch her breath. She’d known he was good-looking, but
nearly naked Alrick was male perfection – tight buttocks, narrow
waist, and muscular legs. She might be a widow, and they’d
definitely agreed he was off-limits, but she was human. No
female could glimpse a man who looked as good as this and not feel…
intrigued.

“Well?” The impatience in his voice brought
her back to the task at hand. “Are there any more spiders?”

“I’m looking, I’m looking.” God help her, she
was. Heart thumping loudly in her chest, she started at his ankles,
inspected both of his calves, then moved up to his thighs. “No
spiders.”

She breezed past his behind, unable to resist
brushing at his back – just in case there were smaller arachnids
she couldn’t see – and then put her hand on his shoulder to turn
him around.

He turned easily enough.

She tried to remember to breathe normally.
Resolutely, she kept her gaze above his waist. One, two, three
quick brushes with her hand at his chest. Such muscles. Damn.
“There. All done. All gone.”

“What about my legs?” His voice sounded
gravelly, husky, hoarse. Sexy as hell. She bit her lip to keep from
moaning out loud.

“Your legs – of course. How could I forget?”
Nearly babbling, she dropped to her knees in front of him. In her
haste to avoid looking there, she nearly bumped him there
with her head. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Then she couldn’t help but
look.

Great. His body was as aroused as his
voice.

Her position suddenly struck her. On her
knees in front of him, if she lifted her head she could—. No. Not
just no. Hell, no.

Quickly she inspected his feet and his
legs.

“Nothing,” she sang out, as cheerfully as she
could. Pushing herself up and away from him, she gave him her back,
lifting her heavy hair off her neck. “My turn.”

He brushed over her shoulders, feather-soft.
She shivered. He trailed his fingers down her sides.

“No spiders, so far.”

Spiders. Right. That’s what they were
doing.

His hands cupped her breasts. Lightly.
Reverently.

Jerking away, she gasped. “What—!”

Withdrawing, he drew his hands down her
sides. “Hold still. I’m looking for spiders.”

Trying to hold herself immobile while her
heart threatened to burst out of her chest was no easy feat. She
broke into a light sweat and concentrated on regulating her
breathing.

Where she had brushed him, he stroked. Down
the curve of her spine, over her buttocks, down her legs. Her knees
went weak and she wobbled. “Damn it, Alrick. You’re not playing
fair.” More than her face was blazing.

Abruptly, he stepped away from her. She
couldn’t help but look, noting the size of his arousal.

“You’re right. My deepest apologies.” His
husky voice sounded anything but apologetic.

She looked away, biting her lip and thinking
about how wet she was, wondering too at the intensity of her
desire. For him. A man from another place, another reality, a man
who wasn’t even human.

Still, it had been a long time since she’d
felt this way.

Liam – she forced herself to remember her
beloved husband. For the past year, her entire life had been
focused on her grief at losing him. She’d existed in a mournful
fog, feeling nothing, allowing herself no room for anything but
sorrow.

Alrick made her want more.

More than sex, more than the simple pleasure
of her body joining with his.

Alrick made her want to live. Made her
realize her life could be so much more than mere existence. Sure,
she had a purpose now, a reason to escape the warlord – her unborn
child – but not once had she thought she’d experience such emotions
again.

Perhaps her life had not completely died with
Liam.

Maybe now was time to acknowledge the reality
that her life must go on and it would be her choice how she must
live.

Part of her wanted to ask him to still check
her front, but her courage suddenly failed her. Hey, she could look
down the length of her body and see there were no spider left
crawling on her skin.

“Carly?”

She gathered her nerve and inhaled. “I want
you, Alrick.”

“We’ve already covered this.” Alrick sounded
miserable, as though his teeth were clenched and he was in physical
pain.

“I know. But I’ve been thinking. Maybe we
should just give in to our feelings. We can take precautions
against pregnancy. You do have condoms in Rune don’t you?”

“Now?” He sounded incredulous.

She couldn’t really blame him. “After we move
someplace where those damn spiders can’t follow.”

Alrick stared, holding his clothing over his
leather pouch thing – and what she knew was a raging hard-on.

Mouth dry, she took a step closer. “Despite
our best intentions, we have trouble keeping our hands off each
other. If we just go ahead and make love, maybe that’ll get it out
of our systems.”

No doubt one of the stupidest things she’d
ever said, but as good an excuse as any.

If he wanted an excuse.

“So you think if I make love to you now, this
one time will purge our foolish desire for good?” He sounded
scornful.

She glanced at him. Did a double take and
looked again. He’d moved his clothing to his side, no longer hiding
anything. Fully aroused, the man was huge. Magnificent. She’d never
seen anything like it.

“See how badly I want you?”

“Yes.” Licking her lips, she couldn’t tear
her eyes away. “Are you normally,” she cleared her throat, “like
this? So… big?”

The look he gave her was arrogant and
smoldering. “What do you think?”

Again she swallowed. “Okaaaay. Well.” She
tried to think rationally, but all she could think of was sex. Hot,
mindless sex. With him. Inside her. Pounding. Hard and fast and
furious.

Without protection.

“Oh, damn.” She felt like pinching herself.
“I’m betting you don’t have a condom, do you?”

“No, I don’t.” Still, he advanced towards
her.

She stood her ground, keeping her hands
clasped together to keep from reaching out and touching him.

A loud rumbling seemed to come from the
ground.

Kayo barked.

“What was that?”

“The after-effects of the Warlord’s magic.
Speaking of which, look.” Cursing, Alrick pointed. “Those damn
spiders are getting closer.”

She started, amazed she’d forgotten all about
them.

They moved fast for such little things.

As if thinking the same thing, Kayo took off
running.

Shaking out her shorts, Carly stepped into
them. She did the same with her t-shirt before pulling it over her
head. Beside her, Alrick did the same.

“They won’t give up.” She shuddered. “We’ve
got to get the horses.”

From his position up on the small knoll that
led to her back pasture, Kayo barked, as if to say me,
too.

Carly glanced back towards her house. The
wave of nasty, crawly, creepy, spiders surged closer. She looked at
Alrick. He nodded. Together they ran to the round pen.

He opened the gate and went in, with her
right behind him. He handed her Merry’s lead. TM snorted, bumping
Alrick’s hand with his head.

“Yes, you’re next,” Alrick crooned. Gaze
cool, he inclined his head at Carly. “Are you ready to leave
now?

She hesitated. “It’s night. Dark.”

“We have the moonlight.”

The rumbling sound came again.

“Is that…” she swallowed. “The weather?
Reacting to the magic?”

“Probably. Come on, hurry.” Leading the
stallion towards Kayo, he pointed. “We don’t have much time.”

“I don’t know.” Carly felt close to panic.
This was even worse than before, when they’d left in her truck.
True, she had her allergy injection kit, but she had no food, no
water, and her purse and credit cards were all in her bedroom so
she had no way to purchase any.

The rumble sounded louder.

Coolly, as though there weren’t what had to
be a million spiders moving towards them, Alrick regarded her. “I
don’t know this area. You do. Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know.” She swallowed, looking from
him to the spiders, to Kayo, who panted and watched them both. “It
seems like he always finds us.”

“We’ll be more careful this time. Make it
more difficult for him to find us.”

“You don’t even know how he found us last
time, but he did.”

He said nothing, just looked at her, his
enormous body silhouetted by moonlight. Her protector.

“We have no money. No food.”

He waved at the woods. “I’m Fae. I can find
food.”

She tried again. “We have nowhere to go.”

“I’ve seen the surrounding area. There are
miles of uninhabited forests. A bounty of places in which to
hide.”

She sighed. The Texas Hill Country. To the
outsider, the rolling, tree-covered hills would appear wild. And
being from another dimension, Alrick might not understand the
concept of land ownership. “It only looks that way. All that land
belongs to someone else.”

“Will they know we are there? And if they do,
will they care?”

“Probably not.” But the idea of hiding out in
the woods didn’t thrill her. There were too many other
creepy-crawly things there for the Warlord to send after them.

But with no clothes, no money, and no real
transportation, they had no other choice.

This time, when the earth rumbled, the ground
shook below their feet.

“Alrick?”

A large crack appeared in the dirt between
them, separating them. TM reared, eyes wild. Merry reacted too,
trying to back away. Carly barely held on.

“Earthquake!”He cursed in that
incomprehensible language of his. “We stayed too long.”

Another crack, this one vertical to the
first. If it spread too much, Carly would be left standing on an
island between two deep fissures.

“Come to me, Carly.” He held out his hand.
“You’ll have to jump.”

Terror clogging her throat, Carly looked back
at her mare.

“Merry will follow. Jump!”

As she opened her mouth to speak, the earth
bucked beneath her, pitching her forward towards a certain
death.


Chapter Eleven

 


 


ALRICK REACTED instinctively, throwing out a
spell like a net in order to catch her. Though he didn’t know what
effect using magic on top of magic would have, he didn’t have time
to worry about that now. He had to save Carly.

At the same instant, Merry leapt up, with
Carly’s hand still tangled in the lead.

The spell missed by a wide shot, falling in
to the fissure, ricocheting off the sides all the way to the
bottom.

Merry – and Carly – landed safely just as
another, louder rumble came from deep in the earth. Sparks shot
from the crack and thick pillars of black smoke bellowed forth. The
island of land where Carly had stood crumbled and fell.

Dazed, Carly stared, open-mouthed, at the
crack. Alrick grabbed her arm. “Run! It’s going to explode!”

They took off across the meadow, letting the
terrified horses go.

Behind them, the ground erupted in a
fury.

Even as the earth bucked beneath them, they
reached the knoll and relative safety. The horses, rather than
running circles around the pasture, moved in close, sides
heaving.

“Whew.” Carly doubled over, hands on her
legs, trying to catch her breath. “That was a close one.”

“I shouldn’t have used magic. But I needed to
save you. I didn’t see what else I could do.”

“Look at the bright side.” Unbelievably, when
Carly straightened, she was smiling. “The spiders can’t get to us
now. They’ll all fall in that crack.”

At the gate that separated this field from
her back pasture they had two choices. They could take the dirt
road that circled around the front of her house or continue on to
the back pasture and more fields.

“This will work out.” Though his heart still
pounded from nearly losing her, he kept his voice quiet, calm.

“Do you mean our leaving?” Her wide emerald
eyes seemed remarkably free of panic.

“Yes. This way, we’ll keep one step ahead of
him. Once the Warlord has gathered enough strength to travel fully
here and remain, I’d much rather fight him on my terms, out in the
open, rather than be trapped like prey in your house.”

“I guess. But, to tell you the truth, I’d
rather find a safe place.”

“A safe place?” Gloved hand on the gate,
Alrick debated which way to go. “What do you mean?”

“You said modern machines nullify his magic.
I’ve been trying to think of someplace we could go, somewhere we
could hide where his power would be greatly diminished.”

He considered this. “On the surface this
sounds good, but I really don’t know.” He studied the moon-lit
fields, enjoying the connection he felt to nature, now that the
magical aftershocks had passed. “If these machines hamper his
magic, mine would be useless as well. That would be a problem if
there is to be a battle.”

“True.” Carly frowned. Her expression
lightened as she plucked at his arm. “If we had my gun that would
solve that problem. Before we head out into the hills, let’s circle
around to the front of the house.”

“You’re thinking you can retrieve this weapon
of yours? How, when the house is covered in spiders?”

“Maybe we can surprise them. If they’re all
chasing after us, parts of the house will be clear. It’d take me
only a second to grab the rifle. And my purse.”

Alrick took a deep breath. “The spiders will
seek you, wherever you are. Once they realize you’re there, they’ll
attack. You wouldn’t have long inside.”

She lifted her chin in that stubborn gesture
he had begun to know so well. “I’d have long enough to get what I
need. I know exactly where the rifle is. It’ll take me a few
seconds to get in, grab it and my purse, and get back out.”

Alrick stared. The moonlight made her skin
look soft, her lips so red they might have been washed by berries.
An urge to kiss her struck him, so strong he nearly acted without
thinking. Instead, he forced himself to take a step back and think
objectively. “You can try, but there are far too many of them. You
couldn’t get within one hundred paces of your back door before they
swarmed over you.”

“Blech.” She shuddered. “Thanks for the
confidence. That’s a disgusting picture you paint.”

“Nothing but the truth.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” She looked down at her
feet. “But I’d like to at least try.”

“Fine.” He gave her a hard look, glad she was
too preoccupied with her plan to have noticed the brief detour his
thoughts had taken. “But if there is a clear path into the house,
I’m going in, not you. There’s no way we’re risking you.”

Though she didn’t reply, the tight set of her
lips was enough of an answer to make him sigh.

Leading the horses through the gate, they
followed the dirt path to the road, approaching her house from the
front.

Even in the dim moonlight, before they’d gone
twenty feet up her rutted dirt driveway they saw them. Like before,
when the fire ants had taken over, wave after wave of spiders
covered her house. And front and back yard. A moving, living, sea
of eight-legged arachnids.

Letting out a strangled cry, Carly backed up
so suddenly she tripped over her own feet. Alrick caught her,
holding on to her a second longer than was necessary before he let
go.

She didn’t even notice.

“Damn it, you were right.” Scratching at her
arms compulsively, she grimaced. “No gun, no purse. Still, I want
to go on record as saying this is getting ridiculous. What’s he
trying to accomplish?”

“Your death.”

“With spiders? Give me a break.”

“You were allergic to the ants. One bite
could have killed you.”

“Not hardly. I have my allergy kit.”

“And there were snakes,” he reminded her. “If
you’d

climbed into your bed without looking, you’d
be dead.”

She stopped scratching long enough to look at
him. Her green eyes were stormy, her long, red hair streaked with
moonbeam silver. Again, he fought the urge to touch her, to cover
her mouth with his and taste her.

“True. But if he’s such an almighty,
powerful, warlord slash wizard, you’d think he’d come up with
something better.”

“Taunting him, Carly? Be careful what you
wish for. You never know who or what might hear you.”

She stared at him. Around them, crickets
chirped, just as though this were another ordinary, summer night.
Over head, Alrick caught the sharp silhouette of a hawk or buzzard,
against the half-globe of the moon.

“Sorry.” But she sounded anything but. “I’m
tired, fed-up, and in addition to being penniless, I’m
unarmed.”

“We have my magic.”

“No, you have your magic. And even
that has limitations, unless you want to cause more weather
disasters. I have nothing. Let’s go. We need to ride.”

Alrick helped Carly on Merry. Then speaking
to TM softly in the old tongue, Alrick swung his leg up and over
the stallion’s back. TM allowed this without protest, standing
completely still while Alrick got situated.

“Damndest thing I’ve ever seen.” Carly shook
her head.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes. Though I don’t know how we’ll see.
There aren’t any lights in the hills.”

“The moon provides more than enough
light.”

“Not with tree branches to block it.”

They started off down the road, away from the
spider-entrenched house. Alrick kept the horses to a brisk walk,
his spirit lighter. Back to nature. The only place in this human
world where he did not feel out of place. He lifted his arm,
enjoying the silver wash of moonlight that colored his skin.

“What are you doing now?” Carly squinted at
him suspiciously. “Not saying another spell, are you?”

“Of course not. I was merely enjoying the
feel of the night air.”

“This feels like fleeing. I hate
retreating.”

“Think of this as going on the
defensive.”

“Whatever.” She glanced over her shoulder, as
though she wanted to catch one last glimpse of her house.

“Don’t worry,” Alrick flashed a grim smile.
“Despite your belief to the contrary, this will all work out.”

“Work out?” She repeated. “All we can do is
hope.”

Alrick felt his smile soften. “Yes, Carly. We
can hope. I’ve vowed to take care of you, and I will.” He touched
his heels lightly to TM’s side. The stallion surged forward
eagerly, as though born to carry a rider.

After a few minutes they came to a crossroad.
With a light touch on TM’s neck, Alrick stopped him. Carly rode up
alongside.

“Which way?”

She pointed. “We can go north or west. Either
way leads deeper into the hills.

“West. That way the sun won’t be in our eyes
as it rises.”

Once they crossed the deserted road, they
rode for half an hour, the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves the only
side. “There, look.” She pointed out a narrow path that, lit by
moonlight, wound up the hill in a silver ribbon, before vanishing
into the dark trees. “Liam and I used to walk up there. Those
couple hundred acres belong to the neighboring ranch.”

He nodded, wondering why each time she
invoked her dead husband’s name it bothered him more and more.
Maybe because she made the man out to be some sort of God. No one,
not even one of the Fae royal family, could possibly be as
wonderful and perfect as Carly made her Liam sound.

Shrugging off the thought, he brought TM to a
halt and

studied the path with interest. “Would that
be a good place for us to hide?”

“Maybe.” She leaned over and stroked Merry’s
neck. “All I’ve ever seen on that land are cattle and an occasional
white tail deer. No one ever goes there, not even during deer
season.”

“Good enough.” Alrick urged TM into the
underbrush. “Let’s do it.”

“Fine.” Clinging to Merry’s mane with a death
grip, Carly smiled gamely. Alrick admired her courage. There was
much he was coming to admire about Carly Roberts. She was
independent, headstrong, unfailingly loyal, and brave. He was
beginning to understand why a son of hers might be able to lead an
army of the future to save the world.

She was also sexy as hell. Immediately, he
shut down that thought. Mentally chastising himself, he told
himself he didn’t understand the attraction. As a prince of Rune,
he’d had his pick of beautiful, alluring, women. His skill in the
bedchamber was known far and wide and he’d never lacked willing,
eager partners.

Maybe this was why he hungered so for Carly.
The lure of the challenge, forbidden fruit and all that. Cheered by
this uncharacteristic self-analysis, he distracted himself by
wondering how long they would have to wait before the Warlord made
his next move.

Finally, the sky began to lighten. Faint
tendrils of pink colored the eastern horizon, bathing the hills in
a warm glow.

Kayo scouted ahead, returning every so often
to wag his plumed tail and watch them with bright, intelligent
eyes, tongue lolling.

Carly had fallen silent, and Alrick left her
alone to her thoughts.

As the sun climbed, so did the temperature,
and before long, both TM and Merry’s sides were lathered.

As they climbed the rolling terrain, they saw
no other houses, farms, or people. Alrick liked that. He didn’t
like the way the trees seemed stunted, twisted and misshapen as
though the relentless sun had beat them down. Even the grass
appeared to have given up; brown rather than green blanketed the
parched, cracked earth.

“Look.” Carly pointed to the sky. “That large
buzzard keeps circling overhead. That doesn’t bode well for
us.”

Alrick smiled. “We’re not dead yet. Anyway, I
think that’s a hawk, not a buzzard. If he watches anything, he most
likely watches a rabbit or other small animal.”

A quick look at her showed she wasn’t
convinced. “Carly, look at the good side. We’re still alive and the
Warlord has no way to track us.”

“Unless that buzzard belongs to him.”

“If it did, it would already have attacked
us.”

A reluctant smile appeared on her shapely
mouth. A smudge of dust decorated one creamy cheek, making Alrick
itch to brush it off. He restrained himself. “Think positive.”

She laughed. “You sound like my mother.
That’s been her mantra for years.”

He found himself grinning back. But the
momentary lack of attention to his mount nearly cost him. Suddenly,
TM reared, pawing the air, blowing hard out his nostrils. Carly’s
mare skittered sideways, nearly throwing her off. Alrick was too
busy controlling TM to help her. But by sheer dint of will she held
on to the mane.

Finally, when he had TM calm once more,
Alrick rode over to her side. She regarded him with a mixture of
awe and shock.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes. But you – that was something else,” she
said, her voice shaky. “You and TM seemed melded, as though you not
only rode TM, but became him.”

He shrugged. “I told you, I have a way with
animals.” Keeping his movements controlled, he gestured into the
empty hills. “We’ve got another problem. Something spooked TM.”

“Where’s Kayo?” Shading her eyes with her
hand, she searched. “I don’t see him. I never heard him bark
either. If there was something in the trees, he would have warned
us.”

“Don’t call him. Not yet.”

Giving him a distracted nod, she continued to
try to see in the shadows of the small copse of trees. Her mare,
restless, shifted from foot to foot. “Look!” Carly pointed. “What’s
that?”

Peering through the dappled underbrush, he
could just make out a slash of bright color. Purple or dark blue,
not a color normally found in nature.

“Not flowers. Maybe it’s a rag someone
dropped?”

“No.” Alrick knew he sounded grim. “It moved.
That’s what startled TM.”

“Moved? How? There’s no breeze.”

“Maybe it’s Kayo.”

“If it was, why hasn’t he come back to us?
This doesn’t look good,” she muttered.

Privately, Alrick agreed. “Wait here.” He
slipped from TM’s back and handed the rope to Carly. Slipping into
the small glade, moving from tree to tree, he approached the
object, which now appeared to have gone still.

Once he got close enough, he used a large
bush for cover while he studied it. For all intents and purposes,
it looked like someone had tossed a threadbare purple blanket over
a lumpy pile of belongings.

Then the thing moved again.

And Kayo came crashing into the clearing,
barking.

Behind him trailed a scrawny, bedraggled male
child of seven or eight summers. He wore an odd type of clothing,
unlike anything Alrick had seen in Rune or here. His hair was an
odd burgundy color, a shade that would render him noticed anywhere
he went.

Kayo spotted Alrick and, wagging his tail,
stopped barking. The boy, who hadn’t noticed Alrick yet, crossed to
the lumpy pile and gently peeled away the blanket.

Another child, an older girl with ashen skin,
lay still and motionless on the ground, eyes closed.

When Alrick stepped further into the
clearing, the boy looked up. He tensed and lifted his fists. “Stay
back.”

“Ease down, lad.” Alrick kept his tone
gentle. “I have no intention of hurting you. Who is this lying
here?”

“My friend.” Green eyes burning in his gaunt
face, the boy tried to sound belligerent and bold. “I’ll kill you
before I let you touch her.”

“We mean no harm.”

“We?” Jumping to his feet, the lad turned in
all directions, his expression anxious as though he expected an
entire army to descend on him.

“There are only two of us. Myself and the
lady.” Alrick indicated Carly, just visible through the trees.
“This is her dog.”

Tail still wagging, Kayo barked once, as if
indicating agreement.

The boy took a step back, glanced at the
girl, and went still, his gaze shooting from Alrick to Carly and
back.

Alrick took this for a sign of encouragement.
“What’s wrong with her?” He reached to lift the blanket.

The boy charged him, knocking his arm away.
“Don’t touch her!”

The blow knocked Alrick back on his haunches,
surprising him. “You don’t look that strong.” Standing, he dusted
himself off. “What’s your name?”

The boy scowled. “My name is my own business.
As is my friend. Go away.”

His friend. Studying the motionless girl,
Alrick sensed great pain. Though her long blond hair was dirty, he
saw no blood to indicate a head wound. She must have a serious
illness then, or internal wound. Whichever, her plight was serious.
He could sense death hovering nearby, waiting.

“Your friend is in bad shape. If you will let
me examine her, I might be able to help her.”

As the boy opened his mouth to reply, Carly,
evidently able to see some of this and having decided to ignore
Alrick’s instructions to wait, crashed carefully through the brush,
leading both horses. Kayo barked and trotted over to welcome her,
tail wagging.

At the sight of her, the boy’s scowl
vanished, as did his bravado. Looking uncertainly from Alrick to
Carly, he tucked the blanket back around the thin shoulders of the
girl on the ground, despite the heat of the day.

“Who is this?” Carly asked, her tone soft and
non-threatening. “Good thing she’s in the shade. It’s pretty hot
out there in the open.” She wiped at her forehead with the back of
her arm.

The boy looked away and did not answer.
Alrick was startled to see tears make tracks in the dirt on the
child’s freckled cheeks.

“What’s your name?” Carly asked.

The child shook his head, sending his
burgundy hair flying.

“He doesn’t want to tell his name,” Alrick
kept his expression grave. “And he doesn’t want to let me help the
girl who’s so ill.”

“She is not sick,” the boy blurted, glaring
at them. “She’s been hurt. Wounded.”

“By the Warlord?”

The boy flinched. “How do you know him?”

“He’s after us too.” To Alrick’s surprise,
Carly crouched down and wiped the boy’s wet cheeks with her hand.
The boy froze and let her, his green eyes wide. More tears trembled
on his lashes.

“Don’t cry. Let us help.”

“You cannot.” The boy shook his head, his
chin jutting forth stubbornly. Then all at once, he lost his
fragile grip on his emotions, and began to sob in earnest.

Without hesitation, Carly gathered him close.
She held his stiff, skinny body, stroking his burgundy hair, while
his tears dampened her shoulder.

Alrick lifted the blanket. Ah, here was the
wound. A large crimson stain discolored the young girl’s abdomen.
“She breathes,” he said quietly. “Boy, how was she hurt?”

But the boy only continued to sob and would
not answer.

“Is she your sister?” Carly tried, her gaze
compassionate. The boy shook his head no, but his weeping began to
subside. He hic-cupped and, wiping his nose with the back of his
hand, pushed himself out of Carly’s embrace.

Above them, the bird continued to circle. If
it was a buzzard after all, now Alrick knew why.

The girl was dying.

One look at Carly told him she knew this too.
Catching his eye, Carly came closer. “Save her,” she whispered.

“I cannot.”

She lifted her chin. “You saved me. Take her
to Rune.”

He let himself touch Carly’s arm, wondering
at how much the touch comforted him, though he’d meant to comfort
her. “Would that I could.”

“You still have your magic. So we might have
to endure another freak act of nature. That would be worth it, if
you can save this girl’s life.”

“An earthquake or a tornado would take more
lives than save them.”

“We’re out in the middle of nowhere. Come on,
Alrick. Save her.”

“I can try…” He tightened his hand on her
skin, longing for more.

She allowed his hand to remain, reached up
and captured his fingers with her own, threading hers through.
“Please. Help her.”

Alrick tore his gaze away from the brilliant
green of hers to find the young boy watching them intently, his
eyes an identical shade.

When he noticed Alrick looking at him, the
lad stepped forward and echoed Carly’s plea. “If you are able, save
her.” The child’s gaze was as bright with hope as Carly’s. Hope.
Something he’d seen too little of in Carly’s face.

Though he knew any help he could provide
would be much too late, he could not deny either of them. “I will
do what I can.”

Dropping to his knees, he gently pulled back
more of the blanket. What he saw was not good. The stench of rotted
flesh made him swallow hard. Infection had set in. “You,” he
motioned at the boy. “Do you know where to get water?”

The lad nodded.

“Fetch some. We will need to clean her
wound.” Then, as the child scurried off to comply, Alrick called
after him. “Do you have a name?” But the boy vanished into the
forest without answering, Kayo trailing at his heels.

Carly knelt at the girl’s head. “She is still
alive.”

“Barely.” Alrick tried to keep his tone
light, but failed. “She lives, though I can’t see how.” He peeled
back the bloodstained cloth that had once formed a bodice.
“See.”

Her chest was a bloody mass covered with a
few strips of skin. Part of her rib cage was actually visible, and
one bone protruded at an awful angle.

Carly gagged. Turning away, her shoulders
heaved as she struggled to keep from vomiting. “Alrick,” she said,
her back still to him. “She needs a hospital.”

“No time. I will try to heal her. If that
fails, then all we can do is comfort her.” He smoothed tangled hair
from the dying child’s forehead, watching Carly. Always watching
Carly.

A sob escaped her. “Where is that boy with
the water?” The tears in her voice did not disguise her
desperation.

The girl’s breathing changed. Became a
rattle. Then silence.

Gently, Alrick replaced the purple blanket
and pushed himself slowly to his feet. “She’s gone.”

Shoulders heaving, Carly covered her face
with her hands. He went to her, unable to do more than hold her
while she wept for a girl she did not even know. He held her and
wondered what to say when the boy returned with the water and saw
his young friend had died.

Would the boy blame him?

From the corner of his eye he saw movement.
Keeping Carly wrapped securely in his arms, he looked.

The girl was gone. Vanished as though she’d
never been. All that remained was her purple blanket.

And the boy, left in search of water?

Too late, his skin tingled in warning.

Magic.

“Carly.” Though he pitched his voice low,
Alrick knew he had to make her understand the urgency. To her
credit, she stilled immediately, though when she lifted her head
from his chest, her face was still covered in tears.

“What is it?”

“Something is wrong. I sense magic.”

“The Warlord?” She pushed herself away from
him, rubbing at her eyes. When she saw the spot where the girl had
lay, her eyes widened. “Gone? Where is the boy? And Kayo?”

“What if he’s part of this? What if the
Warlord sent him?”

“Anything is possible. Though I can’t see the
reason.”

But though they search the woods, finding
even a fast-moving stream, they found no sign of the boy or
Kayo.

“He’s vanished too.”

Alrick nodded. “This must have been the magic
I sensed when the girl disappeared.”

“Great. So now we’ve got another weather
incident to look forward to. What’s it to be this time?”

“We can only wait and see. Hopefully these
trees will provide shelter.”

“You know, I believed him.” She rubbed her
arms as if she were cold, or felt spiders again. “I feel dirty
somehow.”

“Dirty?”

“Used, I don’t know… Unclean.”

He realized what she meant. “He preyed on
your emotions.”

“Yeah. But I don’t understand why. Were they
Fae? Or human.”

“The boy was most likely human. Though I
didn’t really think about it enough to check.”

“How can you tell? Other than the Fae’s
exceptional beauty, what one thing allows you to tell instantly
whether a person his human or Fae?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I just can tell.
With those of mixed blood, knowing is sometimes more
difficult.”

“What do you suppose he wanted?”

“I have no idea. Whatever it was, he must
have gotten it, or why would he have left?”

“Unless this was a test.” Carly looked
thoughtful. “If they used us, I can’t see how.”

Alrick looked around. TM and Merry still
stood peacefully where she’d left them, tied to their respective
trees. “Unless he wanted your dog.”

“Kayo!” Carly stepped forward, moving around
the stream. “Let me call him.”

Cupping her hands to her mouth, she shouted
her dog’s name. After a moment, Alrick joined her.

Kayo didn’t come.

“He’s gone.” Carly’s shoulders sagged. Again,
he wanted to go to her, as though by holding her he could absorb
her pain. This time, he stifled the urge, focusing instead on what
had happened.

“Yes, he’s gone.” Grimly he contemplated the
reasons for the dog’s disappearance, finding none of them
palatable. “Come on, Carly.” He turned back to the horses. “We’ve
got to keep moving.”

“I’m not leaving without my dog.”

He sighed. “I fear your dog has left this
world.”

“Are you saying you think Kayo is dead?”

“No. I’m saying he’s probably traveled to the
future with the boy.”

“That makes no sense.” She refused to hear
what she didn’t want to believe. “This was a child, not the
Warlord. Why do you think they were in cahoots?”

Cahoots? He decided to let that one
go. “Maybe they’re not. I don’t know. But who else would take Kayo,
and why?”

“Ok, say the Warlord is behind this. What
would he want with my dog?”

“Maybe he means to use Kayo as bait, like a
hostage. If you want your dog back, come to me.”

“And then?”

“And then he’ll kill you.” He watched to see
her reaction. As expected, she lifted her chin and glared at him.
She opened her mouth to speak and he held up his hand, forestalling
her.

“Don’t even think it. No way are you trading
your life for that of your pet.”

“I didn’t plan to.” The look she gave him
told him plainly how idiotic she thought that was. “I was
trying to figure out how to rescue him.”

“Rescue him? Don’t you think we have enough
problems, trying to stay one step ahead of the Warlord?”

“Maybe. But Kayo counts on me to protect him.
I’ve had him since he was a puppy. I can’t just turn my back on him
now that he’s in trouble.”

Though frustrated, he could understand her
rationale. Unfortunately, he couldn’t offer her a solution.
Normally a man of action, he would have liked nothing better than
to be able to charge in a save her dog. But with the way things
stood…

“If the opportunity presents itself, we’ll
get Kayo back.” He promised, settling on a compromise. “But now
we’ve got to move. If that kid was with the Warlord, that means our
enemy has once again found us.”

“You know, all this trying to hide seems
pointless. If he found us once, he can find us again.”

Alrick agreed. But the crux of the matter was
he didn’t know what else to do. He couldn’t fight, couldn’t leave
Carly unprotected and travel to the future to attack the Warlord in
his own lair.

Or could he? Another question Alrick meant to
ask the Mage the next time he saw him.

Cheered by the possibility, however remote,
of actually having a plan, Alrick kept them riding until the sweat
drenched stallion began to tire. Despite the limited shade provided
by the blunt and twisted trees, the air felt hot, as though each
time he breathed it seared his lungs.

Finally, Carly called a halt.

“I’m tired.” She lifted her perspiration
soaked shirt, fanning her body. “And hot. And hungry.” She’d long
ago twisted her copper hair into a knot at the nape of her neck.
“Don’t you Fae need to eat every so often? We haven’t had a real
meal since yesterday.”

Guiltily he started. She was right. So much
for taking good care of his charge. “I apologize. Sometimes when I
focus as intently a I’ve been focused on this mission, I
forget.”

She waved his explanation away. “No problem.
As long as you don’t tell me you also forgot what you told me when
we left my place. “You said because you’re fae, you know how to
find food in the wild.”

Alrick looked around. While incapable of
lying, he wondered if he’d spoken truth in this case. He knew how
to find food in the true forest. This dry, rolling landscape
bore little resemblance to the dark, moist forests of Rune. But,
trees were trees. Hopefully that much would be the same.

He sighed. “I haven’t forgotten. I’ll search
for food, though what we eat won’t be much like what you’re used
to.”

“I don’t care. I’m starving. As long as you
don’t try to make me eat bugs, I’m good. Bring it on.”

“I’ve brought something.” A sparkle of light,
and the Mage materialized in front of them.


Chapter Twelve

 


 


TO HIS credit, this time TM only rolled his
eyes and snorted.

“Mort!” Carly grinned. “Boy, am I glad to see
you.”

“Do I look younger?” His lined face appeared
almost boyish as he smiled at her. “I must, for you to refer to me
as a youth.”

While they teased, Alrick remained serious,
watching them. TM pawed the ground restlessly, as though sensing
his rider’s mood.

Finally, the Mage looked his way. Alrick
dipped his head in acknowledgement. “We must talk.” He let his tone
convey the serious nature of his request.

“Talk.” Carly nodded. “We sure do. Maybe you
can unravel the mystery of the two children we saw and my vanishing
dog.”

“Later.” Alrick said, as the Mage opened his
mouth to question her. “Feed this poor woman first.”

Carly’s stomach growled, as if on cue. Still,
she persisted. “But—.”

The mage unwrapped a small box. Fruit filled
pastries, golden brown and plump, lay nestled among ripe
strawberries, melons, and grapes. Distracted, Carly closed her
mouth.

“Help yourself. Five minutes isn’t going to
hurt anything.”

Muttering under her breath, she took two.
Alrick, hungrier than he’d realized, took four. They both grabbed
handfuls of fruit. Mort declined, saying he’d broken his fast
earlier.

After popping the last grape in her mouth,
she wiped her fingers on her shorts. “Too bad you don’t have any
mugs of steaming coffee to wash this down.”

Instead, Mort handed her a flask of juice.
“Sorry.” Both he and Alrick watched as she drank it greedily, with
unabashed delight. Simple things, Alrick thought, brought her such
joy. And, sharing her delight brought him pleasure too.

As soon as she’d had her fill, handing the
flask to Alrick so he could drink, Carly’s expression turned
serious. “Talk, Mort. Kayo’s gone missing and I think a lot of my
dog. Tell us what you know.”

Watching, Alrick hoped she didn’t think Mort
could say a spell and bring her pet back to her.

“This is news to me.” Mort frowned. “What’s
happened to Kayo?”

Alrick filled him in on the boy, the dying
girl, the way they’d both vanished, and Kayo’s disappearance. When
he’d finished, the Mage shook his head. “This worries me.”

“Me too.” Carly said. “I want Kayo back.”

“But not enough to risk your life or that of
your yet- to-be-conceived child, correct?”

“Right.” She shot Alrick a look. “Of
course.”

“Describe the boy again.”

“Odd colored hair, green eyes, freckles.
Slender, tall for his age, though not gangly.”

Mort frowned but said nothing.

Carly touched his arm. “Isn’t there something
you can do to help?”

“All my magical strength is used merely
trying to remain in your time.” The Mage smiled sadly. “Rune
rejuvenates me somewhat, but my power is but a shadow of the real
might I’ve gained in my own time.”

“What about Alrick? Since the Warlord figured
out how to travel through time, can’t Alrick travel into the
future?”

Though Alrick shook his head, Carly paid him
no heed, watching Mort with single-minded intentness. Only the
sound of the horses shifting their feet broke the silence while the
Mage considered. “I don’t know how the Warlord does it. When I came
here, I could not return to my own time. I know as things stand
now, if he travels to the future, Alrick would not be able to
return.”

“Would not, or might not?”

“I… I’m not certain.”

“There is a way. If the Warlord has learned
it, so must you.”

“I’ll work on it.” Mort promised. “Every
waking moment of every single day. Cenrick has been studying as
well. But for now… you must wait.”

“Wait?” Carly frowned, glaring at them both.
“This is getting ridiculous.”

“I agree. No more waiting. There must be
something else we can do.” Alrick let his impatience show. “You’re
the mage. Come up with something. Anything will be better than this
constant running, trying to hide, and always being surprised.”

“Yeah,” Carly put in. “This Warlord always
seems to get the jump on us, no matter what we do.”

“I don’t have a solution.” The mage spread
his hands. “If I did, I would have given it to you long before
now.”

“I thought not.” Alrick spread his hands.
“Tell me this then. Since we took pains to hide in this wilderness,
how were you able to find us?”

Mort pointed to the sky above them. The large
bird still circled overhead.

“The buzzard?” Carly’s disbelief echoed in
her voice.

“Buzzard? You insult my bird. That is no
buzzard.” Shaking his head, Mort looked offended. “So flies Tinth,
my hawk.”

Alrick crossed his arms. “You sent your hawk
to keep tabs on us?”

“Yes. I’ve sent her into the future too.”

“I thought you said—.”

The mage held up his hand. “Animals and birds
appear to have no difficulty moving through the ages. Tinth has
been to the future and back more than once. Cenrick says it’s
because they don’t understand the concept of time.”

“A hawk?” Carly raised her eyes skyward.
“You’re telling me you use a bird to gather information?”

“Of course. She is able to observe much,
unnoticed. When she returns to me, she shares with me what she’s
heard. So far, there have been no new developments.”

“Oh, come on.” Carly crossed her arms, even
though to do so meant letting go of her mount’s mane. “Though
Alrick’s always claiming he can communicate with animals, I’ve
always thought he was joking. Now you’re telling me your bird
speaks to you?”

Mort and Alrick exchanged looks.

“Yes,” the Mage answered.

With his free hand, Alrick rubbed the back of
his neck. Perspiration pooled on his back and under his arms. Even
though the sun moved slowly towards the western horizon, the day’s
heat had not waned. “When I told you I spoke to animals, I didn’t
lie. All Fae have this ability.”

“Fine.” She shrugged. “I want to roll my
eyes, but in dealing with you two, I’m beginning to learn anything
goes. After all, what’s a verbal falcon in comparison to attack
spiders or an alternate reality separated from humankind by some
sort of veil?”

“If you have nothing new to tell us, why have
you come?” Alrick wanted to lash out with frustration. “It seems
pointless.”

“I agree.” Echoing his impatience, Carly’s
restless movement caused Merry to sidestep. “My patience has worn
extremely thin. Mort, once before you told us a little about your
time. I’d like to learn more. You knew both my son and the Warlord.
Tell us what you know.”

After a startled blink, Mort nodded. “I
will.” His gaze touched on Alrick before settling back on
Carly.

He sighed. “As you know, in this time in Rune
the Fae have grown complacent. Content to play and eat, refusing to
have much to do with humankind.”

“There’s a reason for that.” Alrick
interrupted. “Mankind believes in their machines rather than magic.
This is why the veil between our worlds has grown thicker.”

“The same veil you say the Warlord tore
down?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand why there’s a veil at
all?” Carly asked.

“To make it more difficult to cross,” the
Mage answered. “The Fae have willed it so, to keep the worlds
separate.”

“How does this relate to the Warlord?” Alrick
wanted to know.

“I’m getting to that. Not far in the future,
the Warlord will be born a half-ling.”

“Half-ling?”

“Yes. Conceived by a human father and a Fae
mother. Leaving her son with his father in the mortal world, the
Fae mother crossed the veil from time to time to visit from Rune.
But, as the veil thickened and the half-ling child grew older, his
mother came less and less frequently.”

“He missed his mother,” Carly said, a note of
sympathy in her voice. “Poor thing.”

Alrick growled. “Let the Mage finish.”

Clearing his throat, Mort bobbed his head.
“Yes, he missed his mother. Yet even as a boy, he had strong
magical ability. He decided to use this to make humans recognize
the Fae. His dream, his personal mission, was for the two races to
live in peace. He desired one world, not separate, but together. He
decided to tear down the veil, believing if he succeeded, his
mother would visit more often.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Carly looked
from one to the other. “Actually, that seems like a good idea to
me.” “Does it? Many have dreamt of this. In the past, long, long
ago, one man did such a thing, and our people lived in harmony with
yours – for awhile.”

“Camelot,” Alrick said, familiar with the
tale.

“King Arthur?” Carly frowned. “Most people
think he’s a myth.”

“Most people believe the Fae to be a myth
also,” the Mage reminded.

“True,” she conceded the point. “You’ve told
us before he succeeded in tearing down the veil, but not that he
wasn’t always such a bad-ass. You never elaborated.”

“The Warlord had good intentions at first. He
was actually a light in the growing darkness of our world. His
church was huge. I myself once admired him.”

“Church?”

“Yes. As his power grew, he began to attract
followers. Both human and Fae, as well as other half-lings. He
decided to form a church. They called themselves The
Others.”

“That sounds sort of nice. So what went
wrong?”

“Like most men of vision, he inspired fear
and hatred. Men began to gather against him. Some of the other
churches, fearing the size of his, spoke out. They claimed the Fae
were actually demons, that magic was wicked.”

“Exactly like the human dark ages,” Alrick
pointed out. “History repeats itself.”

“That still doesn’t explain what turned him
bad. So he faced opposition. That’s understandable. But what
happened to make a good man evil?”

“He had a family. Human wife, two daughters,
a son.”

“Had?”

“Had. Lovely woman, beautiful, kind, and
gentle. He was happy. A good man.”

“Then something happened to them.” Carly
moved restlessly on Merry’s back, causing the horse to turn her
head to look at her. “Someone harmed his family, right?”

“The Others numbered so many, the other
churches banded together to form a new, single church of their own.
Most of the old churches put aside their differences and joined. By
doing this, they had as many followers as The Others. In this new
church, they named the Fae as demons.”

Alrick closed his eyes. He saw where this was
going. So apparently, did Carly. She looked sick.

“This church grew phenomenally,” Mort
continued. “And as the Warlord’s years of work unraveled, he was
named Satan by these men. Anything bad that happened in the world
was blamed on magic, on the Fae. If a jetliner crashed, the Fae
caused it. An explosion in the middle-east? Not terrorists, but
Fae. Even the FBI and CIA began to watch them. Panic and paranoia
set in. The masses screamed for a solution, to be free from the
magical threat they believed hung over their heads. Congress got
together, the UN met, the President spoke about reforms. But in the
end, it was the churches that took action.”

“Took action how?”

“They decided to kill him. And once they
determined this, they developed a secret plan to eradicate the
Fae.” Mort sighed again, his expression heavy. “Though I believe
this plan was not as secret. The government had a hand in it
too.”

“Eradicate?”

The Mage nodded. “As in wipe the earth
clean.”

“Aw, no.” Carly grimaced. “Tell me they
didn’t…”

“I cannot. Any with even a hint of Fae blood
were considered evil. The hysteria grew so bad that they began
killing anyone beautiful, thinking beauty was a Fae inheritance.
The world erupted in lawless slaughter.”

“How is this possible?” Expression stunned,
Carly looked from one man to the other. “There are laws, people
have rights…”

The Mage only shook his head.

Alrick clenched his teeth. “So help me, Mage.
What are your reasons for withholding this information? What you
are saying now makes this Warlord out to be a champion of my
people. This does not match the tale you told my father, the
King.”

“The King knows all of this.” Mort’s gray
eyes were clear and unafraid. “I believed he had told you, until
Cenrick advised me differently. Now, shall I finish? There is more
to the story. Much more.”

Tamping down his rage, Alrick nodded.
“Continue. The churches banded humans together against the Fae and
half-lings. They decided to kill the Warlord. What happened?”

“War began. Church against church, neighbor
against neighbor. Everyone took sides. Such closed-minded bigotry
rarely follows logic. The Warlord’s wife and children were very
beautiful. They were killed in the first attack. Gravely wounded,
he was forced to watch while his family was raped and
tortured.”

Carly gasped.

“Were you there?” Alrick’s voice shook. “Tell
me true, Mage from the future. Were you there for this?”

“I lived during this time, yes.” Mort spoke
with dignity. “But I did not personally witness the acts against
the Warlord.”

“The loss of his family sent him over the
edge?”

“Yes. Barely escaping, he vowed revenge. Not
only revenge, but his own kind of eradication. He gathered the Fae,
helped them form an army to kill all the humans. To ensure that
such a thing would never again happen.”

“Fae cannot harm humans,” Alrick pointed out.
“This is one of our oldest laws. You know this. Why did the Fae not
simply rebuild and close the veil between the worlds as they did
before, in the time of Camelot?”

“Some wanted this. But when I say everyone
took sides, I wasn’t exaggerating. There was dissension, even among
the Fae. Some wanted to retreat, to close the veil and go on with
their lives as they had before. But others wanted to fight.”

“Fae?” Alrick couldn’t believe it. “Fae
cannot kill humans.”

The Mage continued on as if he hadn’t heard.
“The Warlord found young, male Fae. Warriors with no one to fight.
Restless, full of frustration. They refused to let the veil be
sealed, and used their magic to break one of the most ancient of
our laws. Once the first human had been killed, the battle became a
free-for-all.”

“Didn’t they realize they risked their
souls?” Alrick could scarcely credit such a thing. “I know it might
be different with half-lings, but these were Fae.”

“Risk their souls? What do you mean?” Carly
asked.

The mage answered. “Naturally bright and
shining beings, Fae are the closest thing on earth to angels. If
they open themselves up to the dark, as had the Maccus so many
centuries ago, they would be doomed forever.”

“And the Warlord led them into damnation.”
Alrick couldn’t believe it. Bad enough their enemy traveled through
time to kill a poor, innocent human woman before her child could be
born. If he wanted to risk his own soul, that was his problem. But
to involve others…

“Do they follow him of their own free
will?”

Mort nodded. “I believe so. How could one man
coerce so many?”

“The Warlord became what he hated the most.”
Alrick choked out the words, surprised by the depths of his sorrow
and rage. “A doer of great evil.”

“What’s his name?” Carly cleared her
too-tight throat. “The Warlord? Surely he has a given name?”

Alrick too fell silent, wanting to know the
name of the one who would take down the world.

“Valerian. Valerian Wake.” Mort spoke the
name as though it were a curse.

“Poor, poor man.” Carly’s emerald eyes filled
with tears.

“Don’t let pity move you.” Alrick moved TM
closer, wishing he could hold her. “You heard what the Mage said.
The Warlord means to kill you, so he may continue to hold his
position. His life so far in the future and his motives for acting
as he does should not concern you.”

“Can this too not be changed?” Fierce now,
she looked from Mort to Alrick. “You say everything is up to
chance. Why did this Valerian not try to go back and prevent the
death of his wife?”

“That is what he’s doing now.”

“I don’t understand.”

“He believes Lance is responsible.”

Alrick froze. Started to reach out to Carly,
but stopped, watching her instead.

Carly’s eyes widened. Horror filled her face.
“Are you telling me my son had something to do with this?”

“No. But the Warlord believes he does. There
were Fae, there were humans, but everyone forgot about one group.
The half-lings. Lance gathered them together, separate from the
churches. They tried to make The Others see if they continued this
war, the earth would be destroyed. Both Fae and humans would
die.”

“That sounds a lot like what the Warlord
wanted in the beginning.”

The Mage gave her a tortured look. “Yes, it
is. I believe Lance is the only one who can stop the insanity. The
only one who has the slightest chance of saving the world.”

“All well and good,” Alrick growled. “But you
still haven’t told us why the Warlord believes him responsible for
the death of his family.”

“Not the death, exactly. But the
resurrection.”

Carly groaned. “This sounds too
apocalyptic.”

“Perhaps. But the truth of the matter is
this. In order to increase his power, the Warlord began to traffic
with the darkness. He kept the bodies of his wife and children
frozen, and made a bargain to bring them back to life. Lance
interfered. The bodies were lost. This was a great victory for
goodness. Unfortunately, this was what finally sent the Warlord
completely into madness.”

They all fell silent. Finally, Carly spoke.
“This all sounds like some kind of fatalistic fairy tale, pardon
the expression. Though I know you can’t lie, it’s kind of hard to
swallow.”

“I agree.” Alrick studied the Mage closely,
looking for signs of senility perhaps, but seeing only sorrow. The
Mage shrugged. “Sorry, but it happened. I know.”

“How, old one? How do you know?”

“Because I was there. I helped your son
defeat the darkness. Lance is who I fought for, and using my magic
to defeat the evil so depleted me, I was captured.”

“That’s how the Warlord captured you?” Alrick
felt better knowing this. “Why didn’t you say so?”

But the Mage was looking at Carly, who
regarded him with wonder and surprise. “You know him, in the
future? You know my son, Lance?”

“Yes.”

“I know you’re from a time that’s yet to come
and all, but I never thought you might actually have met someone
who doesn’t even exist.”

With a soft smile, the mage nodded. “Your son
will grow up to become a fine man, a great leader of people.”

“My head hurts.” But Carly smiled. “I’m not
sure I needed to know all this.”

“Yes, you did.” The Mage insisted. “It’s
important you understand.”

“Either way, we still must defeat the
Warlord.” Alrick’s grim declaration contained no pity. “Thus far
he’s made numerous attempts to kill you.”

“No he hasn’t.”

Mort raised his brows. “What do you
mean?”

“Maybe I’ve watched too many violent movies
or played too many video games, but as a bad guy, well – he’s just
not that bad. Not Terminator quality at all.”

When the Mage looked at him, Alrick could
only shrug. “She and I have already had this discussion.”

“Seriously, everything he’s done so far,
while it was nasty, it wasn’t exactly horrific, now was it?”

The Mage stared at her with disbelief. “He
burnt down your barn, put venomous snakes in your bed, sent ants
and spiders—.”

“Yeah, but those are all so-so bad. Not
critical.”

“He destroyed your pickup,” Alrick pointed
out. “In that attempt, he almost killed you with the
explosion.”

“Almost being the key word. If he’d really
wanted to kill me, why not blow it up while we were in it?”

Alrick narrowed his eyes but said
nothing.

The mage stepped forward. “Maybe it’s a
matter of timing. Since he’s using so much power to travel freely
between your time and his, the magical force he’s using against you
is unfocused. Believe me when I say his might is terrible.”

Alrick agreed. “It is enough that he
threatens you, Carly.”

“Once he learns how, there may come a time
when he’s not content to remain fully in the future.”

“I so want to call a time out.”

Both Alrick and Mort stared at her.
Expression belligerent, she stared back. “And why the hell not? If
this is only some gigantic cosmic chess game, I’d like to quit and
go home.”

The Mage opened his mouth to speak. With a
look, Alrick silenced him. “This is no game.” He turned to the
Mage. “Now, is there anything else you’ve learned that might help
us?”

“Yes.” Mort straightened his shoulders, his
expression settling back into its familiar, solemn lines. “I have
one more piece of important information. That boy you met…” Mort’s
image began to flicker and fade. His voice faded in and out,
garbling his words so they couldn’t understand them. Then, just
like that, he was gone.

Alrick looked at Carly. “I hope he didn’t
leave the most important for last. What do you suppose he was going
to tell us about the boy?”

“I don’t know.” Carly looked up. “But he left
his bird.” The big falcon still soared in circles overhead.

“Tinth will watch over us and report back to
him.” Alrick glanced around them, the residue from magic still
tingling along his skin. “Carly, the bad thing about the Mage
appearing—.”

“Besides him not giving us any new
information, you mean?”

“Yes, besides that. He had to use magic to
come to us. And that means—”

“Crap.”

“Exactly. We’re in for another rough ride,”
he finished. “We’d better find a place to hide from whatever the
weather is going to throw at us.”

Overhead, the hawk screeched.

Alrick turned TM, searching the sky. The sun
still blazed from low in the horizon. The sky remained bright blue,
the few wisps of clouds non-threatening. The earth held solid, no
tremors, no rumbling issued from below.

Then what?

In the distance, he heard an odd sound. A
muted roar.

“Another tornado?” Carly’s expression showed
her fear.

The sound grew louder.

“I don’t think so. The pressure in the air
remains unchanged.” But he had no idea what the threat might
be.

“You know, I think we have more to worry
about from the weather than we do from the Warlord.”

Suddenly, they were surrounded by water. On
dry land, a place where no water should be.

“Is there a creek nearby?” Alrick
shouted.

“Maybe. This is a flash flood,” Carly yelled
back. “Happens sometimes, when the spring rains make the ground too
wet.”

It wasn’t spring and the ground had been,
only a moment ago, cracked and parched with thirst.

The water rose quickly, to the horses’ knees
in a matter of seconds. The horses, uneasy, shifted.

“We’re in a valley.” Pointing at the rise of
land ahead, Carly urged Merry forward. “We’ve got to get to higher
ground.”

They splashed single file up the crest of the
small hill. Below them, the water continued to rise, swallowing the
trees as it came.

At the crest of the hill, they had a good
view. The area where they’d been now appeared a small lake. The
muddy water swirled and moved as though powered by an underground
source.

“There.” The next hill looked taller, the
trees more stout, though more sparse. The connecting ridge was
still above water.

“Let’s go.”

They splashed through to the other side. By
the time the horses scrambled up onto the slope, the ridge was
underwater. Behind them, the rising water engulfed the hill they’d
just abandoned.

“So far, so good.” Once they’d reached the
summit, he could see nothing but hills and trees towards the north.
“We’ve got to keep moving.”

The hair on the back of his arms rose. “What
the—.”

“I feel dizzy.” Swaying on Merry’s back,
Carly slid to the ground. She took a step and staggered.
“Alrick?”

“Magic,” he hissed, reaching for her. He felt
like he was moving in slow motion.

Dimly, he saw how she fought to get to him.
“Can’t breathe.”

Unable to move, he let out a roar of
frustration. The spell had paralyzed him. TM too.

Above them in the perfect sky, Tinth shrieked
and dove.

A shape formed in front of them. Black
cloaked, face hidden in shadows. An aura of power sucked the light
from around him, making him appear to glow, as though he drew
strength from the atmosphere itself.

The Warlord!


Chapter Thirteen

 


 


CARLY STRUGGLED to remain conscious, willing
air into her lungs, holding on to Merry’s mane and leaning against
her side.

Bellowing, Alrick jumped from TM and fought
his way to her side. The effort cost him. Gasping to breathe air,
he swore. Sweat ringed his brow and his arm visibly trembled as he
fought gravity to reach for her.

She tried to lift her hand to meet his but
couldn’t.

The Warlord’s shape coalesced.

A black blur shot from the sky. Screeching,
Tinth attacked him.

Effortlessly, the Warlord backhanded the bird
into the trees.

Carly screamed in outrage.

The Warlord turned. From inside the dark
shadow of his cowl, his brilliant blue gaze blazed, touching her,
making her shiver, cold as ice. He motioned towards her. She felt
herself moving towards him. Fighting his pull, she wound her
fingers through Merry’s mane and dug in her heels. To no avail.
Like pulled by a string, she slid closer as the Warlord reeled her
in. All without him moving a muscle.

She thought once she reached him, his touch
would make her shatter, like broken crystal.

Then Alrick grabbed her hand, his fingers
intertwining with hers.

Warm filled her, loosening the Warlord’s
frozen grip. Strength surged through her.

Alrick pulled her back.

At her movement, the Warlord snarled. Still
the hood hid his features, though Carly’d bet they were twisted in
rage. A humming filled the air, a sound not of this world.

TM whinnied, loud and full of warning.

Carly fell back against Merry, taking comfort
as the mare turned her head and nuzzled her.

The Warlord motioned again.

Alrick withdrew his sword. The sword sang as
he lifted it high. But before he could complete the arc, the
Warlord winked out.

Gone.

Carly looked at Alrick. He crossed to her,
yanking her into his arms. The warmth of his large body felt
wonderful, though she couldn’t seem to stop shivering.

“We’re in trouble now,” Alrick muttered.

“I know.” Carly lifted her head to meet his
stormy gaze. “The Warlord used magic on top of the Mage’s magic.
Whatever weather disaster coming is going to be a doozy.”

“Look.” Alrick pointed. Shaking her feathers,
Tinth hopped into the clearing.

“Is she okay?”

Tinth chose to answer for herself, launching
into the sky with a squawk.

“She appears to be fine.”

“Good.” Carly watched until the hawk was no
more than a black speck in the dusky sky. “I’d hate to have to tell
Mort we let his pet bird get killed.”

Alrick studied the sky as well. “We’d better
keep moving. It’ll be dark soon. No telling what is going to
happen.”

“I don’t know which is worse – the Warlord or
waiting for the next natural disaster.”

“I tend to agree,” Alrick drawled. “Now that
you’ve seen him, do you still feel the Warlord isn’t
threatening?”

“When I looked into his eyes…” Carly
shivered. “I saw coldness, nothing more. It’s as if his blood has
turned to ice.”

“Nothing matters to him here but your
death.”

“Yeah.” Glum, she stared into rose-colored
horizon, running her hand over and over Merry’s soft coat. “I’d
like to end this, right now.”

“End this?” Alrick sounded shocked, making
her look at him. “You don’t mean…”

“No, nothing like that. Wishful thinking,
that this could be over soon, like there’s a way to bring on the
final battle here and now.”

“The final battle? Aren’t you being a bit
dramatic?”

“Listen.” He held up a hand.

Carly stared at Alrick. He stared back. “It
always begins with a sound.”

They heard a pop, then a roar. An instant
later, smelled the first whiff of smoke.

“Fire.”

“Damn.” Even as he cursed, orange flames
engulfed a grove of trees to the west of them.

“Now what?” They had nowhere to run. Behind
them was flood water. Ahead, an inferno, cutting off escape on two
sides. “It’s moving towards us fast.”

“Back track.”

“Across that water? Do you think we can?”

“We might have to. At least that’ll keep the
fire from getting us. Or…” He squinted into the smoke. “We’ve still
got North.” Holding out his hand, Alrick indicated her mare. Merry
had caught a whiff of the smoke and, ears back, appeared on the
verge of bolting.

“I’ll help you up.”

TM whickered, his own fear showing by the
rapid flaring of his nostrils.

Without hesitation, Carly stepped into
Alrick’s hand, swinging herself up onto Merry’s back. Once she was
mounted, he climbed on TM with an effortless motion that any other
time she would have found beautiful to watch. Now, with the acrid
smoke stinging her nose, all she could do was fight back her own
panic.

“Choose. North or back to the flood.”

She only had to think for a second. “North. I
never like to go backwards.” With a heel to Merry’s side, they were
off.

Riding at a gallop, they didn’t slow even
when they saw the first fire plane swoop in an drop water. Not
until the third pass had contained the flames, did they rein the
lathered horses to a halt.

“What will happen now?” Alrick looked back
towards the fire. “Will they send men on the ground too?”

“Yep. I wouldn’t be surprised if they weren’t
already there. Even though this is a pretty unpopulated area, they
don’t want to take a chance the fire will spread.

The sun chose that moment to drop below the
horizon. The dim gloaming instantly became complete darkness.

“Let’s stop for the night.”

Both horse’s coats were lathered. Carly
walked out Merry, following behind Alrick and TM. Once they were
able to brush them, they tied them to trees, leaving the ropes long
enough to allow them to graze.

“No campfire.”

Carly nodded her agreement. “Not after that
mess.” Gingerly, she dropped to the ground, after checking first
for scorpions, ants, spiders, and snakes. “I’m exhausted.”

Alrick hunkered down next to her. “The nights
are warm here, though not as bad as the day.”

“After the temperature today, this feels
downright pleasant.” She stretched, watching him from under her
lashes as he did the same.

“At least we should be safe from the Warlord
tonight. Even he wouldn’t be able to try two attacks so close
together.”

He was close enough that she could, with
little effort, lean sideways and kiss him. Now that her blood had
stopped roaring and her heart no longer pounded, she very much
wanted to. Even though they’d already proved exploring their mutual
attraction was a major mistake, Carly felt as though she might
explode if she didn’t do something, anything. With the
simmering desire fanned by adrenaline, Carly couldn’t think of a
single thing she’d rather do right here, right now, than make love
with Alrick.

Something of her thoughts must have shown on
her face. His gaze darkened.

She licked her lips.

“Carly…” A warning. Or, as she chose to take
it, an invitation.

She leaned forward and kisses him.

He froze.

She wiggled closer, until she was nearly on
top of him.

Breathing into his mouth, taking his essence
into her chest, she deepened the kiss. Letting her tongue explore
every nook and cranny of his mouth, she stroked and caressed and
nibbled while he held himself utterly, completely still.

Never had she found resistance so erotic.

Finally, he groaned and stopped resisting. He
kissed her back, his tongue dancing with hers, mating with
hers.

“Oh, God.” Passion arced between them, like
before, like always when they touched each other. But this time,
this time, she wanted him inside her, hard and fast and mindless,
as if by fucking her he could blot away the past, the present, and
the future.

But instead of rolling her on her back and
taking her, Alrick pulled away. Stopped. Without even touching her
at all.

Carly blinked. Her ragged breaths sounded
loud in the quiet. He lay still, nearly underneath her, the
impressive bulge pressing against her showing her his need was as
strong as hers.

“Alrick?” She wanted him to caress her, to
use his body to transport them both from the uncertainty and fear
that haunted every waking moment.

But instead of touching her, he only looked
at her, and something in his dark eyes made her feel ashamed.

“You’re using me.” His chest rose and fell
rapidly. If she laid her hand on him, she’d feel the pounding of
his heart.

She swallowed, trying to get past the lump in
her throat. Arching her brows, she tried for unaffected. “So?

“Get off me.”

“What man turns down an offer of
no-strings-attached sex?” As soon as she said the words, she
regretted them. This wasn’t her talking, not her. Maybe this was
the new Carly, the bold, fearless one who’d birth a son and name
him Lance.

If so, she wasn’t certain she liked her.

“Maybe I’m the kind of man who prefers
strings.” His eyes widened, as though his words surprised him.
“Either way, I’ve already told you why we can’t do this.”

She stared, her heart doing a slow, steady
thump. Shame warred with anger. “Fine.” She pushed herself away,
glad of the darkness. She no longer felt bold or fearless. She
felt… hurt. Suddenly, she wanted to weep.

He let her go, no doubt knowing she couldn’t
go far. Longing for Kayo, she went to Merry instead, petting the
horse while waiting for tears that wouldn’t come.

Later, hoping he’d gone to sleep, she crept
back towards him. He’d rolled on to his side, though the gleam of
his eyes in the moonlight told her he was still awake.

“Carly, sit.” He spoke quietly, and she hated
the kindness she heard in his voice. Hated it and found herself
drawn towards it the way a moth was drawn to a flame.

Gingerly, she sank to the ground next to
him.

“I’d like to ask you something. I’d like to
know why every time the Warlord attacks or the weather threatens,
you want to make love with me?”

Instant embarrassment bloomed in her face.
Good thing the moon was only a crescent. “Um, escalating tension.”
She said the first thing that came to mind.

He snorted. “That’s, how’d you say it,
crap.”

Hunching her shoulders, she sighed. “I
know.”

“Then please, think about what I’m asking.
Tell me the truth.”

“Why’s it matter?”

“It matters. I really want to know.”

“You’re wrong, Alrick.” She tried protesting
next. “Wanting to make love has nothing to do with what’s
happening.”

“Just because I can’t lie, doesn’t mean I
can’t recognize one when I hear it. Think about it, Carly.”

“I am. The first time we almost er, made love
was in Rune.”

“After the warlord destroyed your truck. The
second was after he sent the ants.”

“I know. I remember.” Did she ever. “But
after the spider attack, you’re the one who initiated that.”

“No.” His calm tone told her he wouldn’t be
distracted. “I followed up on what you so seductively offered.”

Since technically he was right, she couldn’t
argue.

“So why? Why do this to yourself, to me?” He
looked at her as though he were actually trying to understand. “You
know it’s impossible.”

She bit her lip and looked down at her hands,
twisting them in her lap. “I don’t know. I guess because I really
like you.” She spoke so quietly she thought he might not have heard
her. She prayed he wouldn’t ask her to say it again.

“I like you too, Carly Roberts.” Some new
note in Alrick’s voice made her raise her head. “And were
circumstances different, we would become much more than
friends.”

“Friends?” Her stomach clenched. Suddenly,
she realized with blinding clarity she wanted to be much more than
friends. “But you desire me, don’t you, Alrick? We couldn’t really
be friends with all this heat between us.” She held her breath, her
face still hot, her heart pounding.

“You know I want you.” His voice was low,
husky with emotion. That sexy-as-hell voice that had her wanting to
climb all over him. She squirmed.

“I want you so badly I can’t sleep at night.
You haunt my dreams,” he continued. “You’re distracting as hell,
Carly. So badly I have trouble concentrate on fighting our
enemy.”

Her throat stung. “Same here, Alrick. That’s
why I know this can be something…” she choked, trying to find the
right words, “more. Do you realize how long it’s been since I felt
this way?”

“Look at me.”

Was that anger in his voice? Slowly she
raised her head. His eyes glowed in the darkness.

“Another man will come along for you.” He
sounded fierce, his voice raw. “Remember? The one who will father
your son.”

She hung her head. “I know.”

“Do you realize how much that hurts me? That
another man will…” he broke off, swearing in that unknown language
of his.

They both fell silent.

Finally, Alrick spoke. “Try to get some
sleep.”

“I can’t sleep. Not now. You go ahead.”

He made a sound low in his throat, telling
her he wouldn’t be able to sleep any time in the near future
either.

She sighed. “Do you mind if I ask you a
question?”

“As long as it’s not about…”

“It’s not. I want to know what you get out of
this, when it’s all said and done.”

“I’m not sure I understand.” He spoke slowly,
considering her words. She appreciated that. Even Liam, who’d loved
her, had sometimes tuned her out or acted as if her chatter was
meaningless. It used to irritate her that, while he could repeat
back what she’d said, word for word, he’d remember none of it
later.

“Let me try to be clearer. What reward does
Alrick, prince of the Fae, claim for guarding the life of some
human woman he doesn’t even know?”

“Altruistic reasons?” he drawled. “You know,
my actions benefit the greater good, even if it is in the
future.”

His sarcasm almost made her smile. Seems he
had picked up something from her after all. “Remember,” she
reminded him. “You can’t lie.”

“I know.” The humor vanished from his voice.
“By giving me this task, my father tests me to see if I’m worthy to
sit on the throne.”

“Ahh, so in your world, this is what you want
more than anything else?”

“Yes. To be named heir. As things stand now,
Cenrick and I both share that honor.”

“But only one can be king?”

“Yes.” The fierceness in his voice told her
how important this was to him.

“Did the mage promise you this, if you save
me? Did he tell you he’d get your father to agree to name you
heir?”

“No he didn’t.” But Alrick wouldn’t look at
her, turning his attention to continually monitoring their
surroundings.

“But you hope this will sway your father to
you?”

Now he swung his head to glare at her, eyes
blazing. “Cenrick doesn’t even want to be king, so I don’t
understand why my father won’t name me.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” she agreed.

“Shades of Lothar, even if Cenrick did
want the throne, I am firstborn. I should be heir.”

She let that one go. Even kings had their
reasons. Maybe it was best that Alrick didn’t wonder too deeply
about his father’s. Instead, she asked about Cenrick, whom she’d
honestly liked. “Why doesn’t Cenrick want to rule?”

“He’s a scholar. His books and his theories
are more important to him than anything else.”

“So? Sometimes scholars make great
kings.”

“And sometimes they do not. This is one of
those times. The Mage has told us what awaits in the time yet to
come. Rune needs a warrior king when my father steps down.”

“Steps down? How old is your father?”

“The Fae do not reckon age the same as
humans. By your terms, he is centuries old. He has ruled Rune for
two hundred and fifty-nine years now.”

She couldn’t help gasping. “Two hundred?” She
looked again at Alrick, checking him out, not seeing a single
wrinkle or even a hint of crow’s feet near his eyes. “Er, how old
are you?”

“Nearly a century.” He tossed the age out
casually, as though he found it unimportant. Then, while Carly was
still reeling from this revelation, he shook his head. “The next
king of Rune will lead the Fae into the future – a time when humans
and Fae are at war.”

He spoke of time so casually, as though
centuries meant nothing more than days to him.

“Okay, so when this is all over,” she waved
her hand for emphasis, “and assuming you kill the Warlord and save
me, you’re going back to Rune, right?”

“Assuming?” He appeared shocked that she
would consider any alternative. “I will destroy the son-of-a… Of
course I’m going back to Rune, back to my people, back to my
kingdom. That’s where I belong. You didn’t think…” His face
softened and she saw pity there.

Pity? There was nothing she hated worse.

“Of course I didn’t think you’d stay here.”
She put enough sarcasm into her words to make her sound uncaring.
“I just wondered.”

“Wonder no more.” As he shook his head, one
corner of his mouth turned up in a wry smile. “Win or lose, in the
end we always have to go back where we belong.”

His words haunted her. Since Liam had died,
she hadn’t felt she belonged anywhere. No Name Ranch had been his
dream, not hers. Though she’d once lived in Austin, that had been
during college and those days were long gone. She wasn’t the same
person she’d been then.

A lot of people said they felt they belonged
around family. Her family – she had only her mother, who lived in
Seattle and was too busy to call. While Alrick had an entire castle
full of family. For a moment she envied him that.

Then, because she’d always considered herself
a practical woman, she decided she’d better make her own plans for
when this was over. Assuming Alrick succeeded in keeping her safe,
that would be it for him. He’d go back to Rune and leave her here,
alone. His life wouldn’t change either way.

While hers… she had to look to the
future.

No Name Ranch. Home, once she got past the
awful memory of the fireballs and rampaging insects. If she could
survive the loss of Liam and the memories they’d made their
together, she could make herself forget about this too.

She could force herself to forget about
Alrick.

The idea was a physical ache in her heart.
She’d known so much loss in such a short period of time…

Enough. No more self-pity.

“Are you all right?” Alrick’s deep voice
broke into her thoughts.

She blinked, focusing on him. “Fine.”

“What about you?” He raised a brow.

“Me?”

“What will you do once this is over?”

Since his question so closely mirrored her
own thoughts, she had a ready answer. “Run No Name Ranch. At least
I have this future child to look forward to. My son, Lance. And of
course, the man who will be his father.”

A brief cloud passed over Alrick’s face, gone
so swiftly she might have imagined it. “Yes, there is that. Once I
am named heir, I will need to find my own wife and get busy
supplying the kingdom with children.”

The thought made her positively gloomy. She
struggled to hide it, injecting a forced brightness into her tone.
“Heirs of your own, huh?”

“Yes. Heirs of my own.” He didn’t sound
overjoyed either.

They were a pair.

He sat beside her and drew circles in the
dust. She watched him from the corner of her eyes and memorized his
face. Finally, he glanced at her and caught her looking. She didn’t
turn away.

“Don’t,” he said. That one word was enough.
They both knew what he meant.

Focusing her attention elsewhere, she found
herself searching for a glimpse of the black and white blur that
was her dog. “I miss Kayo.” She had to swallow past the lump in her
throat. “I don’t understand why that boy took him.”

“Maybe he’ll show up again, bring him
back.”

“Do you think so?” She could only hope. “I
guess that depends on whether the boy is good or bad.”

“True. Since we didn’t get to hear whatever
the Mage was going to say about him, I guess we won’t know until we
see him again. Though he didn’t seem evil to me.”

“Me either. He was so worried about the
girl.”

“That entire incident puzzles me.” Jaw set in
grim lines, he shook his head. “I don’t understand why he asked us
for help, then disappeared before we could do anything.”

“And why he took my dog. What would he want
with Kayo?”

Since neither had an answer, they fell silent
again, continuing their sleepless vigil, waiting for dawn and
whatever fresh threats the new day might bring.


Chapter Fourteen

 


 


A SHRILL screech woke her. Carly bolted up,
heart pounding, stumbling for a weapon she could use against the
threat.

“Easy.” Alrick sounded amused. “Look. The
Mage’s hawk has decided to pay us a visit.”

She glared at him through bleary eyes. How
anyone could look so alert and sound so damn lively after only a
few hours of uncomfortable sleep, she had no idea. But he was
right. Tinth, perched on a stout branch of a nearby pecan tree,
opened her mouth and screeched again.

Carly rubbed her eyes. “Does she have to make
so much noise? My head’s pounding so badly, if I didn’t know better
I’d think I had a hangover.”

“Lack of sleep,” he said cheerfully.

She winced as the hawk cried out again. “You
don’t seem to have suffered much.”

He shrugged. “I’m used to going without
sleep. And the Fae don’t seem to need as much as you humans.” With
these last words, he grinned.

Instead of swatting him, Carly yawned and
looked at the bird. “No more screeching.” Tinth lifted a talon as
if she understood, and unfolded her wings. Her wingspan was nearly
as wide as Carly was tall.

Because she’d never seen a hawk up close and
personal, she moved closer. “Do you think she bites?”

“She could, if she wanted to. Hawks are
carnivores. The Mage wears his glove and carries her around on his
arm, without her hood, and she seems content. When she hunts, she’s
fierce. And fast. She eats small rodents and snakes.”

Again Tinth lifted her talon. Long, curved,
and sharp, she seemed to be showing how she killed her prey. Her
rust colored feathers were interspersed with white, black and
gold.

“Pretty girl,” Carly crooned. She kept her
movements slow and unhurried, not wanting to startle the giant
bird. “I read somewhere their eyesight was eight times more
powerful than humans.”

“It must be, to be able to see mice so far
below on the ground.”

Shifting her weight from side to side, Tinth
screeched again.

Alrick frowned. “I wonder what she’s trying
to tell us. Usually red-tailed hawks only call out when soaring or
defending their nest.”

“Defending their…” Carly looked over her
shoulder. “I wonder if she’s trying to warn us.”

Standing, he turned a slow circle, scanning
the perimeter. “Damn Warlord. His attacks have been getting closer
and closer together.”

“Great.” Out of reflex, she scratched at her
arms. “I wonder what kind of bug or reptile he’s going to use
next.”

“Look.” Alrick pointed skyward. “I don’t
think the next menace will be insects.” To the north the morning
sky looked black. To the east, the sunrise was obliterated by
flocks of birds. Black birds, crows, and mockingbirds flew towards
them from all directions, settling in every treetop. Their
screeches and chirps and cries filled the air, becoming a deafening
roar as their numbers continued to multiply.

“Oh God, he’s been watching Alfred
Hitchcock!” Carly groaned. “If those things attack all at once,
we’re goners.”

From her perch, Tinth watched the sky,
lifting first one talon and then the other.

“Normally, other birds fear her. But she’s
only one hawk against so many. She won’t be able to help us much.”
Moving fast, Alrick began to gather sticks. “Help me. We have a
minute before they get here. We’ll build a fire. We can use flaming
torches to try and keep them away.”

She scrambled to assist, all the while
keeping an eye on the fearful, darkening sky.

Together, they dumped their bounty into a
pile.

“Enough?”

Alrick nodded. Producing a flint from inside
his pack, he produced a spark. The wood didn’t catch.

The cacophony of birds grew louder.

“Hurry.”

He tried again. Another spark. This time the
dry sticks caught immediately. A small fire flared and began to
burn. Feeding it twigs, Alrick quickly had a healthy blaze going.
He’d kept out a few larger branches for them to use as torches.

The flock drew closer.

“Here, take this, just in case.” He handed
her one. “I want you underneath me. In case some of them make it
past my torch, my body will shield you.”

The flock was only seconds away.

Still perched on the branch, Tinth lifted
herself to her full height and once again unfolded her wings.

The sky above them was full of birds.
Wheeling, diving, circling. None approached. Yet.

“I can’t let you do that.” She hefted her
stick. “Side by side, dude. We fight them together or we go down
together. None of this `shelter the poor girl’ stuff.”

Alrick stared. “You refuse my
protection?”

Oh geez, wounded male ego. More birds,
circling, cawing. “We don’t have time for this.”

Tinth screeched and launched herself into the
air.

Above them, birds swirled. The hawk dived at
as many as she could, scattering them briefly, but despite her size
and ferocious nature, she simply was outnumbered.

Stabbing his stick into the fire, Alrick drew
his sword. When he had the torch blazing, he handed it to her, and
repeated the process with the other. Raising his sword in one hand,
he looked hard at her. “Get ready then.”

Her own torch gripped tightly, she raised it
and nodded. “I am.”

A flock of crows burst loose from a throng.
Moving in a swirling, black cloud, they dipped as one and
attacked.

Teeth bared in a grimace, Alrick leapt to
greet them. He swung his sword in a shining arc, torch blazing.

Carly braced her feet apart, mimicking him.
The birds surrounded her. She waved her torch, the stick connecting
with one, the fire with another. The smoke blinded her for an
instant and she concentrated on keeping the space around her clear.
She wished she had her Winchester. One shot and she’d bet the damn
birds would scatter and go away.

As if her thoughts were a gunshot, the crows
parted, retreating. The swirling throng of birds broke up, flying
fast, flying away, their cries fading in the distance.

The quiet was so sudden, so absolute, it felt
like a blow. Disoriented, Carly turned once more, still holding her
blazing stick out.

All at once, the birds had gone. Except
Tinth, who continued to circle in the clear, blue sky. Her screech
from high above them was a welcome sound.

“What the…?” Slowly, Alrick lowered his
sword. “What scared them off?”

Keeping her flaming torch raised just in
case, Carly searched the tree tops. “I don’t know.” They looked at
each other. They both noticed the ominous, gathering clouds at the
same time.

“The weather.”

“Crap.”

Now what? So far they’d had a tornado, a
flash flood, and a couple of fires. What else could a vengeful
nature throw at them?

The sky turned green. It seemed they were
about to find out.

“Let’s go.” Alrick tossed his torch to the
ground and stamped out the flames. Grabbing hers, he did the same
before scooping great handfuls of dirt to toss on the fire. That
out, they ran to the horses. Carly threw herself up on Merry,
unassisted. Urging her into a lope, then a gallop, they thundered
away from whatever repercussions the magic might have caused.

They rode hard, they rode fast. They kept
going until the horses were lathered and even then they only slowed
to a jog. Though clouds continued to gather and the odd green cast
of the sky deepened, nothing happened.

“Do you think we escaped it?” Out of breath
herself, Carly let Merry walk. Alrick did the same with TM.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s been awhile.” She couldn’t help
glancing over her shoulder. “Have you ever timed these things to
see how long the interval is between magic and weather?”

He looked at her like she was crazy. “No. But
we’ve ridden far from where we were. I’m hoping the weather will be
confined to that area.”

“Though I don’t like the clouds, I don’t hear
anything. So far, we always hear it first.” She listened again. “No
rumbles, no roars, nothing. Maybe we did escape it.”

A chunk of ice fell from the sky.

Then another.

Hail stones.

They were the size of quarters.

“No such luck,” Carly said. “We’d better find
shelter.”

“It’s just hail.” He caught a piece and
turned it around in his hand. “The horses aren’t worried.”

“Just hail.” She shook her head, brushing
away another small ball of ice. “Right now this might seem
harmless, but the way our luck’s been running, they’ll get bigger.
Around here when we get a hail storm, I’ve seen some serious
damage. They can be dangerous.”

Hail pelted the ground. The horses grew
skittish. Carly had to fight to keep Merry from bolting. Alrick had
similar trouble with TM.

“Dangerous—.” He shut up when an ice ball the
size of an orange took out a tree limb. “I see.”

“They can get even bigger than that. I’ve
seen them the size of grapefruits.” She looked around, praying they
were near some caves or something. Nada. “Damn it, there’s nowhere
to hide.”

TM reared as a hailstone struck him. The
ground was covered in white.The sound of falling hail grew to a
roar. They stung as they pelted her and Merry.

“We have the forest,” Alrick shouted, TM
dancing, the whites of his eyes showing. “Over there. Come on.”

The forest. As they rode pell-mell towards
it, Carly shouted at him. “What about falling tree limbs?”

“If I have to choose between getting hit with
a block of ice or dodging a tree branch, I’ll take the wood
anytime,” he yelled back.

He was right. Carly had seen the kind of
damage large hail could cause. Not only was it capable of taking
out windows and roofs, she’d seen hail stones go through metal car
doors.

They’d reached the line of trees. Quickly she
urged Merry into the woods, Alrick and TM close behind. As they
crashed through the undergrowth, she waited for her eyes to adjust
to the shadowy dimness – with the clouds blocking out the sun, the
added darkness provided by the trees made riding into the forest
like riding from day to night.

“Keep going north.” Alrick pointed.

“But the storm came from the north. We’ll be
going towards it, not away.”

“Through it,” he corrected. “Otherwise, it’ll
simply follow us. Maybe we can escape that way.”

As they plunged deeper into the thicket, the
sound of the hail thrashing the trees faded.

“Sounds like we’re outrunning it.” Alrick
brought TM to a halt. Beside him, Carly did the same with
Merry.

Under the canopy of leaves, the center of
this forest felt isolated, remote. “This feels like we’re in
another part of the state,” Carly said. “I didn’t know the hill
country even had places like this. These trees feel more
like east Texas, or at least east of here, like Conroe or
Cut-N-Shoot.”

“Cut-N-Shoot?”

“A town near Conroe. Liam had family
there.”

He nodded. “To me, this forest feels a lot
like Rune. Like home. Let’s keep going.” He urged TM forward.

As they moved on, the light grew brighter.
Above them, Carly could see blue through the twisted branches and
undamaged green leaves. The underbrush thinned, and ahead she saw
what looked like a sunlit pasture.

When they emerged from the thicket into the
field, a scattered herd of grazing cattle dotted the brown, grassy,
landscape.

“We’re on someone’s ranch.” Shading her eyes
from the now bright sun, Carly looked for the ranch house. She saw
nothing but rolling hills and cows. Trees to the south of them,
ranch land to the north.

“I don’t like this.” Alrick frowned. “We’ll
be too exposed. This is too open.”

“We can’t continue north.” Carly pointed to
the hills. “There’s sure to be a ranch somewhere that way. Most
people don’t take too kindly to trespassers.”

“Have you noticed everything has come from
the north? Someone or something, doesn’t want us to go that way. I
say we press on.”

She stared. “Are you saying you think the
Warlord’s been controlling the weather too? Can he do that?”

“I don’t know. But I have noticed a definite
pattern.”

“What’s north? What difference does it make
what direction we travel?”

He shrugged. “Maybe your future husband lives
that way.”

Future husband. Shaking her head, she studied
the hills north of them. “Then by all mean, let’s keep heading
north.” Without waiting for a reply, she and Merry moved
forward.

They rode on in silence for a few moments,
the only sound the quiet clip-clop of the horses’ hooves.

The sun blazed directly above them in the
summer blue sky. Waves of heat shimmered off the land, heat that
seemed magnified after the quiet cool of the forest.

“I’d like to get back where there are more
trees.” Alrick broke the silence. “We’re way too exposed here.”

She nodded. “This would make the Warlord’s
task of finding us much easier, though where we are doesn’t seem to
matter. He just shows up irregardless.”

“We’ve covered a lot of ground since the bird
attack and hail storm.”

“Far enough?”

He shrugged. “We can only hope.”

They found a leaning, three-sided shelter and
they stopped to rest. Near the shelter was a salt lick and a
half-filled, metal, watering trough. A rusted spigot on a steel
pipe fed it. “Definitely someone’s ranch.”

“At least we can water the horses and
replenish our own supply.”

“And we can let them graze.” Carly touched
her stomach. “Speaking of which…”

“I know. You’re hungry.” He grinned. “I could
use something to eat myself. Wait here.” He rode off in search of
food.

Dismounting, Carly led Merry to the water and
let her drink her fill. Holding the lead rope loosely, she let the
mare forage in the grass.

A few minutes later, Alrick returned. He took
care of TM first, giving him water and letting him graze near
Merry. There was a small, fenced enclosure near the shelter and
they turned the horses loose inside it.

They went to sit inside the shelter itself to
take advantage of the only shade. Still, the heat was
relentless.

“All I could find was pecans and a few
apples.” Spreading out the simple bounty on a rock, he sighed.
“Pickings are limited in a place like this.”

Carly grimaced. “I never thought I’d say
this, but I’d kill for a bowl of green beans or a hamburger and
fries.”

“Me too.” Alrick chuckled. “Not the
hamburger, obviously. But a salad or a nice pot of red beans and
rice would taste good about now.”

“Red beans and rice? I didn’t know you ate
Cajun food.”

He raised a brow. “Why shouldn’t I? Like
humans, the Fae come from all over. We also like fried rice,
fortune cookies, spaghetti, and sauerkraut.” He bit into an apple
with a resigned expression and chewed slowly.

The food litany made Carly’s mouth water.

“I miss coffee,” she reminisced. “And bagels
with sour cream. A grilled cheese sandwich, baked beans, macaroni
and cheese, garlic toast with butter.”

He swallowed, then played along. “Banana
pudding. A steaming bowl of vegetable soup. Lasagna.” Handing her
an apple, he reached for the nuts. “A peanut butter and jelly
sandwich.” Using a rock, he cracked the pecan shells one by one and
handed half the meat to her.

“Mexican food. Chips and queso. Cheese
enchiladas with white sauce.”

They ate their simple meal, all the while
imagining other foods.

When they’d finished, they retrieved the
horses and continued north, skirting the ranch house, breaking the
lock on a gate to leave their land, and crossing a dirt road only
to find they were blocked by a fence on the other side.

“Now what?” Hot, dusty, and exhausted, she
wanted to scream.

“We can jump it.” He eyed the earth on their
side of the fence. “We’ve got the advantage of a slight rise. We
shouldn’t have any problem.”

“Jump it? Are you crazy? TM doesn’t know how
to jump.”

“Yes he does. Instinct. He only needs Merry
to show him how.”

“Show him… Right. What about me? I’m not sure
I could stay on while she leaps over that fence.”

Alrick spoke with quiet confidence. “You can
do it. From what I’ve seen so far, you can do anything.”

She eyed him dubiously.

“I mean it, Carly. You won’t have a problem
in the world.”

“Why not?” Muttering under her breath, she
turned Merry and trotted down the road to give the mare a running
start. “Hell, Lance’s mother shouldn’t have a problem with
anything.”

They went at the fence at a gallop. Merry
soared over with room to spare. Leaning over her neck, Carly held
on to the mane and prayed. They landed heavily, but with all four
feet on solid ground.

“See, that wasn’t so bad.” From the other
side of the fence, Alrick gave her the thumbs up sign.

With a tight smile, she motioned back. “Now
it’s your turn.”

She watched as TM effortlessly cleared the
top rail. Alrick rode up to her, grinning. “Let’s go.”

The hills grew steeper the more they rode,
and the sparse trees a little more frequent, though nothing like
the earlier forest. The sun hovered on the eastern horizon, before
slowly sinking in a blaze of fiery glory.

Since they were so isolated, Alrick built
them a small fire. Above in the velvety sky, the crescent moon and
stars were clearly visible, unhampered by city lights, but
providing little actual light.

Carly’s sank to the ground gratefully. Her
entire body ached and even though she was used to working out in
the sun, without sunscreen, the day of riding had given her a bad
case of sunburn. Though the night air, while only somewhat cooler
without the heat of the sun, remained warm, she had chills.

“What’s wrong?”

“Sunburn. No problem.” Clenching her teeth to
keep them from chattering, she attempted a smile. “It’ll turn to
tan tomorrow. Always does, though the first night is always
miserable.”

“Here.” He handed her a cloth bundle of some
kind – a cloak or shawl or lap blanket – and she took it
gratefully.

“I saw some aloe vera growing over there. Let
me get you some.” Disappearing, he returned a moment later with a
large aloe vera plant. Squeezing the long, spiky leaves, she began
spreading the sticky gel on her shoulders and arms. “Thanks.”

He placed the remainder of the plant on the
ground beside her and retreated to the other side of the fire.
“You’re welcome.”

Conscious of him watching her, she ignored
him. When she’d finished coating herself, she said goodnight and
grimly set about the business of trying to get some sleep.

She’d barely closed her eyes when she heard a
familiar sound. “What’s that?”

Alrick cocked his head. “Barking. Probably
some ranch dog.”

Listening hard, she heard the bark again.
“That sounds a lot like Kayo. Really like Kayo.”

More barking, closer this time.

“That really could be Kayo.”

“But how can you be sure?”

“I can’t.” She worried her bottom lip with
her teeth. “If that’s not Kayo, do you suppose the Warlord…?”

“Gained control of some dog? I doubt that.
Besides, this is only one dog, not an army of them. How much damage
could one dog do?”

Evidently he’d never seen Cujo. She
sighed. “If Kayo’ back, I wonder if the boy will be with him.”

Bark, bark, bark.

“I’m gonna go check it out.” Dusting off her
hands on her shorts, she pushed herself to her feet and started
forward, wishing she had a flashlight.

“Wait.”

Turning slowly in the direction of his voice,
she waited. He came around the fire and crossed to her side, moving
catlike and sure-footed in the darkness. “Take my hand.”

“What?” She squinted up at him.

“Take my hand. We’ll search together.”

She looked back over her shoulder, even
though she could see nothing but their small fire. “The
horses?”

“They’ll be here when we return.”

The barking came again. Two short barks, then
silence. She slipped her fingers into his. “Hey, you said you can
understand animals. If that’s Kayo and even if it’s note, what are
the barks trying to say?”

Alrick’s short laugh was low-pitched. “I
didn’t say I could talk to animals in their own tongue. I
merely said we understand each other.”

“Semantics.” Disappointed, she tugged them
forward towards the sound. “Can you see anything at all?”

“No, I—.” Alrick stumbled, nearly wrenching
her arm. Somehow, she held on and was able to offer enough support
to keep him from falling.

“Are you all right?”

He mumbled a definite curse.

The barking came again, this time one long
series of barks, joyful, excited, happy.

“Kayo!” Carly wrenched her hand free and ran
blindly forward.

“Wait!” Alrick gave another muffled curse.
“Carly…”

“I’d know that bark anywhere,” she called
over her shoulder. “It’s Kayo! Come on.”

A gurgled sound came from the darkness behind
her.

“Alrick?”

No answer.

Carly felt the first prickling of uneasiness.
In her rush to find her dog, she’d run a good distance from
Alrick.

In this all-encompassing darkness, that
wasn’t good.

Stupid. He was right. She’d wait for him to
catch up and they’d go together. “I’m here, I’ll wait.”

Nothing.

“Alrick?”

Silence.

“Alrick?”

This time, the barking came again, louder
this time. Closer too.

“I’m positive that’s Kayo,” she said. “Quit
playing games and come with me to go get him.”

“He’s not playing games.”

Carly jumped, a small scream escaping her.
The boy from before stood a foot from her, the same boy who’d taken
her dog to begin with. Carrying a small lantern, the light cast a
pale glow around him. As he had before, he looked eerily
familiar.

She stared, speechless. Then, barking
joyously, Kayo bounded up, jumping on her and leaping. With a
strangled cry, Carly wrapped her arms around his wiggling body.
Then, she focused on the boy. “What do you mean Alrick’s not
playing games?”

“He’s in trouble.”

“Trouble?” The gurgling sound. “What do you
mean? What kind of trouble?” She turned circles in the darkness,
still unable to see. “How? Where?”

“The earth has eaten him,” the boy spoke
gravely. He whistled and her dog ran to sit at his feet.

“That doesn’t make sense. No.” She shook her
head. “That’s not possible. So there’s no way…”

The boy shrugged. “I don’t ever lie. Please,
come with me. We must help him. He’s in grave danger.”

“How do you know this?” she demanded.

“I just do.” He turned his back to her,
carrying the lantern out before him. Though she couldn’t see him
clearly, she heard confidence in his solemn young voice. What the
hell – since this journey had started, she’d seen stranger things
than the earth swallowing someone. For all she knew, there could
have been a sudden mudslide.

“Take me to Alrick. I’ve got to help
him.”

When the child slipped his small hand into
hers, she felt an unexpected rush of familiarity. Brushing the
sensation away and holding tight, she allowed him to lead her
through the darkness. Kayo, bounding alongside, gave her a
confidence she hoped wasn’t false.

“Listen,” the boy said, stopping.

Carly did as he asked. She heard nothing save
the harsh sound of locusts mingling with the ever-present crickets.
Normal night sounds.

“I don’t—.”

The boy ignored her. “Come.” Tugging on her
hand, he pulled her forward. Finally, she heard running water.

“A stream? This is too far. I didn’t run this
far from him.”

“No, but magic clouded his mind.”

“Magic?” Her voice sounded sharp. “From the
Warlord?”

“No. This was my fault. The magic I used to
come here made him go the wrong direction.”

“Magic brings bad weather.” Frantic, she
peered around. “There’s no telling what will happen now. The
weather always reacts.”

“Not the weather.” He continued to tug her
along. “The earth. She reacts now.”

“Either way, something’s bound to
happen.”

“Something already has. That’s what’s
happened to Alrick.”

“How do you know his name?”

Instead of answering, the boy pulled on her
hand. “We have to cross the stream.”

She continued to resist, fear stabbing her.
“What’s happened to Alrick?”

“We have to cross the stream.”

Kayo barked, running swift circles around
them.

“Your dog knows. He is trying to make us
hurry.

The whole setup stank, reminding Carly
uncomfortably of the old “have a piece of candy little girl”
switch-and-bait tactic. But was this real – or not? She had no
choice. “Let’s go,” she said.

Splashing through water, they followed Kayo,
Carly clutching the small hand. The plain truth was she didn’t
trust him not to run off, leaving her in a trap, though her
instincts made her like him. Something about him was imminently
likable. Never mind that he’d stolen her dog – something she fully
intended to discuss later – she fought to keep from liking him. For
all she knew, he could be the Warlord’s henchman.

And it was so damn dark. She still couldn’t
see more than a few feet in front of her.

“Stop.” Alrick’s voice, muffled. “Don’t come
any closer.” Carly instantly froze.

“Look.” Holding out his lantern, the boy
pointed towards the ground.

Alrick. Buried up to his neck in what had to
be quicksand. And sinking fast.


Chapter Fifteen

 


 


“STAY BACK, where it’s safe.” Alrick grimaced
as he struggled to keep his chin above the muddy sand.

Kayo even seemed to sense the danger,
remaining cautiously at the edge of the oozing, bubbling mud.

“Use magic,” Carly told him. Seemed simple to
her. “Say a couple of words and you’ll be out of trouble.”

“I would if I could.” Alrick dashed that
hope. “There’s a counter spell here – it kept me from sensing the
quicksand and won’t permit any magic at all to work.”

“Damn. The Warlord is getting better. Not
good.” Frantic, she peered around her, dropping to her knees and
crawling into the underbrush, blindly groping in the

darkness.

“Carly, what are you doing?” Alrick made a
strangled sound. “Help me.”

“A stick. I need a stick. Then I can pull you
out. I’ve seen this in the movies.” She tried to project
confidence, but her voice cracked.

“No sticks,” the boy said beside her. “I
already looked.”

“No sticks. Okay, then a rope.” Pushing to
her feet, she took off in the direction they’d left the horses and
ran blindly into the darkness. God, she hoped they had some sort of
rope somewhere in their supplies. The lead ropes. Those would have
to do.

Suddenly the boy was running with her, his
bobbing lantern lighting their way. They made it in seconds. TM and
Merry lifted their heads curiously, but didn’t spook.

She grabbed the lead ropes from their
halters. Not very long, but they’d have to do. Turning on her heel,
she tore back to Alrick. The boy kept pace.

From his position at the edge of the
sinkhole, Kayo barked once to warn them.

“Catch.” Carly tossed Alrick the rope. He
struggled, but managed to bring one hand out of the mud to catch
it, then grabbed on with the other.

“Ready.” He spat mud out of his mouth.

Stepping back, she wrapped her end around her
hand. Then, using both hands, yanked hard.

And felt herself sliding towards the
quicksand.

“Slowly,” Alrick told her. “Back up and pull
slowly.”

“Let me help.” Positioning himself behind
Carly, the boy grabbed a length of rope.

They pulled in unison.

Alrick’s shoulder came out of the quicksand.
The mud sucked at him, attempting to keep him.

“Again.”

They pulled again. This combined strength
finally won. Inch by stubborn inch, he moved free of the quicksand.
Finally, he pushed himself forward, up and out, before he let go of
the ropes, collapsing on safe ground.

“I’ll take these back and check on the
horses,” the boy said, snatching up the ropes and backing away.
Without even glancing at Carly, Kayo followed.

Correctly interpreting Alrick’s quick look,
she shrugged. “My dog sure likes him.”

“So I see.” Breathing heavily, Alrick rolled
over onto his side and up to a sitting position. He looked like a
refugee from a mud treatment at a fancy, Austin spa. “The beast is
a good judge of character.”

He grinned at her, mud cracking on his face,
no doubt thinking of how well Kayo had liked him too. “Plus, there
is something about this boy…”

Surprised, she stared. “You feel it too?”

“Yes. Maybe it’s his eyes. They remind me of
yours.” He shrugged, not an easy task covered with so much drying
mud. “Whatever the reason, he seems okay. And I don’t sense any
evil around him.”

“Do you think…,” Hesitant to ask, she had to
clear her throat before continuing. “It’s possible my son might
travel through time as well?”

Alrick met her gaze, his own sober. “Anything
is possible with magic.”

She caught her breath. “We need to ask his
name.”

“We will.” He pushed himself to his feet,
slightly unsteady.

Barking, Kayo dashed out of the trees. Close
on his heels ran Merry and TM – with the boy perched on his
back.

Alrick looked at Carly. She stared back.
After a moment of stunned silence, he laughed.

The boy brought TM to a stop and hopped down.
“What?” He looked from one to the other. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.” Carly shot Alrick a glare. “He’s
having delayed shock from his near-death experience, that’s
all.”

That was the best she could come up
with? He shook his head. “And I need to get this mud off.” He
picked at his chest. “It itches like mad.”

The boy pointed. “Hey, we crossed a stream
earlier. The water’s warm. You could wash there.”

“I’ll do that, in a minute.” Alrick crooked
his finger, motioning the boy over. “Come here, lad. It’s past time
we talked.”

Obediently, the boy slid from TM’s back.
Panic flickered in his eyes as he looked from Alrick to Carly. Even
Kayo sensed something, sidling up to the boy’s side. Ears back, he
bared his teeth and growled.

“Growling? At me?” Using the old tongue,
Alrick chastised the Border collie. But, though the dog fell
silent, he appeared unrepentant, taking a seat at the boy’s
feet.

The boy. Alrick was tired of calling
him that. “What’s your name, lad?”

Instead of answering, the boy backed away,
shaking his head. “Can’t…”

The air crackled with energy. The hair on the
back of Alrick’s neck rose. The boy’s image wavered and then poof –
flickered out.

Gone. Again. And like before, he’d taken Kayo
with him.

“Damn,” Carly cursed. “I might as well give
that dog to him, whoever he is.”

With a resigned grimace, Alrick looked around
the small clearing. “We’d better get ready for the weather.”

“Great.” Carly sighed. “I suppose it’s
inevitable. Let’s see, what haven’t we had? You know, it’d
be nice if we could get a break.”

“Listen.” The tree leaves rustled as the wind
began to blow. “Whatever it is; it’s coming.”

“And, once again, we’ve nowhere to hide.”

In seconds the gentle breeze became a gale.
Howling like a cat in heat, the wind bore down on them, bringing
dirt and debris – sticks and small stones and whatever else it
could tear loose.

“Here.” Facing her, Alrick sheltered her from
the worst, using his body as a shield. TM and Merry panicked,
spinning, running, trying to dodge the wind but failing to escape
the invisible menace. Finally they huddled together behind a small
grove of trees, heads down, facing away from the wind.

Carly and Alrick followed their example,
staying low to the ground and taking shelter behind a large
mesquite tree.

“This wind’s hot.” She leaned into him. “Like
the Santa Ana’s in California.”

“An inferno.” Though barely a foot away,
Alrick had to shout to be heard over the shrieking of the gale.
Dirt swirled in the air, slashing at them, coloring the sky, making
breathing difficult and visibility impossible.

“Dust storm.”

“Too much magic. The earth’s off-balance.”
Alrick winced as the stinging sand peeled flecks of dried mud off
him.

The wind shrieked. The temperature increased,
blasting them like some demonic oven.

“Much more of this and there’ll be a
fire.”

“That’s all we need.”

As abruptly as the storm began, it ended. All
at once, the wind was gone, the air still full of dust.

“I have grit in my hair, grit in my teeth,”
Carly groused. “If this is over, I’m all for finding that stream.
It wasn’t too far from here, if I remember right.”

Alrick stood, great chunks of dried mud
peeling from him with every movement.

Eyeing him, she shook her head. “You look
terrible. Come on, let’s both go get cleaned up.”

Easily, they found the stream. The water
wasn’t deep, maybe three feet in the middle and debris from the
windstorm washed past them, though the water moved rapidly, keeping
it fairly clean.

Carly stuck in her foot, grinning up at him.
“This really is warm. Unbelievable. There must be a hot spring
nearby.”

Momentarily struck dumb by her smile, Alrick
looked down, concentrating on his own discomfort. “Warm, cold, I
don’t care. It’s water.” He waded in and sat down, rubbing
vigorously to help dislodge the mud.

To his surprise, Carly splashed over and
plopped down beside him to help.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said, feeling
foolish and surprisingly awkward.

She looked up at him, her long lashes coated
with dust, using her small hands to scrub his shoulders. “I
know.”

Goddess help him – she looked beautiful. Even
with her long red hair dusty in its artless braid, even with her
pale skin glowing red from the wind and the sun, even with her
freckles standing out all over her body, he found her
breathtakingly lovely. And sexy as hell.

“Wash yourself first.” His voice sounded like
he’d swallowed gravel. With a look of surprise, she nodded, then
dunked her head under the water. She emerged a moment later,
shaking her head like a dog, sending drops of water flying.

“Feels great.” Her grin was back. “Try
it.”

Staring at her, her words barely registered.
Her soaked shirt clung to her breasts, her faded jean shorts ended
high on her athletic thighs, and he could imagine how the warm
water caressed her.

Shades of Lothar! How could he want her now,
after all they’d just gone through? Yet, without her even trying
and despite his discomfort from the mud, he felt his body stir with
desire.

Resolutely, he told himself he could ignore
this. They had an agreement, an understanding. She was merely
trying to help him, not arouse him.

Yet oddly enough, he found this more
difficult to resist.

“Alrick?”

He blinked, focusing on her face.

“Try it.”

Maybe a good dunking would help. He pushed
his face under the water, rubbing his skin, came up for air, then
went back again. Several times he did this, scrubbing the mud from
his face and neck, dislodging dirt from his hair.

When finally he felt clean enough, he sat up
and shook himself all over, exactly as she had, finding himself
grinning too. “This feels good.”

“I know. Now sit up so I can get your
back.”

He obeyed blindly, busy cleaning his legs and
feet. His clothing was filthy and he’d have to remove it
eventually. So would she, come to think of it.

At the thought of getting naked in the water
with Carly, he hardened. Rock hard. Damn it.

“Your back looks pretty clean,” Carly said.
“I guess the wind got it. Turn around and I’ll help with your
front.”

Turn around? Suddenly, he knew if she put her
hands on him again, he’d lose control. The thought was unbearable.
And delightful. No. Impossible. Couldn’t happen.

“No.”

“What?” She resumed scrubbing his shoulder,
moving down his arm. “Don’t be silly. You’ve got to get clean.”

“Carly?” He cleared his throat. “Stop.”

She stared at him before flicking a huge
chunk of mud off his shoulder. “What’s wrong with you?”

Twisting his body in the shallow water, he
turned to face her. Over his shoulder, so she wouldn’t see the
proof of his desire. He kept his gaze trained on her face, telling
himself he wouldn’t look at the way her soaked t-shirt outlined her
breasts, nor the way they rose with each breath she took. “I er,
need you to leave.”

“Leave?” She wrinkled her nose and leaned
close to him. Close enough for him to count the freckles that
marched across her face. Too close. His breath caught in his throat
as she placed her hand on his forehead, his pulse jumping as though
her touch electrified him.

“Alrick, are you all right?”

“No,” he managed, wishing he could
lie. She leaned away from him and he found he could breathe again.
He opened his eyes. “I have to get out of these leggings and this
tunic. I don’t want you here when I’m naked.”

She reared back, her puzzlement giving way to
amusement. “I’m not gonna attack you. Remember? We have an
agreement. Seriously, Alrick. What’s up?”

If his arousal kept growing, she’d find out
for herself in a moment. He resisted the urge to cover his manhood
with his hand. Right now his upper body and still mud-encrusted
leggings safely hid him from her gaze.

He hoped.

Carly shook her head. “Quit being ridiculous.
Now let’s get this off you.” Noisily splashing in the shallow
current, she pushed water against him with her hands. “Take off
your shirt.”

He froze. Then, realizing the absurdity of
the situation, he undid the lacings and peeled the filthy tunic
from his body, still keeping his back to her and looking at her
over his shoulder. If she found this odd, she didn’t say.

“Let me have it.” She held out her hand, so
he tossed it to her. Dipping it into the water, she scrubbed it
with her hands, using the rocks to help her. Then, when she was
satisfied the thing was clean, she waded towards the bank to
stretch the material over a nearby bush.

Unfortunately, this presented him with the
fetching sight of her perfect, rounded bottom, barely covered by
her soaked shorts.

The insistent throbbing in his blood became a
roar.

“Take off your pants.”

He blinked. “What? What did you say?”

She dropped back on her haunches and peered
at him. “Earth to Alrick!” Snapping her fingers in front of his
face, she grinned. “Are you in there?”

He nearly groaned. She really had no idea how
she affected him. Part of him was grateful. The other part – the
hard, insistent part – demanded attention.

“I’m here. What did you say?” he
repeated.

“Take off your pants. I want to clean them.”
She plucked at his arm. “I’ll even turn away, if you want to be
modest.”

“Carly…”

“I promise not to look.” Her smile faded as
she read his expression.

Finally. She looked at him. Really looked at
him. Saw the naked longing in his face. Her expression changed,
matched his. He waited for her gaze to drop lower.

What the hell was he doing? Furious, heart
pounding, he forced himself to turned away, splashing in the water
like an angry bear. “Leave.”

“Alrick—.” He heard he expel her breath.
Breath she’d evidently been holding. She sent a spray of water at
his back. “Quit acting weird.”

“Just go.” Inhaling, he counted to ten.

She made no move to leave. Instead she
splashed water at him, harder and harder, as though she wanted to
provoke a confrontation.

Fine. Anger built inside him. Anger mingled
with long denied desire, fueling both until he pushed himself to
his feet in one unsteady motion. He undid the drawstring of his
leggings and, turning to face her, yanked down his braes.

“Holy sh…” Carly stared at his raging
erection. Her mouth fell open. “So that’s why you…”

He shook his head, unable to speak. He wanted
her so bad he was shaking. Literally quivering with need. That
hadn’t happened to him since he’d been … he tried to think, to
remember. That hadn’t happened to him ever.

He’d always been the one in charge, the one
in control.

Now this one human woman had him trembling
with the desire to bury himself inside her.

“Alrick, I…”

“I’m sorry.” Fumbling with the material, he
began to tug his leggings back up. “But I wanted you to see what
you do to me.” He forced the words out past his clenched teeth.
“This is why I asked you to leave. I want you, Carly. Again.
Always. No matter what I tell myself, there’s no logic to my
desire, no rhyme, no reason. I want you so badly I—,” he choked and
clenched his jaw.

She splashed over to him, kneeling in front
of him. He gasped when she closed her small hand around the long,
hard length of him.

“I want you too,” she whispered. And then she
lowered her mouth and took him inside.

“Shades of Lothar.” He felt his eyes roll
back in his head. He felt himself swell even harder as she tasted
him, caressed him, and stroked him with her tongue. And then, just
when he thought he couldn’t last another second, she withdrew. He
ducked his swollen manhood under the water, desperately seeking to
regain control. But the tepid stream wasn’t cool enough and his
flesh was so sensitive that he could scarcely bear his own
touch.

“Carly, please.” Though what he asked for, he
could no longer say. He wanted her to leave, to run fast and far
away from him, and he wanted her to stay. Oh, Goddess how he wanted
her to stay.

She backed away, never taking her eyes off
him.

“I need…” Shaking her head and sending water
droplets flying, Carly yanked off her t-shirt and shimmied out of
her shorts.

Alrick couldn’t look away. He held himself,
the warm water running through his fingers, and thought he might
shame himself like some green boy.

Ahhh, sweet green hills of Rigat! Think of
something else. Think of something else.

Still on her knees, Carly crawled towards
him. Unconsciously seductive, she kept her gaze fixed on his face.
He was grateful for that, for if she’d touched him there
with even her eyes, he’d have no hope of regaining control.

She grabbed his shoulders. Smiled sweetly.
Then, her movement so smooth he didn’t see it coming, lifted
herself up and settled back down on top of him, sheathing him deep
inside her.

He moaned.

Water all around them, her liquid heat, his
turgid flesh, nothing but sensation.

She began to move. For one startled instant
he forgot to breathe, his heart forgot to beat. Then, all at once,
his blood came rushing back.

“Ah, Carly. Sweet, sweet Carly.”

“Shhhh.” Covering his mouth with hers, she
kissed him.

He opened his mouth for her and then, with
her tongue inside him and with him deep inside of her, he lost the
last shred of his control.

As his seed filled her, she cried out and he
felt her body shudder and clench around him. For one awful instant,
he wondered what they had done. Then, as he held her close to his
heart, Alrick decided he didn’t really care.

They’d have to let the chips fall where they
may.

She tried to pull away. He wouldn’t let her.
Instead, he tightened his arms around her, all the while wondered
what the hell they were going to do now. The Mage would be furious.
His father too. And Cenrick… Cenrick would probably say he’d found
true love.

He tightened his arms around her. Sniffling,
her shoulders shook. She was crying. With shaking fingers he lifted
her chin and made her look at him.

“Don’t weep. Please.” Were he more like his
brother, he’d find the right words to tell her how he felt. But he
had always been more warrior than poet. All he could do was
silently hold her, hoping she’d come to realize what they’d shared
was more than ordinary.

Now, finally, he understood what all the
ballads and songs were about.

“We’re different now.” She raised her ravaged
face to his. In her eyes he saw a dark sorrow that pierced his
heart.

“Nothing’s changed.” Low-voiced, he uttered
words that were the closest thing to a lie he’d ever spoken.
“Nothing.”

Shaking her head, she wiped at her eyes and
gave him a tremulous smile. Despite the tears, despite her swollen
eyes and reddened nose he still thought her the most beautiful
woman he’d ever seen. Bar none.

His chest tightened.

“You’re wrong, Alrick of Rune,” she said
softly. “Everything’s changed. We can’t go back to what we were
before.”

Though in his heart he knew she was right, he
made himself lean forward and kiss the tip of her nose. “If there’s
been a change, we can only hope it’s for the better.”

 


Later that day, when they’d found a place to
stop for the night, Carly approached Alrick. She hated the wary
look that came over him whenever she looked at him. Yet she
couldn’t really blame him. What had happened between them had been…
explosive. The lovemaking they’d shared made her want things she
hadn’t wanted from a man since Liam. She wanted to sit by Alrick’s
side and rest her head on his shoulder. To stroke his hair, kiss
the side of his neck, trail her fingers down his chest. She wanted
the right to touch him whenever she wanted, wherever she wanted.
God help her, if Alrick were to give her that right, she didn’t
think she’d ever stop touching him.

Destiny. For the first time she
allowed herself to wonder if Alrick were her destiny. Her hand
strayed to her abdomen, forming a protective cradle. As if… This
very day, they might have created a baby.

Alrick could very well be the father of the
child who’d save Rune’s future.

Looking at him, she forced herself to see
beyond the handsome man she’d come to know and care for. He was
Fae; more than that, royalty. His own destiny lay shining before
him and she could not, would not, take that from him.

She had to prepare herself for a life without
him.

“May I see your sword?”

Back to her, Alrick froze. A second later,
the double meaning of her question struck her as funny. She choked
back a chuckle.

“Beg pardon?” Turning slowly, his polite
expression made her want to shake him.

Instead, she made herself smile politely. “I
would like to learn to use your sword. That one.” She pointed to
his scabbard, leaning against a knotty mesquite tree.

He took a step back. “No. My sword is a
powerful, Fae weapon. It would be dangerous in human hands.”

Lifting her chin, she stared him down. “Not
if you teach me. I want to defend myself.” Again her hand strayed
protectively to her middle.

Alrick followed the movement and his gaze
darkened. “I see.”

“No. You don’t see. If it’s going to be me
and Lance against the world, I need to become a better
fighter.”

He crossed his arms. “For self-defense?”

“That too. But I’m tired of running. The next
time the Warlord shows his face, I want to take him down.”

“How can you, when he never stays long
enough? For Myrddin’s sake, don’t you think I would kill him if I
could?”

“Still, I want to be prepared. What I’m
saying is that I don’t want to be a passive victim. If I had my old
Winchester rifle, I’d feel better. But I don’t have it. So give me
a weapon. Teach me to us it. If something happens to you, don’t
leave me unarmed.”

“You don’t like blood.”

“True. I still don’t. But if it’s to be me or
him…” She moved closer. This time, he didn’t retreat. Another step
brought her near enough to touch him, as she’d been longing to do
all day. But she didn’t want to be distracted by his body, not now.
She wanted answers. Instead of caressing him, she poked him in the
chest. “Well? What do you say?”

“The only weapons I have are my crystal sword
and my crossbow.”

Not an outright dismissal. She took heart
from that. “Then those are what I need to learn to use.”

His nostrils flared. “I doubt you could even
lift the crossbow.”

“You’re probably right.” She conceded the
point with a slight smile. “But I can hold your sword.”

“Barely. The crystal is heavier than it
looks.”

“If I use two hands, I can do it.” Back to
square one.

“The sword never leaves my side.”

“Then get me one of my own.”

“Get you a…? How do you suggest I do
that?”

“You have magic. Send to Rune for a woman’s
sword. Surely your women have weapons of their own.”

“Of course they do.” Running a hand through
his shaggy hair, he looked bemused. “But if I use magic, we’ll have
to deal with the weather.”

“So? We’ve dealt with the weather
before.”

He tried again. “Magic will let the Warlord
know exactly where we are.”

“He seems to find out irregardless.” Carly
shrugged.

“Have you ever killed anything? Hunted,
fished?”

Slowly, she shook her head. “Well, no. But
there’s always a first time. At least think about it.”

“Tomorrow,” he said finally, turning back to
TM and the stone he’d honed to use to clean the horse’s hooves.
“We’ll see about arming you tomorrow.”

When Carly awoke the next morning, shivering,
the temperature had dropped at least sixty degrees. Snow swirled
from the summer sky, a freak phenomenon sure to make the history
books – snow in Texas in June. Brushing herself off, she sat up and
rubbed her eyes. Partially covered in snow, a shining crystal sword
lay on the ground next to her.


Chapter Sixteen

 


 


ALRICK WAS furious. Illogical, yes.
Irrational and unrealistic, he knew. But how dare the mage
send Carly a sword without first consulting Alrick? He scanned the
sky, looking for Tinth. If he saw that blasted bird now, he’d pick
it out of the sky with one of his arrows.

“Don’t sulk.” Still beaming, Carly hefted her
sword above her for the tenth time. The crystal glittered in the
sunlight, like the blade was made of diamonds. “I love this. It’s
perfect.”

“You’re holding it wrong,” he growled.

“Am I?” She adjusted her grip, still wrong.
“Teach me. Better?”

“No.” Before he thought about what he was
doing, he’d already closed the distance between them and adjusted
her grip. “Hold the hilt, here. Like that. Now swing.”

She stepped back and swung gracefully. The
sword whistled melodically as she sliced through the air.

“You have about as much chance of hurting the
Warlord with that as a mouse has against a hawk.”

Laughing at him, she hefted the weapon again.
“Better this than nothing.”

Despite the sudden chill and the snow, he’d
woken with a raging hard-on. Watching her lithe beauty now, holding
a weapon forged by one of his kind, filled him with a savage,
desperate lust. A desire so familiar to him now, that even the
rapid arrival of the sun and her glee over the Mage’s unexpected
gift hadn’t been able to douse it. With the quick climb of the
temperature back to the normal sultry heat, he performed his
morning exercises at twice their pace, punishing himself with
exertion and sweat.

Despite all this, still the need remained.
One look at Carly was all it took to re-ignite the simmering flame
inside him. Around her these days, desire always seethed below his
skin.

He found himself wishing he’d met her in
another time and place. Wishing? Romantic dreams were
Cenrick’s specialty, not his. Alrick had never been one for foolish
imaginings or for wanting what he knew he could not have.

And he could not have Carly. He needed to
remember that.

“Let’s break our fast.” A trace of impotent
anger leaked into his tone.

Her impossibly green eyes widened. Moving
reluctantly, she slipped her new sword into the beautiful gilt
scabbard she now wore around her waist.

“I want a Belgian Waffle, with strawberries,”
she told him, defiance in her voice. “Maple syrup. Warm. And
coffee, pots and pots of coffee, with cream and sugar. Oh, and
throw in some OJ while you’re at it. Got that?”

“I can’t use magic to bring us food. Just
because the Mage—.”

“Oh, lighten up Alrick.” She sounded on the
verge of tears. “I was joking. Joking, get it?”

Since her mood appeared to match his own, he
turned away without another word. He’d gather their foodstuffs in
the forest, as he always did. Then, once they’d eaten, they needed
to talk. They couldn’t run forever. It was well past time they came
up with some sort of strategy.

After they’d eaten the morning’s meager
pickings, Carly stood. “I’ve got the perfect plan.”

Cautiously, he motioned for her to
continue.

“The best defense is an offense.”

Shades of Lothar, she was beautiful when she
was angry.

He forced himself to concentrate.
“Explain.”

“We’ve got to think of some way to set a trap
for the Warlord. The next time he shows his face, we nab him.”

“He’s never here long enough.”

“Each time he seems to be able to stay
longer.”

She had a point. Still… “All right, say the
next time he’s able to materialize for more than a few seconds.
What are you proposing we do?”

“You have magic. You tell me.”

“It’s worth a try,” he said slowly. “As long
as you promise me you won’t take any foolish chances.”

“Hey, I’m armed now.” For further emphasis,
she fingered the hilt of her sword in what he guessed she thought
was a menacing manner.

Actually, the movement of her slender fingers
only looked sensual. He groaned, dragging his hand across his
mouth. “I will not permit you to try and taunt the Warlord. You
have no idea—.”

“I know, I know. I have no idea what I’m
dealing with. I never said I wanted to taunt him. Just let
me distract him, while you swoop in and nab him.”

He noticed she didn’t say kill. “The
Warlord will not allow himself to be captured. When I take him on,
it will be a fight to the end.”

She shot him a look under her lashes and
swallowed. I just think we should use me as bait to distract him.
That’s all. Then, when he swoops in to kill me, you zap him. Take
him out.”

“Zap him?”

She waved her hand. “Whatever. As long as it
works.”

“No. Too dangerous.”

“Hey, I’m not going to be in any danger.
Especially since I might be…”

“Might be what?”

She shook her head. “Trust me, it will work.
I’ve seen the same thing happen often enough.”

“You’ve seen the same thing? Where?
When?”

“In movies.” She grinned, not at all abashed.
“They have to be realistic. They do research and everything.”

Gritting his teeth, he kept himself
completely still. “This is not a game.”

“Don’t you think I realize that?” Again she
cradled her abdomen protectively.

“You could be carrying our child.”

Though her eyes filled with tears, her smile
had more brilliance than a thousand Texas suns. “I know.”

“I will not risk it. Or you.”

“Me neither. I’ll be careful.”

“No.”

“Alrick…” Color high, she advanced on him,
meaning to argue.

He kissed her instead.

When he slanted his mouth over hers, she
melted. For half a second. Then she stiffened. “Oh, no.” She pushed
against his chest. “You cant’ distract me this time… mmmmm.”

When he deepened the kiss, her arms came up
to wind around his neck. She pressed against him, and he pushed
back, letting her feel the strength of his arousal. He felt
invigorated, alive, and randy as a young stallion.

They might have made a child. Together.

Their clothing was an unwelcome barrier
between them. Even as he grabbed at hers, she tugged his. Then,
bare skin to bare skin, they came together, intertwined. When he
entered her, he felt like a starving man given a feast. Poetic, yes
and unlike him, true. But he had no other words to describe what
this woman had become to him.

She was everything.

He didn’t know how he ever was going to leave
her.

Stupid. Foolish. She had a destiny to
fulfill. And he, he had a kingdom to run.

 


After they’d made love again, Alrick had held
her. For the space of a heartbeat or two, Carly allowed herself to
wallow in the awful/wonderful sensation of being loved. Then,
because she was not a stupid woman and didn’t believe in
self-delusion, she pushed herself out of his arms. He let her go
without a word, as she’d known he would. Child or no child, he had
his own path to follow.

They’d cleaned up, climbed on their
respective horses, and began again the journey towards nowhere.

Falling slightly behind, she allowed herself
to memorize the perfect shape of Alrick’s shoulders, the sinewy
muscles of his massive arms, the thick, dark hair curling at his
neck. She had touched this man, loved this man, and her

life would be forever changed, child or no
child.

Alrick’s lovemaking made her a new woman, a
different woman, and while part of her felt sorrow at letting go of
her widowhood, another part of her realized it was past time to
move on with her life. Time to heal.

But how could she, when she’d chosen a man
who could only leave her?

She was utterly, achingly tired of fleeing.
If the Warlord were to show up now, she’d confront the sick
bastard, just to be done with it.

 


“Alrick.” She rode up beside him. “It’s
time.”

The wary look he gave her made her almost
want to laugh. Almost.

“Time for what?”

But looking at him, at the belligerent set of
his sensual mouth, she knew she didn’t want more discussion. “No
more talk,” she said softly. “No more running, either. Time for
action.”

With a slight salute, she kicked her mare
into a run. As they raced off away from a startled Alrick, Carly
drew her sword and held it high above her head.

“Be ready,” she called over her shoulder. Her
heart pumped, her blood raced, and she felt pure joy at being
alive.

“Carly!” Alrick came after her. She’d known
he would and knew too that TM could easily outrun her sleek mare.
So now, while she was still ahead of him, was the time to put her
daring plan into action.

“Warlord,” she screamed, lifting her sword to
the sky. “I’m here. Come and get me.”

“Carly, no! Don’t taunt him!” Alrick was
gaining on her, TM’s pounding hooves stirring up dust and closing
the distance fast.

But he would be too late. Even she felt the
shift in the air pressure, the shivery sensation skittling along
her skin.

Magic. The Warlord. Taking up her
challenge.

“Come on, Warlord.” Bringing Merry to a
sliding stop, Carly brandished her sword.

Hooves pounding as Alrick rode hard to catch
her.

Above, an image flickered. Black hooded robe.
Icy, blue eyes. The Warlord!

“Carly,” Alrick shouted, almost there.
“Run.”

The black-cloaked figure solidified, hovering
in the air twenty feet above them, emerging from the clouds like
the second coming of a dark anti-Christ.

“Run!” Alrick slid to a stop next to her.

“No. No more running.” She jumped to the
ground, keeping her back against her mare. She drew her sword. “You
can help me or not. But I’m going to fight.”

“Damn it, no.”

The Warlord solidified.

“Yes. Showtime.” Knowing her smile looked
more like a snarl, Carly wished she could see her enemy’s face.

Alrick vaulted to the ground beside her. With
her Fae warrior at her side, she took a deep breath. “I’m
ready.”

“If he stays, you’ll get behind me.”

Without taking her eyes from the flickering
shape above them, she nodded.

“I’ve never wanted to kiss you more. Then,
throw you over my shoulder and run like hell.”

Briefly, she entertained the idea, watching
as the Warlord’s form took shape. With his black hood cloaking his
face, only his eyes were visible, glowing with a violent intensity
that spoke of madness. No trace of humanity showed there, no Fae
recognition, nothing human either.

Carly shivered. She could do this, she could.
She would fight for her right to live. She’d kill if she had to, in
order to protect her unborn child.

Alrick began to speak the words of a
spell.

“Give me the woman.” The Warlord spoke, his
voice a harsh sound, the voice of a man in great personal pain.

“You can’t have me.” Voice shaking, Carly
stepped forward. “So come down and fight like a man.” She lifted
her sword, the white ice of the blade flashing in the sun. “Come
down. Bring it on, dude.”

The Warlord laughed, a harsh, guttural
sound.

Alrick stepped up with her, still muttering
words to the spell. Neither of them dared to take their eyes off
the other man.

Raising his voice, Alrick spoke louder,
rushing to complete the spell.

The Warlord floated closer, unaffected.

The spell Alrick used was a powerful one,
ancient and deadly. The magic he called was in the air, the ground,
everywhere. The earth reacted. Rumbling came from the ground deep
below their feet.

The sky filled with clouds. Lightning
flashed, great jagged bolts that struck the earth like a hammer.
Thunder boomed, and the wind began to shriek as the trees bowed
before the coming storm.

Hair blowing, Alrick braced his legs and
raised his sword, chanting louder and louder as the magic built.
Pushing Carly behind him, he slashed at the air.

The Warlord dived left. Alrick pivoted, sword
ready. Carly mimicked his motions.

Moving so fast he was a blur, the Warlord
zoomed directly at her. Screaming, she raised her sword and gave a
battle cry of fury and fear. A shudder ran through her as her sword
connected. First blood, she had time to think. Then Alrick,
the horses, and the entire world as she knew it disappeared in a
blinding burst of light.

 


Thunder cracked a warning seconds before
lightening struck mere feet from where Alrick stood. The resulting
charge tossed him and the horses backward at the same instant as
Carly struck the Warlord with her fae sword.

The shock must have rendered him unconscious.
When he was able to stand again, the Warlord and Carly had
vanished.

TM and Merry, both miraculously unhurt,
grazed nearby.

“Carly!”Alrick bellowed loud enough to be
heard in both the past and the future. The Warlord had taken her
–where, Alrick could only guess. Whatever magic the Warlord had
used, Alrick’s spell had come too late.

Spell. The roiling clouds were in the
distance, and while lightening still flashed, the danger looked far
off. Though the last remnants of magic still resonated in the
hapless earth, the worst of the storm seemed to have moved on.

Shades of Lothar; the Warlord had Carly.
Alrick had failed to protect her.

Cursing, he located his sword on the ground
and sheathed it. He must find Carly, find her now, before the
Warlord killed her.

Or die trying. If he could not save her, he
did not want to live.

Gathering the horses, he spoke the words that
would take them to Rune.

When he reached the great hall, the Mage
stood waiting.

“You caused another earthquake in the human
world,” the old man said. “Why are you here?”

Impatient, Alrick told him.

“The Warlord has Carly?” The Mage appeared
unsurprised. “How did this happen?”

Alrick pushed past. “His magic was stronger
than mine. I’m going after them. You,” he stabbed the older man in
the chest with his finger, “are going to send me.”

“Alone?”

“No. I need help. I’m getting Cenrick.”

The mage hurried to keep up as Alrick strode
down the long, marbled hall. “Your father will not want to risk
both his sons.”

“To hell with that. I refuse to let Carly
die.”

Trying another tact, the Mage plucked at
Alrick’s arm. “But this is your task, your chance to prove
yourself worthy to be named heir. If you enlist your brother’s
help, how will you ever prove your readiness for the throne?”

Teeth bared, Alrick rounded on the other man.
“Do you honestly think I care about this now?”

Only by putting his hands out in front of him
was the Mage able to keep from crashing into Alrick. Undaunted,
Mort peered up at Alrick. “Being named heir is all you’ve
ever cared about.”

“Maybe once.” Hearing the snarl in his own
voice, Alrick took a deep, calming breath. “Not now. Carly is mine.
Mine. Saving her is more important to me than anything
else.”

The Mage of Rune did not appear surprised.
Standing in the glittering hallway, surrounded by sparkling walls
and Fae beauty, he looked small and insignificant in his mysterious
black robe. “More important than the throne?”

But Alrick didn’t answer. He’d already moved
away, intent on reaching his brother.

This time, the Mage did not follow.

At the end of the shining hall, Alrick turned
right. Ten paces down on the left was Cenrick’s room. Pushing open
the door, he called his brother’s name.

A light sleeper, Cenrick sat up and ran a
hand through his hair. “What’s going on?”

“I need your help.” Anguish and worry making
his voice hoarse, Alrick told his brother what had happened.

Immediately, Cenrick grabbed his clothes. “Of
course I’ll help. What do you want to do?”

“Go after them, of course.”

Cenrick opened his eyes very, very wide.
“Into the future? Are you serious?”

“Can you think of another plan?”

Slowly, Cenrick shook his head. “Are you
aware we might not be able to return?”

“So be it.”

“I see.” Clearing his throat, Cenrick looked
dazed. “When?”

“Now.” Alrick tossed his shoes at him. “Here,
put these on. The Mage will help me. He has to. Let’s go.”

Together, they started back down the hall.
When they reached the great room, the Mage waited near the front
door.

“I need your assistance, Mage.” Stopping in
front of him, Alrick did not ask, he ordered. “We’re going after
the Warlord, to the future, to your time. I need your help to get
there.”

The Mage inclined his graying head, once.
“I’ll lend a hand. But be warned. While my magic will help you get
there, when you wish to return, you’re on your own.”

“Go with us.” Cenrick stepped forward. “You
know the place, the customs, and the layout. Your familiarity would
aid us greatly.”

“I cannot.”

“You mean,” Alrick stared the other man down,
“you will not.”

“I don’t know how.” Stroking his beard, the
Mage’s lined face was full of sorrow.

Cenrick looked from one to the other. “Why do
I sense undercurrents of which I know nothing?”

Neither man answered.

With a sigh, Cenrick shook his head. “I give
up. I guess I’m just along for the ride.”

“You have been studying.” Alrick’s tone was
fierce. “If anyone can figure out how to get us back to our own
time, you can.”

“Alrick, I have something for you.” Reaching
inside the folds of his voluminous robe, the Mage pulled forth a
cloth wrapped bundle. “Take this. It might come in handy.”

Alrick accepted the gift without
question.

“Will you need horses? TM and Merry look
exhausted.”

“No.” Alrick smiled grimly. “I am done with
conventional means of travel. Until Carly is safe, I mean to use
magic.”

“But the consequences…” The Mage sounded
shocked.

“He cares not for what his magic does in our
time.”

“But—.”

Alrick sighed. “I will do as little as
possible, but I must save Carly. Now tell us where you will send
us. We will be in Rune, will we not?”

Slowly, Mort shook his head. “The Warlord
keeps a fortress there. But he spends a good deal of time in the
human world. The human world has changed much in the future. It’s
not safe for you there. Remember, the Fae are feared and killed on
sight, if possible.”

“I have my crystal sword and crossbow.”

“And our magic.” Cenrick chimed in.

“Magic is hampered by the machines. You’ll
find it difficult to defend yourself should you be at risk around
them.” The Mage sounded worried. “And to even attempt to use magic
there, with the world already so unstable, could cause
disaster.”

“I’ll do what I have to do. I must save
Carly.”

Cenrick stepped up beside him to show his
support.

“Very well.” The Mage sighed. “You are right,
this time. Carly is our future.”

“She is more than the future, to me. She is
my everything.”

“Seriously?” Cenrick stared as Alrick gave a
slow nod. “Will you wed her?”

“If she will have me.”

“First you must save her,” Mort put in. “Let
me offer a word of advice. You should—.”

“Not now.” Alrick shifted his weight from
foot to foot, impatient to be off. “Maybe later.”

Grinning, Cenrick clapped Alrick’s shoulder.
“Are you ready?”

“More than ready.” Still glaring at the Mage,
Alrick crossed his arms. “Come on.” Striding forward, he used both
hand to push open the heavy crystal door. “We’ll start the spell
outside.”

“Alrick.” The Mage stepped in front of them.
“Before we start, there is one more thing I must tell you.”

Clenching his teeth, Alrick nodded. “Why are
you trying to delay us? Begin the spell.”

“Carly is with child.”

Making a strangled sound, Alrick froze.

Cenrick’s mouth fell open. He closed it with
a snap.

“How…,” Alrick sputtered. “When? I—.”

Cenrick laughed.

Mort however, was serious. “You are the
father of Carly’s child. You, Alrick, will have a son and call him
Lance.”

Alrick swallowed hard. His chest felt tight,
like his heart might explode. “This Lance you’ve told us of, he is
my son?”

“Yes. Even now, Carly carries your babe. When
you go to save her, you also go to save your child.”

Struck dumb, Alrick heard roaring in his
ears, then the steady thump, thump, of his heart. Reminding himself
to breathe, he tried to speak, and found he could not get words
past the huge lump that had formed in his throat.

“A child!” Cenrick echoed Alrick’s thoughts.
“But Carly’s child is to be—.” He fell silent as the impact of the
Mage’s words hit him, then, wild-eyed, grabbed Alrick’s arm. “Did
you know?”

“No.” Turning his attention back to the Mage,
who’d never been wrong, Alrick narrowed his eyes. “Are you
certain?”

“Yes.”

Alrick didn’t know whether to curse or cry.
“Is she aware of this?”

“Carly? Not yet. She suspects, but is not
sure.”

Alrick had heard enough. “Come on.” He shook
off his brother’s hand. “We’ve got to find her.”

“There is one more thing.” Again the Mage’s
words halted them both in their tracks.

“Stop delaying us. Tell us everything at
once, and let us go.”

“This is important. There has been a slight
change in the Warlord’s plans.”

Slowly, Alrick turned to face him. “A change?
What kind of change?”

Instead of answering, Mort looked down at his
hands. Alrick’s stomach sank. Such an action on the part of the
normally confident elderly man could not bode well.

“What of the Warlord?” Cenrick moved to the
Mage, touching him lightly on his shoulder. “Tell us.”

“It’s best the Warlord does not know of the
child.”

“Why? Since he only wants to kill her, what
difference would the name of the child’s father make?”

With a sigh, Mort grimaced. “The Warlord no
longer wishes to kill Carly.”

Alrick stared. Cenrick did the same. Finally,
Cenrick spoke. “How do you know this?”

Mort raised his head, the miserable
expression on his face making Alrick clench his teeth and swallow.
“He sent me this.” He lifted his hand and Alrick saw he held a
rolled up parchment. “After the bird attacked you and Carly, I sent
Tinth into the future to spy on the Warlord. This morning, Tinth
suddenly returned, carrying this announcement in her beak.”

“Announcement?” The roaring in his ears grew
louder. Alrick took a step forward. “Announcement of what?”

Time seemed to stand still while the Mage
made a show of unrolling it. He held it up, so they could see the
elaborate gold lettering, read the taunting words.

“Of the Warlord’s wedding. He plans to marry
Carly and get her with child, with his heir. He wants Lance to be
his son. That way he will have total control over the boy.”

“But—.” Clenching his jaw so tightly it hurt,
Alrick dragged his hand across his mouth. “You’re telling me that
Carly is in no danger of being killed.”

“Not now.” Mort clapped his hands. “But if
the Warlord learns she is already pregnant, Carly is as good as
dead.”

“Then nothing has changed, as far as the
Warlord’s concerned.” Alrick stepped outside, Cenrick close on his
heels. “No more delays. We go now.”

With that, he began to speak the words to the
spell. Cenrick mimicked him. Finally Mort joined in.

The crossing was different this time. Unlike
the simple passage through the veil from Rune to the human world,
this time they sent themselves through decades, straddling the fast
moving river of time and hoping to come out in one piece on the
other side.

When they materialized in The Warlord’s
world, Alrick glanced around to make certain they weren’t noticed.
Noticed? Hah? The smog was so thick he could barely see his hand in
front of his face.

“Straits of Westra.” Cenrick coughed.

Squinting, Alrick tried to make out
something, anything. “I can’t see my hand in front of my face.”

“I’m surprised we can breathe. The air is so
thick.”

Alrick inhaled, choking on the fetid air.
“The Mage warned us.”

“Are we in Rune or the human world?”

“I don’t think this could be Rune. No Fae
could live like this.”

“Then that means…”

“We’re in danger from humans. Stay close to
me.” Grabbing Cenrick’s arm, he crept forward in the gloom. “If
Carly is here, it won’t be easy to find her.”

They heard the sound of footsteps, coming
towards them. Several people, running.


Chapter Seventeen

 


 


THE SECOND the Warlord placed his hand on her
arm, Carly’s blood turned to ice. His touch was cold – so friggin’
cold. She swore frost formed on her skin.

As they traveled through blackness, she
struggled to breathe. Each icy lungful she sucked in seared her
lungs. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Was this death
then?

Not death. Not yet. She could still feel the
Warlord’s wintry grip cutting into her flesh.

They were going to the Warlord’s world. Once
there, he meant to kill her. Would her death be a slow and
torturous one, or would he kill her quickly and cleanly, ensuring
she did not suffer?

“I’m not ready,” she said out loud. “I’ll
never be ready.”

The Warlord didn’t answer.

He’d won. Despite her ability to overcome her
aversion to violence, she’d been able to wound him. Yet somehow,
unlike books and movies, the bad guy had won. He’d captured his
prey easily. Because of her rash and foolish actions, she’d helped
him accomplish his goal.

How long before he killed her?

As air rushed past them, the cosmos of stars
winked in and out. This was different than crossing from Rune to
her world. Longer, requiring much more energy. Taking a wild guess,
she’d bet her enemy was taking her through time. To his world? Or
some other dark, dismal place, where he would find a quick and
efficient way to dispatch her?

Either way, he’d have a fight on his hands.
She wasn’t going to go down easily.

Finally, their headlong descent – or ascent –
she couldn’t tell if they were going up or down- slowed.

As she felt her body reassemble, she looked
down. Her feet had arrived intact, flip-flops and all. She stood on
an outcropping of black, porous rock. The Warlord kept his
death-grip upon her arm. She twisted once more in a futile attempt
to escape.

“Cease.” He turned his head towards her, his
eyes an no longer so icy. Instead they were an amazing and oddly
beautiful shade of blue. He lowered his hood. Carly gasped. The
Warlord could be Jude Law’s double, he so closely resembled the
actor. Either way, her enemy was the most gorgeous bad guy she’d
ever seen.

But he meant to kill her. And he was scary as
hell.

“Let go.” Despite her attempt at bravado, her
voice trembled.

“No.” He dragged her after him.

Carly dug in her heels. “If you plan to kill
me, kill me now.”

“Kill you?” One golden brow arched. His
amazingly blue gaze met hers. “You misunderstand, my dear Carly
Roberts. I don’t want to kill you. Not yet, at least. I mean to
make you my wife and impregnate you. Once you bear my son, then
you’ll die. Any child you have will be raised by me and me
alone.”

For a long moment, Carly couldn’t speak. When
she found her voice again, the Warlord had already started forward.
Like a wooden puppet, she continued to struggle as he pulled her
behind him.

She was glad she hadn’t said the words that
had immediately bubbled to her lips. She didn’t know what the
Warlord would do if he found out she might already be pregnant with
Alrick’s child, but she wasn’t betting it would be good.

Up they went, following a twisted path that
only led to more rock. The sky was an odd, ochre color and she saw
no sun, moon, or even clouds. Just smog or fog, drifting in wispy
tendrils near the ground. There were no trees or vegetation either.
Were they on some other planet? Or had they gone way back in time,
to an era before man had walked the earth.

Before there was man, was there Fae? An
actual giggle had escaped her before she realized she felt
lightheaded, dizzy even.

“You must be lonely,” she said, blurting out
the first thing she could think of.

He swung his head around to pierce her with
his gaze. “Lonely?”

“Yes. Don’t you live alone?” Ok, so she was
guessing. But maybe if she could keep him talking, she could
distract him from whatever he meant to do next. Like rape her?

“I’ve lived by myself ever since my wife and
daughter were taken from me,” he snarled.

Damn. Too late, she remembered what the Mage
had told her. How the Warlord’s family had been murdered by some
insurgent church or rebels or something.

Yikes. She struggled to remember his name.
When she did, she spoke it softly. “Valerian. Valerian Wake.”

“Yes.” He squinted at her in suspicion. “I’m
surprised they told you my name.”

“Of course they did. I’ve heard nothing else
since Alrick showed up on my doorstep a couple of weeks ago
claiming you wanted to kill me.”

Amusement danced across his refined features.
She shuddered. He might be beautiful to look at, but his gaze was
so cold. Unemotional. Like a robot or… a terminator.

Again she shivered.

Noticing, he shook his head. “I’m not so bad,
Carly Roberts. You shall be my wife, a great honor. And…” Ducking
his head, he appeared engrossed in studying his own, well-manicured
hands. “I have need of you. I’ll make this worth your while. I
might even keep you alive, if you please me.”

“If I please you?” She could scarcely believe
what she was hearing. “You’ve already told me you plan to kill me,
once I finish acting as your brood mare. Come on, I’m not that
stupid.”

“And I’m not that bad.” The look he gave her
was amused. “I’m just a regular guy, like anyone else, doing what
he has to do to make his place in the world.”

“A regular guy? Listen, you’ve done nothing
but make my life miserable. You burnt my barn, sent fire ants to my
house, put poisonous snakes in my bed, not to mention the attack of
the spiders.” She gave another shudder. “Then there was the
quicksand, the tornado, the flash flood, the forest fire – all
after-effects of your magic. You’ve been a royal pain in the
ass.”

“Have I?” He laughed, an oddly pleasant
sound, coming from a man like him.

Carly reminded herself that even mass
murderers and serial killers had usually fooled their victims. So
they guy was great to look at with a deep, mesmerizing voice. This
probably helped him convince his followers. In her time, at the
very least, he’d sell a lot of cars.

Random thoughts. Focus. She forced
herself to look at him, knowing she needed to distract him, keep
him talking, while the faint possibility of help still loomed.

“You said you were going to kill me,” she
reminded him. “Remember?” She’d heard that mass murderers and
serial killers often contradicted themselves with absolutely no
awareness of having done so. Perhaps that was the case with this
guy.

His smile broadened. “I remember. But I’ve
changed my mind. I was going to kill you. Since it took up all my
magic to travel through time, leaving little to use against you, I
changed plans. I decided to capture you instead. There is a better
way to use you, a superior way for you to serve the greater
good.”

Serve the greater good. Not only did he have
delusions of grandeur, but he’d given her a way to save her neck.
Pretending to study him with interest, she found her voice. “I like
the sound of that. The thought of being an influence on history has
always intrigued me. Tell me more.”

His eyes narrowed, making her fear she’d
overdone it. But then he smiled again, apparently convinced she was
beginning to buy into his fantasy. “You are to become my second
wife. Here in Rune, away from the taint of them and their
machines.”

Rune. Okay. And he didn’t like machines. She
filed that away for future reference. “You still haven’t told me
why—.”

“Your son.”

A spurt of anger shook her. “Yes, my son.
Let’s talk about him. I’ve heard he leads a group of oppressed
people against an evil Warlord bent on killing them. More than
killing, actually. Eradicating them from the face of the
earth.”

The amusement leached slowly from his
features. “They butchered my family, slaughtered my innocent wife
and daughter in front of me.” Bitterness rang in his voice.
“Countless Fae and half-Fae have died at their hands. Yet they call
me the evil one.”

What could she say? “I have nothing to do
with these people.”

He went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “I tried
to resurrect them, it was my right to bring them back to
life, and he stopped me. Your son, the person he is now, took away
my greatest desire.”

What, not world domination? She bit her lip.
“You’re scaring the hell out of me.”

Instantly, his expression changed. Became the
friendly, harmless expression of before. Just a clean-cut, regular
guy, not a crazed murderer.

“My apologies.” He held out his hand. She
noticed he had long, elegant fingers. “Come to me willingly,
beautiful Carly. Together, we can create great things. Our son will
rule the world.”

“But—.”

“Our son will rule the world,” he repeated,
his words echoing.

She took a step back. “I won’t marry
you.”

“The wedding will be in less than an hour.”
The Warlord smiled, a singularly beautiful expression that she now
recognized as evil.

“Look, Warlord—.”

“Call me Valerian.”

Oh, geez. She swallowed. “Okay, Valerian.
What’s the hurry?”

Lifting her head, she did her best to appear
offended. “If you want to have a proper wedding, one befitting your
station, you’ve got to plan better than this. You’re not even
giving me time to find a dress or get my hair done.”

Her ruse failed. “Don’t take me for a fool,”
he snarled. “Pretending you’re a willing bride won’t stall the
ceremony. And there will be a ceremony. In front of all of
my people. Clothing has been provided. You will be bathed and
perfumed and servants will be sent to dress you.”

She glanced down at her flip-flop clad feet,
at the black porous rock on which she stood. The fog was so thick
she couldn’t see beyond the Warlord. For all she knew, this Rune of
the future was a hollow shell of Alrick’s Rune. No trees, no
buildings, no people, no life.

Refusing to give up, she tried again. “If the
wedding is in less than a hour, we’d better get a move on.”

Narrowing his eyes, he studied her. She
resisted the urge to squirm under his piercing gaze. “What are you
planning?”

Setting her jaw, she glared at him and said
nothing. Truth was, she had no actual plan, but it couldn’t hurt to
let him think she did. After all, he hadn’t even noticed her
sword.

Her sword. She hadn’t had time to
learn to properly use it, but Alrick had shown her the basics. How
hard could such a thing be? She’d cut him once, she could do it
again. Question was – could she kill?

His gaze flicked to her scabbard. She must
have accidentally flexed her fingers.

“That’s Fae. Where did you get that?” He took
a step toward her, his expression menacing.

Now or Never. What the hell – she had nothing
left to lose.

With the eerie sing-song of crystal, Carly
drew her sword. “From the Mage of Rune.” She thought of all the
movies she’d seen, and her next words might have been written for
one of them. “He made it from Fae ice, Fae power, and Fae
magic.”

Her sword began to glow.

The Warlord stopped in his tracks. His smile
chilled her to the bone. “Give me that.”

She shook her head. “No.”

He spoke a few words. Unintelligible to her,
but they must have been words to a spell for the hair rose on her
arms.

From nowhere, a wind appeared, smelling of
sulphur and sweat. Magic, but a magic unlike any she’d ever
experienced before. This was a foul magic. What had happened in
this time to make Rune such a nasty place?

Something stung her. And again. The air flung
grit into her eyes, so she couldn’t see. Blinding her. Picking at
her skin with one had, she tried to grip the sword menacingly with
the other.

Damn the Warlord and his magic. She spoke the
curse out loud.

Ignoring her, his voice built to a crescendo
as he wrapped up his spell.

The things attacking her became bolder, more
fierce. They bit with invisible teeth and clawed with razor sharp
talons. Spurts of blood appeared on her arms, long welts and cuts
all over her body.

“Stop.” She ordered, unthinkingly.

The wind immediately died, the things
attacking her vanished.

With a shaking hand, she lifted the sword
higher. As the smoky smog drifted, she realized the Warlord –
Valerian – had advanced another five feet. He grinned maliciously
down at her.

“Don’t come any closer.” To her surprise, he
obeyed. Curiosity shone in his gaze as he studied her and her
softly glowing sword. “My dear Carly Roberts. Such blades only glow
when magic lights them. Is it possible you are half-Fae?”

Confused, she frowned. “Not that I know
of.”

“Then how did you do that?” He indicated her
sword. “What spell did you use to counteract mine?”

Since she had no idea, she merely smiled,
bluffing. “Don’t underestimate me,” she warned.

“That sword.” His face contorted. “It’s
magical. The sword must be feeding you power. Give it to me.”

“No.”

“Give it to me now!” Like a man possessed, he
screamed at her. Spittle flew from him.

Using the back of her hand, she wiped her
face. “You’ll never take my sword. Come any closer and I’ll kill
you.”

He chuckled, the mercurial mood changes
making her heart pound.

“Stay back.” Brandishing her sword higher,
she gave him her best threatening look.

“You might have magic in your weapon, but
I’ll wager you don’t know how to use it.” Unfazed by her threats,
his expression reformed into his pleasant, polite mask.

He was right. Damned if she’d let him know
it.

“I’ll cut you.”

“If you do, it’ll be by luck, my dear. Not
skill. Blind luck.” He took another step forward. “And any such
good fortune you might have had seems to have run out on you.”

Damn. What to do? Hoping, praying, she began
to mutter words, hoping if her sword was magical, they’d be
transformed into a spell. Because she didn’t know the old language,
she spoke in English, mimicking the sing-song tone she’d heard
Alrick and the Mage use.

Valerian froze. “Dare you cast a spell
against me?”

Ignoring him, she continued.

“Against ME?” he roared. Madness banished the
last hint of sanity from his eyes. Laughing, he reached for her
sword.

“No!” Swinging wildly, she struck him.

Blood sprang crimson from as she slashed his
arm.

Stunned, she forget to continue her spell.
Bad mistake.

“You cut me.” Fury contorted his aristocratic
features. He lifted his hand, long fingers curved like talons. “For
that, you will pay.”

A shiver of terror ran through her. She knew
what was coming. Magic. Hurriedly, she tried to finish her lame
attempt at a spell. The sword will help her. She hoped.

But her words came too late. The Warlord had
years of experience and a real command of magic. He spoke his
spell. She didn’t have time to resist or to fight or figure out a
way to counteract it. Foul magic struck her like a bolt of
lightening. She kept her grip on her sword, fighting against the
rush of power. Then everything went black.

 


* * *

 


They crouched in the dank alleyway until the
footsteps receded. The cement beneath their feet was cracked and
ran with a moisture than came from within. The scent of rotted
garbage and decaying flesh made Alrick want to retch.

“Alrick?” Cenrick plucked at his sleeve.
“What did the Mage give you? He said it might help us.”

Withdrawing the cloth-wrapped bundle, Alrick
untied the coarse string. Inside, folded many times over, was a
well-worn document.

“A map of this place in this time.” Opening
it, Alrick studied one side and then the other. “This outlines both
worlds – Rune and human.”

Cenrick dusted off his leggings. “Good. We
can use it to locate the Warlord’s stronghold.”

“There’s something else.” Plucking a smaller
piece of parchment from the folds, Alrick squinted to see it in the
dim light. “A copy of the wedding announcement.”

According to the document, the ceremony would
be held in a temple in the Neutral Lands. The Mage’s spidery
notation explained this was an area between the human world and
Rune, where the veil had once stood.

Alrick clenched his jaw. “We’ve got to get to
the Neutral Lands.”

“How will we find this place?”

“Simple.” Tucking the paper in his pocket,
Alrick stood. “We find someone and ask them.”

 


* * *

 


Perfumed and powdered, Carly refused to allow
them to dress her. “I can do it myself,” she snarled, waving away
first one, then another of the half-naked women attendants. They
were Fae, but looked like no Fae she’d ever seen. Their beauty had
been disfigured with grotesque tattoos and piercings. Swirls of
blue and purple snaked across their cheeks, noses, throats and
breasts. Carly could hardly bear to look at them.

Nor at herself, now clothed in a hideous
dress the color of blood. Her tank top and shorts and flip flops
had disappeared. Worse than that, he’d taken her sword.

Her one chance to save herself, and she’d
blown it.

She didn’t want to marry this man. Nor did
she want to die. She wanted to live, to return home and take a
pregnancy test and try her best to have some kind of normal
life.

Cradling her abdomen, she wondered if she
truly carried Alrick’s child. The odds were against her having
conceived so quickly.

Unless it was meant to be.

Shaking her head at her romantic foolishness,
she thought of the bleak future the Warlord had planned for her.
She’d sooner die than let a man like him raise her son.

Even stripped of her sword, she hoped she
wouldn’t have to.

They led her out onto the granite stage at
dusk. The bright red silk of the gown she’d been forced to wear
shone like blood against all the gray and black stone. Torches
blazed every ten feet, adding thick smoke to the already hazy
atmosphere. The temple was packed; elbow to elbow, shoulder to
shoulder, the Warlord’s followers had come to watch him wed.

In the center of the stage was a cracked
marble altar. Hands bound behind her back, Carly was escorted by
two burly men who could not have been Fae. They led her to the
altar and left her facing the crowd.

A moment later, trumpets sounded and the
Warlord arrived.

Cloaked in his usual black, he seemed to
float above the stone. His power brought a shimmer to his shadow,
an eerie light to his dark face.

As she stared at him, a blurry shape came
between her and the fire from a nearby torch. Tinth! The Mage’s
faithful hawk.

The Warlord didn’t appear to have noticed. He
slowly turned and, still floating, faced his followers. With his
attention fixed on the crowd beyond, he began leading them all in a
chant.

The unintelligible chanting was not made up
of words. But the cadence and resonance they used, made her feel
unclean. Hearing it, she felt as though the sound tainted her with
evil. At first, she thought they spoke a prayer. But as the chant
continued, she felt the familiar prickling sensation that preceded
magic.

They were chanting a group spell. Summoning
dark magic and drawing strength from things most men feared.

As the power built in waved, roiling and
sweeping along her nerve endings, she fell to her knees. The
Warlord did not deign to notice her – his absorption with his
followers and their spell was complete.

From the corner of her eye she again saw
movement and realized what she’d seen earlier. Tinth, on the floor
behind her. Moving quickly, the Hawk hopped to her and slashed at
the ropes around her wrists. As the sharp talons raked her skin,
Carly clenched her teeth, fighting not to cry out or move.

Once, twice, the hawk struck her. Then
finally, the rope split. Free. Her heart pounded so hard she
thought it might burst from her chest.

Free. Now what?

The two men who’d escorted Carly earlier
entered. One carried a large bird, hooded and chained. When they
reached the altar where Carly knelt, they placed the bird before
her on the bloodstained surface.

Still chanting, the Warlord swirled around.
He raised a hand, something glinted – a dagger.

Horrified, Carly realized he meant to kill
the bird, splattering her with blood. A sacrifice?

Tinth pecked at her leg. Without even looking
at the hawk, Carly understood. Tinth wanted her to help the other
bird.

“I can’t even save myself,” she muttered, the
oppressive chanting drowning out her words. If only she had… “My
sword,” she told Tinth, at this point willing to try anything. “Can
you bring me my sword?”

She couldn’t tell if the hawk understood or
not.

The Warlord floated closer, pushing his hood
back so his face was not hidden. He wore the intent expression of
the truly fanatical. Still he chanted, the power continued to
build, and Carly tried frantically to decide on a course of
action.

The knife blade flashed again. Metal? But he
wasn’t fully Fae, she remembered. Maybe half-Fae could hold
steel.

Behind her, Tinth screeched. In a blur of
feathers, the bird attacked, using her beak and talons as
weapons.

Surprised, the Warlord dropped his knife. It
clattered to the marble floor at Carly’s knees.

Don’t think. Act. She grabbed it.

Attempting to fight off the furious hawk, the
Warlord screamed, a cry of pure rage.

The chanting faltered, slowly dying out. The
rush of magic ebbed and faded.

Though she held the knife, she didn’t know if
she could use it to attack her enemy while he fought off Tinth.
Instead, Carly ripped the hood from the sacrificial bird, then used
her knife to cut the bindings on its legs. It was another
red-tailed hawk, like Tinth. Once she’d freed the bird, instead of
flying away in a mad rush for freedom, this hawk joined Tinth in
the attack on the Warlord.

Still clutching her weapon, Carly glanced
around, looking for a way out. The two bodyguards stood transfixed
near the steps, watching their master try to fight off the birds as
though hypnotized. They made no move to help him.

Same for his followers. The crowd seated
below sat still as statues. Instead of rushing to the Warlord’s
defense, they appeared frozen, motionless in time. Something to do
with the half-said spell, she supposed.

There! She spotted the exit. At the back of
the temple, the huge double doors had been closed and bolted,
locking them all within. As she ran across the stage towards the
edge, something crashed against them from the outside. She skidded
to a stop, watching as they shuddered, but they held. Again. And
again, the relentless pounding sounding like a battering ram.

Finally, the bolt gave way. As the door burst
open, the crash reverberated around the temple.

Two men appeared in the opening. Carly let
out a glad cry. Alrick. With Cenrick by his side.

She began again to move, casting a glance
back over her shoulder. Still the hawks slashed at the Warlord,
diving and screeching. He cursed; then finally bellowed for
assistance. “Help me! Now, you fools!”

At the order, his burly assistants seemed to
come awake. They rushed to him. Some of the audience stood too,
awakening from their stupor to look around in confusion.

Now! Dagger in hand, Carly dove for the area
below, fighting her way through the crowd to the door. To
Alrick.

“Kill her,” the Warlord shouted.

Carly didn’t look back. Not now, not with
escape so close. With every fiber of her being, she focused on one
thing, one man.

Alrick.

She had to get to Alrick.

Cenrick by his side, Alrick strode into the
temple. His gaze found hers and locked. He began moving towards her
with single-minded intent, pushing away anyone unwise enough to
stand in his path. Cenrick kept pace on his heels.

Oddly, no one stopped them. The crowd rose
from their seats, moving out of the way. Their motions were
unhurried, lethargic, as though the earlier spell had rendered them
incapable of speed.

Tinth and the nameless hawk soared high, then
fled, disappearing into the smoky gloom.

She saw a blur and realized the Warlord came
after her, slipping across the distance as if he rode some
invisible skateboard.

“Alrick!” Hardly aware she screamed his name,
Carly reached out for him. She touched his arm and he squeezed her
hand, quickly as his gaze met hers.

“I will keep you safe,” he swore, one corner
of his mouth lifting in a smile. He shoved her towards Cenrick.
“Go. Take her to safety.”

Grabbing her arm, Cenrick tried to drag her
away. She refused to go. “No. I’m not leaving. Cover our backs,”
she ordered, lifting her chin and bracing herself at Alrick’s side.
The Warlord was nearly upon them.

“Carly,” Alrick protested. “Go. Please.”

“No. Not now. Not ever. We’ll face him
together.”

The Warlord caught up with them halfway up
the center aisle, sliding to a halt and appearing to hover a foot
above the floor. “You.” His eyes narrowed as he studied Alrick.
“Move aside.”

Alrick shook his head. “Stand off. Now.”

“You would die for this woman?”

Instead of answering, Alrick crouched, sword
ready. Cenrick moved into position to defend an onslaught from
behind. Carly gripped the dagger, the Warlord’s own weapon. Once
she’d told Alrick she couldn’t shed blood for any reason. Now, she
reckoned the life of her unborn child and his daddy was reason
enough.

She could do this. She must. Trying to
determine how and when to make her move, she never let her gaze
leave her enemy’s body.

Not counting her a threat, the Warlord didn’t
even look at her. He watched the men. “Foolish Princes,” the
Warlord sneered. “Even now, in your time in Rune your father lies
ill and dying. He has not yet named an heir. He calls for his sons,
and the Mage tries to comfort him. But his sons do not come. He
believes they do not care.”

Above them, the hawks circled and
screeched.

Alrick blanched, but made no response to the
taunts. Grim-faced, he slowly advanced on the bloody Warlord.
“Prepare to die, Valerian Wake.”

Snarling, the Warlord drew his own sword. The
blade was black, as though the metal had been tempered too long in
the fire. “It will be you who dies, Fae Prince, when this steel
blade slices you to the bone.” He glanced at Cenrick, his lips
curling. “And you. You will both die, here and now. Rune will be
left without an heir, your people will be rootless, leaderless.”
His laugh rang out, contemptuous. “Thus begins the beginning of the
end for Rune.”

“I don’t believe you.” Alrick struck. The
Warlord parried, sweeping aside Alrick’s blade deftly.

“I am from your future and know well the
past. But you can still change this – destiny is not set in stone.
Will you sacrifice all for this human woman and her unborn
whelp?”

“This unborn whelp is my son.” Again
Alrick attacked, this time thrusting at the Warlord’s chest. Blood
spurted, staining the black robe.

The Warlord cursed, slashing. Alrick
parried.

Tinth appeared, flying straight for them. She
carried something in her talons, swooping to drop it at Carly’s
feet.

“My sword.” Snatching her weapon up, a thrill
ran through her as the crystal sword began again to glow.

“Magic,” Cenrick whispered behind her. “Use
it to help him.”

Apparently having shaken off the remainder of
their lethargic stupor, the two bodyguards jumped from the stage.
They went down the right aisle, running to come around and attack
from behind.

Cenrick met them half-way. The first man went
down quickly, his scream dying in his throat. Seeing this, the
second skidding in his tracks and took off in the opposite
direction.

Bellowing with pain and rage, the Warlord
tried to rush Alrick. Alrick’s blow caught him in the shoulder. He
staggered back, his narrow-eyed gaze focusing on Carly. Rage
radiated from him. Carly shuddered.

“Stay behind me,” Alrick ordered. “He’ll try
for you next. I don’t want you hurt.”

She didn’t move. Though she knew Alrick was
remembering her words – so long ago – when she’d told him she could
never kill anything, she’d changed. Now was the time for her to
make a stand, to prove she could do whatever was necessary to
ensure her future, to protect the babe who grew inside her, to save
the man she loved – her unborn child’s father. Deep breath. Lifting
her small dagger in one hand, glowing sword in the other, she took
a step forward. Cenrick returned to take up the rear.

A soft breeze, carrying with it the scent of
flowers, swept through the temple. The gray light receded, the fog
swirling up and away. From their seats, the people stirred, sighing
with forgotten pleasure.

“Magic,” Carly said. “Not of your doing.”

“Then whose?” Alrick growled. “And why?”

Another soft glow appeared, making her sword
shine even brighter. Above the altar, a bubble of light hovered.
Tinth and the other hawk circled protectively, calling out
softly.

The nameless boy appeared, his gaze dazzling,
his expression happy. At his side sat Kayo, tongue lolling, tail
wagging.

“You,” the Warlord snarled. “You’ve been
haunting my dreams. What ghost are you, that you always must
torment me?”

Carly knew now was the time to act.
Now. Only she could ensure her babe’s future. Only she could
make her own destiny. The Warlord recoiled from the boy in horror.
Now.

Taking advantage of his distraction, Carly
lifted her sword and rammed forward and up, through her enemy’s
ribcage to his heart. She felt a stab of remorse, then the
fierceness of righteousness. At the same moment, Alrick struck,
slicing open the Warlord’s throat. Blood spurted. The Warlord’s
expression went blank, shock and death leaching the blue from his
eyes. As he crumpled, his sword fell from his, clattering at
Carly’s feet. Cenrick kicked it away.

“Who are you?” Dying, the Warlord managed to
ask, while blood leaked from his mouth.

Carly wasn’t sure he heard the boy’s answer
before he died.

Alrick moved to her, running his hand over
her hair. “You were so fierce, so strong.”

“I protect that which is mine.” As she spoke
the words she knew a thrill of foreseeing. Apparently Alrick felt
it too. They both turned to face the boy – and her dog – and waited
for him to answer the Warlord’s final question.

“I am Lance, moving between time.” He smiled
fondly at Carly, then focused on Alrick. “Yours. As you are mine.
Take care of my mother, father.” With a laugh, the boy met Carly’s
gaze and winked. “And I’ll take care of Kayo. Thank you for him,
mother. I always wanted a dog.”

Stunned, Carly took a step forward, her knees
buckling. She reached out for him.

Kayo barked. Lance blew her a kiss. With
that, he vanished.

In the ringing silence that followed, there
came a sound. The gut-wrenching sound of someone sobbing.

Alrick led Carly outside.

Cenrick followed. “We’ve got to get back to
Rune. You heard what he said about our father.”

“Lies.” Another voice said. The Mage – Mort –
appeared in front of them. “Nothing but a pack of lies.”

“I thought Fae couldn’t lie.” Carly hugged
the older man, planting a relieved kiss on his lined cheek.
Evidently he too had figured out the secret which enabled him to
return to his own time.

“Humans can. Remember, he was half human.”
Alrick’s arm came around her, pulling her close.

With a sigh, she let herself lean into him,
her sword still clutched in one hand.

“You can put that up now.”

Startled, she looked up to see both Alrick
and Cenrick had already sheathed their swords. She did the same.
“Is it really over?”

“Yes,” the Mage answered. “I can return you
to your time, to your ranch. You may resume your life, exactly as
it was before.” His gaze dropped to her abdomen. “With one little
change.”

She understood, holding her tongue. If she
exclaimed out loud about carrying the baby, it would make things
worse for Alrick when he returned to Rune.

Carefully shielding her expression, she
turned to him and lifted her face for a kiss. “I guess this is
good-bye, then.”

He crushed her to him, capturing her mouth
for a long, deep kiss. When he lifted his head, she was breathless,
her knees weak.

“Good-bye?” he growled, his gaze full of
love. “Didn’t you hear our son? I’ve got a job to do.”

“A job?” Cenrick sounded puzzled, though his
teasing grin gave away his pretense at confusion.

Alrick laughed. “Take care of Carly. That
alone will be a job and a half.”

“Hey!” She elbowed him. “What about Rune? You
wanted to be named heir, to be the future King. I don’t expect you
to give all that up.”

“Who said anything about giving that up?” His
innocent look was ruined by the laughter in his eyes. “I believe my
father has a task for Cenrick next. It may be he will make a better
King than I. Only time will tell.”

Mort nodded. “Mayhap it will fall to Cenrick
to learn how the Warlord accomplished his time travel.”

“You will teach me?” Cenrick narrowed his
gaze. “Won’t you?”

They all looked at the Mage, who seemed lost
in his thoughts.

“Mort?” Carly touched his sleeve. “You are
coming back with us, aren’t you?”

Mort met her gaze but said nothing.

“Or do you plan to remain here, in your own
time?”

“Where he belongs.” Cenrick put in, sounding
desperate. “But you can’t go before you teach me the secret.”

The Mage chuckled. “Obviously not. I must go
where I’m needed the most. With you.”

Carly still wasn’t certain. “Back to Rune?”
She hadn’t meant to sound so hopeful, but Rune was such a beautiful
place.

Mort laughed. “Not you, dear one. You have a
ranch to run.”

“But—.”

“No buts.” Alrick kissed her again. “You
heard the mage – Rune is not your destiny. But you are mine. We’ll
live on your ranch and make frequent visits home. Our son will know
both Rune and Texas.”

She felt a shiver of pleasure at the love in
his voice when he spoke of their child.

“Machines and magic,” the Mage put in
approvingly. “A marriage of two will be fitting training for a
future leader. Are you ready to go?”

“Go?” Cenrick’s eyes were alight with
curiosity. “So you weren’t teasing. You’ve truly learned the
secret?”

“Yes.” Mort smiled. “We can return to our own
time.”

Looking down at Carly, Alrick leaned close.
“Ready?”

She nodded, reaching up and touching her lips
to his. “Are you sure you want to do this? Come back with me to No
Name Ranch? You’ll give up so much…”

“Give up?” He sounded incredulous. “You
forget to mention all I’ll gain. Your love and our son are worth
more than any kingship.”

Still she couldn’t accept, couldn’t believe.
“But with me, you’ll lose your magic. All of that…”

“We’ll make our own magic,” he whispered,
lips against his. “And don’t forget, we’ll make many trips to
Rune.”

“That will be good,” Cenrick said, laughing
at the annoyed looks they gave him for intruding on their private
moment. “What?” He raised his hands, palm out. “I only meant it’s
about time we reestablished human-fae relations.”

“Leave them be.” Mort pulled him away, just
in time for Alrick to steal another kiss. “They make their own
magic.”

“Damn right.” Carly lifted her head to give
both men a content smile. She started to say more, but then Alrick
kissed her again. Wrapped tightly in the muscular arms of the man
she loved, she didn’t even notice when Mort sent them all back
through time. Such was the power of Alrick’s kiss.

When she next came up for air, they stood in
her front yard. She and Alrick, alone. Mort and Cenrick had
vanished, no doubt back to Rune. Her house looked familiar – and
normal. No spiders, no ants, nothing but the sound of the summer
locusts, whirring in the trees.

The sun hovered on the horizon, coloring the
sky in vibrant orange and pink. TM grazed near the barn, Merry at
his side.

“Alrick…” Turning, Carly couldn’t find her
breath. “It’s… home. Like it could have been.”

“Yes.” His expression both fierce and
expectant, Alrick took it all in. The lushness of the green
pastures and rebuilt, larger barn. The freshly painted fence,
stretching as far as the eye could see. The yellow lamp light,
beaming a bright welcome from the front window of her house.
Their house. “Home. Like magic.”

Her laugh rang out like bells. “Texas magic.
Lone Star, style.”

So it was. So it would always be, as long as
they had each other.

 


 


The End.
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