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   They came in a blizzard, we offered them heat,
 
   A roof o’er their heads, dry shoes for their feet,
 
   We wined them and dined them—we gave of our meat,
 
   They slept in the house of MacDonald.
 
    
 
   They came from Fort William wi’ murder in mind,
 
   The Campbell had orders King William had signed,
 
   “Put all to the sword,” these words underlined,
 
   “Leave non alive o’ MacDonald.”
 
    
 
   They came in the night, when our men were asleep,
 
   This band of Argylls, through snow soft and deep.
 
   Like murdering foxes among helpless sheep,
 
   They slaughtered the house o’ MacDonald.
 
    
 
   Some died in their beds at the hand of the foe,
 
   Some fled in the night and were lost in the snow,
 
   Some lived to accuse him who struck the first blow,
 
   But gone was the house of MacDonald…
 
    
 
   Cruel is the snow that sweeps Glencoe,
 
   That covers the grave o’ Donald.
 
   Cruel was the foe that raped Glencoe,
 
   And murdered the house of MacDonald.
 
    
 
   Jim McLean
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   Glencoe, Scotland, February 13, 1692
 
    
 
   You are all going to die.  
 
   See how the snow swirls and rises in high drifts, the wind hard pressed to conceal your glen and its cottage dwellings? It quickly piles the snow and beats against walls as the storm intensifies outside your tiny havens, to serve well those who will need it within the hour…
 
    
 
   Dallan MacDonald awoke with a start.  He lay wrapped in his plaid, his young brother Alasdair beside him in front of the hearth. He wiped the slight sheen of sweat from his brow as he always did after one of his dreams. The garbled, chilling voice from some unseen source in the dream now fading.  They were becoming more frequent of late.  Odd and strange dreams that made no sense at all.  But this one seemed more like a premonition.  And why shouldn't it? 
 
    He took a deep breath, settled himself and began to muse over his unexpected arrival and his grandfather’s greeting when first they spied each other. The MacIain’s eyes had been warm for the briefest of moments then suddenly consumed by cold warning, the auld Fox’s first words anything but friendly. Of course Dallan had learned to expect nothing else from the chief of the Glencoe MacDonalds. MacIain could be a hard man when he wanted and usually became just that when in Dallan’s company. In fact, Dallan couldn’t remember him being any other way. 
 
    Alasdair moaned softly in his sleep. Dallan turned to his brother and smiled. The boy had not left his side since the big Scot came trudging through the snow two days ago. He gazed thoughtfully at him with a slight pinch of envy. Alasdair’s face was peaceful, content. Soaking up the weak glow of the dying fire as if ‘twas all he was meant to do. The boy held not a care. No. Not a one. 
 
    Unlike the rest of his clansmen. 
 
    Confused at the number of Lowlanders and Campbells residing in the glen when he first arrived, Dallan made his way directly to his elder uncle’s house to find what was amiss. His uncle John had given him the information he wanted to know but it wasn’t what he wanted to hear.  Indeed, the Campbells had come into the glen almost two weeks ago with papers signed by the king himself. Papers which demanded quarters be given in Glencoe for two companies of his majesty’s foot soldiers. 
 
    Dallan didn’t trust the Campbells, nor did his grandfather. Fearing disarmament, MacIain ordered his people to hide their arms in the peat stacks or on the brae beneath the stones. If the soldiers were going to take their weapons, let them take the old rusty ones. 
 
    Alasdair moaned again. Dallan thought of the harsh night and gently pulled the boy into his plaid with him to fend off any chill. The small form immediately snuggled close. Dallan again smiled and let go a lengthy sigh. How he wished he could stay this time. Wee Alasdair had just reached the age of six and would soon be old enough for fostering. Dallan wanted to take him under wing but wasn’t sure how he’d manage it. It would mean taking the boy to France and he doubted the auld Fox would let him. Perhaps their mother could be persuaded, and then she could work on the MacIain.  Dallan knew he needed something in his life besides weapons and constant training. Alasdair would be perfect. 
 
    After twenty years of living Dallan still felt as if he’d done nothing with his life. Something was definitely missing, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. Perhaps he just needed to feel like he belonged. If only the MacIain would accept him, treat him with some respect instead of cold, silent disdain. 
 
    A shout from outside drew the Scot out of his musings and brought his attention to a small window.  The three Campbell soldiers sheltered in his mother’s house were reportedly pulling out in the morning. Could it be they were preparing to depart? Perhaps the reason the three had not returned to the house after meeting with their captain was due to the preparation. But that wouldn’t have taken them all night. What could they be doing all this time? 
 
    His earlier dream flooded his mind and the hairs on the back of Dallan’s neck rose with the thought. He detached himself from Alasdair and went to the window, dirk drawn. He’d had this warning too often to ignore it; something was wrong. Bad enough a sense of dread hovered over the glen yesterday to put everyone on edge. But later the Campbell’s own piper was the one to keep Dallan up most of the night.  He’d heard the piper play, knew it to be more than a pleasant passing of the time. There had been something in the music. A message. Flee. 
 
    Yet his mother, along with many of his other clansmen, had not taken heed and insisted on staying. The soldiers would be gone tomorrow and all would be well…
 
    Another shout. Dallan hurried back to Alasdair’s sleeping form and quickly pulled away the blankets. “Wake up, lad,” urgency in his deep velvet voice. “Alasdair, wake up!” 
 
    The boy opened his sleepy eyes and gazed at his older brother. “Wha…what’s wrong then?” 
 
    Dallan grabbed up his plaid, wrapped it about himself then reached for his sword and shield near the hearth. He’d brought them out of hiding in mute preparation for what he knew must surely be happening now. “Wake mother and Fergus, tell them to dress quickly.” 
 
     Alasdair popped up to a sitting position, his eyes blinking back sleep. “What’s wrong? What’s happening?” 
 
    “I dinna ken, but I’m going to find out.” Dallan hurried to the door. “Wake them and prepare to leave. Ye may ha’ to head into the hills, lad.” 
 
    “But Dallan, that far? What are the Campbells doing?” A woman’s scream carried on the wind was answer enough.
 
    “Hurry lad! I’ll not see this family’s blood spilled.” He opened the door to a blast of wind, “Go!” And as Alasdair scrambled to his feet, Dallan left the cottage. 
 
    Snow beat relentlessly against him as he stumbled out into the storm while shouts and pistol shots echoed above the wind in the distance. Sounds the wind carried ever closer to his family’s cottage. He picked up another sound among the rest, one much closer, and ducked into a sheltered area between some of the houses. Sword drawn, shield ready, his every muscle screamed for release for a few tense seconds before Dallan recognized the labored breathing of his clansman and grabbed him. “Ian! What happened?” He pulled his grandfather’s servant into the shelter with him as the more menacing noises drew closer. 
 
    “Dallan lad!  The MacIain! Yer Grandmother!” The man pushed out terrified. “The soldiers got into the house. We let them in! I swear we didna ken what they were about!” 
 
    Dallan shook him, his grip tight on the old man. “Campbell has set his dogs on us, then?” 
 
    “Aye! Get yerself and yer house to the hills! Be quick!” He struggled to get away, his clothes tearing with the effort. 
 
   Dallan held him fast. “The MacIain?” 
 
   “I dinna ken! There were shots! The Lady, she screamed something terrible! We tried to get to them, but there were too many soldiers. We got out as fast we could, and they came after us!” Ian glanced fearfully about, body trembling as more shots fired. Closer. “Believe me lad; there was nothing we could do to help them! Get ye gone to the hills! Now!” 
 
   Dallan loosened his grip. Ian wrenched his arm away and ran into the storm as sounds of the soldiers’ slaughter neared, death with them. 
 
    Within moments Dallan burst through the door of his family’s house, the snow and wind with him. His mother gasped at the sudden entrance.  She and her husband of eight years, Fergus MacDonald, stood against a far wall wrapped in whatever they could find to bear the storm outside. Alasdair huddled between them. Dallan gave his step-father a curt nod. “It is as we feared. We must flee. Now.” 
 
    Fergus closed his eyes and lowered his head a brief moment in mute acceptance, then ushered his wife and son to the door. They allowed Dallan out first and, at his signal, followed him into the blinding snow. 
 
    Cold bit through the plaids they wore, the wind nearly tearing the clothes from their backs. Yet the small family ignored the harsh elements that greeted them. As long as it was not Death extending his greetings this day, the light of dawn only an hour or so off, the elements were welcome. Dallan silently vowed to keep death from his family as long as he could, no matter what the cost. They were all he had. 
 
    Screams rent the darkness around the four as they haphazardly fought their way through the storm. They’d managed to get themselves some distance from the house, and Dallan, now grateful for the storm which kept them hidden and would perhaps see them to some semblance of safety, allowed himself a brief sigh of relief. It was then his mother screamed. 
 
    Her voice and the clash of steel were quickly carried away by the wind. Dallan hoped not in the direction of more soldiers as he felled the first of two of Campbell’s men. He recognized him as one of the soldiers who partook of Fergus’s hospitality. Irony has a strange way of working. The second soldier lunged, bayonet in hand, as Dallan tried to wrench his sword from the first. The big Scot leapt to the side, the deep snow thwarting his movement as the bayonet missed its mark yet scored all the same. Pain seared through the back of his left shoulder as the blade cut its way to the bone. Dallan clenched his teeth against a sick wave of dread, only two thoughts in his mind. He had to save his family. To do that he had to fight. 
 
    He didn’t remember falling, but found himself in the snow next to his shield, his sword no longer in his hand. He must have let go of it when he was hit, or perhaps as he fell. Either way, there was no sign of his sword anywhere. Dallan looked up and dark as it was, met the eyes of the man about to kill him, the bayonet already on its descent. Dallan briefly contemplated closing his own eyes when the soldier suddenly fell to the snow next to him.  Dead. 
 
    “Go!” Dallan commanded as he struggled to his feet. He gave a thankful nod to Fergus as the older man pulled his dirk from the soldier’s back. He then sought and retrieved his own weapons and reached for his mother. 
 
    Her face turned frantic as Dallan took her by the arm. “Alasdair!” She screamed and turned a circle in the snow that nearly pulled him off his feet. “Where’s Alasdair?” 
 
    “Quiet woman!” Fergus warned. “The wind will carry yer voice!” 
 
    Dallan scanned the area and cursed. The boy was gone. 
 
    “He must ha’ panicked and run back to the house. I thought he was right behind me.” Fergus told him in a low voice. 
 
    “Take her to the hills, man. Keep her safe.” Dallan grasped his mother’s hands firmly in his own. “I’ll see to him. Go with Fergus now.” He gave Fergus another quick nod then wheeled back in the direction they had come, his tall form quickly swallowed up by the storm. 
 
    He carefully picked his way through the blinding snow to avoid as much as possible the nearest sounds of pistol shots and shouting, praying he didn’t pass the boy. Dallan knew he was not only losing time but blood. He had to find Alasdair, and fast. 
 
    After agonized minutes of bracing himself against the blinding snow he reached the house. A dim light shone through the window. A candle; someone was inside. Dallan stilled his labored breathing and melted into the shadows at the rear wall of the house. The door to the kitchen area lay open. Alasdair must have gone though the back. Carefully, he made his way to the door, peeked inside, then silently entered. The hairs on the back of his neck immediately rose and he quickly crouched behind the thin curtain separating the tiny kitchen from the hearth room. 
 
    “Search the house!” A man shouted in a husky voice. “No one lives!” Only three of them, a preview to the bulk of the slaughter Dallan quickly surmised. But where is Alasdair? 
 
    He got his answer quick enough. Alasdair screamed as one of the men pulled him out from behind a chair and threw him to his superior. The captain grabbed the boy by the back of the neck and eyed him with an odd sort of numbness, as if he wasn’t sure of what he was. He then looked the boy over carefully, as one might a chicken or a cow at market, his mouth curling into a crooked smile. “Ever been buggered, lad?” he asked and grabbed at his own groin for emphasis. 
 
    Alasdair cringed and shrank in the man’s grasp. 
 
    “Well then,” he chortled, “there’s always a first.” With a wave of his hand he sent his two men to search the back of the house. They laughed, knowing they were to take their time, and headed for the curtained doorway. 
 
    Dallan’s dirk plunged into the first man, the action tearing the feeble curtain. The second man, too stunned to react in time, heard only the snapping of his own neck as Dallan let him drop to the floor next to his fallen comrade. That left just the leader. A man Dallan knew immediately and just as immediately, hated. 
 
    Robert Campbell of Glenlyon held Alasdair by the hair, a dirk poised at the boy’s throat. Never taking his eyes off the scene before him, Dallan took a pistol from the nearest dead man, trained it on the Campbell, and stepped out from behind the half torn curtain. 
 
    “Surrender and I’ll spare him,” Campbell pushed out, his face pasty, sick-looking, and full of lust. 
 
    Dallan’s jaw twitched with revulsion as he judged where the ball might hit. “Let the boy go first,” he countered his own voice soft and menacing. 
 
    Alasdair let out a yelp of pain as Campbell’s grip tightened. “You fool! My men are next door and come even now! You are dead already!” 
 
    Dallan’s green eyes grew fierce. “Only a fool and a coward would harm an innocent lad while one o’ his clansmen has a pistol pointed at him.” He took aim and prepared to fire, praying the Campbell would either throw Alasdair out of the way or think to keep himself shielded with him. Dallan sighted for the man’s face instead of his heart. 
 
    Campbell’s eyes suddenly widened with fear. 
 
    Good, Dallan thought. He could kill the man, take Alasdair through the back and hope the storm was still enough to conceal them in the pre-dawn light. He put the first traces of pressure on the trigger. Campbell watched in horror and looked as though he was going to scream. 
 
    But it was Alasdair’s scream that pierced the room, bringing Dallan’s attention to his rear. Too late. 
 
    The big Scot’s breath was crushed from his body as blood from his forgotten wound gushed anew, pushed as if everything within him could be squeezed through the jagged cut in his shoulder. The pistol in Dallan’s hand dropped to the floor, useless, as two thick black arms wrapped around him from behind and mercilessly smashed him against a huge body. He fought the giant holding him, but it was no use. The strength in those arms was like nothing he had ever encountered or would ever want to. Suddenly a deep laugh penetrated the air as an odd tingling sensation began to course through his body. The giant seemed to move but Dallan wasn’t sure, his feet no longer touched the floor, or did they? By all the Saints, what was happening? 
 
    Alasdair screamed and watched in horror as Dallan was dragged into the shadows. “Dallan! No! Dallan!” He squirmed against the stunned Campbell leader who, too shocked to cuff the boy into silence, merely stood, his grip tight, the dirk unmoved. Dallan tried to cry out but his lungs had no air. The tingling sensation only increased with his efforts to an odd burning, as though his skin were on fire. And of all things he thought he heard some sort of music. Dallan couldn’t afford to lose consciousness. He again struggled against the arms holding him; he had to get to Alasdair! But it was no use. Helplessly he watched his brother, now cut and bleeding from Robert Campbell’s unmoved dirk; slowly disappear behind a blanket of darkness. 
 
    Dallan MacDonald contemplated if he was dying but honestly didn’t know; all he did know was he had not saved Alasdair and the deep booming laugh behind him was getting louder. These were the only two realizations to accompany him into the blackness that took him from his brother, his home, and his very life. 

 
   

My heart’s in the Highlands, my heart is not here.
 
   My heart’s in the Highlands, a-chasing the deer;
 
   A-chasing the wild deer and following the roe,
 
   My heart’s in the highlands wherever I go.
 
    
 
   Robert Burns
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   Somewhere, in the far and distant future…
 
    
 
   The distinct slow clomp, clomp of footsteps— big footsteps— slowly  approached the training arena’s monstrous wooden doors upon which crudely carved fir trees stood like giant sentinels. Sentinels waiting to deny entrance to anyone and everyone not deemed worthy. The owner of the footsteps, his large sandaled feet taking up more room than the stone floor was used to, stopped at the doors and gave them a healthy push. 
 
    Tired hinges squeaked and groaned from the forced movement as the doors swung open to allow the huge man admittance into the brightness of the arena. He stood poised on the threshold and took in the villagers milling about nearby, whom, in turn, noticed him as well. 
 
    They froze. 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    One by one the rest of the villagers stopped their work as they caught sight of the new arrival. A resulting hush quickly rippled its way across the arena to bathe everything in deadly silence. No one moved. No one even dared breathe. And no one wanted to be there. 
 
    Every thing went incredibly still. 
 
    The man raised his ebony face to the sky, flung his long arms out to either side of his seven-foot-tall warrior’s frame and bellowed, “Greetings happy sunshine made by Creator’s hand!” His ancient African accent hung on the air before it was followed by a deep booming laugh. The long bright purple and yellow robes of his people, the Azurti, floated on the slight breeze passing through the arena as he inhaled a healthy lungful of crisp morning air. 
 
    The villagers still stood frozen to the spot.  They’d been caught off guard. No one expected him this early. And they were all out in the open, all easy prey. Any one of their lot could be brutally snatched up by him. And everyone knew what that meant. 
 
    As if the horrifying realization could be made any clearer a woman’s high-pitched scream suddenly rent the air, the first of many, which of course set off the usual chain reaction. 
 
    Birds shot from the arena’s hidden nooks and crannies amidst a flurry of feathers and squawks. A horse threw its rider. Work baskets were thrown to the ground as hats flew through the swirling dust. An occasional foot even lost a shoe as the retreating villagers all became helplessly trapped in the now thick, cold, panic-stricken air. 
 
    Oblivious to the melee, the man in the doorway smiled at the sky, sighed, patted his broad chest in satisfaction as he always did, and blissfully ignored the wild shuffle of anxious feet as the villagers of Genis Lee continued to run for cover. 
 
    Kwaku Awahnee, Time Master of Muirara, had just arrived, and anyone with any sense at all was making tracks while there was still time. The villagers knew it best to get themselves as far away from Kwaku as possible before one of them got, well, volunteered  for anything. Something most of their lot likened to being asked to go toss themselves off a thousand-foot cliff. Needless to say, none were too eager to volunteer or let themselves be volunteered for anything having to do with him. It was just too painful. 
 
    Kwaku, finished with his prayer, gave his chest one last pat and scanned the arena for any signs of life amidst the settling dust. 
 
    There were none. 
 
    Or so it appeared. He knew well all the hiding spots of the villagers that had to be there, those assigned to help in the day’s training. He was positive he could ferret one out when he needed help with the Scot. 
 
    Speaking of the Scot, where was he? Kwaku made a full circle and looked the arena over again, checking for any signs of his prodigy’s recent arrival. Nothing. 
 
    Undaunted, the Time Master grinned and began to stride across the arena with fluid motions, his robes streaming behind him as he searched for his ever-reluctant student. The Scot had to be around somewhere. There weren’t, after all, a lot of places he could hide. His build and frame, like Kwaku’s, was too big for the conventional hiding spots frequented by the villagers. 
 
    He reached the other side of the arena and scanned the weapons racks heavily laden with various swords, shields, lances and his personal favorites: the quarterstaffs. He grabbed a long wooden pole from one of the racks and began to spin it with one hand as if casually twirling a small stick. All six feet of smooth polished oak seemed to come alive with anticipation. 
 
    The anticipation of connecting with Scot’s flesh. 
 
    Kwaku continued his search and peered over the weapons racks at the open doorway of the wall beyond, its shadows purposely hiding any trace of his quarry. The Time Master’s eyes narrowed. “Boyeee,” he bellowed into the darkened hall. “De morning wanes, Boyeee. Der is much to do!” He began to chuckle to himself, one of his more irritating trademarks, before surreptitiously covering the distance to the doorway. 
 
    He craned his neck to see into the gloom and unexpectedly, at least to the villagers hiding in the nearby woodbins, laughed. It was a deep, boisterous laugh. One the villagers of Genis Lee knew all too well. 
 
    The woodbins shivered. 
 
    Kwaku’s laughter abruptly stopped as he spun and blocked a skull-shattering blow from the missing Scot’s own quarterstaff. The Highlander was good at seeming to appear out of nowhere, and the Time Master’s reluctant charge, now far from reluctant, attacked the big Azurti warrior with a viciousness bordering on insanity. 
 
    Kwaku blocked every blow skillfully without effort, countering when he pleased, directing the fight as he wished. Never one to let the Scot know what he was doing. His surprisingly still-in-one-piece student of ten years had done well with his studies. In fact, perhaps today he would allow the Scot to best him. Just once for his pride’s sake. The Scot had, after all, passed every test designed for him and was doing much better with his control of a quarterstaff. Yes, perhaps he would let him have the upper hand. Maybe. “Ready, Boyeee?” 
 
    The Scot’s piercing green eyes narrowed on Kwaku, his own voice a hiss.  “Dinna try to provoke me.” 
 
    Kwaku laughed. Both knew very well he had already succeeded in provoking him; the intense glare in the Scot’s eyes was proof enough. He was hopping mad and sure to make a mistake somewhere along the line. Kwaku had promised himself to do something about his prodigy’s temper, but hadn’t quite decided on what. “Come, Boyeee, show me dat you learned someding yes-dar-day.” 
 
    “Ye’ll no get the chance to see anything, ye wicked auld heathen,” the Scot spoke assuredly, his burr thickening with his building anger. 
 
    Kwaku laughed as his staff suddenly sliced through the air, missing the Scot by inches. The Scot spun to face him and blocked a blow sure to have split his skull wide open had he not been ready. Kwaku laughed again. “You are clumsy, Boyeee! Der will be times when you cannot afford it!” For emphasis, he plunged his quarterstaff into the Scot’s stomach to double him over in pain, then smacked it across the Highlander’s shoulders before he could right himself, landing the Scot face first in the dirt. 
 
    Kwaku smiled to himself in satisfaction. After ten years of seeing the Scot endure every kind of bodily abuse imaginable by his hand, he could always count on one sure thing. Dallan Keir MacDonald had if nothing else learned how to land in the dirt without doing too much damage to whatever parts of him Kwaku had chosen to leave unscathed. This negligible talent had kept Dallan in one piece all these years and more than likely would continue to do so. 
 
   Kwaku fell into a crouch, staff in hand, as Dallan jumped to his feet and assumed the same position. “Now, Boyeee, you try again, yes?” The two men began to circle each other, both with the same thought in mind. 
 
    This was going to be a long morning. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Oh, that must have hurt!”  John Philip Eaton, Lord Councilor of Sutter’s Province, watched and winced in response to the two huge warriors battling in the center of the training arena. The Azurti and the Scot, each a skilled weapons master, fought one another with a combination of brute strength, cunning, agility and—for Dallan, anyway—barely controlled rage. 
 
    John’s body shook and started with each blow the Scot absorbed, closing his eyes whenever an especially lethal thwack sounded from the combination of Kwaku’s staff and Dallan’s body. He couldn’t fathom what it would be like to be the one out there with Kwaku and shuddered at the thought of the Time Master, a usual reaction for most. 
 
    His brow furrowed as he cringed. “Time Masters,” he whispered as if it were the name of a difficult child, then reminded himself where his people might be had it not been for the Muirarans and their Time Masters. 
 
    The Lord Councilor’s world had nearly been destroyed once.  No, make that twice, John thought. The reclusive race had stepped in when needed and saved John’s own race from near extinction. They helped man to rebuild, rebirth and repopulate the Known Lands by allowing their Time Masters to go back into man’s past to find out what went wrong. Reconstruct and correct some of the mistakes made. To this day the Time Masters still labored with humanity’s past, to make sure that certain mistakes were never repeated. They hoped …
 
   John watched the warriors in the arena solemnly a moment, his own personal battle with the Muiraran issues finally over.  He’d finally accepted them. They were unquestionably and undeniably real.  They weren’t going anywhere.  And he had to admit, without the Time Master’s and Muiraran’s help, man would not be where he was today, at peace with himself. Or at least more so. 
 
    John sighed and continued to watch the two warriors.  If only the Muirarans weren’t so reclusive, he mused.  Then perhaps more of John’s own race would believe in their existence rather than passing off any contact with them as phony.  A trick.  Like the legendary creatures of old.  Yetis, Sasquatch, Dragons, and the like. How does one prove they exist? A difficult thing when many humans, he had to admit, had never even seen one.  As it was with the Muirarans.  
 
    Enough. He had other business to attend to. Now was the time for Kwaku Awahnee to pass on his Time Mastership to his pre-chosen successor. Dallan MacDonald, the Weapons Master of Genis Lee. John was to make sure the Scot was fully prepared to accept his new office and all that it entailed. There were, however, still a few slight problems.  
 
    “Really Eaton, don’t get so worried. The Scot can take it. He’s taken it this long.” Lantzaro Mosgofian, Assistant to the Lord Councilor, spoke with his usual apathy as he approached his superior. He stopped and brushed his disheveled premature-gray hair out of his blue eyes. John, his own blonde hair neatly combed, unconsciously copied the action. Lany smiled at the thought of a job well done. 
 
    “What are you smirking at?” John asked, glancing from his assistant back to the two fighting warriors. “I see nothing funny about the Scot being bullied around by Kwaku.” 
 
    “Sorry. How is MacDonald today, by the way? Have you had a chance to spend any more time with him?” 
 
    John let go a frustrated sigh. “No, and it looks like I may not get the chance. I told Kwaku I needed Dallan this afternoon, but I’m not sure he’ll be in any condition.” He gave his attention back to the arena, wincing at the sight of Kwaku’s quarterstaff moving so fast it was practically a blur.  “Not if he continues to take a beating like he’s had so far this morning...” 
 
    Thwack! 
 
    “OW!”  John cried, both eyes now tightly shut. “By the Creator, that must hurt!” 
 
    “Kwaku does seem to be having a good time with him today,” Lany stated while also cringing at the sight of a now obviously injured and stumbling Dallan MacDonald as he vainly tried to recover from the horrific blow he’d just been dealt. 
 
   John’s eyes sprang open. “A good time? Great burning Bells! At this rate, there won’t be anything left for me to work with!” 
 
    Lany sighed in agreement and clasped his hands behind his back, his gray robes of office rustling as he did. “Well I’ve completed all the preliminary preparations for the journey.  Now the only thing left is to get MacDonald ready.” He shot John a concerned look. “He, uh, is ready, isn’t he?” 
 
   John shook his head and flinched slightly as Dallan again hit the ground. Hard. “I honestly don’t know, Lany.” He looked to his assistant, his brow furrowed in frustration. “I’ve spent less than a day with him and have come to the conclusion that he is one of the most bitter, cynical, vengeful men I have ever met. Not to mention he’s totally consumed by hatred for Kwaku.” 
 
    “Who isn’t? The difference is Dallan’s big enough to do something about it. Don’t worry about that part of him—it comes with the territory for anyone having to deal with Kwaku. Worry about how he’s going to react to the Muiraran; leave the rest until later.”     
 
   John pinched the bridge of his nose in response and said nothing.
 
   Lany put a hand on his superior’s shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “He’ll pull through, Eaton. I know he will. Living stars, if the Scots were able to survive the way they did two thousand years ago with their constant feuding, cattle thieving, brutal winters and virtually no decent medical knowledge, then the one we’ve got can surely last the next few months.” 
 
    John turned his attention back to the arena and watched Dallan’s long black hair, now unbound by the fighting, fly every which way as he dodged and blocked Kwaku’s staff, looking as if at last the fight was his. Yet sure enough in the blink of an eye he was in the dirt, hair plastered across his rugged face, hiding his rage-filled eyes. 
 
    John sighed again and shook his head. “Dallan’s never even been allowed to leave Genis Lee. Not even to go to the city.” 
 
    Lany glanced over his shoulder to the topmost part of the trees around them.  The Muiraran city of Mishna lay ten miles beyond the village.
 
    “He doesn’t even know where he is, Lany. For all Dallan knows, he’s somewhere in ancient England. How do the Elders expect me to explain to him about the Muiraran Maiden?” 
 
       “Well, that’s another reason I’m here.” Lany clasped his hands in front of him and rocked toe to heel a few times. 
 
       John frowned. “Oh no, what now?” 
 
       “The Elders have voted with Kwaku. You are not to tell the Scot anything until after he has secured the Maiden.” 
 
    “What! How do they expect Dallan to hold together, for the Creator’s sake?” John began to pace. “Great Bells, they can’t possibly expect him to accept responsibility for a Muiraran when he doesn’t even know what one is!” 
 
   Lany calmly shrugged. “Tell the Scot she can get him home.” 
 
   John stopped his pacing and spun to face his assistant. “I can’t. I already played that card.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He called my bluff.” 
 
    Lany’s lips pressed together firmly for a moment. “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “The only thing I could think of that wouldn’t reveal everything.” 
 
    Lany raised a brow and leaned forward slightly. “Which was…?” 
 
    “I told him the Muiraran was a weapon.” 
 
    Lany Mosgofian’s mouth dropped open in surprise, but only for a moment.  He then laughed. Loudly. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s very amusing!” 
 
    Lany tried to calm himself down and failed miserably. “Eaton… it’s positively perfect! Ingenious!” 
 
    “Perfect? Ingenious? You didn’t see the look on his face! Dallan thinks the Muiraran is a weapon, for the Creator’s sake!” 
 
    Lany finally stifled his chuckling. “Well, isn’t she, in a way?”
 
    John hadn’t thought about that. Muirarans had abilities even he had trouble believing when first introduced to them. Some could heal, others plant ideas and false memories in people’s minds or weaken a man’s will, even communicate with certain species of animals, to name a few.  They also possessed the most uncanny camouflage instinct.  When around humans, they appeared as one. An involuntary ability if John remembered correctly.  And of course, the big one, the one only a rare handful possessed—the ability to split time. Hands down the most frightening aspect of the Muiraran race.  How they were able to do it no one knew, and it was a well-known fact the Muirarans wouldn’t be letting the race of Men know anything any time soon.  The foremost question of the Elders was if the Muirarans had the power to do that, then what else did they have the power to do?  And that wasn’t the only aspect of the Muirarans Man had to worry about.  When joined and mated with a compatible human, a Muiraran’s abilities grew even stronger.  Now that John thought about it, it was probably the main reason they chose to stay hidden all this time.  The havoc that could ensue if John’s race were to breed with that of the Muirarans unchecked would be devastating. He shuddered at the thought and resumed his pacing. 
 
    Lany clasped his hands back together. “Eaton, calm down. Believe it or not, I think Kwaku’s right.” 
 
    John shot him a bewildered look. 
 
   “Think about it. If Dallan takes responsibility for the Muiraran Maiden, and we both know what that means, how can he back out? You know as well as I he probably won’t be able to once he’s bonded with her.” 
 
   “If he becomes bonded, you mean.” 
 
    “Ancient Scots tend to be a little superstitious, Eaton. Kwaku knows that. He’s not going to throw the Maiden and Scot together and hope they live happily ever after. We’ll never get our new Time Master that way. He also knows Dallan won’t accept her if he finds out too soon she’s, well, not exactly human. I don’t know what you’re so worried about. I’m the one Kwaku stuck with telling the Maiden what’s expected of her in case Dallan can’t do it. Let’s face it, it’s not going to be easy convincing this woman she’s not a human being, in the conventional sense at least, which hopefully will have happened before Dallan figures it out. Not complaining, mind you. Just saying things aren’t as bad as they seem.” 
 
    Lany took a deep breath and grinned. “Besides, I hear Kwaku believes Dallan has already seen her.” 
 
    John’s pacing ground to a halt. “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Zara." Lany stated calmly. 
 
    John’s eyes widened. He looked about apprehensively before turning his attention back to his assistant. “Zara is here? In Genis Lee?” 
 
    “Of course she is. We just rode in from Mishna. Kwaku left a message for her to come directly here as soon as possible. He won’t be going home to the city today. And, well… you know they can’t stay separated for long.” 
 
    John absently stared at his booted feet, his mind a confused jumble of thought. “Of course,” he mumbled. “How could I have forgotten?” 
 
    “And Kwaku will probably let Dallan go once he senses his wife is near. She’ll need to feed. She was getting pretty… hungry when we left Mishna.” 
 
    John’s eyes bulged. His mouth, already half open, dropped the rest of the way like a heavy drawbridge. He looked Lany over quickly, checking for any signs of damage. 
 
    Muirarans had one unsettling attribute John still wasn’t quite used to: a second heart. A near separate entity really that needed to be fed, and often. Quite often.  What the heart fed on depended on the individual Muiraran. Some fed off visual beauty, others verbal stimulation or poetry, simple companionship, pleasure derived from various physical sources or activities. A Muiraran’s mate was usually the only one privy to those special needs and often the only provider. On occasion, however, if their life-mate was unable to care for their immediate needs, a Muiraran had to feed on whatever source was available. John, being in a politically high office and thus knowledgeable about Muiraran affairs, knew well what this particular Muiraran needed in order to stay alive. He swallowed hard and looked Lany over again. 
 
    Zara Awahnee’s heart fed on intense, sexual, passion. 
 
    Lany calmly held up one hand. “Not to worry, I kept my distance. Besides, she was hungry, Eaton. Not desperate.” 
 
    John closed his eyes a moment and took a calming breath. “I’m so glad I’m married to one of my own species.” 
 
    Lany nodded once in agreement. “That makes two of us.” 
 
    They continued to watch the Scot and the Azurti have it out in the arena, John wincing and Lany displaying his usual imperturbability. Occasionally a villager would risk leaving the concealment of the woodbins and make a run for the door behind the weapons racks. Kwaku, always eager to test Dallan’s reflexes, dove for the hapless victim foolish enough to try for the door. He purposely attacked the villagers to force the Scot to protect and defend them. 
 
    “Tell me this doesn’t happen on a daily basis.” Lany stated concerned as he watched a small blond-haired boy, mercilessly dared by his friends to leave the safety of the bins. 
 
    John let go a nervous chuckle. “I’m told the village boys have actually begun using this as a rite of passage of sorts. Apparently, during the first few years of Dallan’s training, the boys treated it like a game, keeping score by whomever possessed the most, ah, well, wins or losses.” 
 
    “You mean who had the most or least bruises.” 
 
    “That would be a more appropriate description.” 
 
    “So the idea is to get targeted by Kwaku early on while Dallan still has plenty of strength to defend them?” 
 
    John nodded as he sighed. “Yes, that’s the general idea, because if Dallan doesn’t have enough energy left…” 
 
    Kwaku’s booming laugh interrupted John and Lany as he cornered the blond-haired boy between the racks and bins. The boy’s companions squealed with delight and slammed the bins shut, leaving him nowhere to run. All he could do was wait and pray for Dallan to come to his rescue in time. 
 
    “So! It is you!” Kwaku bellowed to the cringing youth. “Where is your fa-dar, Boyeee?” 
 
    The small boy crouched on his haunches and watched Dallan painfully pick himself up from the hard ground. Lany leaned over to John, his voice a whisper. “Uh, I don’t like the look in the Scot’s eyes, Eaton. Am I missing something here?” 
 
    “The boy is Padric Wren, his parents run the cookhouse here. I’ve spoken with his father. Padric is one of the few villagers Dallan will associate with. A good thing as I'm hoping the boy will help Dallan open up a bit.  From what I observed yesterday the Scot’s very protective of him.” 
 
    Lany watched as Padric’s eyes began to dart furtively about for an escape route. “Just how protective?” 
 
    John smiled. “Let’s watch and find out.” 
 
    “Answer me, Boyeee!” Kwaku bellowed loudly. 
 
     Padric fell to the dusty ground as if pushed by the sheer volume of Kwaku’s voice. 
 
     “Where is your fa-dar? Speak up little bro-dar, or…” Kwaku bent toward Padric’s trembling form and thrust him a wicked grin, “...fight.” The menace in the Time Master’s voice was obvious, his meaning clear. 
 
   “I don’t know where my father is,” Padric managed, his young voice surprisingly low and rasping. 
 
     “Den you choose to fight?” Kwaku challenged, his face inches from Padric’s. 
 
     “I… I…” Padric swallowed and quickly glanced to Dallan who stood breathing hard. His face and hair were covered with dust, his right shoulder badly bruised and bleeding. His body, Sark and kilt covered with sweat and even more dust.  John watched intently as Dallan smiled at Padric with his eyes. Hmm…
 
    Padric looked back to Kwaku, blew his blonde hair out of his face and pressed his lips firmly together, his lower jaw jutting out slightly. “I’m not afraid of you!” 
 
    Kwaku raised a wide brow at the boy and snorted. “You choose to fight den, eh little bro-dar?” 
 
    Padric jumped to his feet and assumed a warrior’s crouch, the same John had seen Dallan perform the past few days. Of course, Dallan did not usually begin hopping about like a flea as Padric was now doing. “I’m not afraid of you, you big bully! Go ahead! Give it your best shot!” 
 
     “Ohhh,” Lany began with a smile. “This is gonna hurt somebody.”
 
     John nodded, his eyes intent on the scene unfolding before them.  “I believe you’re right.” 
 
    Padric quickly glanced at Dallan who silently mouthed a single word to him. Now.           
 
    Padric offered a barely perceptible nod and continued to hop about in front of the Time Master who followed the boy’s movements with amusement. 
 
    “Den a fight is what you shall have my little bro-dar!” Kwaku took a step back and raised the quarterstaff over his head. 
 
    With the most blood curdling scream anyone in the arena, or the woodbins for that matter, had ever heard, Dallan charged. With his own quarterstaff rocketing straight for Kwaku’s head he suddenly yelled through his warrior’s cry, “Now laddie!” 
 
    Padric promptly dropped onto the seat of his pants as the Weapons Master changed positions and brought his staff well over the boy’s head to block Kwaku’s own quarterstaff. Dallan, his opening made, spun himself and smacked his weapon squarely against the most vital part of Kwaku’s anatomy, hitting so hard the pole actually broke in two, the free half flying into the weapons racks to knock shields to the ground with a clatter. 
 
    Lany grinned. “Beautiful. A work of art.” He quickly followed John into the arena to survey the damage. 
 
    Kwaku, still bent over in pain at the unexpected contact, his ebony face locked with indecision at whether to be angry or amused, began to chuckle. Sort of.  Padric jumped at the sound and was off like a shot, running for the arena’s main doors as fast as his spindly legs could carry him. 
 
    Kwaku began to laugh painfully at the boy’s retreat, while Dallan stood, half a quarterstaff still in hand, as John and Lany approached. 
 
    “Time Master,” John began with as much seriousness as he could muster. “How dare you involve a child while training!” He quickly glanced to his assistant. 
 
    Lany took the cue. “Eaton, calm your self. There was no harm done.” He shot a look in the Time Master’s direction and smiled. “Except to Kwaku, and I’m sure he’ll recover in no time, won’t you, Kwaku?” 
 
    Kwaku, still chuckling, looked from one man to the other before letting his gaze fall upon the Scot who, half smiling, stood transfixed.  The shock that his pride had been fed for the day had yet to wear off. Kwaku stood gingerly and began to laugh much less painfully. 
 
    John ignored him and turned to Dallan, grimacing in empathetic pain as he took in the sight. “Ohhh,” he winced, then gave Dallan a stern look. “You are done for the day. Get cleaned up and meet me in the same place as yesterday. We’ll continue where we left off.” 
 
    Kwaku’s laughter got louder. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed on the Azurti who was now laughing so hard he had to lean on his own quarterstaff for support. “What’s so bloody funny?’
 
    Kwaku walked toward the three and unexpectedly slapped the nearest man on the back to send him sprawling. “Did you see what de Boyeee did?” he chortled as he proudly looked to Dallan and yanked a now dust-covered John to his feet. 
 
    Lany waved Kwaku away from John while he was still in one piece, and the Azurti backed up before Lany’s hand could reach him. The movement was fluid, graceful and to Lany’s irritation, carefully timed. 
 
    Kwaku laughed again as he headed in Dallan’s direction, who unfortunately was still too stunned by his recent accomplishment to notice. “Magnificent move, Boyeee!” Whap! 
 
    Once again, Dallan was face down in the dirt. He cursed under his breath in his ancient Gaelic and began to rise, but his injured shoulder had other ideas. He groaned and collapsed onto the ground in a painful heap. 
 
    Kwaku nudged him with a huge sandaled foot. “You did well today, yes?” 
 
    Dallan turned over, stared up at Kwaku and with teeth clenched from bruising pain, climbed to his feet. “Dinna ever threaten wee Padric like that again, ye heartless heathen.” 
 
   Kwaku broke into hysterics before he fell into an unusual calm. “You of all people, Boyeee, should know a good Master does not take advantage of de weak.” 
 
    John and Lany exchanged a look, each thinking the impossible. Was Kwaku Awahnee being serious? 
 
    “Take advantage! Ye good-for-nothing, ye could ha’ hurt the lad!” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled lightly. “No, Boyeee. I knew I would not get de chance.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed as he cocked his head slightly to one side. 
 
    Kwaku leaned into the Scot’s face. “De young one had too much trust in his eyes. Trust in you, Boyeee. It is difficult for harm to come to anyone with such a treasure in his… or her possession. De boy knew you would save him, even if you were unsure.” 
 
   Dallan closed his eyes briefly, his face suddenly awash with a different kind of pain. 
 
    “Trust, Boyeee,” Kwaku began on a whisper, “is a precious gift, yes?” 
 
    Dallan opened his eyes and shot the Azurti a penetrating stare. “Trust must be earned.” 
 
     Kwaku chuckled deeply. “Yes, Boyeee. And how do you suppose you earned de trust of de young one? Hmm?” He laughed and spun on his heel toward the huge doors. 
 
    Dallan, John and Lany watched as Kwaku left, all pondering the Time Master’s last words, with Dallan’s own thoughts coming to an unsettling conclusion. How had he managed to win Padric’s trust? 
 
   Dallan honestly didn’t know. 

 
   

There are three words that sweetly blend,
 
   That on the heart are graven;
 
   A precious, soothing balm they lend—
 
   They’re mother, home and heaven!
 
    
 
   Mary J. Muckle
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    Dallan groaned, not with pain, as one might expect considering the state of his right shoulder, but with pure aggravation. 
 
    Dallan’s bloodlust for Kwaku had finally reached the boiling point. He wanted nothing more than to lay the heathen out, make him land on the hard ground for once, let him all but crawl to the healer’s quarters to have his tired, bruised body tended to. Let the bloody heathen hear for once the words Dallan had heard countless times since his arrival in the village long ago. So, he got you again, did he? 
 
    Let him be the one to get up every morning praying to the Almighty that today be the day. The day he could finally, after years of waiting, have his revenge. 
 
    Ah, ‘tis a sweet dream, lad.  Dallan thought to himself with a sigh. The problem was, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t quite make it a reality. And by all the Saints, he could not figure out how the blasted, good-for-nothing heathen beat him so repeatedly and consistently. After ten years of training and fighting with the Azurti warrior, one would think him able to best Kwaku a few times a week, or even occasionally. How could that man fight and never seem to tire, while driving Dallan to the point of exhaustion and beyond? 
 
    Mayhaps the heathen was bewitched, or had access to some healer’s draught that enabled him to go past what any normal man could stand. There had to be something! No one could be that good.  It just wasn’t natural. 
 
    Yes, it was a sad fact. Bashing in Kwaku Awahnee’s head seemed naught but a dream. 
 
    Yet there was still hope. Today with Padric’s help, Dallan had come close. And the taste, no matter how slight, had been excruciatingly sweet. He smiled as he replayed the entire scene in his head. The look of pain on the heathen’s face was worth every bruise endured that morning and countless other mornings as well. 
 
    Dallan’s mouth twisted out of his earlier smile into a grimace as he began to remove his sweat-drenched clothing. Again he groaned, but not with aggravation. Now he hurt. He cursed as he tossed his Sark across a chair and wearily sat upon the bed, his weight making it creak and groan in protest. 
 
    Dallan didn’t want to finish the interview. Come to think of it, he didn’t feel much like doing anything except lie down and sleep the rest of the day. His whole body seemed to throb with the mere thought of it.  He glanced out the window above his bed. Judging from the sun’s position it was nearly noon. 
 
   “Best get on with it, then.” He sighed painfully, his eyes now focused on a wash bowl and pitcher. 
 
    “On with what?” 
 
    Dallan looked up to find Padric peeking around the half open door of his one-room cottage. The boy looked at him timidly and waited for permission to enter. Dallan motioned him inside and watched as Padric took the soiled Sark from the chair and sat. 
 
    “Yer mother sent ye after my clothes, then?” Dallan asked him as he slowly stood. 
 
    Padric began to fidget in the chair. “Yes, Weapons Master. She wants your kilt too. She’ll wash and have them ready for you tomorrow.” 
 
    Dallan held back a smile. Padric’s voice was back to its normal high pitch, his English accent smooth and almost musical, not clipped like the English of…
 
    Not a good subject to get started on. Best get off it while ye can, lad. 
 
    Dallan forced the unwanted emotions back and watched Padric squirm in the chair.   The boy was still nervous around him, but, that was Dallan’s own fault. He was the one not letting the boy get too close. He was the one keeping the distance. It wasn’t as if Padric even reminded Dallan of Alasdair. It was the fact Dallan couldn’t bear the thought of losing someone close again. 
 
    No! He wasn’t going to start thinking about any of it. He had the interview to contend with today and that was enough. Besides, he should be in a good mood. He’d almost laid the bloody heathen out! 
 
    “Ye did good today, lad. I’m proud of you.” Dallan told the boy as he pulled on a fresh Sark then began to remove his kilt. 
 
    Padric smiled shyly and bobbed his head up and down like a bird. 
 
    “The lads will no tease ye now, will they?” Dallan stated more than asked. He knew how the other boys treated Padric, knew what it was like to be teased about one’s small size. At Padric’s age, Dallan hadn’t been much bigger. He’d made up for it over the years, however, and could already see that Padric would one day grow up to be much like himself. Convincing Padric of that fact was another story. 
 
    Padric stopped fidgeting and grinned. “I wish the Councilor’s son could have seen it. But he was in the cookhouse.” 
 
    “Councilor’s son?” 
 
    “Yes, Weapons Master. The Lord Councilor’s Assistant brought his son with him. All the boys are talking about him. We’ve never met anyone from Sutter’s Province before.” 
 
    “Ye mean ye’ve never met anyone your own age from there.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Dallan thought a moment, his head cocked to one side. “Tell me, laddie, just where is this Sutter’s Province?” 
 
     Padric’s eyes widened as his body began to involuntarily shake. He swallowed hard and looked ready to bolt for the door. 
 
    Always the same reaction. From everyone. Dallan sighed and handed the boy his dust-covered kilt. “Forget I asked.” 
 
    Padric quickly took the kilt from him and hopped out of the chair. “The Lord Councilor is waiting for you in his quarters.” 
 
    “Aye, lad. I ken he is.” Dallan wrapped a clean and readied kilt about himself and again stared at the water pitcher and wash bowl. “Tell him I’ll be along. Off with ye now, dinna keep yer mother waiting.” 
 
    Padric stepped to the door, paused a moment, then turned to Dallan. “You fought Kwaku good today. He really is proud of you.”
 
    Dallan’s face nearly fell at the pleased tone in Padric’s voice. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, too.” Padric quickly added then scurried out of sight. 
 
    Now Dallan’s face did fall, into regret. He shouldn’t have tried using the lad to obtain information he wasn’t about to get anyway. No one in the village would tell him where he was, who they were, what he was doing here, why he was being trained as a Weapons Master. 
 
    Dallan would have to face it one day. He was doomed. Doomed to spend the rest of his days in the company of a seven-foot-tall heathen whose only purpose was to make his life as miserable as possible. Och, by all the Saints how he hated that man! 
 
    The Weapons Master grabbed a hand towel and went to the small table housing the pitcher and wash bowl. As he cleaned his physical wound, his emotional ones began to split and crack open with his thoughts. 
 
    Dallan, by his own admission, had two goals in life. The first, and often foremost, was to finally get his hands around Kwaku’s heathen neck, take his time with the slow, steady, pleasurable squeezing of it and ignore the strangled pleas for mercy the good-for-nothing might manage to squeak out. 
 
    The other, equally unlikely goal was to get out of wherever he was and back to Scotland and his people. To just go home. And at this point, Dallan was ready to do almost anything to get there. 
 
    Dallan tossed the now dirt and blood stained towel on the table, reached for his plaid, and headed for the door. Perhaps this interview was what he’d been waiting for. Perhaps this time he’d find an ally in the Lord Councilor from Sutter’s Province. Perhaps, at long last, he’d find a way to be rid of the painful company of Kwaku Awahnee. 
 
    Dallan left his cottage, one thought burning in his mind, a rekindled idea that always gave him hope. With determined steps he strode to the Lord Councilor’s quarters, his face etched in firm resolve. No matter what it took, this time he’d do it. 
 
    This time he’d escape. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
     John stared at the dying fire, his face locked in serious contemplation. 
 
     The Scot was unstable. 
 
     Not only was he unstable, he was frustrated and discouraged. A nasty combination any way you looked at it. How in the Creator’s name was John going to get him to open up? 
 
    He sighed, saddened by the circumstances surrounding the Weapons Master’s removal from his home by Kwaku ten years ago. The Time Master should never have allowed Dallan’s deep emotional wounds to go unhealed, or let bitterness and vengeance be used to bind them. John’s people knew from experience that bitterness and vengeance were poor healers. 
 
    A knock at the already open door snapped John out of his thoughts. He sat up and turned in his chair. “Come in.” 
 
    To John’s surprise, Dallan entered. “Were ye no expecting me, sir? Ye look as if I’ve given ye a start.” 
 
     John quickly collected himself. “No, you didn’t startle me. I just didn’t expect you this soon. I thought you would need more time to get cleaned up.” 
 
    “Ye thought wrong.” 
 
    “Yes,” John began as he judged the stern tone in the Scot’s voice. “Please, sit down.” 
 
    Dallan took a chair opposite John’s and placed it before the dying fire. He sat and immediately assumed what John had learned was his favorite position, legs outstretched in front of him, crossed at the ankles, his massive forearms crossed over an impressive chest. The Scot’s six-foot-six frame, in a one-room cottage, seemed even larger and more intimidating. John was glad Dallan requested the door to the cottage remain wide open. It meant an easy escape route should the need arise, which luckily it hadn’t. 
 
    “I still have some questions I need to ask you, Dallan. I know we’ve discussed things you may not understand,” John began calmly. “I want to help you make sense of as much of it as possible.” 
 
    “If yer referring to all that Time Master nonsense, yer wasting your time. I dinna believe a word of it.” 
 
    The Lord Councilor took a slow, deep breath. This was not going to be easy, but no use stalling. He leaned forward slightly, fixed his eyes on the Scot, and let him have it. “Tell me, Dallan. What do you feel most ashamed of in your past?” 
 
    The Scot stared at him as if the previous day’s interview had been the most monumental waste of time he could recall. His mouth twisted up to one side in a silent snarl, silence his only answer. 
 
    John didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until Dallan’s face calmed. He tried not to let him see how sorry he was to have asked the question, that it was only his job. But he could see Dallan read the reaction for what it was. Perceptiveness was one of the Scot’s many attributes the Elders deemed valuable. 
 
    “There is nothing in my life that I be ashamed of, sir,” Dallan said quietly, too quietly as far as John was concerned. He knew the Scot’s past and also knew the question had to have set off a multitude of unwanted emotions inside the man.      
 
    John decided to take a risk. “Not even of Alasdair?” It wasn’t a question so much as a frontal attack. John stiffened slightly in his chair and waited for the verbal storm to come. 
 
    Dallan suddenly sat up straight, the transformation from man to warrior complete within two seconds of the question’s utterance. He sucked a long breath through his nose, then sat back in his chair and assumed his previous position. “What happened in Glencoe,” he began, a slight challenge in his voice, “wasna my fault.” His bright green cat’s eyes bore into John, piercing his concentration and weakening his resolve to get through the remainder of the interview by tomorrow night. 
 
    John knew he was definitely going to need more time with this man. “Are you ashamed of it?” He asked, accepting the challenge in Dallan’s eyes head-on. 
 
    Dallan leaned forward in his chair until he was as close to John’s face as he could get without actually leaving his seat. “No.”
 
    John noted the nonverbal message and tried a different approach. “Have you ever known shame, Dallan? Has shame ever touched your life? If not, I find it hard to believe. Shame has a way of touching us all in one form or another.” 
 
    “Aye,” Dallan began. “There is one thing that shames me.” His eyes sought and captured John’s at that moment, holding them fast. 
 
    The Lord Councilor stiffened. Dallan was going for a kill. 
 
    “You shame me, John. You and yer people who keep telling me they will send me home, yet nothing happens! Ye keep me here against my will and treat me like some prized stallion being prepared for sale.” The Scot’s eyes narrowed further and seemed to suck the very air from John’s lungs. But that was impossible. Wasn’t it? 
 
    “Oh, I’ll admit ye give me my freedom to move about and go where I please. Within reason o’course.” Dallan’s burr thickened with sarcasm. “But I canna leave. I havena even been able to travel to the city! Why is that? What is there that ye canna bear for me to see? Or are ye afraid I might find my escape there, slip from yer grasp and be gone from this place forever?” 
 
    Dallan’s position changed too fast for John to react. Before he knew it the Scot’s face was inches from his own, those piercing green eyes practically drilling holes through his skull and out the wall behind him. 
 
    “What else?” Came John’s seemingly calm reply. He felt it to be a rather brave thing to say, considering he had two hundred eighty pounds of wound-up Highland warrior breathing into his face like an angry beast. 
 
    “What else?” Dallan snorted as he stood suddenly upright. He towered over John, who still seated noticed he was a good six feet from the chair Dallan had so recently occupied. How could a man of such size move so fast? His attention was suddenly drawn to the twitch in the Scot’s jaw, and he stiffened in preparation for whatever Dallan might say or do next. 
 
    “What else, ye ask? What else indeed! I’ll tell ye what else, Lord Councilor. You try to spend yer life being followed around by a heathen the size of a bloody tree! You spend day in and day out defending yerself against him!” The Scot waved a finger in John’s face as he emphasized each of his next words. “Because ye ken if ye make one mistake, one wee slip, he’ll have his chance and make ye regret ye ever let him have it!” He turned away from John briefly in an attempt to calm himself down. 
 
    It didn’t work. “I wasna careful today and look what he did!” Dallan spun to face him again and pulled the Sark away from his shoulder, displaying the heathen’s handiwork. 
 
    John gasped. It was a sight indeed, spreading from the base of Dallan’s neck to the end of his shoulder and down his arm. He noted the injury was on Dallan’s right side, his main weapons arm. It must have hurt like burning bells and probably still did. By the Creator, how could the Scot keep the pain hidden so well? 
 
    “You’ll need to have that shoulder wrapped. The bone may be bruised.” 
 
    John shot Dallan a stern look. “Why didn’t you have that looked at before our meeting?” 
 
    “Because,” Dallan growled, “I didna want him to have the pleasure of knowing he’d gotten me. Again.” 
 
    John’s face took on a look of amazement. The Lord Councilor was utterly shocked at how far the ancient Scot would go to protect his foolish pride. His face changed to a deep frown. “And did he hurt you?” 
 
    Dallan took in the frown and calmed somewhat, pacing to the opposite end of the room and back. “Weel,” he began almost sheepishly, “it doesna feel as though I’ve been kissed there, if that be yer meaning.” 
 
    The confession drew a smile out of John and he leaned closer, tilting his head up to get a better look at the damage. The Scot, quite unexpectedly, bent down on one knee for him to do so. 
 
    John winced as he examined the area. Kwaku Awahnee was incredible with a quarterstaff, and he had obviously gotten one of his better shots. “You will get this taken care of, and you will do it now,” he commanded and rose from his chair, motioning the Scot to get up as well. As he ushered Dallan to the door, he became furious with both Kwaku and the Scot. At this rate, there would be nothing left of the only hope the Humans had for survival. 
 
    Without Dallan MacDonald, simply put, they had no hope. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
    “How’s it going?”  
 
     John looked up from his notes just in time to see his assistant enter the cottage, a small knapsack in his hand. He stretched, welcoming the distraction Lany offered. He’d sent Dallan to the healer over an hour ago and had been deep in thought pouring over Dallan’s case ever since.  The Scot’s mental and emotional instability, his many thwarted escape attempts on file, his anger issues with Kwaku. The list went on and on …
 
    John let go a weary sigh.  “Well enough for now. I would like to see Dallan open up to me more, but that will take time.” 
 
    Lany frowned. “Time is not something we have much of, Eaton.” 
 
    “What makes you say that? The Maiden has been found and is being guarded. Now the only thing left to do is prepare Dallan, something I would rather not rush if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    “You mean the Elders.” Lany commented flatly. 
 
     John sighed and nodded his reluctant agreement. The Muiraran’s had their own set of “Elders,” or rather leaders of their Seven Royal Houses. The human Elders John dealt with were the elite table of individuals who controlled every governmental function of Sutter’s Province, the largest human settlement of the Known Lands.  John knew all of them well. Well enough to be able to judge whether or not a decision being made was in the best interest of the people or simply a way of one of them getting what they wanted. Thankfully, it was almost always the former. Otherwise, another revolt might very well take place, like fifty years ago, when a few Elders decided they didn’t want Muiraran involvement anymore, thinking Man was better off on his own.  After all, couldn’t Man come up with his own forms of power to help him dominate the planet?  And with any luck, they’d dominate the Muirarans as well.  Not the brightest idea, there had been casualties on both sides. The severe breach in relations with the Muirarans was now thankfully mended, but took a good fifty years to do the mending. As far as John was concerned, not enough time had passed since then. 
 
   “Give me an idea of what you’re doing with him. Maybe I can help.” Lany offered as he leaned forward in his chair. 
 
    John sighed again. “I’m trying to get him to talk about what happened concerning his brother.” 
 
    “Alasdair?” 
 
     John nodded.  “Dallan must have a horrible sense of loss and frustration at not knowing what happened after Kwaku took him." He looked right at Lany. “And Dallan will ask me, demand to know.  Blazing Bells, what am I suppose to tell him?” 
 
    “How about the truth?” Lany offered simply. 
 
     John let go a nervous laugh. “Yes. But what is the truth?  Guess what Dallan,” he began sarcastically, "As the new Time Master you get to step in and keep the race of Man from annihilating themselves and oh!  Did I mention you have to get married to something with enough power to possibly tear the planet apart?"
 
    Lany gave John a blank stare before he readjusted himself in his chair and dug into the knapsack. “I’d say that about covers it.” He pulled out a tiny bundle of white linen and began to unwrap it. 
 
   John leaned forward, intent on Lany’s bundle. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked, awaiting the final piece of cloth to be thrown back to expose the contents. 
 
     Lany smiled. “Yep. Sunflower cookies. My dear wife thought she’d try her hand at my recipe. Turned out pretty good too, for Cari that is. She made them for me just before Vyn and I left for Mishna.” He held the bundle out to John. “Want one?” 
 
    John took three. “Vyn is here with you? Is that wise?” 
 
    “Yeah, Genis Lee should survive. He wanted to come along as his birthday present. " Lany took a generous bite of cookie. “All his little class mates don’t expect him to return from this trip. The Muirarans will probably eat him, they say.” 
 
    John laughed, reaching for another cookie. Lany’s eyes widened, realizing the man had already gulped down the three he’d taken earlier. “Hey, take it easy with these. There aren’t that many.” 
 
    John simply nodded as he chewed and eyed the rest of the pile. “How old is Vyn now? Nine?” 
 
    Lany covered the cookies protectively with the cloth. “Seven, yesterday. And looking forward to a long and prosperous year of torturing the populace no doubt.” 
 
    John suddenly stopped chewing, his face somber. 
 
    Lany knew this routine. “You’ve got an idea. Admit it.” 
 
    John began chewing again and wagged a finger at his assistant. “I need Vyn.” 
 
    “Vyn?” Lany began a hint of concern in his usually apathetic voice. “Whatever for?” 
 
    “I think all Dallan needs is a little prompting. Perhaps if he let himself be around a child like Alasdair for a day or two, he might want to get it off his chest. He’s got to let go. He can’t hold onto the pain forever and besides that…” 
 
    “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” Lany suddenly interjected, his voice a whisper. 
 
    “I’d like Vyn to spend some time with Dallan. Padric was supposed to be doing it, but he’s too shy. Vyn is more outgoing. I think he’d be able to do what Padric couldn’t.” 
 
    “What!” Lany stood. “Eaton, are you out of your mind? My living stars!  As unstable as the Scot is? Why he’ll… he’ll…” Lany gulped. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lany,” John began, his face filled with concern. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. You’re right, Dallan might very well unintentionally hurt Vyn.” 
 
    Lany plopped down in his chair. “Vyn? Who’s talking about Vyn being hurt? I’m telling you that by the time my son gets through with the Scot, there won’t be enough left to paint half a picture of him!” 
 
    John’s eyes widened as realization hit him: it was Lany’s son Vyn that had accompanied his father on this journey, not his eldest son Jeremi. He shuddered. How could he possibly get the boys mixed up? They were the difference between a quiet calm summer day and a natural disaster. Even Kwaku avoided young Vynant Mosgofian and that more than anything else defined the boy. “You’re right. I can’t subject Vyn to Dallan, or vice versa.” 
 
    “Eaton,” Lany began, “you’ve been working too hard.” 
 
     John tossed him a bewildered look. 
 
    “Don’t you look at me like that, I know you too well. You’re exhausted. You’ve been worrying too much about this whole thing for months. Worrying won’t bring you results. Only action can do that.”  
 
   John let go a heavy sigh as he nodded his agreement.
 
   “You know, let me talk to Vyn. Maybe it’s not such a bad idea.” Lany mused then added hastily. “Just so long as it’s done in a controlled setting. I wouldn’t want to give Vyn free rein; he might plunder the Scot you know.” 
 
    “I wonder if Kwaku will approve. I’ll have to go through him. He does have the final say.” John quickly reached for the last hidden cookie, a sheepish grin on his face. 
 
    “Oh, here.” Lany handed the morsel to his superior, annoyance in his voice. “I’ll give Anwen the recipe when this is all over. How long has it been since you’ve seen your family, anyway?” 
 
    John frowned and stopped chewing, the taste of the cookie turning sour. “Too long. I’ve been in Genis Lee for a couple of weeks and in Mishna before that.” 
 
   Lany could hardly imagine Eaton being separated from his family for so long. His wife Anwen and five daughters were everything to him. He sat up in his chair. “Don’t tell Kwaku a thing. If you think Dallan would benefit from exposure to Vyn or other children then let’s just do it." 
 
    John nodded. “Not all medicine is easy to take. But I’m positive it’s what he needs at this point.” He threw Lany a stern look. “Kwaku won’t like us going behind his back.”  
 
    “As if he’s never done the same thing? C’mon, you know how Kwaku is. The Scot’s like a toy to him. He has complete and total power over him and loves every minute of it. I think Kwaku needs to have the rug pulled out from underneath him a time or two. 
 
   Lany went to his superior, bent slightly and rested a hand on the Lord Councilor’s shoulder, at once noticing the tension beneath his fingers. He gave the shoulder a light squeeze. “It’s going to be fine. From what Zara tells me, the Muiraran and the Scot should bond immediately. Trust me. It’ll be love at first sight.” 
 
    John shook his head, buried his tired face in his hands and mumbled through his fingers. “I hope you’re right, Lany. I pray that you are. Because if any of us are wrong in this…” 
 
    Lany nodded stoically. "We'll just have to stand and fight."
 
    John brought his face out of his hands. “Yes. But how do you fight something you can’t even see?  The outer regions are becoming a morgue.  They don’t even know what they’re fighting about.  At this point it takes just one little thing to set the people in those sectors off and there you have it!  Enough to start a civil war! Add to that reports of the old Rites being practiced again, talk of monsters and other strange creatures roaming in the wilds.  Then of course you have people disappearing left and right never to be seen or heard from again.”  John balled one hand into a fist and made like he was going to hit something. “I can’t wait to get my hands on the person responsible!”  
 
    He then caught and calmed himself. “But Dallan has got to be ready to do his part.” 
 
    Both John and Lany became somber. Kwaku Awahnee’s wife Zara was entering into her fertile stage.  Neither was allowed to serve once she became pregnant.  And even though that could be months even years down the road, the Elders wanted Kwaku to give up his post early and install Dallan MacDonald as the new Time Master. Have him be the one to find the culprit behind all the instigating and put a stop to it.
 
   John and Lany looked at each other, their expressions grave.
 
   Mankind’s entire existence was about to be borne upon the shoulders of a very reluctant ancient Scottish Highlander who as yet had no idea that in order to save them all, he would have to willingly join with a specific Muiraran from the royal house of Shamaelon. In all probability, once joined, the most powerful creature the humans or Muirarans had ever seen. 
 
    Now all John had to do was make sure the Scot was ready to listen. 
 
    And then of course, talk him into it. 

 
   

Oh sweet shy girl, with roses in her heart,
 
   And love-light in her face, like those up grown;
 
   Full of still dreams and thoughts that dream-like start.
 
   From fits of solitude when not alone!
 
   Gay dancer over thresholds of bright days.
 
   Tears to her eyes as laughter to her lips;
 
   A game of hide and seek with time she plays,
 
   Time hiding his eyes from hers in bright eclipse.
 
    
 
   John James Piatt
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: Chapter_Three]CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Somewhere in the latter part of the twentieth century…
 
    
 
   First comes the immobilization, followed by the haunting melodic sound of a multitude of violins. Then she would be awake, sweating, her heart in her throat. Without thinking she would get out of bed and turn automatically to the bathroom across the hall to look at her reflection. 
 
    What she saw in the mirror after one of her dreams was always the same: a face thin, pale, Elvin in appearance. Her tired lost eyes, a bright green, would struggle to recognize their own reflection. The ghostly face never remained that way though; a minute sometimes, but no longer. About thirty seconds was average, including the time it took to get up and run from her bedroom to the bathroom. 
 
    Shona Whittard decided she must keep a mirror at her bedside from now on. That would give her more time to examine herself before the face faded away and was replaced by her own. Or was it? 
 
    She began to wonder as she dragged herself up from the bathroom floor, clung to a towel rack for support, and desperately tried to collect what was left of her sanity. “That was a close one.” The bewildered statement left her lips on a whisper, her thoughts racing about in her mind like a busy freeway. She couldn’t pin one down long enough to ward off the confusion always waiting for her after the face faded. As if her own mind didn’t want her to ask the obvious. And this time was even worse. This time what she saw in the mirror had caused her to vomit and nearly faint. 
 
    She wiped at her mouth as she mindlessly flushed the toilet.  After closing her eyes a moment she stared at herself in the mirror again. Answers. She needed answers. 
 
    Shona took a nearby cup, filled it with water and rinsed the sour taste of vomit from her mouth.  She then straightened herself slowly. A lancing pain in her right shoulder had kept her from moving much of the afternoon and now wanted to render her immobile. She rubbed it gingerly. “First I lose my mind, and now this.”  
 
     She grasped her shoulder and staggered to the darkened bedroom across the hall, her voice a ragged whisper. “Hold together, hold together. Come on, do not fall apart!” She sat on the bed and rocked back and forth to still her trembling body. “Please hold together. Let us not fall to pieces. So you see someone else’s face in the mirror. So what? They are only dreams. Shona, you are sleep-walking that is all.” Her shaky voice was not very convincing even to herself. She bit her lower lip in confusion and frustration. “What am I saying? I have never walked in my sleep in my life! Oh blast it all there is an explanation! A person cannot experience things like this for three months and there not be a logical explanation!” 
 
    Shona crawled beneath her blankets and curled into a tight ball. “So why can I not think of one?” 
 
    She rolled onto her back only to grimace with pain and grab her shoulder, tears in her eyes. Never had anything hurt so badly. “And what on earth did I do to this?” She carefully turned to her other side and curled up again. “I can't believe this shoulder hurts this bad and ... blast these stupid dreams!” She thought a moment, and groaned aloud. “I do not believe this. I am talking to myself!” 
 
    Shona groaned and let her mind wander over the past several months and the start of the dreams haunting her. But now it wasn’t only the dreams that got her thinking. Nothing was familiar anymore.   
 
    Simple things, a piece of furniture in her room, her clothes, favorite objects about the house in which she grew up and still lived, all seemed alien now, like some sort of weird disassociation.  The most puzzling thing, however, was the unexplainable loneliness that began to plague her a few weeks ago. It was an odd sort of loneliness, almost like being homesick. She had had the feeling once before when at age five she spent part of the summer with her aunt and uncle in California while her parents went to Europe. She could remember trying to talk her aunt into sending her home, but her pleas had been ignored, and she suffered through the long weeks with no hope of going sooner than expected. It was the only time she had ever been separated from her parents. It was also the first time she had experienced one of the dreams now haunting her fourteen years later. 
 
    Shona again tried to get comfortable and fall back to sleep, her best defense against the unwanted emotions rallying within her for recognition.  To give in to them would mean pain, and she didn’t want to deal with any more pain tonight. Her shoulder was enough, let alone any emotional pain on top of it. 
 
    No luck. The darkened room closed in around her as she lay there, her mind automatically turning to her second-best defense. Logic. There must be some suppressed fear from childhood causing this. But what on earth could have happened to her? And why would she be dreaming of a little boy she’d never met before? At least she didn’t think she had. Why in her dreams did she always sing? What was the little boy doing or about to do when she sang? She could never recall much after seeing her face change, probably because she was too terrified to notice.
 
    “This is ridiculous. I have got to get a grip. For crying out loud! I might end up talking to myself all night! Maybe I should call Kitty.” Shona bit her bottom lip and glanced at the phone laying dormant on her nightstand, then looked at the clock. Two a.m., not a good time. “And not a good subject to be talking to Kitty about I suppose.” 
 
    No not a good subject at all. Kitty Morgan may be her best friend and as much a misfit as Shona herself what with her dozen or so cats, her frenzied shopping habits, and her constant search for the perfect man. No, even Kitty had her limits, and Shona wasn’t about to push them. She’d just have to battle on her own. 
 
    The clock ticked endlessly as sleep continued to elude her. Reluctantly, Shona once again let her mind drift to the inevitable. 
 
    The boy. 
 
    As if against her will, she began to answer him, the boy who seemed to cry out to her from so far away. Or was it she who called to him? At this point she never knew. She only responded. She only sang. 
 
    Shona softly hummed the tune, a short song from the movie Camelot, one of her favorites. For some reason it made her feel better to sing after the dreams, to evade the strange feelings she had afterward. Out of nowhere they would come, the wave of emotions that welled up into her being as if from another source, making her feel helpless, even enraged.  She had never experienced anything like it in her life and was somewhat reluctant to find out its true meaning. Was it desire? Or some other emotion. Love? If so, it was certainly not the type of love she was familiar with. She knew family love, the love she had for her parents, and the love of a friend—Kitty, of course, and Julia. But her tutor Julia couldn’t be counted as high as Kitty. Julia didn’t want to be close to anyone, it seemed. 
 
    Love. Funny how she couldn’t quite recall how it felt. Like so many other emotions she experienced during childhood, the love for those closest to her had quietly tucked itself away somewhere in her heart, along with joy, anger, and several others. They just disappeared one day, never to be seen or heard from again. She had been almost emotionless ever since and was often considered cold, even snobby by those who didn’t know her.  
 
    Actually, she didn’t mind. Strong emotions were rather bothersome from what she could remember, and extremely hard to deal with at times. She didn’t have to deal with a lot of things others did and never had to worry about pesky emotions interfering with her music or studies. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    “Blast it!” Shona abruptly struck her pillow, confused by the unknown feeling and her lack of control over it. It pulled at her, teased her, and most of all, frightened her. Tonight something had happened. Something was different. Something about her had changed. 
 
    She sighed in frustration at her inability to sleep then shuddered as a dark cloud of dread rushed to encircle her. It hit hard and fast, causing her to cry out suddenly. What did all this mean? She continued to search desperately for an answer as she gripped her blankets and battled the urge to bolt from her bedroom and run to her parent’s room downstairs. Like a frightened child that just had a horrible nightmare. 
 
     But this was no nightmare. This was real. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Back in the far and distant future…
 
    
 
    “What was the most serious lie you ever told?” John cast out to see what he could catch. “As a young man or an adult,” he added hastily. So far, so good as far as today’s interviewing went. He certainly hoped it stayed that way. 
 
    Dallan leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped in front of him. John had seen the Scot do this before while observing from a distance. He knew it meant Dallan was giving the matter some serious thought. This was Dallan’s thinking pose, his deep thinking pose. John felt himself getting somewhere at last. 
 
    “Mind if I interrupt?” Came a voice from outside the half open door. John and Dallan looked up to see Lany poke his head in. 
 
    “No. Come in, Lany,” John told him as Dallan eyed the newcomer with suspicion. “Dallan, this is my assistant, Lantzaro Mosgofian. I’m afraid the two of you were not formally introduced yesterday in the arena.” 
 
    Dallan made no move to get up. “I assure ye, John, I’m quite used to no being introduced to anyone unless I take it upon myself.” 
 
    Both John and Lany caught the bitter edge to his voice and exchanged a quick glance. “Well,” Lany began. “I’m off to do those errands you asked me to take care of, and I brought you what you wanted. Uh, have fun and good luck, Eaton. You’re going to need it.” His last words were mumbled as he ushered a small boy into the room. 
 
    Dallan stiffened unconsciously in his chair. 
 
    “Thank you, Lany.” John turned to the boy whose attention had been immediately drawn to the Weapons Master, much to the Scot’s irritation. 
 
    “Dallan,” John began as he motioned to the little boy. “This is Lany’s younger son, Vynant; he’ll be no bother I assure you.” 
 
    Dallan turned his now-scowling face to John. “Bother?” he managed to say through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Mr. Eaton offered to keep an eye on him while I take care of some things,” Lany explained. “You don’t mind, do you, Mr. MacDonald?” 
 
   Dallan thrust his scowl at Lany, who caught it gracefully and seemed to toss it over his shoulder to land somewhere outside, a pleasant smile on his own face. “Ah, I see you don’t mind. Then perhaps you could help Mr. Eaton out. Vyn can be a trial at times.” 
 
    Dallan sucked air through his nose as his jaw began to twitch slightly. He swallowed hard, obviously at war with some unwanted emotion.  
 
    “He’ll be fine, Lany,” John grinned. “Oh, I do need to give you a few instructions before you leave.” He turned to Dallan who now sat like a statue, nervously eyeing young Vyn. “If you will excuse me, Dallan? This will only take a moment.” 
 
    Dallan suddenly looked at John as if he’d just sentenced him to hang. All he could do was give the Councilor a tight-lipped nod as the twitch danced merrily across his usually handsome face. A face now contorted into something resembling a gargoyle. He watched the two Councilors exchange a look before they slipped out the door, leaving him alone with what he knew was trouble. 
 
    Sure enough, as soon as they left, the boy sauntered up to the big Scot’s chair, got his face as close to Dallan’s as he could, squinted his little eyes, and began to study the legendary Weapons Master of Genis Lee. Reluctantly, Dallan looked into those eyes. 
 
    It was one of the biggest mistakes he could ever make. 
 
    Vyn’s eyes were alive. Their gray depths hinted of steel and independence, promising to one day hold their own fierce warrior’s stares within them. Dallan didn’t want to respond to what he saw, but he did, and smiled lopsidedly. 
 
    Vyn grinned back. “You’re going to be the new Time Master!” 
 
    Dallan’s lopsided smile deserted him. He glared at the boy, his eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    “Yep, thought so.” Vyn stated as he nodded to himself and again studied Dallan with a professional eye. What sort of profession, the Scot had no idea, but the child had such a confident look on his face he could think of no other way to describe it. 
 
    Dallan folded his arms over his chest and snorted. Vyn copied the action, sans snort, and took on the same scowl as well. “You’re not happy, are you?” 
 
    Dallan raised a curious brow but said nothing. The chestnut hair, gray eyes and outright boldness of the boy reminded him too much of another.  He swallowed again and shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  
 
    “How come you don’t talk?” Vyn demanded, his mimicked scowl and stance still in place. He blew a few strands of hair out of his eyes and continued to glare defiantly up at Dallan. 
 
    “How come ye feel ye need to ask?” Dallan growled back. He suddenly caught his tone and quickly reminded himself this was only a child. There was no need to frighten him. 
 
    “You talk funny!” Vyn’s face suddenly took on a look of bright curiosity. “How come you talk like that?” 
 
    Dallan’s jaw clenched as he forced himself to answer. By all the Saints; this lad was so much like Alasdair. So much it hurt. “Because I come from some place far away.” 
 
    “Where?” Vyn asked as he leaned closer to the Weapons Master. 
 
    Dallan began to fidget again. “Scotland,” was whispered shakily as he fought to keep control of his surging emotions. 
 
    “Where’s that? I’ve never heard of it before,” 
 
    “If I ken where it was, lad, I wouldna be here.” 
 
    “Why not? Don’t you like it here? I love it! I think it’s great!” Vyn replied and then unexpectedly jumped up into Dallan’s lap. 
 
    “Oh, the two of you are getting along fine,” John said as he stood in the doorway, looking immensely satisfied about something. At the moment Dallan didn’t care what he was so happy about, so long as he took the wee lad from his lap. 
 
    Unfortunately, that wasn’t about to happen. 
 
    “Lany and I have a slight emergency to take care of. You don’t mind keeping an eye on Vyn a while longer, do you?”  
 
    “Can ye no take him with you?’ Dallan asked, trying to keep the pleading sound in his voice to a minimum. 
 
    “Oh, I’m afraid not,” John began in time to catch Dallan’s fierce look. “Kwaku is involved and…” 
 
    Dallan’s look suddenly turned murderous. “Say no more, John.”  He sighed in resignation. “The lad can stay here. How long will ye be away?”  
 
     “About twenty minutes, maybe thirty.”  
 
     “Best be off then,” Dallan grumbled. The Scot didn’t really want the boy there, but knew as well as John that Vyn would be safer if he stayed. After what the bloody heathen did to Padric, he would take no chances with any of the younger lads. Dallan began to seethe just thinking about it. 
 
    Vyn gazed at him curiously. “Why do you look like that?” 
 
    “Like what?” Dallan asked as John stepped into the cottage. He took an odd writing instrument out of his flowing robes and carefully placed it on the small table against the wall. 
 
    “Like you’re going to be sick,” Vyn exclaimed with unrestrained glee. “My dad looks like that sometimes, right before he throws up!” 
 
    John abruptly turned and shot the boy a father’s warning glare. 
 
    Vyn defiantly glared right back. “Well, he does!” 
 
    John ignored him and looked to Dallan. “I’ll be back.” He looked at Vyn. “And you behave yourself.” He then left the cottage to allow young Master Mosgofian the opportunity to dissect the Scot as he saw fit. 
 
    Vyn didn’t waste any time. “Do you miss Scotland?” he blurted out suddenly. 
 
    A painful gasp sounded from outside the cottage door, distracting Dallan long enough to sigh. If he didn’t know any better, he’d have thought the interview was still underway, only the interviewer had changed; it now obvious that Vyn had been left on purpose. Dallan gritted his teeth knowing he was in for it. He always avoided the younger lads as much as possible, for obvious reasons, and one in particular. Perhaps it had become obvious to others now. 
 
    The big Scot stared Vyn right in the eye, the boy returning the look boldly. “Well?” Vyn began, his tone demanding. “Do you miss Scotland?” 
 
    Dallan’s look softened as he remembered having Alasdair in his lap. Was it so long ago? Had so many years passed already? Saints but he was tired—tired of being trapped in Genis Lee, tired of having his life dictated by Kwaku, directed, overseen, dispatched day in and day out. Tired of being lonely. 
 
    He let himself give in to the boy’s demands and answered with a softened voice,     “Aye, laddie. That I do.” 
 
    “Will you tell me about it?” Vyn asked innocently. 
 
    Dallan chuckled lightly. John Eaton was definitely different from the Councilors sent before him, and the opposite of Kwaku Awahnee. What could it hurt; he thought. He so liked to talk of home, a luxury he’d been denied by the heathen for far too long. 
 
    Dallan smiled slightly. “Aye, laddie, I will.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
     John and Lany listened to the Scot tell young Vyn of his beloved Scotland in a cottage not twenty yards away. The simple communications device John had left on the table in the smaller cottage picked up even the tiniest of sounds emitted by Dallan and the boy. 
 
    At last there was hope as Dallan’s voice began to take on a tender yet teasing tone with Vyn, telling him of Glencoe, of France, and of the Faerie Folk, a very encouraging sign. Yet, not once did Dallan mention Alasdair. 
 
    No matter, thought John. He knew it would take time. 

 
   

All night long on my bed
 
   I looked for the one my heart loves;
 
   I looked for him but did not find him.
 
   I will get up now and go about the city,
 
   Through its streets and squares;
 
   I will search for the one my heart loves.
 
   So I looked for him, but did not find him.
 
    
 
   Song of Songs 3:1-2
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    Shona crossed the soft grass, her mind oblivious to everything but what lay ahead, her heart all but screaming with every step. She had no way to describe the emotions which welled up from inside her whenever he was near, nor could she think of any logical explanation why she needed him so much. But she knew that without him, she would surely die. 
 
    The little boy jumped and chased several hounds in the grass behind a two-story stone house, just where she knew he would be. His black hair glistened in the sunshine and flew about as he played, his bright green eyes shining with mischief and laughter. Thankfully no one would come out of the house to disturb him. No one ever did. They would be alone.  
 
    Shona was perfectly content to stand and watch him, not allowing her presence to be known.  Not yet.  But oh how she wanted to join him. He was having such a good time. Perhaps if she eased toward him slowly he would not be as frightened of her as she sensed he would. Perhaps if she gave him just a tiny glimpse of her, he would not feel compelled to run away. He might even speak to her, if she were very lucky. She took another step in his direction and willed her presence upon him, the dogs able to sense her immediately. 
 
    The boy looked around himself, turning a complete circle as he tried vainly to see what had upset his grandfather’s hounds. They barked wildly at a spot to his left, yet nothing was there, nor did he see anything emerging from the trees beyond the house. What could be bothering them? What had they sensed? 
 
    He spoke to the dogs soothingly in an attempt at calming them, and they quieted except for an occasional whine or two as he again searched his surroundings. He continued talking to them in his mother tongue, its pleasant rolling sound calming not only the animals but capturing Shona as well. Its lilt embedded itself in her soul and settled to take root, as if committing her to its sound. 
 
    She willed her presence forward, asking him to come. 
 
    The boy flinched slightly before he turned around slowly to face her, his features frozen in place. Afraid to look him in the eye, she stared at the grassy glen instead, her long hair blowing all about her. Carefully, with as much restraint as could be mustered, she looked up at him. 
 
    A fierce possessiveness came over Shona as she gazed at him and it reached the boy in a gentle caress. She knew the sensation frightened him, though he didn’t show it, his eyes filled with curiosity and wonder instead. She afforded him some reassurance by channeling the possessiveness into need. Let him feel her need for him, she thought. Perhaps he would be more receptive and allow her to play with him. She just wanted to be his friend and she was lonely. Could he not come to her? 
 
    But something told Shona that now was not the time.  Danger lurked nearby.  She could suddenly sense it and reminded herself she had other things to do. She must get what she came for or suffer later. She too had to survive, to be protected, or she would die. Hunted down by the horrible emptiness and the master that drove it.  Again, she didn’t know how she knew, she just did. She had to do what her heart told her and do it quickly; time was running out. 
 
    The boy took a hesitant step toward her. She smiled. Hurry, she thought, please hurry. There is little time and I must go soon. 
 
    He took another step, still indecisive. Hurry!  Shona hoped her urgency did not frighten him, but she could feel the first twinges of a dark searing pain, pain that would consume her if he did not give her what she needed, quickly. Please …
 
    She fought the urge to bolt into the nearby forest.  To run from the emptiness as it now began to deepen, pulling her into it ever so slowly. Hurry…
 
    The boy quickly glanced around, sensing the danger as well, then took another step, more confident as his decision was made. He shuddered and she knew he felt what had her in its grip.  With a determined stance he looked deeply into her eyes, her very core, and committed her image to memory.  He knew to lock it away deep within himself to plant the seed of her identity in his soul. When fully grown, it would serve to recognize her when it came time to join her heart forever with his. But he had to give her something, something that would allow that recognition to take place, something of his that would be easily recognizable once he saw it again. Shona knew there was only one thing that would work. As did he. 
 
    The emptiness suddenly tightened its hold and she gasped as if choked. The boy quickly held his gift out to her and she reached for it gratefully, taking it from him with the utmost care, clutching the fragile treasure protectively and allowing it time to adjust to its new home, all the while letting him know she would guard what he gave her with her very life. No harm would come to his gift as long as she was alive, and though the pain assailing her would have it otherwise, that would be for a very long time. 
 
    Time! She had to go. No, please not yet. Please let me stay with him, just a little while longer. I do not want to go! 
 
    But her heart bade her to go, and she was unable to disobey. She turned to leave, glancing back once to smile at the boy who stood and smiled in return, pleased she had liked his gift enough to take and keep it. Now she could rest, the emptiness leaving her. It would stay away until she had to find him again and return the gift he had so unselfishly given to her. For by then it would be grown into and joined with her to become something new. For now, it would protect her and keep her safe until the time came to give back the most precious gift she could ever receive.  
 
    His heart. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
    Shona sat bolt upright in bed unable to comprehend or place the horrible sound engulfing her. It brutally shook the usually solid timber of her consciousness, allowing confusion to flood in between the cracks. 
 
    Yet just as suddenly, the horrid noise stopped. 
 
    “Really, Shona, I wish you would learn to either turn your alarm off or use a clock with a snooze button. This one has the most annoying sound I have ever heard! How can you stand to wake up to this thing every morning?” 
 
    Shona looked dumbly from the alarm clock on her nightstand to her mother at her bedside, a scream now lodged belligerently in her throat, its displeasure at not being released evident as a dull ache began to throb in the same area. 
 
    “Were you up late again last night?” Her mother inquired, concerned. “You look pale.” 
 
    Shona shook her head numbly in response as disappointment made its timely descent into her heart. She had woken up, or rather had been woken up, the little boy once again left far behind. And they had been communicating in the dream, he’d done something. She could never remember many of the details, only him. And now he was gone. The thought was heart-wrenching, and she clutched the edge of her quilt to fight off the horrible sense of loss which was crazy in itself. They were only dreams …
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right?” Maggie Whittard asked again as she sat on the bed. “Are you up to going to town today?” 
 
     Shona gazed at her mother and prayed her face had looked like a normal human being’s when she entered the room. She assumed so, as the woman was not screaming in horror. “What… what about Julia?” 
 
    Maggie’s dark eyes grew soft before she gave her a gentle smile. “It’s Saturday. Julia doesn’t tutor today.”  
 
    Shona looked at the handful of quilt, its soft colors calming her. “Oh,” she began numbly.  “I forgot.” 
 
    Maggie studied her a moment as if weighing something, then the look was gone. “I think,” she began as she shifted her position, making the bed creak slightly, “that you need to get up and dressed. Then you and I are going to go out for breakfast. After which we can go round up Kitty-kat, if you like, and do a little shopping at the mall.” Her dark eyes sparkled, coaxing a smile from Shona who slowly pushed aside the dream, the longing slipping away, almost as if her mother could chase it off. 
 
    “I would like that.” Shona whispered. Maybe getting out would calm the rest of her nerves. 
 
    “Good. You’ve been studying too hard and could use the break.” Maggie sprang to her feet and spun to face Shona like a cheerleader, sending her dark hair flying. “We do the town today!” 
 
    Shona raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Too enthusiastic for you?” Maggie teased then sobered.  “Yes, well.  I’ll just mosey along and let you get ready.”
 
    Shona smiled and marveled at her mother. She hoped she looked as good when she reached forty-eight. Maggie Whittard was a stunning woman and everyone whom she met always told Shona and her father just that. She was also the proud possessor of a fierce Irish temper, a classic trait Shona was thankful she had not inherited, though many assumed she did using her multi-colored reddish hair as the indicator. “I will have to give Kitty a call and see what she is doing,” she replied. “Who knows what she is up to today.” 
 
    Maggie calmed at the thought, a pained look on her face. “You do that.” She turned to leave the room, then looked back, her face full of an emotion Shona couldn’t quite recognize. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Shona asked, concerned. “Or are you just dreading Kitty?” 
 
    “No, nothing’s wrong. Call Kitty. I’ll be downstairs…” she wriggled her eyebrows playfully, “wrestling with your father.” She then bounded out of the room. 
 
    Shona rolled her eyes, got wearily out of bed, and looked around for the faded jeans she had thrown off the night before. She could still feel the lingering effects of the dream, but they were not too unpleasant as yet; the alarm clock having wakened her before the dream had the chance to turn bad. For that she was grateful, and patted the clock in a silent thank-you before getting dressed. 
 
    Downstairs, Shona’s father sat at the kitchen table looking slightly disheveled, evidence her mother had indeed been wrestling with him while getting herself ready. Shona looked at him, one eyebrow raised in question. 
 
    Evan Whittard took it as an accusation. “Hmmph,” he grunted into his morning paper. “Wait until you’re married. You’ll look like this, too.” He glanced at her. “Now and then, anyway.” 
 
    The candid statement brought up her other eyebrow. She swallowed and quickly turned away. Evan peeked at her over his paper and chuckled to himself. He loved to make her blush; heaven knew he couldn’t make his wife do that. “So buttercup, where are you off to today?” he asked still amused. 
 
    Shona abruptly stopped her digging through a cupboard full of fancy teacups and saucers. He’d not called her ‘buttercup’ in years. “Breakfast, Kitty, shopping.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fast day. Want to slow it down a little for me?” His paper rustled as he spoke, the sound loud in Shona’s ears.  
 
    “Breakfast, I do not know where. Kitty, I do not know what time. Shopping…” she looked at him and smiled broadly, a monumental feat of late for her. “I do not know how much.” 
 
    Evan groaned, folded his paper and slapped it on the table. “You’ve been hanging around that darn Kitty too long. If you and your mother are taking that spendaholic with you, make sure you get an early start. It takes that kid three hours just to figure out what store to go into first. And then she never stops! I feel sorry for the poor bast…” 
 
    “Dad!” Shona exclaimed, shocked and a little hurt at his sudden attack on her friend. Although it was all true. 
 
    “All right. But I still feel sorry for the poor… guy that ends up married to her. I hope he’s got good credit.” He picked up the paper again and hid behind it, pretending to read. 
 
    Shona, satisfied she had quelled the little verbal foray against Kitty, turned to the tea canister. 
 
    “He’s gonna need it,” came her father’s mumbled statement from behind the paper. Shona turned again and eyed him, or at least the top of his graying head, the only thing showing above the paper’s rim. Coward. 
 
   “I heard that,” she said flatly. 
 
     Evan Whittard peeked over his paper, his blue eyes glistening, and grinned. “I know.” 
 
    Shona promptly threw a tea bag at him, hitting the paper instead. 
 
    “Oh boy! Are we picking on your father this morning already?” Maggie asked, coming into the kitchen in time to see the tea bag land with a small thump on the table. 
 
    “You forget you already did?” Evan retorted. “No fair two against one.” 
 
    Maggie planted herself in his lap, putting her arms around his neck. “Here, I’ll protect you, dear. Shona will have to go through me if she wants to get to you.” 
 
    Shona turned and stared at them in her odd scholastic sort of way, her voice matching her look. “It seems to me that it is still two against one. Only now I seem to be the one.” 
 
    The tone brought both her parent’s attention to her. She stood looking at them, one eyebrow raised inquisitively. Maggie and Evan glanced at each other both knowing Shona’s mood swings were becoming more and more frequent. Hot to cold, surging emotions then nothing. It was something they had been told to watch out for. 
 
    Maggie extracted herself from her husband’s lap and stood. “Are you ready?” she asked Shona. 
 
    “Yes.” Shona turned toward the counter again, putting back the cup she had taken from the cupboard, abandoning the idea of tea. “Let us go.” 
 
    Evan walked them to the door and kissed them both good-bye. Shona felt oddly detached at his brief peck on the cheek and wondered why she was feeling that way around him lately. She didn’t feel that way around her Mother. In fact, she was feeling increasingly more comfortable around her, whereas her father ... it was as if he was becoming more distant, or distanced, from her. The relationship had not changed. What could be making her feel this way? 
 
    Maggie interrupted Shona’s thoughts as they pulled out of the driveway. “Julia will be by this evening. She said she has something to tell us.”  
 
    “Did she say what it was?” Shona asked as they drove down from the west hills of the city into downtown. 
 
    “No, but I have a strong feeling it has something to do with that European university she’s been in contact with lately.” 
 
    “The one in France?” 
 
    Maggie threw a smile at her. “That’s the one. Excited?” 
 
    Shona stared out her window and watched the expensive old homes pass by. “I do not really know,” she replied quietly. 
 
    “Well, no use jumping to any conclusions until we hear what Julia has found out about them. Let’s not worry about it now.” Maggie looked at Shona. “Are you sure you feel all right?”  
 
    “I am sure.” Shona’s voice was weak as she fought for some semblance of control, the waves of emptiness hitting her harder by the minute. They had come so fast she could think of nothing to defend herself with. She didn’t want to break down in front of her mother, and certainly didn’t want her mother finding out what was wrong. If that happened, any hope of getting out of her parent’s house and claiming her own freedom would be gone. She concentrated on Julia and the news she held. If Shona could get accepted to this new university, her dream of going abroad, not to mention just getting out of the house, could at last be realized. 
 
    Shona Elsey Whittard loved her parents, loved her home, her few friends and her music. She had a lot; everything she could possibly ask for, some would say. Except for the freedom to run her own life and make her own decisions. She had so many people telling her how envious they were of her singing talent.  But if all her competitors and fellow musicians only knew that Julia and her mother ran the show, made the recital and concert schedules, handled everything from the time she got up until the time she went to bed, they might not be so envious.  Or would they? She supposed she didn't know or care anymore. 
 
    What Shona did know was, she was tired of her life.  Other girls her age, including Kitty, were all in their second year of college while she was still under her mother's and Julia's educational thumbs.  Other girls went to parties.  Shona was stuck at home watching Masterpiece Theater or studying some sort of cultural etiquette that Julia insisted she learn.  Other girls dated.  Shona, not really interested in the opposite sex at the moment anyway, was still jealous of the freedom of choice normal girls had.  More than once Kitty had made the comment, "Geez Shona, are your parents planning on sending you to a convent or what?"
 
     Or what indeed, she mused feeling as if she was to be sent somewhere.  She could speak four languages for crying out loud and was working on a fifth.  She spoke proper English.  Something others teased her about.  And she was well tutored by Julia as to what was acceptable for a young lady to do or say in not only the twentieth century, but the fifteenth through nineteenth centuries as well.  On the other hand, she could also fence and land a man smack on his back in the wink of an eye.  "Martial arts and fencing are excellent workouts." Julia would exclaim along with, "A girl can't be too careful now a days!  It's best to know how to defend one's self."
 
   Careful?  If she counted, Shona could come up with at least a dozen ways she'd been taught how to land a man in the dirt!  A lot of good all that training had done her though when she really needed it …
 
   Shona shuddered and pushed the incident she was about to think of aside as her mother pulled up in front of their first stop.  She looked longingly at all the normal people inside eating and chatting away.  She continued to watch them as she got out of the car, choked back the cold emptiness she'd learn to battle over the last few months, and told herself she'd just have to accept the facts.  It was, after all, the logical thing to do.
 
   There were no if ands or buts.  She wasn't some astounding musical sensation to be envied.  She was a freak.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    The Whittard women ate breakfast then headed to the town’s northeast side to pick up Kitty. Maggie chatted pleasantly while Shona contemplated where she might need to throw up. The strange all-consuming emptiness which often encompassed her, tightened its hold every now and then, threatening to suck the life from her. Just when she thought she could stand it no longer, it would be gone. Or was it?  Logic, logic, there has to be an explanation!  She kept telling herself as they drove the last few blocks before finally arriving at their second destination of the morning.
 
    Both women sighed as they pulled up in front of Kitty’s house. Shona from relief; she could always count on Kitty to make her feel better. Maggie out of dread; Kitty annoyed her the same way she annoyed everyone else except Shona. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Shona asked as Maggie began to dig through the glove compartment of the car.  
 
    Maggie pulled a small green bottle out and clutched it as if her life depended on its contents. She shook it and relief flooded her face. “We’re here to get Kitty-kat, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yes.” Shona said, puzzled, then comprehension dawned. “Oh, mother! She’s not that bad.” 
 
    Maggie fought desperately with the lid on the aspirin bottle. “Easy for you to say. She doesn’t affect you as quickly as the rest of us. Face it, kid. I’m not made of steel like you. I’ve got to prepare myself.” She popped the lid and let two pills fall into her hand. “You get Kitty-kat. I’ll be putting my armor on.” She tossed the aspirin into her mouth and swallowed hard, grimacing as she did. 
 
    Shona shook her head as she got out of her parent’s Jaguar, careful not to let the car door hit the curb. The car was brand new. Kitty was going to love this. 
 
    She headed up the front walk to the door of the huge three-story house, sighing again as she went. Shona loved the Morgan’s home. The big old house had a feeling of security about it. Not that Shona lacked the same in her own home. But the Morgan’s felt different, more lived in. 
 
    She reached the front door and suppressed a smile as she heard the first announcement of her arrival carry through the heavy wood. At least half a dozen different pitched wails, screeches and meows clamored about on the other side, each battling for position. A growing occurrence of late whenever she came over. 
 
    “Get away from there! Go on! Get away! Kit, get down here!” Shona watched through the door’s leaded glass as Preston Morgan batted and kicked at the feline wall between him and the door. She backed halfway to the porch railing, an odd surge of power coursing through her in anticipation. 
 
    The door opened, and Preston almost fell on his face as at least eight Persian cats ran straight for her. Some ran so fast they skidded into the porch railing with a loud thump. One large yellow cat, a sharp contrast to the Morgan family’s incredible array of show animals, sauntered to the doorway. He sat and began to wash his face as she greeted what the family had begun to refer to as “his tribe.” He’d all but taken over when he began to hang out around the Morgan home several months ago. He sat calmly, looked at Shona and waited. 
 
    “Not all at once, take turns,” she cooed as the multitude of fur and legs pressed in around her, each vying for position, each wanting her to touch them. The horrible racket emitted from the desperate felines was enough to drive anyone insane, but it didn’t bother Shona one bit. Another one of the many oddities about her.  Freak.
 
    “Kitty!” Preston yelled up into the stairwell next to him then stepped over the big cat sitting in the doorway. “Get, you miserable fleabags,” he muttered as he tried to detach several cats from Shona’s leg. He got a nasty scratch from one in the process. “Oh, why you…”  
 
    “Do not bother, they will be done in a minute. Princess Penny shame on you!” Shona scolded the gray that had almost taken Preston’s hand off. The cat readied herself for a jump. 
 
    “Miserable feline,” Preston mumbled as he ducked back into the doorway. “Katrina!” 
 
    “I’m coming, already. You don’t have to yell!” Kitty Morgan came bounding down the stairs, her long black hair flying behind her. Her hazel eyes widened as she quickly took in the scene on the porch. Not to mention the look on her father’s face. Shona watched as Kitty contemplated how best to appease him this time. 
 
    “Oh look, Dad, Princess Penny got up into Shona’s arms! She must have lost some weight! She was getting awfully fat, you know.” 
 
   Preston glared at his daughter as he cradled his wounded hand, the scratch still hot and burning. “I hope that cat takes a sunbath in the street,” he growled then walked into the house to dress his newest war wound. The ongoing battle between Kitty’s father and the feline masses was never-ending, and as usual, he was naught but a hapless casualty. 
 
    “Okay now, break it up.” Kitty pushed herself into the furry melee, setting cats aside as she did. “Have you petted them all yet?” She asked, trying to pry her best white Persian from Shona’s jeans.  
 
    “Yes, I think so,” she said as Princess Penny tried to clamber up under her hair. 
 
    “Let’s get them inside then we can leave. Geez, I hate it when you come over now. This is beginning to be a real pain. What do you do? Mix tuna with your Wheaties or what? I’ve never seen anyone attract cats the way you do!” Kitty gave the white a final pull, its claws ripping down Shona’s tired jeans, growling at its mistress in protest. She threw the cat into the front hall, picked up her other prize white and stepped to the door after Shona. 
 
     The huge yellow cat sitting in the doorway looked up at Kitty first in mute acknowledgement before turning his attention to Shona. “Oh, right, butter me up before the mutiny you traitor! Why didn’t you just find your way to Shona’s house first and move in there!” Kitty stepped over the cat, all the while trying to keep her grip on the white show breeder struggling in her arms. She let it go on the staircase and turned to watch the upcoming exchange. 
 
    Shona, now free of the rest of the tribe, stood in front of the doorway gazing down at what she referred to as the little Chinaman.  Fat and boney at the same time he was the oddest looking cat Shona or Kitty had ever seen, not to mention the biggest.  He looked up at her intently and grinned, his lower front fangs jutting out over his upper lip, huge golden eyes squinted in the most fascinating way. 
 
    “Hello, Sinclair,” Shona said with an added note of affection not allotted the others.  For some strange reason she felt drawn to the incredibly odd looking and obese animal.  
 
    The cat grinned even broader, a horrendously amusing sight to behold, his face looked like a fat, yellow furred Buddha.  “Hello,” he seemed to be saying. She had never known an animal one could hold an actual conversation with, or rather what seemed like one. 
 
    “Touch me.” 
 
      Shona bent to give his head a friendly pat and he grabbed at her hand begging for more. She squatted down in front of him and began to pet his back, the action making her feel almost as good as it did Sinclair. “You spoiled boy, no wonder you wait to be the last. You know you are going to get the most attention that way.” She looked past him to the other cats huddled together in the hall growling. 
 
    “I know.”  Sinclair began to purr. 
 
    Shona drew her hand back abruptly, eyes wide. “Oh my.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kitty asked. 
 
    Shona looked up from Sinclair who sat with an even odder grin on his face, a knowing grin. “N… nothing. We had better go.” She stood quickly, eyeing the cat, a slight flicker of fear in her eyes. She walked backward into the porch railing and nearly fell over it when her mother’s car gave a loud, impatient honk of its horn. 
 
    “Gaawsh, Shona! What is wrong with you? Too much caffeine or what?” Kitty looked from Sinclair to a now-terrified Shona. 
 
    “Sinclair?”  Shona thought to herself in frightened bewilderment. 
 
      The cat sauntered up to her and put his forepaws on her knees, his big golden eyes seeking her own frightened green ones. The other cats looked about to leap through the front door as one. 
 
    “We had better leave,” Shona choked out as she slid along the rail to the porch steps. She turned abruptly and stumbled down the front walk to the car. 
 
    Confused, Kitty ran into the house to grab her purse then back out the door after Shona. She stopped and turned to face Sinclair who had planted himself on the porch rail. Kitty marched back up the walk, plucked him off the rail and placed him inside the front hall with the rest of her animals. “I’d sure like to know what you did to her, cat!” She slammed the door, shutting him inside the house. Sinclair rose up and, paws against the door’s glass, watched as Kitty ran down the walk and let go a gleeful squeal at the sight of the car. She climbed into the back seat, too excited to notice the dozen or so neighborhood cats running after them as the women sped off for the day. 

 
   

Proud maisie is in the wood, walking so early;
 
   Sweet Robin sits on the bush, singing so rarely.
 
   “Tell me, thou bonny bird, when shall I marry ye?”
 
   “When six braw gentlemen kirkward carry ye.”
 
   “The grey-headed sexton that delves the grave duly.
 
   The glow-worm o’er grave and stone shall light thee steady;
 
   The owl from the steeple sing, ‘welcome, proud lady.’”
 
    
 
   Sir Walter Scott
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: Chapter_Five]CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    Rain beat heavily upon Maggie’s car as it slowly traveled up the hill leading home. The summer storm had come out of nowhere to drench everything and everyone. 
 
    Shona sat in the passenger seat, gripping the mall shopping bag in her hands as if it would keep her afloat should the water-laden streets threaten to consume the car. She had been soaked running from the mall’s rear entrance to the far end of the parking lot, having made the mistake of offering to get the car while her mother waited impatiently for Kitty to make a purchase. Now she was paying for her desire to escape the multitudes of Saturday mall goers. She was wet, cold and miserable. The after effects of thinking she actually heard a cat speak to her didn’t help.
 
   Freak!
 
   And, of course, the emptiness decided it was a good time to make itself known again. To top it off, a horrible need for something had started to gnaw away at her, making her icy hands tremble. Lord, she needed that something.  She felt as if she were starving, but not for food. “Oh God, what is happening to me?” she thought as Maggie pulled into the driveway. 
 
    “Here we are, ladies. Let’s go see what trouble Mr. Whittard has gotten himself into today.” She got out of the car and made a mad dash to open the trunk before getting too soaked. Shona and Kitty listened as Maggie retrieved her shopping bags then ran for the front door. 
 
    “Need to talk to me?” Kitty whispered in Shona’s ear. 
 
    Shona nodded quickly as she got out of the car, bag still clutched in her hands, her feet icy cold and numb. Kitty had to lead her stumbling to the front door. Fortunately, Kitty knew what to do; this was not the first time she had seen her best friend like this. 
 
    “We’ll be upstairs,” Kitty chirped to Maggie whose back was to the girls as they hurried past. Just as well. By now Shona was being supported by Kitty who steered her toward the stairs that led to Shona’s haven. 
 
    “Bedroom?” Kitty asked as they climbed. She got no response. “Oh my gaawsh, Shona!” she began, her voice laced with panic. “Bathroom then? You look about to puke!” 
 
    Shona fell against the nearest doorframe at the top of the stairs, knowing she had probably bruised her left shoulder and not caring; she was too much in need. If only she knew what it was she needed! “Up there,” she whispered, pointing shakily to another set of stairs that led to the music room. 
 
    Kitty had become more than a little concerned. “Maybe I ought to get your mom?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Shona, I really think you should do something!” 
 
    “I am doing something!” Shona stumbled to the top of the second set of stairs. She headed for a sitting area with a large sofa and love seat arranged in front of a wall of audio equipment. The Whittard’s were rumored to have one of the most elaborate stereo systems in the city. It was no rumor. The entire attic ballroom of the Victorian Grand Lady in which they lived had been converted into an incredible music room. 
 
    Kitty plopped down on the sofa next to Shona, thoroughly worried. “What can I do?” 
 
    Shona’s teeth began to chatter uncontrollably and she didn’t want Kitty to know how bad off she really was. She glanced to a remote control sitting on a glass-topped coffee table, clenched her teeth tightly together and pushed out her words. “I… I do not kn… know.” She picked up the stereo system’s remote and switched part of it on. The music instantly surrounded her like a blanket, its warmth immediately sinking into her bones as if it were fusing itself to become a part of her somehow. Shona groaned in response. 
 
    Kitty stared blankly at her for a moment. “What on earth is that music?” she asked, marveling at how quickly color flooded back into Shona’s face. 
 
    “Camelot.” Shona took a deep breath as the music began to fill and satisfy her. 
 
    The music! The music took care of the horrible hunger, almost as if it could feed her in some way. Just how much stranger was this day going to get?
 
    “Oh I know that musical!” Kitty chirped, eyeing her. 
 
    Shona began to breathe oddly, deep, then shallow, as the warmth of the music continued to creep into her hands and feet. “Yes,” she whispered, her voice sounding like the music itself. 
 
    “Talk to me now?” Kitty coaxed in her own sing-song voice. 
 
    “N… not now. Let me… listen.” Shona managed as a sudden realization hit her. Music. It also made the pain go away. She had always known music affected her strangely of late, but not like it was doing now.  Filling, warming … feeding.
 
    She moaned suddenly as the music bridged to another song, all but lifting her off the sofa as the wonderful warmth filled the emptiness inside her. In the back of her mind she knew the words to the song; words that for some reason held a special meaning for her, but she had yet to figure out why. 
 
    “Gaawsh, Shona, are you okay?” Kitty’s voice was in between giggles and panic. 
 
     The melody repeated and the words thrust themselves forward into Shona’s consciousness, their meaning burning into her, making her heart lurch with renewed need. But for what she had no idea. 
 
     Follow me…
 
    Shona fought the unnamed thing trying to possess her.  It took hold of her slowly at first, then gripped her with everything it had, trying to control her. She threw her head back and moaned. Kitty could only stare at her, speechless. 
 
     Julia Dawson, on the other hand, stood poised on the stairs to the music room, her ice blue eyes intense with interest as she watched the unusual scene take place before her. She had come by the house early and was glad now she did. She’d tutored Shona for ten years, ten long years, and finally what she had been waiting for all this time might at last be in reach. 
 
     Julia turned and went back downstairs to let the Whittard’s know she had made arrangements for Shona to have an entrance test and interview for the new European conservatory. She hoped as she made her descent that her little prodigy would be ready for whatever was to come. But what did it matter? 
 
    She smiled wickedly to herself. After all, no matter which way things went. Julia knew she couldn’t lose. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   At the same time, in Genis Lee…
 
    
 
    Dallan went through his memories one at a time in a vain attempt at finding a suitable answer to the question: What was the most serious lie he had ever told? 
 
    He raised his head from his thinking pose just long enough to look at John, giving the Lord Councilor a piercing glare. “My brother, Alasdair. I told him I would protect him and our Mother. That I would take care o’ them when I returned from France. Alasdair’s face told me I had lied to him. I had let them both down. My brother, my mother… I should ha’ been able to fight Kwaku off. I canna understand what happened to me, how he was able to hold me back like that. He hasna been able to do that to me here. Nay, not like that day.” 
 
   His jaw tightened causing the telltale twitch to begin. He stared at John, knowing this outburst was a direct result of the last few days.  Days for whatever reason he'd been spared John's questions and instead was allowed to spend time with wee Padric and Master Lany’s son Vyn. 
 
    “'Tis the look on Alasdair’s face that I canna live with. All I can do for him is avenge his death. And my mother’s, knowing what most likely happened after Kwaku took me. The storm may ha’ got them even if the Campbells didna manage it.” His look turned hard again. “I’ll avenge both their deaths somehow.” 
 
    Dallan stood and began to pace as his anger at his helplessness started to erupt. He suddenly spun on John with a look so intense the Lord Councilor flinched. “But I canna do anything for them whilst I’m held here!’ The fierceness in his voice made the words pound into John’s mind like a nail into wood. 
 
    The Scot was the most intense man John had ever met. “It was not your fault, Dallan.” He told him softly. 
 
    “I know.” His eyes suddenly narrowed. “It was Kwaku’s.” 
 
   Dallan’s face softened a fraction as he stopped his pacing and glanced from the hearth, which still had a fire burning from early that morning, to a small window at his left near the half-open door. How much longer could he survive this way? Wasn't any chance of escape worth the risk of disappointment?  
 
   “I want to go home, John.” Dallan stared straight ahead as he softly spoke. “When can I go home?” His angry eyes met John’s compassionate ones. 
 
    Direct hit. The Lord Councilor smiled gently. 
 
    “Let’s see what we can do, Dallan,” John began, his eyes now holding a reflection of Dallan’s pain. “To get you… home.” He leaned forward again. “My job is to ask you questions and determine from your answers whether or not you are ready.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” Dallan softly demanded, his tone growing a wee bit suspicious. 
 
    “The Elders need to know if you’re ready to listen,” John told him quietly, the compassion in his voice still evident. 
 
    Dallan’s face was wary. 
 
   Emptiness, loneliness, longing for family and home, things he thought gone from his being—and good riddance, too—surged up in him with renewed vigor.  This was the second time this John had broken through his defensive wall. What was wrong with him? How could this man get past what no one else had since Kwaku brought him here? 
 
    Yet John spoke to him of home…
 
   “Aye,” Dallan began, his eyes softening once again, the warrior’s posture relaxing into that of a man ready to listen, even if it was bizarre. “I’ll help ye, sir. Anything to be free of this place.” 
 
    John smiled and nodded, “Let’s continue, then.” 
 
   Dallan sat down and gave him a solitary nod in acceptance. It was all he could offer as the continual eruption of emotions long forgotten spilled out of the pit he’d thrown them in years ago. He’d hoped to forever keep them captive, but now they were escaping, seeping back into his empty heart. 
 
    John glanced to the next question on the list and his features changed to poorly masked embarrassment. “Oh boy.”  He said as he merely stared at Dallan as if not knowing what to do next. 
 
    Dallan cocked his head slightly to one side. “Ask me the question will ye then?” 
 
    John swallowed hard. “You are, uh, pure. Is that not correct?” 
 
    Dallan’s head cocked even further, one eyebrow raised in amused curiosity at John’s sudden awkwardness. “Pure? I’m not sure I ken what ye mean."
 
    John had begun to fidget in his chair. “Ah, yes. Well it’s, um, a rather personal question, one I don’t normally have to ask people.” He sighed nervously. “And, I suppose I’m afraid of the answer.” 
 
    Now Dallan was confused. His brow furrowed together as he stared at John. “Ask me the bloody question. I dinna care to watch ye squirm about any longer.” 
 
    John’s own brow raised in defeat, making it obvious there was no delicate way to ask. He was just going to have to blurt it out. And blurt he did. “Have you ever experienced premarital or extramarital sex?” 
 
    Dallan blinked once, twice … before an explosion of sound escaped him. 
 
   John jerked in his chair in response, obviously doing his best to resist the instinct to dive for cover. 
 
    The Scot was laughing. Full out. 
 
    “Oh no!” John whispered to himself in utter horror. “I’ve sent him over the edge."
 
     Dallan took in the look on John's face and his glee dropped to a nervous chuckle as the import of the question hit him. Did John say something about sex? 
 
    Dallan had never had the full pleasure of it as he wasn’t married, the only holy state one was allowed to be in if sex was involved. “Otherwise all God’s wrath would be upon ye, and a lifetime o’ punishment at the Almighty’s hand awaits, such as he’s done in my life ever since I bore ye, son,” he recalled his mother saying to him year after year. Especially before he’d been fostered out to his mother’s cousin for four years. He had left for France at sixteen, the beginning of a lad’s rutting years, according to his uncle John. But by the Saints, here he was, fourteen years later and had still never bedded a woman! 
 
    He found his composure and firmly set his warrior’s face as it should be. “No.” 
 
    John nodded quickly, leaving it at that. “Have you…” He stopped short, dread flashing across his already flushed face. He had a get ready, here it comes gleam in his eyes. Both men stiffened. “Have you ever had a mystical experience?” 
 
     Dallan pondered the question, brow raised. “That depends on what ye consider to be mystical.” 
 
   “Well,” John began, bewildered, “what about all of this? What about you being here?” 
 
    “I see nothing mystical about any o’ this, sir. This is all real, as far as I ken. I can see things, taste things. My hearing is all right, and I’m definitely able to feel things.” He gave his right shoulder a tender pat. 
 
   John’s face became somber as he leaned forward slightly. Time to take a chance. “And you also believe you are in the future as Kwaku told you, that he brought you from what would be our ancient past?” He held his breath. 
 
    “I suppose at this point, I’m willing to at least consider believing that much o’ it, being as I canna come up with a better explanation o’ my own…yet.” 
 
      John sat back in his chair, puzzled. “And you find none of this, or even the concept, mystical?” 
 
    “Again, I find nothing mystical about the things I can hear, feel…” Dallan’s eyes narrowed as his shoulder, still healing, began to throb. “Taste and touch. It’s the things ye canna touch, hear, taste or feel that are truly mystical.”  
 
    “Have you had an experience like that?” John asked his voice intense. 
 
    Dallan’s one eyebrow lifted slightly. “Aye, I have,” he spoke quietly, almost evasively. He didn’t want to share it. It was his and his alone. Nay, he didn’t want to share her with any one. A fierce possessiveness came over him, encompassing everything around him, including the Lord Councilor. He wouldn’t let any of them know of her. She was all he had left to himself. 
 
    “Tell me.” John insisted. 
 
    Dallan threw a penetrating stare, giving John the same feeling of helpless captivity he’d had the day of Dallan’s shoulder injury. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I need to know, Dallan.” John breathed out as Dallan’s stare held him prisoner like an invisible vice. He leaned forward slightly, his eyes intense. “Tell me about her.” 
 
    Dallan fought a sudden urge to flee, totally taken aback. “What?” he pushed through clenched teeth, knowing full well what the Lord Councilor was after. 
 
      John looked apprehensively at his writing instrument and sat quietly, as if waiting for something. He smiled at Dallan. “Tell me. Tell me about her.” 
 
    “I dinna ken what yer talking about.” Dallan said evenly, his facial twitch doing a warm-up. 
 
    Lany Mosgofian slipped silently into the room to stand near the door, quietly observing his superior and the big Scot, neither of which glanced in his direction, both too intent on the other. John was smiling a warm, knowing smile, Dallan glaring viciously back. 
 
    “Your mystical experience. Will you tell me?” John asked again gently. 
 
    “No!” Dallan stood, his glare threatening to strangle John. Lany continued to stand quietly in the doorway and watched the big Scot pace. 
 
    “Calm down, Dallan,” John began softly. “What can sharing her with me hurt?”              
 
    Dallan's mouth opened and snapped shut a few times, his jaw tense, before he spun on John. “Nay, how could ye know? No one knows!” 
 
    Lany swallowed hard at the desperate look on Dallan’s face, then glanced quickly to John, who held firmly to his legendary compassion.  Lany knew his boss wouldn’t budge an inch on this; it was what had made him famous through out the Known Lands. 
 
    “I know, Dallan,” John spoke gently. “Tell me about her.” 
 
   Dallan began to pace again, the small room not big enough for his frustration. How did John know? How could he possibly have found out? He had told no one! No one! He spun again on John, features full of rage, and Lany moved to stand beside his superior protectively. Dallan growled as he turned away from the two, crossed to a small table against the wall, and stood there slowly sucking air through his nose. He stared intently at the tired piece of furniture and fancied John sprawled across it like a sacrifice on an altar stone, one huge fist waiting to take his life. 
 
    He closed his eyes tightly to fight against the anger, then opened them and again stared at the table, John’s image replaced now by Lany’s. Dallan softly snarled and growled at the vision, then closed his eyes again. 
 
    Kwaku now sat on the conceptual altar, grinning and wagging one long dark finger, about to go into one of his appalling lectures he mercilessly subjected Dallan to. 
 
    That was all Dallan could take. His fist exploded through the table which sent its tattered fragments flying. 
 
    Lany instinctively moved in front of John, who calmly sat, a smile on his face. They both glanced up at the Scot, who now faced them, jaw dancing with anger, eyes oddly seeking. 
 
    “How did ye find out about… her?” Dallan softly demanded through clenched teeth. 
 
    John shrugged, his smile broadening, and looked Dallan right in the eye. “You, um… talk in your sleep.” 
 
    Lany had to turn away to hide his tight-lipped smile and stay out of trouble. Oh, but this was good! Nobody but Eaton would have dared. 
 
    “I… what?”  Dallan choked out. “Ye canna be serious.” His balled fists relaxed as his mind raced over the past ten years in Genis Lee. No one was ever allowed in his cottage while he slept, and if anyone somehow had managed to get in, he would have surely woken, his warrior’s senses too keen to miss anything. He shook his head and paced. Nay, he thought, no one was ever with him while he slept. How…? 
 
    Vyn. 
 
    Dallan slowly turned to face John. Lany, his forehead against the opposite wall, shook in silent laughter. The sight made Dallan’s rage reignite. His intense green eyes narrowed on the Assistant Councilor as he took a threatening step forward. 
 
    John quickly stood and placed himself between his assistant and the seething Scot. “Lany, calm down. Dallan, he had nothing to do with it. Vyn approached me on his own, concerned about you.” 
 
    Dallan stopped in mid-stride. “Concerned? About me?” he whispered surprised, his eyes still on Lany who stood erect now, his usual apathy firmly back in place. Dallan raised an annoyed eyebrow at him, to which Lany shrugged, a sheepish smile on his face, as if to say that’s Vyn for you.  Dallan still wasn’t sure whether to like the man or throttle him, his presence irritating like the heathen’s, yet strangely comforting like John’s. 
 
    “Very concerned about you,” John began again. “He was upset after watching you have one of your nightmares.” 
 
    Dallan sidestepped once and sank heavily into his chair. He closed his eyes tightly and swallowed hard. So, they knew about the nightmares too…
 
    He leaned back and opened his eyes as a long sigh escaped him.  He then looked John in the eye, trapping him again. He might as well get it over with. 
 
    The Lord Councilor calmly reclaimed his own chair as Lany positioned himself again in the doorway. 
 
    “When I was verra young, I used to play with my grandfather’s hounds back behind the Auld Fox’s summer house at Gleannleac-na-muidha. We stayed there with him every year. One day I set to teasing the dogs when I suddenly felt someone watching me. The dogs must ha’ felt it too as they started a-barking at something. I looked, but couldna see what might ha’ upset them. Odder yet, they didna take to chasing whatever it was as hounds are prone to do. I tried to get them to calm down. I…” 
 
    “How did you get the dogs to calm down, Dallan?” John suddenly interjected. 
 
    Dallan cocked his head. “I told them to be quiet, o’ course.” 
 
    “In English?” Lany asked, coming away from the doorway to stand behind John, face still intense. 
 
    Dallan’s head tilted even further. “I dinna remember. What’s the difference, sir?” 
 
    Lany looked at John, not able to see his face from where he stood. It was just as well; he could sense the tension coming from his superior. “Nothing,” he said quietly. 
 
    Dallan sighed again, though shakily. “’Twas then I smelled it.” 
 
    “Smelled what?” John urged mildly. 
 
    “A scent like wild flowers. The finest scent I’ve ever kent the likes of. It suddenly was all around me, in the breeze.” 
 
    Lany gave John’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, and John nodded silently. 
 
    “Then I saw her,” Dallan sighed, his voice low and silky. Either from relief at the admission or a caress meant for the source of his most cherished memory. 
 
    John and Lany both smiled, hoping…
 
    “She was a wee younger than I, smaller too, and had the most glorious hair I’ve ever seen. It was full of colors. Cinnamon, honey, rust and gold.” Dallan smiled. "’Twas a bonny sight with the sun on it, the wind lifting it away from her face. Made her look like something magical.” He straightened in his chair, his stare gripping John harder. “I kent right away she was one o’ the Faerie Folk. I should ha’ run for my life, but I didna. I just stood there, stared at her. I couldna ha’ looked away if I’d wanted to.” 
 
    John’s face beamed appreciatively despite the stare that held him. He nodded again. 
 
    “Then… she looked right at me, a peculiar expression on her face.” Dallan paused in recollection, searching for words. “Ye ken how it is when someone looks, recognizes who ye are. Mayhaps they've no seen ye in a verra long time. They want to find out how ye’ve been and ask after yer folk and wee bairns…” He sighed softly, almost shakily. “That’s how she looked at me.” 
 
    Dallan leaned forward. So did John. "Like she recognized who I was, John.” He sat back in his chair. “She was the most beautiful thing I ever laid eyes on. She just stood there and stared at me, smiling.” He smiled himself, automatically causing John and Lany to do the same. Both were too encouraged now to do anything else. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything as beautiful since. Nay, not since her.” His eyes gripped John with everything they had. John winced slightly. “I gave my heart away then, gave it to the wee lassie, like… I dinna ken how to explain it. Like a gift?” 
 
    Lany’s grip tightened on John, who leaned forward even further. 
 
    “I didna speak to her, nay, didna say a word. Somehow she kent what I was thinking, feeling.  What I offered too. My only hope and prayer ‘twas she wouldna give it back. If she would take and keep it forever.” Dallan’s voice trailed off on the last few words, his eyes smiling. “And she did. She took it, kept it.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes released John suddenly as he abruptly looked away. The action not only broke the spell, but startled both the Lord Councilor and his assistant. John pitched forward unexpectedly, Lany moving with him. The questionnaire in John’s lap dropped to the floor. John shook himself, trying to dislodge the mesmerizing effects of the Scot’s stare.
 
     Dallan glanced back to John, watching him as he and Lany picked up their effects and repositioned themselves as they were before. His look had turned to the window by the time they were done. “I’ve been thinking about her, the wee lassie, wondering if she still has it.”
 
    Lany’s hand clutched John’s shoulder anew. Both men tensed. “Has… your heart?” John managed to whisper. 
 
    Dallan turned his attention back to the two men. “Aye.” 
 
    “What makes you think she might have it?” Lany asked cautiously, gripping John’s shoulder so hard his fingers became white. 
 
    Dallan gave the two men a condescending look and shrugged. “She must. I havena ever gotten it back.” He quickly looked away, his voice barely a whisper. “But what does it matter? ‘Tis naught but dreams now. Only dreams. And nightmares…” 
 
    Lany released his grip on John’s shoulder and moved to stand in front of him. “Eaton, you okay?” 
 
    John looked up at his assistant, lips white from pressing them together so tightly. He could only nod and smile, and Lany nodded in response. 
 
    This was the news they had been waiting for. This was the sign the Muirarans prayed daily to see. At last, there was no doubt about it. Dallan MacDonald had already seen the Muiraran Maiden… and had bonded with her! Preliminary bond though it be. 
 
    Now, the Councilors could proceed as planned. 

 
   

How sweet the answer Echo makes
 
   To music at night
 
   When, roused by lute or horn, she wakes,
 
   And far away o’er lawns and lakes
 
   Go answering light!
 
   Yet Love hath echoes truer far
 
   And far more sweet
 
   Than e’er, beneath the moonlight’s star,
 
   Of horn or lute or soft guitar
 
   The songs repeat.
 
    
 
   Thomas Moore
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    John and Dallan left the confines of the one-room cottage to seek the friendly companionship of the village cookhouse, both ready for a brief repast after the day’s recent happenings. Lany had left to take care of business elsewhere. 
 
    John smiled as he hurried to keep up with the Scot, still elated with the confirmation he and his people desperately needed: Dallan MacDonald was the right man. Kwaku hadn’t made another mistake; thank the Creator for that! He had already once grabbed the wrong Highlander, from the wrong century no less. At least the poor victim of the Time Master’s supposed miscalculations had taken it all in stride. After all, Kwaku had shown up just in time to rescue him from a hangman’s noose. But Kwaku had left him little say as to what would happen to him from then on. 
 
    John sighed as they neared the cookhouse. Kwaku was using the grizzled little man even now, having him keep an eye on the Muiraran Maiden for them while he prepared the real hero meant to save them all. 
 
    Whether said hero wanted to or not. 
 
    The two men reached the cookhouse across the village and stepped inside. A large room greeted them, a fire in its homey cobblestone hearth. The flames seemed to wink merrily in their direction as pungent aromas embraced them in welcome. Long wooden tables accompanied by pairs of well-worn benches sat in four straight rows patiently awaiting the many villagers that would come eat that day. Vases of fresh flowers sat atop brightly colored linen runners that stretched down the center of each table surface, adding to the cheeriness of the room. 
 
    Dallan reveled in the smells coming from the kitchen beyond the hearth. This was one of his favorite places in Genis Lee. He and John continued to hover in the doorway, to savor all the sights and smells around them. 
 
    The few villagers already in the cookhouse glanced up from their food to see who had entered. No one went back to their meals. Dallan’s eyes captured theirs one pair at a time. 
 
    John watched with interest, making mental notes to himself. At least he wasn’t the only one to react to the Scot’s intimidating stare. He wondered if he ought to study it further, but his stomach had ideas of its own and began to rumble in protest at his delay. He searched for a suitable table for the upcoming meal and perhaps a continuation of what was left of the interview, anxious as he was to get done. 
 
    Dallan left the doorway, letting the villagers get back to eating and headed straight for a small corner table near the hearth. John followed him, noting the expressions of wariness on the faces of those around them, and committed them to memory as he and Dallan took their seats. 
 
    “Well, hello,” came a high-pitched voice from behind John. He turned in time to see a plump blonde woman practically skipping to their table. She briefly stopped at another table and spoke a few words to one of the villagers. John had never seen her before, having taken his meals in his quarters since his arrival. 
 
    “’Tis Mary Wren. She’s wee Padric’s mother and the dessert-maker here. A might fine one too,” Dallan told John, seeing the bemused look on his face. 
 
      Mary was middle-aged, with bright blue eyes that twinkled when she talked. Her mouth seemed animated as she spoke, her voice musical. The epitome of motherly love and security, thought John, looking very much like a woman out of the ancient fables of Merrie Olde England of two thousand years ago.  Dallan's time to be exact.
 
    Kwaku, it seemed, had thought of everything. John knew that Mary, that everyone in Genis Lee had been placed in their positions specifically for Dallan, to help make him more comfortable, more trainable. 
 
    “Good day to you, Weapons Master,” she exclaimed happily as she arrived and gave a deep curtsy to Dallan. John noticed she had an odd-accent; ancient British Commonwealth, if he was correct. “And to you too, sir,” she added as if noticing John for the first time, despite almost running into his chair in her haste to get to the table, and Dallan. 
 
    Suddenly her eyes met with John’s and grew wide as saucers. “Begging your pardon, Lord Councilor. I… I did not recognize you. Forgive my rudeness for not addressing you first.” 
 
    “Quite all right. Mary, is it?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Councilor, and thank you.” Mary gave a small curtsy. 
 
    John leaned toward her a fraction. “You were correct in addressing the Weapons Master first,” he whispered softly. 
 
    Mary nodded her thanks before turning her full attention to Dallan, who had stretched his legs in front of him, arms crossed over his chest, head slightly cocked to one side. His face held a look of warm affection, one new to John, who tried to memorize it before it retreated behind the Scot’s emotional walls. 
 
    “What have ye made today, Mary?’ Dallan asked, his voice dripping warmth. John noted that too. 
 
    Mary gave Dallan a sideways smile and looked around the room before whispering toward him. “Your favorite, Weapons Master.” Dallan’s face beamed with boyish delight. John turned from Dallan to Mary, and back to Dallan again. Where was the seething, often enraged Weapons Master? Was he gone, or simply hidden away now for the sake of the folk in the cookhouse, or for this one woman? 
 
    “Did ye put the nuts in them this time?” Dallan asked with something akin to conspiratorial excitement. 
 
    “Yes, I did. Just for you, Weapons Master,” she answered with a smile and wink. The boyish look on Dallan’s face exploded. 
 
    John was positively enthralled, his mouth half open in astonishment. 
 
    “D’ye think it possible to bring me a double portion this time? ‘Tis for John here.” Dallan nodded his head across the table at John, whose mouth hung fully open at this point. “I ken he’ll enjoy them as much as I, but I canna see parting with any o’ my own. Ye ken how partial I am to them…” His words trailed off at Mary’s musical giggles of agreement. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, I’ll be sure to put twice the amount in. Maybe even more.” Her voice became almost a whisper. “If I can get away with it. You-know-who doesn’t like you eating too many sweets, Weapons Master. He wouldn’t be happy if he found out I’ve been giving you goodies behind his back.” She looked suspiciously about the room as if expecting you-know-who to be hiding under a table. 
 
    “Dinna fash yerself, Mary. If he found out, he wouldna blame ye. ’Twould be me the auld heathen would come after. I’ll see yer kept safe from him.” 
 
    Of course, thought John. Kwaku controlled Dallan’s diet as he controlled everything else in Dallan’s life in Genis Lee. 
 
    Mary sighed in agreement. “I’ll bring you two your meals now, if you like,” she told them, escaping the uncomfortable subject. 
 
    “Aye, Mary. That ‘twould be fine.” 
 
     Mary bobbed a curtsy and left as John silently sighed then turned to Dallan. “Shall we continue the interview while we eat?” 
 
    “That ‘twould be fine.” Dallan replied. “What’s the next question?” 
 
    “If you could be anyone besides yourself, who would you be?” 
 
    Dallan was quiet a moment.  “The MacIain, my grandfather,” he finally answered, sounding a bit unsure of himself. 
 
    John gave him a questioning look. “Why?” 
 
    Dallan took a deep breath through his nose, lifted his chin and puffed his chest out with pride. “’Tis true he and I were not close, but I still feel I kent the man. He was everything to me and the only father I had when I was but a lad. I… I miss him.” 
 
    He sighed, and added a Scottish snort. “The Auld Fox. I hope he got away and was able to pay the Campbells back for what they…” 
 
    He looked to John, knowing his rising anger showed on his face, took another deep breath and suddenly… smiled? A smile oozing with charm. 
 
    John looked perplexed for only a moment before realizing Mary must be bringing their food. 
 
    “Here you are Time Master…” Mary blanched. “Oh, I mean Weapons Master.  After all it's not really official yet … forgive me. I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t mean to call you… that is, to infer…” She looked to John, panic on her face then stood staring at Dallan as if he held her very life in his hands. 
 
    Fortunately Dallan didn't know what her mistake was.  He knew a little about Time Masters.  He still hadn't a clue he was about to become one.
 
    Mary then turned to John as though he just appeared out of a puff of smoke. “If you need anything else, Lord Councilor, I’ll be nearby. Just call me,” 
 
    “Oh, uh… everything’s fine. Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll just be going then.” Mary turned away from the table and retreated toward the kitchen. 
 
   John watched her leave then looked at the food in front of him. He felt his stomach do a little flip of anticipation. A bowl of hearty, mouth-watering stew sat steaming before him, a small loaf of fresh baked bread nearby. A crock of butter stood guard over the bread with a jam bowl and a cold tankard of ale at its side. 
 
    It was enough food to feed an army, which was okay, since he felt as hungry as one. He glanced across the table to see if Dallan had fared as well. 
 
    He hadn’t. 
 
    Dallan was looking uncompanionably at a cabbage wedge that, to John, seemed to be wilting under the Scot’s unfriendly perusal. The cabbage had few friends on the plate to help it out should the need arise. A pile of carrots lay like orange corpses, obviously happy to let the cabbage take the full brunt of Dallan’s slicing stare. A dozen small radishes still rolled on the plate like confused chickens waiting to be slaughtered, wanting nothing more than to return to the kitchen. John wondered if they weren’t thinking of rolling off the plate and making a run for it. Sitting near the plate, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible, was a small loaf of bread too weighted down by its own hefty fiber to even consider escape. 
 
    In charge of this inedible crew was a glass filled with an odd green mixture of the Creator only knew what. It was the only thing in front of Dallan holding up under the pressure of the Scot’s scowl of revulsion. 
 
    Now this was the Dallan John knew. He swore everything in front of the Scot cringed as he let out a snort of disgust before attacking the helpless cabbage. John felt a little guilty as he stared down at his own food, it looking eager to be consumed. He began to eat, hoping Dallan wouldn’t say anything to make him feel guiltier than he already did. Perhaps he should continue with the questioning…
 
    “When are you alone?” he asked Dallan between mouthfuls. By the Creator, the stew was good! 
 
   Dallan’s face contorted as he took a long swallow of the green liquid which in turn burned his throat, making his eyes water. He looked at John, shook himself, and coughed. “Never.” 
 
   “You mean to tell me Kwaku has never given you any time to yourself?” John asked, almost sure the food on the Scot’s plate trembled. He blinked a few times to clear his vision, then stared at Dallan’s glass, swearing the green stuff was staring back… and smirking. He almost choked on a mouthful of stew. 
 
    “By whose order?” John finally managed, peering closer at the glass. 
 
    The Scot snorted as he held the entire host of carrots prisoner in one hand. It would be a massacre. “Who d’ye think, John?” In one bite, it was over. Dallan’s bread lay quivering on its plate, knowing it was only a matter of time…
 
    John shook himself. He was seeing things. “I’ll speak to him about it. You need that time, Dallan.” 
 
    Dallan and the green concoction were facing off again. “He wilna listen to ye. He doesna listen to anyone.” He picked up the glass, causing the radishes to roll about on his plate. 
 
    “Uh, the uh, others were without certain… influence. He’ll listen to me.” John replied, wondering what the radishes had planned next. 
 
    Dallan, distracted by John’s statement, fell victim to an attack. He took too large a swallow, coughed, sputtered, and lost his breath. The bread looked relieved, but the radishes weren’t fooled for a second. They jumped off the plate and went for broke as Dallan set the glass down hard upon the table. “Mayhaps yer better equipped to handle the heathen than others,” he mused, catching a lone radish as it rolled off the table in its race for freedom and promptly did away with it. The smarter radishes had taken cover beneath the bread plate, the loaf trying its best to act casual. 
 
    John sighed and rubbed his eyes. One could begin to see things after spending so much time deep in Muiraran territory. Couldn’t they? “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Dallan nodded, looking for the rest of the escapees. 
 
    “Finish this sentence,” began John as he pointed to the radish’s hiding spot. “What this world needs is…” He decided to take a bite of stew, but it had gone cold, labeling him a traitor. 
 
    “I ken well what it doesna need!” Dallan chuckled as he popped the last hapless radishes into his mouth and looked at the bread. It lay there like a lifeless lump of clay, trying to appear as unappetizing as possible. It knew it was over. 
 
    John shook himself again. This assignment was really taxing him. He was not only seeing things during his meal, he felt the atmosphere in the cookhouse seem to come alive with, well, something. “No more Kwaku jests, please?” 
 
      Dallan simply shrugged, and rubbed his right shoulder tenderly. He sat quietly and pondered the question while staring down the bread. 
 
    John wondered if the little loaf could will itself to sprout mold. It was its only chance. He pushed what was left of his own meal aside while nodding to Dallan in understanding, “What is something you can do pretty well?” 
 
    “Is the question even necessary?” 
 
    “Yes. Shall I put weapons?” 
 
    “What else is there? I canna think of anything.” 
 
    John simply jotted it down. Some questions were bound to be redundant. 
 
    The little loaf basked in freedom as Mary came back to the table. “All through are you? Shall I take these away now?” she asked giving a small curtsy. 
 
    “Yes, Mary, and thank you.” John said, relieved she would be taking the food away. He looked up at her and realized he might as well have been talking to the bread. She seemed to be addressing only Dallan. He sighed. 
 
    “Go right ahead, Mary, and when the wicked auld heathen asks if I ate everything, you can tell him I lost my appetite due to an unpleasant subject discussed at table today.” Dallan grinned wickedly. “Him.” She looked at Dallan, concern in her eyes, then looked at the bread. 
 
    Mary nodded as she reached for the little loaf on its plate. “I’ll tell him. In fact, I’ll just save this for him. He’ll be in soon and…” She lost her grip on the plate, causing it to tilt slightly, and the loaf flung itself over the side, landed on the hardwood floor and broke into a thousand tiny pieces. 
 
    The three of them stared at the shattered remains, Mary shaking her head sadly. “I’m so sorry. I don’t see how that could have happened. I’ll just take these away and then clean that right up,” she told them, gathering the plates onto the tray she’d brought. 
 
    John just sat there, mouth agape, desperately needing one of his personal healer’s medicinal draughts. Dallan simply nodded to himself, a light smile of understanding on his face. 
 
    Even the food hated Kwaku. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Shall we continue?” John asked, relief flooding him, the blasted meal over at last. The atmosphere in the cookhouse however, remained unchanged. In fact, it seemed to have gotten… tighter, even thicker, whatever it was. 
 
    Dallan, assuming his favorite position, nodded. 
 
    John shook himself again. “If you were lost in the woods, and it got dark, and you had a young lady with you who was terrified, what would you do?” 
 
    Dallan raised both brows at him. “I wouldna get lost in the woods for one thing, and as to the young lady… what sort o’ fool takes a lady into the woods except for maybe…” he snorted. “Saints man! Who makes up the bloody questions ye ha’ to ask? Give me that list!” Dallan began to reach across the table for John’s tablet. 
 
    “Dallan, calm down. I don’t know what’s coming up anymore than you do.” John all but threw himself on the questionnaire. 
 
    Dallan snorted again. “How many more questions are there?” 
 
    The Lord Councilor began to unfold the list like an accordion, its contents cascading all the way to the floor. “Well, as you can see…” 
 
    “I can see I’ve had quite enough o’ this for one day! I dinna ken how ye can get through all tha…” Dallan’s voice faded, his eyes suddenly growing apprehensive. The look on his face was one of acute, heart-wrenching longing. 
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong?” John asked. 
 
    Dallan rose slowly from his chair, his mouth opening yet unable to speak. 
 
    John followed his gaze to the windows near the front door of the cookhouse. Nothing there. He looked back to Dallan who appeared to be battling with the urge to bolt. His muscles tensed, his jaw tightened in a monumental effort to… hold back tears? “By the Creator, Dallan! What’s wrong?” 
 
    Dallan slowly stepped away from the table, moving toward the windows. “Can ye no hear it?” he whispered to John in shaky breaths. 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes darted back and forth, furtively searching the windows, his eyes beginning to water. “The music, John, ‘tis the music!” He ran to the windows, pressed his hands to the thin glass and stared outside in desperate longing. 
 
    The villagers witnessing the emotional display all stood and watched with empathetic eyes. John bit his lip, suppressing his own reaction as he suddenly realized what caused the Scot such anguish. “It couldn’t be. Not now. Not here!” he mumbled to himself helplessly. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is, Eaton.” John spun to face his assistant who had just entered from the kitchen. Lany swallowed hard as he watched Dallan in the throes of some deep emotional battle. 
 
    “No, it’s too early! This can’t be happening!” John choked out in dismay. “This will ruin everything!” 
 
    Lany grabbed his shoulder. “No, Eaton, not now. Hold yourself together, and it won’t ruin everything. This may be just what we need. Dallan has a great sense of urgency about him, to seek out and protect. He just doesn’t know what to protect yet.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?” John asked, face contorted with emotion, hands trembling. The villagers began to leave quickly, knocking benches over as they ran, none of them wanting to be there when it hit. 
 
    “A week, maybe less. I just spoke with Zara. I… Eaton, I have to get out of here.” Lany’s face was white, his body shaking. For some unexplainable reason, Lany was always more sensitive to a Muiraran’s inner heart at work. 
 
    The air in the cookhouse tightened another notch making it almost hard to breathe. John nodded to Lany as he began to shove him toward the door. “Get Zara and hurry.” He looked anxiously about, his eyes finally landing on Dallan. “Here it comes…” 
 
    From a time and place far away, the Muiraran Maiden began to Call to her future mate. 

 
   

You that think Love can convey
 
   No other way but through the eyes,
 
   Into the heart, his fatal dart,
 
   Close up those casements, and
 
   But hear this siren sing;
 
   And on the wing of her
 
   Sweet voice it shall appear,
 
   That Love can enter through the ear.
 
    
 
    
 
   Thomas Carew
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    Mary came from the kitchen and moved slowly toward Dallan. His forehead rested on the cool glass, hands on either side, palms flat against the window, his body shaking from the monumental effort to hold back the racking sobs fighting for freedom. “Weapons Master…” 
 
    Dallan froze, trying desperately to gain control of the flood of pain flowing up from within, threatening to break down the wall holding it back. His hands knotted into fists, the muscles in his forearms bulged with the effort. He could feel his heart breaking. Again. 
 
    “Dallan,” Mary now whispered lovingly as she touched his shoulder and caught a glimpse of his tears as they fell one by one to the windowsill. 
 
    Dallan swallowed hard, sniffed and turned his head in Mary’s direction, prompting her to put both her hands on his shoulders, preparing to hold him if need be. “Mary… it hurts…” 
 
    “I know, I know,” she told him, patting his good shoulder, vainly trying to give him some comfort. 
 
    Suddenly, it hit. 
 
    Dallan threw his head back as the dam within his heart broke and let out a gut-wrenching howl of pain, shaking the glass in the windows. The remaining villagers hurried to the kitchen door, hoping to leave the Weapons Master alone with his pain, with the Call of the Muiraran. 
 
    “You can’t fight it. Just let it happen. It will end quicker if you do.” Mary told him desperately as she tried to turn him to face her. 
 
    Dallan rested his fist on the sill and breathed hard, getting ready for another onslaught. He bent to the sill, threw his head back again and cried out in pain, then fell to his knees and began to shake uncontrollably. He hugged his stomach and rocked back and forth in a feeble attempt at calming himself. “No... no.” He screamed again, louder this time, deeper, letting out more agony as Mary clung to him like a mother desperately trying to comfort a small child, her words drowned out by his cries. 
 
    John watched helplessly, unable to do a thing for Dallan, and the thought sickened him. Why did this have to happen? Why should anyone have to endure so much? It was the one aspect of Muiraran culture and their physiological makeup he despised. 
 
    He felt a presence behind him. John turned as a large black hand placed itself on his shoulder. 
 
    Kwaku Awahnee. 
 
    John looked up at the Time Master, silently pleading with him to do something. Anything. 
 
    “It was just so, when I was almost ready.” Kwaku whispered in John’s ear. “Now de Boyeee is almost ready.” He shifted his position behind him, his stance laced with fatherly pride. 
 
    John looked at the heap of Scot on the floor, Mary trying to put him back together and swallowed. “You really think so?” he asked in total disbelief. 
 
    Kwaku laughed softly, a monumental feat for him. “De Boyeee, he is almost ready. See how de Call seems to tear him apart?” 
 
    John nodded slowly in response.   “How can you tell when he’s truly ready?” he asked, afraid of the answer. 
 
    “When he breaks, breaks for good. When Mary can no longer put de Boyeee back to-ge-dar. Den, he will be ready. Den, we can take him to her.” 
 
    Dallan screamed again, the sound almost pulling tears from John’s eyes. “By the Creator,” he whispered as Mary fiercely gripped Dallan with everything she had, trying to hold down the racking sobs which poured from the once-proud man. John choked back a sob of his own as Kwaku chuckled quietly. 
 
    “Are you sure he’ll survive this? Will he even live long enough to…”John stopped short. Kwaku was gone, another of his more irritating traits. He sighed and looked compassionately at Mary who glanced to his rear, looking relieved at Kwaku’s departure. This was not a good time for Kwaku to be around Dallan, and Kwaku knew it. Thank the Creator he had only come to check the severity of the pain, the strength of the Muiraran’s Call. 
 
    John went to Mary, never taking his eyes from Dallan’s crumpled form until he reached him. Dallan would have to answer the Muiraran’s Call if he wanted to survive, but how could he when he had no idea what was happening to him? 
 
    “Dallan?” John whispered putting a hand on the Scot’s shoulder. 
 
    Dallan, the battle over, raised his head to look at John. “I… I dinna want to answer any more questions to… day… John.” His head dropped to the floor with a dull thud. 
 
    John gave Mary a look of grave concern. “Will he be all right?” 
 
    Mary put her arms protectively around Dallan, resting her head against his trembling back. “He needs rest, Lord Councilor. This one took a lot more out of him than the last.” She sat up and began massaging Dallan’s tender right shoulder. 
 
    John’s mouth dropped open. “The last?” 
 
   Mary nodded and gave him her full attention. "The first I know of came but a few days ago, the day after he injured his shoulder.  It was much smaller than this one.  I went to fetch the washing and found him like this in his cottage. Time Master Kwaku was already there watching through the window.  I wasn't sure if the boy's state was from the Muiraran, or his injuries and you upsetting him with all your questions." Mary's lower lip trembled as she massaged Dallan's shoulder again. "But there's no question now."
 
   John's jaw tightened.  He would have Kwaku Awahnee’s hide flogged off for not telling him Dallan had received the Call before. He bent to survey the damage. “Can you stand, Dallan?” 
 
    Dallan groaned. “John?” 
 
    John placed a hand on Dallan’s still trembling back. “I’m here. Can you make it back to your cottage?” 
 
    The Scot raised his head a notch. “I’ll settle for yon table there if… if ye please.” 
 
    John took one arm, Mary the other. “Easy now, lad, I’m no longer a young woman,” she grunted as they helped Dallan to his feet. John groaned almost as much as Mary as they guided their load to the nearest table, got him to a bench and helped him ease onto it. John feared for Dallan’s injured shoulder, which he was sure took a beating during the Call. 
 
    “Mary… some water… please.” Dallan breathed heavily. 
 
    “Anything you want!” She exclaimed, charging toward the kitchen. 
 
    John sat next to Dallan, supporting him as he still trembled from the effects of the Call. “So, this, uh, this has happened before?” John asked, attempting to sound cheerful. 
 
    Dallan lifted his head, with great effort, gave him a look of stricken disbelief, and tried a small chuckle. It hurt. “Aye…” he sighed, before exhaustion forced his head down again. 
 
    “How many times, Dallan?” John continued, dead serious now. 
 
    Dallan sucked in a shaky breath and tried to raise his head again. His face lifted slowly to John’s, still ablaze with a look so agonized it threatened to tear the Councilor’s heart out. “I reckon this would be… the third?” he answered, almost falling off the bench as he turned. 
 
    John propped Dallan up, the effort caused his arms to ache and his anger to renew. The third time!  Great Burning Bells! When had the first come?
 
    “Whoa there, lad!” Mary came running from the kitchen, a cup of water in one hand, and quickly helped John to steady him. “There now, you’ll be all right. Here, drink this.” 
 
    She offered Dallan the cup and he took it with a shaky hand, unable to hold it himself. She helped him sip the contents, biting her lower lip to keep her tears in. She’d seen him through the last Call, but this one had been by far the worst. And they would only come stronger, closer together, grinding him to dust. 
 
    Mary took the cup from Dallan, set it behind him on the table, and faced him again as her tears escaped. The mighty Weapons Master looked at her as a terrified child looks to his mother for comfort. She immediately responded, taking his arms and helping him to wrap them around her waist. 
 
    She moved directly in front of him, allowing him to bury his face in her bosom, and looked urgently at John, mouthing the words, “here it comes again.” John quickly put an arm around the Scot’s shoulders, bracing him. He could feel an odd tingling race through Dallan’s body and into his own. 
 
    Dallan groaned, deep and throaty. “No… please… no more, no more!” 
 
    John looked to Mary, horrified. 
 
    “You can feel it too, eh?” she whispered. 
 
    “By the Creator,” John choked out as the rush of emotion Dallan received flowed into him in small intervals. Bone-searing, heart-breaking pain. A swirling mix of loneliness, longing, and a strange sense of being horribly incomplete. It made John want to die, and he received only a fraction of what the Scot could feel. “It’ll kill him!” He glanced frantically around, as if looking for someone. 
 
    “No. It wants him to follow, to come,” Mary explained, tears running freely down her face, as she absently rubbed a plump hand over Dallan’s back. 
 
    “How can he?” John managed to ask, fighting the sensations as best he could. 
 
    “He can’t.” 
 
    “But if he can’t follow, if he can’t answer the Call…” 
 
    “It will just keep coming, stronger, more often, until he does. When he can’t resist any more, he’ll answer. Right now…” she sniffed back a sob, “he doesn’t believe. It would be so easy if he’d only believe.” 
 
   John suddenly understood. If Dallan would only believe! Believe in all Kwaku had been telling him all along. 
 
    “Nooooo,” Dallan’s body shook weakly, his tearful sobs muffled by Mary’s chest. John held him tighter. 
 
    The Call touched him. 
 
    A serene feeling, intermingled with the pain, weaved its way in and around John in greeting. The Call was alive, an extension of the Muiraran. 
 
    He felt it pleading, causing his heart to lurch with an odd need. A need to be complete, to be one. To be made whole. 
 
    Make him come, please make him come. 
 
    Dallan screamed, and nearly flung himself out of Mary and John’s grasp as the full force of the Call hit. He looked desperately at Mary, gripping her with his arms. “Please, please… I canna take much more!” His face fell back to her chest, while heart-wrenching sobs racked his big body as he clung to her for dear life. 
 
    The Call continued, coming in waves. John could feel it lessen, allowing Dallan time to decide whether or not to let it in. It knew how much the Scot could take, pounding him hard, at the same time protecting him, giving him a chance to answer on his own. Giving him the choice. 
 
    “Mary…” Dallan whispered, his voice weak. 
 
    John and Mary held him tighter. 
 
    Another arm came around the Scot and John looked up, into the face of the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She was tall even sitting, taller than John with a willowy, graceful build barely concealed beneath long white and purple silk robes. Her thick black hair was held in place with a band of gold encircling her head. In its center, rising from her forehead, was the symbol of her office.  An ancient Celtic like knot with what looked like a letter T atop a letter M in the center alone by itself. Nothing seemed to make the symbol within the knot stationary.  It appeared as if the letters were floating on air. 
 
    John was so caught up in the Call he belatedly recognized who the woman was. Mary, on the other hand, gaped at the creature on the other side of Dallan, her arm around his shoulder.  She looked gently at John, then Mary who stared at her in fearful awe. 
 
    Mary Wren, for the first time in her life, was looking straight into the eyes of a Muiraran—and not just any Muiraran. Skin the color of rich, dark mahogany, midnight-black silky hair, large ebony eyes… even with her camouflage instinct making her appear human, she was breathtaking. Mary could not even imagine the woman’s beauty should her features turn true. 
 
    This was Zara Awahnee, Muiraran mate of the Time Master. Currently, the most powerful creature on earth. 
 
    The Call came again. 
 
    “God, no, please! No! Mary!” Dallan moaned as he shook. 
 
    Mary tore her attention away from the Muiraran and back to Dallan, stroking his back, trying to comfort him as she spoke in soothing tones. 
 
    Zara held the Scot gently and quietly watched Mary’s actions a moment, then closed her eyes and began to softly sing, her human features fluxing into Muiraran. Energy and power from her inner heart surged forth in the form of yellow light as she directed it into a song of healing. 
 
    John, breathless, watched in fascination at what took place before him, while Mary thought she might faint at the sight of a Muiraran in true form. 
 
    Dallan, oblivious to Zara’s presence, began to hear the words that went to the music of the Call. They were faint, fading in and out, two words more dominant and clearer than the rest. 
 
    Follow me…
 
    Dallan felt a rush of calm enter him as the words and music wrapped themselves around his body, his heart, his soul. 
 
    The Call came again, sweeter, softer. 
 
    He suddenly felt her, could smell her scent, and knew she was near. If only he could lift his head, he might see her. But, try as he might, his body sat paralyzed while his heart moved. He panicked at the familiar tugging, yet was comforted by its gentleness. The music didn’t hurt him like it always did. Mayhaps this was how it was suppose to be. Hadn’t Kwaku told him? Why hadn’t he listened to the heathen? By God, what if the man was right for once? 
 
    The more Dallan gave up, the gentler it became. If only he could lift his head, he knew he would see her. She would hold it out to him, and he could take the gift she was ready to give. If only he could lift his head, could see her. If only he could answer…
 
    Dallan suddenly found himself in the soft grass behind his grandfather’s house, the hounds of the manor jumping around the wee lass in excitement. He realized he was six years old again, as on the day he gave her his heart in a dream. Or was it? He couldn’t remember anymore. All that mattered was how she looked at him with the same longing he felt, holding her arms outstretched to him, beckoning him to follow. 
 
    He heard his man’s voice from far away, screaming in the pain of total helplessness. His boy’s mouth barely managed a weak smile, the only comfort he could offer the wee lass as her song died away, leaving her to stand and look at him with the same wretched longing he possessed. Dallan shuddered, their hearts breaking as one—he could do nothing about it except cry and felt the hot sting of tears descend down his cheeks. 
 
    The lass too was crying, crying and leaning toward him as far as she could before hitting some invisible barrier separating them. Dallan knew what she felt and more than anything wanted to spare her the pain, to protect her. 
 
    His man’s voice cried out again.
 
    Dallan looked at her as he tried to stop his tears. He wanted her to see him as a protector, not a mere child. He was a man, a warrior! He wanted her to know he could save her from the pain, spare her heart from breaking, keep the longing and loneliness away at night, comfort her… hold her! But how? 
 
    The lass fell to her knees, swallowed by the pain running rampant through her body. 
 
    “Noooo!” he heard his man’s voice scream as he watched the lass clutch her self around the middle as if her insides were being torn out. Dallan knew the feeling well. 
 
    The faint sound of a man’s crying reached him. He knew it was his own, could hear the voices trying to comfort him. But they couldn’t stop the waves from coming, couldn’t help him answer. 
 
    The lass, on her knees, reached one arm out to him, trying to say something. Help me…
 
    “Oh, God!” His man’s voice suddenly screeched. “No!” Dallan’s own boy’s mouth began to form the same word as he watched her fade slowly into white light, the whole scene dissipating. The last thing she did before disappearing completely was to point at something behind him in warning, a look of unparalleled terror struck upon her face. 
 
    They were not alone. 
 
    She vanished. The dogs, the house, the grass, everything was gone. The light and its comfort went with her, leaving in its wake the face of…
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    “I’m here, boy. I’m here.” Mary said softly, still holding him. 
 
     Dallan looked at her, head up, most of his strength back, but something was different. He looked to John, who gazed past him toward the main entrance of the cookhouse, one of his familiar smiles of compassion on his face. 
 
    Dallan swung his head around. No one there; the doorway lay empty. 
 
    “Dallan?” came Mary’s voice, pulling his face back to hers. “Are you all right? Can you hear me?” 
 
    He gave her the barest of nods, still not sure where his voice was. Had he even spoken her name? 
 
    “Praise be to the Creator you’re all right!” She crushed Dallan to her chest, squeezing a grunt from him. “I thought for a moment you were leaving us.” 
 
    Dallan could only give her a blank stare as she released him, his attention wandering elsewhere. He could still feel the lass, as if she had been in the room with them. He looked at John first, then the door way which still possessed the Councilor’s gaze. He rose from the bench despite Mary’s protests to stay seated, and began moving toward the main door. 
 
    John grabbed his arm and stopped him. “No,” he told him softly, shaking his head. 
 
    It was all the encouragement Dallan needed. He wrenched his arm from the Lord Councilor, knocking him back onto the bench and broke for the door, reminding himself over and over he still felt her. She must be near! 
 
    A wee voice in the back of his mind nagged at him as he ran, that he shouldn’t get his hopes up, that sometimes life wasn’t fair. He was about to dispute the voice when he ran right into Kwaku. 
 
    Dallan hit the heathen’s chest so hard he bounced back a few steps and nearly fell over. Kwaku, naturally, hadn’t been moved an inch; he stood solid as a tree. 
 
    “Out o’ my way ye madadh!! ” Calling Kwaku a dog was a sure sign Dallan was panicked at the thought of losing the one chance he might have to find the wee lassie. 
 
    Kwaku merely laughed a deep, loud, trademark Azurti laugh. “Glad to see me, Boyeee?” He laughed again, and Dallan’s skin began to crawl with irritation. 
 
    “Move out o’ the way!” he spat, fists poised and ready to fight his way past, every muscle in his large frame tensed at the possibility. 
 
    The big Azurti brute gave him a look of challenge and chuckled. 
 
    “If ye’ll no move out o’ the way, then ye force me to make ye move!” 
 
    Kwaku didn’t look intimidated in the slightest. He merely raised a wide brow at the threat, as if saying, oh, really? 
 
    “Why ye wicked, good-for-nothing…” Dallan abruptly switched to his native Gaelic, cursing the Time Master with everything he had. 
 
    “So glad to see you fare well, Boyeee,” Kwaku replied above his tantrum. “One of de villagers, he tells me you were brought down.” 
 
    Dallan snapped his mouth shut as his eyes narrowed on Kwaku. The Time Master smiled a wide, knowing smile of amusement and began laughing again. Louder. 
 
    “Shut up and get out o’ my way, ye auld rattle-bag!” 
 
    The laughing stopped. “Why?” Kwaku asked with a lower version of the Azurti chuckle. 
 
    “Because ye bloody… ye…” Dallan’s fists dropped, his posture changed to that of searching. “No...” he whispered. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    Kwaku watched with a trained eye as a brief moment of all-consuming pain passed through Dallan like a knife, causing him enough anguish to turn his face away. Kwaku smiled again, continuing to chuckle to himself. “Why?” 
 
    “Never ye mind. It doesna matter now.” Dallan, downhearted, turned from the door and sat down hard on a nearby bench. 
 
    Kwaku nodded and smiled at the Scot’s back, a knowing look that said it all. If Dallan had seen it, Kwaku’s face said where to look for her, find out how he could go to the wee lassie haunting him and get the gift she still held. 
 
    But Dallan never turned around. 

 
   

The night is dark and your
 
   Slumber is deep in the hush of
 
   My being. Wake, O Pain of
 
   Love, for I know not how to
 
   Open the door, and I
 
   Stand outside.
 
    
 
   Rabindranath Tagore
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    “Time Master,” John whispered to Kwaku who stood behind Dallan’s slumped form. “A word with you if I may?” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled at John and nodded, his eyes focused on the back of Dallan’s head. 
 
    John moved toward the Azurti warrior, playing full the part of a Lord Councilor of Sutter’s Province, a position not far below the Time Master and the Elders. “Outside please,” he requested none too politely. Kwaku obliged, still chuckling to himself as he headed out into the bright, happy sunshine. 
 
    “What happened in there?” John demanded of Kwaku, who idly smirked and studied his toes peeking out from under his bright yellow and purple robes. 
 
    Kwaku held out both hands and shrugged his shoulders, a bewildered look on his face, then began laughing again. 
 
    “Tell me what Zara did to him,” John spoke as seriously as he could. 
 
    Kwaku turned toward a nearby grove of trees, put a long arm around John and, practically pulling him off his feet, led him from the cookhouse toward the grove. 
 
    Just as the two men came upon a tree, Zara stepped out from behind it, glanced at the cookhouse not fifty yards away, and then retreated behind the huge expanse of trunk and branches. She knew the moment she spoke Dallan might sense her. She had to be careful. 
 
    Kwaku went to his wife and kissed her tenderly. “My Beloved…” he whispered in English. Zara responded with a passion barely restrained and clutched at his arms as he pointed to the cookhouse, then John, and gently laughed. 
 
    Amazing what a good woman could do to a man, John thought. He stood quietly off to one side and studied the exchange. Zara was indeed tall, taller than John, nearly Dallan’s height, and possessed a unique grace and sophistication about her. Kwaku had the ebony skin of the Azurti, Zara a rich mahogany. 
 
    Muirarans were born any color, parental genes having no bearing on individual pigmentation. Future mates, on the other hand, did. While bonding, each became the desire of the other as their hearts prepared for joining. Zara’s sister as John recalled, was pale skinned and blonde. 
 
    Zara turned to John and extended her hands to him. He promptly took them into his own, bowed low and held them to his forehead in a formal greeting, then rose slowly placing her two hands upon his heart for a moment before letting them go. 
 
    It was the greeting to be given to the Time Master’s Muiraran. Hands to head, in honor of the many deeds the hands of she and her people had done to help his own. Hands to heart to keep alive the love she had for her husband, who held the power to wield it all. Everything she was, everything she had, he controlled. The Muiraran and her abilities were much like a weapon, the Time Master the wielder of it. One could not work without the other, and both would die without the other. They were irrevocably and irreversibly joined. One. 
 
    “Zara,” John began. “While Dallan was receiving the Call, you did something to him. I wish to know how you interfered. Such is not allowed, I was told.” 
 
    Zara merely smiled as Kwaku chuckled under his breath. “My Lord Councilor, I am well aware of the danger in tampering with the Call. Let me assure you that what I was doing had nothing to do with the Weapons Master. I was not helping him or doing anything to sway his decision.” Her silken voice caressed John, and he had to straighten himself to stay steady on his feet. 
 
    A familiar nervousness began to slowly creep up his back. He was, after all, confronting an incredibly powerful creature. “But you sang.” 
 
    “Yes, a song of healing.” 
 
    “But such is not allowed. The Scot has to accept the Call on his own. It must work itself out. You know it is the only way to confirm the Call is really for him.” 
 
    She smiled gently. “Of this, Lord Councilor, I am fully aware.” 
 
    John took a deep breath to calm himself while Kwaku stood and laughed quietly, keeping an eye on the cookhouse. “Then what was your action? What was the singing about?” 
 
    “Lord Councilor, I did nothing to interfere.” 
 
    “Nothing? You sang. The Scot was in pain and you sang. You interfered!” He began to pace. It was all he could do to keep control of his rising frustration. Or was it nervous fear from being in her presence?
 
    “Lord Councilor,” Zara began softly, “it was not the Weapons Master’s pain I eased.” 
 
    John suddenly looked at her, shock on his face as the truth hit him. Of course. How stupid could he have been? 
 
    “It was the pain of the Maiden. She is of my people, trapped all her life in a hostile place and surrounded by savages. True, who ever took the Maiden so long ago left her with people who appear to care for her, and I pray things stay that way until we are able to properly retrieve her. But until then she has no knowledge of what is happening to her.” Zara’s words were full of regret and her own sorrow. “It was her pain I sought to ease. She stands a better chance of losing her life to the Call than he does.” She looked directly into John’s eyes. “Ignorance can kill, Lord Councilor.” 
 
    John lowered his gaze to the grass beneath his booted feet. “Of course. How could I have forgotten?” 
 
    “Easily enough, my friend!” laughed Kwaku, speaking up for the first time. “You have no experience as yet wid de Call and its ways. Dere are no set guidelines dis time. De Maiden, she is not trained, her inner heart and instinct act on deir own. Dey know no rules.” 
 
    John began to pace back and forth, his hands behind his back, then turned to Zara. “I apologize for my outburst. The Muiraran Maiden, she is well?” 
 
    Zara looked to her husband, who was no longer laughing. “Time, Lord Councilor, is running out.” She began to walk in the direction of the cookhouse, then turned to John. “She is ready.” 
 
    “By the Creator, no!” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    John sagged slightly, suddenly weak in the knees as his stomach threatened to serve the stew he’d eaten earlier an eviction notice. He had been sure they would have more time, but if Zara was saying what he thought she was… “How soon?” 
 
    Zara turned again, walking toward her husband, her human features fluxing to Muiraran as he gave her a silent command. She turned to face John who was immediately captured by her, an odd tingling sensation surrounding him. He swallowed hard. Once in a day to see a Muiraran in action was enough to shake anyone up. But this Muiraran, twice in one day, was too much. He trembled out of both fear and awe as she stepped toward him, and he found himself unable to move. 
 
    She was so beautiful it almost hurt to look at her, her Elvin features jumped out at him, holding him. “I will show you,” she told him softly, so close now he could feel the delicate brush of her breath. He was vaguely aware that Kwaku had left, but didn’t care. He had more pressing matters to worry about, like wondering what in the world Zara was going to do to him. 
 
    His worst fear was then suddenly realized. Zara opened her mouth, and began to sing…
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan was at the window again, looking to the forest, searching. The lingering emptiness clung tenaciously to him, refusing to grant any quarter. He groaned, rested his hands on the sill, closed his eyes and leaned toward the glass, as if touching it would make the pain go away. 
 
    “Dallan?” came Mary’s voice from behind him. 
 
    “I’m all right, Mary, just tired.” He decided he had worried her enough this day, and besides, it was true. He was dead tired now, and he knew the emptiness wasn’t going to let him sleep. It never did.
 
    A large black form loomed in the doorway of the cookhouse. “Boyeee…” 
 
    The voice immediately irritated Dallan. He turned his head to glare at Kwaku, his green eyes narrowed. Just for a moment, he thought he could feel her again, his wee lass. It hurt. 
 
   “You, Boyeee,” Kwaku suddenly boomed. “You will answer de next time it comes.” 
 
    Dallan suddenly stared at the Time Master like a confused child.  “How?” 
 
    Kwaku began a chuckle, which quickly turned into a belly laugh. 
 
    “My God…” Dallan breathed. The heathen knew. He pulled himself up to his full height, unfortunately still shorter than Kwaku’s. “How do I get out o’ here? Tell me!” His tone was menacing, carrying ten long years irritation with it. 
 
    Kwaku shot Dallan a knowing look. “Not how, Boyeee,” Kwaku told him almost gently. “When.” 
 
    Dallan’s face fell. “What?” 
 
    “When. Soon Boyeee, soon.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes locked with Kwaku’s. “But how?” 
 
    Kwaku shrugged. “Answer de Call, Boyeee.” 
 
    Irritation took over and Dallan punched out each word. “I dinna ken how to!” 
 
    “Ahhhh, but you do.” 
 
    “I… oh, what’s the bloody use of even trying to get a straight answer!” Dallan huffed. “I’ve had enough. I’m going to my cottage. Tell John where I am, will ye, Mary?” 
 
    “That I will, Weapons Master.” Mary, who had been standing quietly in the same spot since Kwaku entered, finally darted for the relative safety of the kitchen. 
 
    Dallan watched her disappear behind the hearth then turned his attention back to the heathen. “Out o’ my way, I’m leaving.” 
 
    Kwaku, still in the doorway, didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    “This again, is it? I’ve no time, nor am I in the best o’ moods to oblige ye in yer game.” Dallan stood in front of Kwaku, arms folded across his chest, his weight leaning slightly on his right foot. 
 
   This was Dallan’s stubborn stance, Kwaku’s favorite, and it always delighted him when he could get the Scot to use it. 
 
    “What are ye staring at? Have ye nothing better to do than stand there a-gaping at me? Out o’ my way!” Dallan continued his stance, but his eyes and voice pushed Kwaku from the doorway. He went to move past. 
 
    Kwaku grabbed Dallan’s arm as he blocked the doorway with his other. 
 
    He leaned into Dallan’s face. “De Call, you will answer de next time it comes, yes?” 
 
     “What will happen if I do?” Dallan couldn’t believe he’d said it. Both men raised a shocked brow at the question. 
 
    “Go home, Boyeee. You will go home.” 
 
    Kwaku released Dallan and quickly strode away, his long legs carrying him swiftly toward a grove of cedars about fifty yards off. 
 
    Dallan stood in stunned silence, allowing the heathen to escape. Home? He shook himself, gathering his senses. “Wait!” he yelled after Kwaku as the yellow and purple robes disappeared into the trees. 
 
    Dallan took off at a full run, covering the distance in seconds, his muscles straining as he pushed himself harder, his blood racing at the teasing thoughts of home. Anticipation spurred him past the first tree and around the second… and right into John. The collision knocked both men off their feet, each flying in a different direction. Dallan, trained to react, landed skillfully and was on his feet again, ready to fight before the Lord Councilor even hit the ground. 
 
    “John!” Dallan yelped, discovering whom he’d just sent flying. “Are ye all right, man? Can ye talk?” 
 
    John, his white Councilor’s robes bunched around his knees, his blonde hair and composure a complete mess, studied the grass stains covering his clothes, then looked up at Dallan, mouth agape. He wasn’t able to speak yet, which was just as well considering the words running through his mind. He pushed them aside, thinking of something more tactful to say, if he ever got his breath back. 
 
    “John?” Dallan asked, concern in his voice as he stared into the forest. 
 
    Kwaku was gone. He cursed to himself in Gaelic. 
 
    “H… help me up, will you?” John’s breath returned as he began to struggle to his feet. 
 
    Dallan gripped John’s arms and pulled him up the rest of the way. “Did I hit ye that hard, then?” 
 
    John, hands on knees, fought to remain calm. “I’ll be all right, Dallan. Just give me a moment.” His fall forgotten, he tried vainly to recover from what Zara had shown him. 
 
    The Maiden ... so little time …
 
    John worked to keep his lunch down, then stood upright to see Dallan was still staring intently into the forest. 
 
    Zara. John knew she was making her way back to Mishna to tell the Elders and Muirarans what she had discovered about the Maiden’s current state.  “Kwaku’s gone to the city.”  He said to distract Dallan.
 
    Dallan turned to face him. “And when might ye be going?” 
 
    John spoke reluctantly. "As soon as you and I finish our business.” 
 
    “Good. I’m going with you.” Dallan turned and began striding in the direction of the cookhouse. 
 
    John started after him again. “Um, I’m not sure that would be such a good idea.” 
 
    “And why not?” Dallan turned abruptly and thrust his face into John’s. 
 
    “Ah, well.” John couldn’t believe he was actually stammering. “Well, for one thing you… you…” 
 
    “Canna leave the village?” 
 
    John shrugged. “Yes, that’s one reason.” 
 
    “The other is that bloody heathen not wanting me to ken what he’s up to.” 
 
    John tried to turn away from him but Dallan grabbed his arm. “Dinna make me stay here. Take me with you.” His body shook with the intensity in his voice, then, as if catching himself, relaxed suddenly, releasing his mental and physical hold on John. “Please.” 
 
    The Scot’s eyes now held the simple need of a child in them. John felt his resolve to keep all his knowledge to himself slip a notch. He sighed heavily. “We’ll finish the interview first. Then I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Dallan gave him a single nod in acceptance as they set off back to the cookhouse. John needed his papers. Dallan needed Mary. Or rather, something Mary promised to give him. Nothing, not the events of the day, not even the Call, was going to keep Dallan Keir MacDonald from the ‘flat cakes’ Mary had promised—what John’s people referred to as chocolate chip cookies. After all, a man has to have his priorities. And, he reasoned, he’d had the ‘flat cakes’ often enough to know that they, at least, were real. At this point he wasn’t sure what else was. 

 
   

My dove in the clefts of the rock, in the
 
   Hiding places on the mountainside, show
 
   Me your face, let me hear your voice;
 
   For your voice is sweet, and your face is lovely.
 
    
 
   Song of Songs 2:14
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: Chapter_Nine]CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   “What makes you feel frustrated?” John asked to start the remainder of the interview. 
 
    They were in Dallan’s private lodgings, a one-room cottage somewhat resembling the dwellings of the ancient Scottish countryside. The little house had a high-pitched thatched roof that the Weapons Master insisted on taking care of himself, and some of the most exquisitely carved windows John had ever seen. With the high ceiling, the interior was light and airy, making it appear larger than it was. A cozy stone hearth graced one wall while Dallan’s bed took up another, directly beneath one of the windows. A battered wooden trunk sat at the foot of the bed. The other furniture had been hand-made by Dallan with great care. It was a homey room, not unlike John’s—or anyone’s—quarters in Genis Lee. The difference was that this particular one belonged to the Weapons Master. It was all he owned. 
 
    Faded tartan plaids from his clan hung upon the walls and bed, one especially worn one carefully folded over the trunk. It was Dallan’s favorite, the one he had been wearing the night he was taken from his beloved Scotland by Kwaku. 
 
    John wasn’t quite sure how Kwaku had managed to acquire all the specific MacDonald highland paraphernalia in the room, but he knew Kwaku had done everything possible to make Dallan feel at home. Perhaps however, it had had the opposite effect and made it all the harder for Dallan to shake the homesickness. 
 
    Private journals alongside tiny books, aged and fragile, sat neatly upon a table at the wall, and John noted with interest that they were books of poetry. Dallan’s sword and shield rested near the hearth, his sporran hanging on a peg near his bed. A pitcher and wash-bowl sat on the table with the books, a linen towel neatly folded by their side. A woman’s necklace, probably his mother’s, hung from a small nail pounded into the stone of the hearth. What looked like a child’s toy rested on a windowsill near the door, while various weapons were tucked here and there where space allowed. 
 
   Dallan thought about John’s last question as he lay on his bed munching the last of the flat cakes Mary had given him.  He wiped the crumbs away then looked to John helplessly, making no attempt to ensnare him in a stare. “I dinna understand what is happening to me when I feel like… like dying. Not knowing, to no be able to understand something. That frustrates me, John.” 
 
    John’s eyes, for once, captured and held Dallan’s, the Scot wanting him to take charge, to give him answers. John could only offer understanding. The answer had already been given but Dallan needed to accept and believe it. 
 
    The Call. John said a silent prayer that he would come to believe, quickly.  
 
    “John?” 
 
    “Oh.” John was startled out of his appeals to the Creator. “I’m sorry, I…was giving the matter some thought.” 
 
    “The matter?” 
 
    “Uh, yes. What happened to you today…” John’s voice sounded reluctant even to his own ears. "… from what Kwaku tells me, was different.” John shook his head, obviously making up his mind about something. He set his tablet and writing instrument down on the floor and leaned forward in his chair, closing the space between them. 
 
   Dallan sat up, swung his legs over the side of the bed and shivered; frequent chills were another side effect of the Call. “Who do I believe, John?” he whispered. 
 
    “Believe who you think is right.” 
 
    “Who?” Dallan’s posture said he was skeptical, while his eyes pleaded for an answer he could believe. 
 
    John closed his own eyes for a moment, head bent low, preparing for the only answer he knew he could give, risky though it was. “You are, Dallan. You know what the right answer is.” 
 
    Dallan reacted with a snort, turning his head away as the facial twitch began its dance. Suddenly he turned back, stabbing John brutally with a look of challenge. “What’s the next question?” 
 
    John swallowed hard. “You haven’t answered the last one yet.” 
 
    “No I didna.” Dallan gripped John even harder with his stare. “You answered it for me, remember?” 
 
    For some insane reason, John was feeling brave at the moment. “You know the right answer.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    Well, maybe insane wasn’t the right word. Suicidal perhaps? “It’s the only answer. Stop fighting it.” 
 
    Dallan’s nostrils flared as he sat straight and puffed out his chest before he suddenly fell back onto the bed, beat his head against the pillow a few times, and let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    John slowly inched closer and quietly observed him for a moment. 
 
    Dark smudges had developed under Dallan’s eyes, making him appear like he hadn’t slept in days. His breathing was now ragged, his skin sallow, his body shaking with chills and his eyes… were in pain. 
 
    The Call was back. “Are you all right?” John asked tentatively. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Dallan looked confused for a moment. “I… I dinna really ken.” He began to shiver again, prompting John to get up and reach for the plaid near the end of the bed. 
 
   Dallan took it and gave a tiny nod of thanks as he brought it around his broad shoulders and lay back down. He tried to relax, but his once-controlled emotions were beginning to run amok as they had earlier. “What’s the next question?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to continue? I think it might be better if we waited…” 
 
    “The next question,” Dallan demanded, waving a hand toward the tablet on the floor as he wrapped himself tighter in the plaid with the other. “I can last a wee while longer.” 
 
    John studied him, deciding. The Scot’s appearance grew worse as fatigue threatened to tear down the thin wall protecting the last of his inner strength. Both men knew the vulnerability being displayed at the moment. 
 
    Dallan didn’t care. “A question if ye please.” 
 
    “Just a few, then you rest. Agreed?” John was still studying him. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
   “Tell me about a time when you felt proud of yourself.” John peered closely at the Scot, who now lay, eyes closed, his breathing slow. 
 
    “The first time I bested my uncle fencing with a rapier.” Dallan smiled briefly, then the smile quickly faded away. 
 
    “How do you feel about growing older?” 
 
    “That depends on where and wi’ whom I’d ha’ to grow old with.” 
 
    John didn’t push it. In honesty, he had all he needed now; the rest of the questionnaire was barely a formality. He went to the next question, grimacing as he did. “What would you do if you had one wish, any wish at all?” 
 
    Dallan’s steady breathing was the only answer. John sat back in his chair and smiled. Best to let him sleep. After a few moments, he rose to leave and was halfway to the door when he stopped, as if remembering something. He looked compassionately at the now-sleeping form on the bed. The big warrior looked so peaceful, even with the ravages of the Call. He reached for a blanket folded neatly near the trunk and spread it carefully over the slumbering Scot. 
 
    By tomorrow night, John was sure Dallan would be declared by both the human and Muiraran Elders, the next Time Master of Muirara. 
 
    John Phillip Eaton, Lord Councilor of Sutter’s Province, the man assigned to make the official declaration of the next Time Master to the people themselves, left the cottage, wishing to leave Dallan to his rest. The warrior was going to need every bit of strength he had for tomorrow. 
 
    When he got the news…
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “What would you do if you had one wish, any wish at all?” The question repeated in Dallan’s mind, mingling with fragments of his dreams. 
 
    “I’d get bloody well out o’ here,” was his repeated answer as he tried to force his mind to concentrate on images of escape. But they eluded him each time he drew near forming instead into a place he had never seen before.  A frightening place. 
 
    Large piles of the Saints-only-knew-what were on fire everywhere, the air heavy with the smell of death. Dallan briefly closed his eyes as he realized they were piles of dead men burning. He looked about himself more closely and saw a huge cylinder of green metal pointed toward the sky. Everything near it—trees, the strange buildings, even the ground and burning piles—shook from its immense power. Fire exploded out of it, lifting if off the ground and into the air as he watched, half awed, half numb. 
 
    Another noise caught his attention, pulling his gaze from the heavens. 
 
    Bulky box-like things of the same green metal were crawling over the ground by themselves, tearing up the earth as they went, crushing anything in their paths. Long cannon-like barrels protruded from the top portions of the monstrosities, exploding repeatedly, annihilating anything they were aimed at. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes widened at the destruction wreaked by the things as he covered his ears against the noise. They could easily blow his wee cottage to bits! He glanced up at the sky again, drawn by another loud noise, and saw gigantic birds forged of steel as they streaked across the blue expanse, roaring like lions. He looked around and jumped at the sight of several huge, green canopied horseless carriages, also of steel, moving about on their own on black roads as smooth as ice. They sped between tall buildings which rose high into the sky, some engulfed in flames. Yet despite the amount of fire around him, the air was incredibly cold. 
 
    Dallan glanced about apprehensively as he surveyed the remains of what must have been not just a battle, but a brutal war. What sort of things were able to cause such overwhelming damage? The birds of steel? The huge metal boxes bellowing like cannons? The green cylinders pointed toward the heavens? He froze as an unfamiliar fear wrapped its ugly fingers around him, their grip tightening enough to make breathing difficult. By all the Saints, what could cause him to feel this way? He’d certainly seen worse in other dreams, and he was dreaming, wasn’t he? 
 
    People. Where were all the people? 
 
    Dallan found himself in the middle of one of the smooth streets turning in circles as he searched for any sign of life.  Anything that would rid him of the bone-chilling fear threatening to squeeze the life from him. He had never experienced such fear, not even when the ‘Call’ had come. Not even when he had seen the wee lass fade from his sight, perhaps forever. Not even with Alasdair. Nothing he had been through before came close to preparing him for this…
 
    Suddenly Dallan realized his strange surroundings were somehow familiar. There was something in the landscape, in the far off hills beyond the buildings. The knowledge sent a chill up his spine as his stomach tied itself into knots. He fell to his knees as his strength suddenly drained from him to leave him helpless for another revelation. 
 
    This was home. Scotland! No, it couldn’t be! 
 
    It was then he felt her. 
 
    No!  Dallan thought to himself. Not here, not in this horrible place. Please, God, not here! 
 
    She stood on the other side of the street, arms outstretched, begging him to come, tears of longing and fear streaming down her pretty face. The wee lassie. The Faerie child. 
 
    Dallan was not a boy now. Now he was a powerful warrior, a strong and cunning Weapons Master feared by the most ferocious fighters in Muirara.  Many had answered the heathen's challenge and traveled great distances he was told, to have the chance to best him. None had ever succeeded. 
 
    But fear now caused the images of his competitors to flee like hunted rabbits as the lass looked to him for safety, his comfort and strength. Needing a haven from the fear he knew she must be experiencing as well. 
 
    He couldn’t move. All his strength had suddenly left him, as it did during the Call, leaving an unexplainable wall between them. 
 
    She slumped to the street and tried to call out to him, yet nothing came from her open mouth, her lips trembling uncontrollably. 
 
    “No,” Dallan heard himself say. “Please, can ye no leave her alone?” His voice carried through the smoke filled air to the clusters of tall structures surrounding them and echoed off the lonely walls. 
 
    The lass suddenly smiled through the tears and lifted one hand, finding the strength to reach out to him once more. 
 
    “By the Saints,” he whispered in surprise. “Ye can hear me?”
 
    She breathed hard, straining against the invisible wall, her eyes answering him by reaching out and touching him as her hands could not. Dallan’s body shuddered as the gentle caress thanked him for the strength and comfort he had given her by the sound of his voice. He shook his head in helplessness. How could this be? How could he understand her so well? He held his hands out to her, copying her own gesture. “I canna come to ye, lass. I’m trying, but it wilna move out o’ the way. I canna move.” 
 
   She sent him a comforting look, encouraging him to keep talking, but Dallan found it hard to say anything, his mind thick and clouded with helplessness, his throat raw from the smoke drifting over them from the many fires. “I canna get past it.” 
 
    The lass nodded in understanding. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes suddenly captured hers as long buried emotions he thought never to find again, raced to the surface of his heart, nearly taking his breath away. It happened so fast, he hardly noticed he was suddenly six years old again. Just a boy. But a boy with words formed on his lips, not out of passion but of soul-searing need. By the Saints, could this be the answer to the Call? The words pushed themselves forward, demanding release as he silently pleaded with the lass. Was this what the bloody heathen was talking about? Was it really that simple? Nay, how could it be? ‘Twould be too easy. They were just words. 
 
    And yet, deep in his heart, he knew them to be right. 
 
    “I love you,” Dallan whispered as the Call burst through him. His body jerked at the sudden impact of odd warmth mixed with indescribable pain and his own desperate need. 
 
    The lassie’s head shot up at the confession, her eyes a brilliant green. And just as suddenly she reeled to the ground from her kneeling position, clutching her stomach as the pain of the Call overtook her. She unexpectedly looked up at him, and their eyes locked. She then bent her head to her chest, her hair covering her face, and began to rise. 
 
    Dallan’s pain disappeared as he watched her get to her feet, but it was not the wee lass who now stood before him. The change had been so fast, so subtle that he wasn’t even sure he had witnessed it. Yet he knew he had not taken his eyes off her as she rose, her head bent to her chest as she did so, her long hair hiding her face from him. 
 
    She threw her head back, hair flying behind her as she did, revealing the face of a woman-child. One of the Faire folk. 
 
    She was the most beautiful thing Dallan had ever seen. He tried to rise to his feet and was amazed as his legs brought him to a standing position. “My God,” he rasped, staring at her in fascination and awe. 
 
    The woman-child stood quietly watching, longing still evident in her eyes. “Ceannsaich?” she mouthed silently, sending shivers down Dallan’s spine. His strength returned in steady waves, the same waves that drew it from him every time he received the Call. 
 
    She had just mouthed the Gaelic for “conqueror.” “Master.” 
 
    Dallan stood before her, and she suddenly looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. 
 
    He smiled, realizing he stood proudly before her as a man now. The boy he’d been was gone. 
 
    Dallan tried to go to her, intending to gather her up and get out of this awful place as quickly as possible. But his feet would not obey him. “It’s no good, lass. I canna move.” He said in frustration and gestured to her his helplessness. 
 
    She responded, looking at him, then to her own feet, and moved them experimentally. One foot forward, followed by the other. 
 
    “That’s it, lass. Come to me,” Dallan breathed, his elation mounting, not able to believe that one of them was actually able to move now. 
 
    She took a few more steps, and his whole body tensed with fear that the immobility would return, but at least she would be closer to him. 
 
    For Dallan, it was agony. He strained against the longing, the emptiness, fulfillment just feet away, getting closer with each small step. Now she stood not five feet from him. Dallan frowned; why did she not come closer? He gave her a reassuring look, noticed the caution in her eyes, and frowned deeper. 
 
   By the Saints, was she afraid of him? 
 
    She swallowed hard, confirming his suspicions. He softened his look as much as he could. “Dinna be afraid,” he whispered, “I wilna hurt ye, M’eudain.” The Gaelic endearment ‘my little one’ came naturally to him, as if meant for her. 
 
    She trembled in response, and took another step closer, never taking her eyes off him. She reached a hand cautiously forward as if to touch him, but quickly withdrew it, tucking it close to her chest, looking as though deciding whether or not to try again. 
 
    Dallan motioned her to come forward with one hand. Just another step, perhaps two and he could take her and be gone from this horrible place. Just one more step…
 
    She took one… two? 
 
    Dallan reached out… and… got her! 
 
    She shuddered involuntarily as he pulled her close and clutched her to his chest as if she might disappear. He groaned as his body shook with relief, then suddenly wondered if he might be holding her too tightly and cautioned a look at her. She was frightened, but also thrilled, as if she’d just remembered who he was. 
 
    This encouraged Dallan, and he swept her into his arms, hungry to have full possession of her. “Dinna be afraid, M’eudain. Yer safe now.” He felt her relax, whether from his words or his voice he had no idea. At the moment, he didn’t care. Holding her was all that mattered now, that and getting out of wherever they were. But all he could do for the moment was hold her, reveling in the wondrous feeling of being suddenly, finally, complete. 
 
    By the Saints, he held one o’ the Faerie folk in his arms! He wondered briefly if she had used some sort of magic on him but suddenly didn't care. She could wrap him up in as many of her spells as she wanted. He would go willingly, now understanding the stories told to him of people having disappeared into enchanted woods, never to return. Nay, he didn’t care, not so long as the wholeness was there, the feeling of completion, the emptiness banished, hopefully forever. 
 
    He held her as tightly to himself as he could and murmured to her softly in Gaelic. He scanned their ravaged surroundings, looking for a safe route to take her away from the horror they were in, but found none. Each street appeared as badly battle-worn as the next, many buildings looking like they could collapse at any time. 
 
    Dallan decided it best to start moving, to do anything other than stand there, especially now that the lass in his arms showed signs of apprehension. “Let us leave this place, m’Flur.”  His voice was gentle, calling her “my Flower,” ceasing the tremors running through her. She reminded him of a beautiful and rare flower he’d seen once in a garden in France. 
 
    He held her tighter, made to move and discovered he was still immobile. He cursed to himself in Gaelic, allowing the lass to see his warrior’s side, scanning the area, forcing himself to ignore the need to comfort her. He needed all his senses alert for other things, most importantly to protect her. 
 
    The hairs on the back of Dallan’s neck suddenly rose, a sure sign trouble approached. He knew something, someone was out there. Watching them. 
 
    The lass heard it before he did, her body stiffening as she looked to the nearest street, eyes wide. He followed her gaze as she drew closer to him, wrapping her arms around his neck and shoulders, her breaths coming in short, panicked gasps.
 
    Dallan read her sudden change and began to speak soothingly in Gaelic again, never taking his eyes off the smoke hazed street in front of them. 
 
    Waiting. 

 
   

Times I remember, images the same, I have been here before.
 
   My heart yearns at the mention of your name,
 
   The faintest whisper of your voice.
 
   This smell is like the flesh of a rotting corpse
 
   Yet has an irresistible sweetness, one which cannot be ignored.
 
   Firm is my stance however my heart will flee,
 
   For I stand on the banks of fiery confusion
 
   Shadows of a great cataclysm…
 
    
 
   David Gingrich
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   Dallan heard the thing moments before it rounded the side of the building in front of them. The metal carriage stopped more than a hundred yards away and faced them. The strange noises it emitted echoed off the buildings that lined the wide street, sounding like a challenge.  As if daring him to set the lass down. 
 
    The Weapons Master swallowed hard, knowing he would have to let her go if he was to fight the thing, whatever it was. 
 
    The carriage began to slowly move toward them. He quickly put the lass on her feet but did not relinquish his tight hold, his fear of losing her still at the forefront. The steel box-like carriage let go a loud roaring sound, and the lass jumped against him with a gasp of panic. He narrowed his eyes on the monster, offering his own challenge as he clutched her tighter and murmured in Gaelic to quiet her. 
 
    The metal monster drew closer. 
 
    Dallan tried to make his legs move, Nothing. “Ye may ha’ to run, lass,” he told her firmly as he looked into her frightened eyes. Fear had control of her now, making her grip his arms as if they were her only lifeline. 
 
    The steel monster stopped now fifty yards from them and again offered up its vibrating roar of challenge. 
 
    Dallan quickly pushed the lass, grabbing her wrists in one hand, still unwilling to let her go completely, but prepared to get her out of harm’s way. “Get ready to run, run as fast as ye can, M’eudain, to yon building there beside ye! ‘Tis not burning.  Dinna stop no matter what happens. Just get yerself away from that… thing!” 
 
    She gave him a pleading look and shook her head in desperation as she tried to struggle closer, not wanting to leave him. She knew he could not yet move, and if he couldn’t move and the monster charged…
 
    “Be still, lass!” He commanded, and she froze, unable to resist the natural instinct to obey him. He crouched slightly, preparing himself though still unable to move his feet. 
 
    The metal monster charged. 
 
    “Run!” Dallan commanded as he shoved the lass toward the nearest bit of safety, a ragged building across the street. She ran toward it, faster than he thought anyone could run. 
 
    But it wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    The monster—carriage?—let out a horrible screech as it turned suddenly, skidding across the black street, screaming after the lass like a banshee, bearing down for the kill. 
 
    “NO!” Dallan screamed, his feet frozen in place, helpless to do anything but watch as the monster carriage reached the building’s entrance first, blocking her path. Unable to stop in time, she slammed into its side as it screeched to a stop, bounced off the metal frame and landed hard on her back.  The breath knocked from her lungs, she lay there motionless. 
 
    “Get up, lass!” Dallan shouted. “Get up!”  Relief flooded him when he saw her head move slightly and one hand rise up confusedly in the air.  But his face fell as her hand dropped back to the ground, her body still now.
 
    The monster-carriage remained motionless. 
 
    “Get up, M’eudain…” Dallan heard the desperation in his voice before he noted another sound, an odd grating noise. 
 
    A strangely dressed woman was getting out of the carriage! She was tall, blonde and beautiful, her clothes obviously well made, but leaving more skin bared than covered; her tight fitting red skirt barely reached her knees. Right now her dress mattered not; what did matter was that his lass lay helpless against this new arrival. 
 
    The woman bent over the limp form, studied her, then stood and looked at Dallan, a triumphant grin on her face as two men, also strangely dressed, emerged from the… carriage. She motioned to the lass with one hand. 
 
    Dallan’s muscles tensed as he realized what was about to happen. They were going to take her. She would once again be gone from him. The emptiness struck him like a huge fist, knocking him to the ground in pain. “No… ye canna take her! I wilna let you! Stay away from her!” 
 
    The woman’s grin widened and she laughed at him, an evil laugh. Its echo ricocheted off the surrounding buildings with eerie precision, and sliced through him to chill him to the bone. 
 
    “No… ye canna take her!” he croaked, the pain from the growing emptiness now too powerful for him to fight, his strength once again yanked from his body. 
 
    One of the men bent to the lass, picked her up and turned to Dallan, displaying her helpless form and laughing the same sadistic laugh as the woman. The sound burned its way into Dallan’s mind, lodging itself in his memory as if to be able to torment him later. To remind him that he had failed again to protect one he loved. Just like Alasdair…
 
    The once powerful Weapons Master, now overwhelmed by despair, watched helplessly as the man holding his lass carried her to the carriage and put her inside. “No, dinna take her from me.” 
 
    The strange woman held her chin up in triumph and let her ice-blue eyes bore into him a moment before she turned and got into the carriage. Dallan’s face fell in utter defeat. “No… no… ” 
 
    He raised his head slightly as he heard footsteps approaching. One of the men was making his way toward him, a pleased look on his face. He stopped directly in front of Dallan, just out of arms reach. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” the man spoke bemusedly. Dallan’s eyes narrowed to slits at the sound of the clipped English accent. “So this is the all-powerful Weapons Master of Muirara I’ve heard so much about? Not so powerful now, are you?” He circled Dallan laughing lightheartedly. 
 
    Dallan stared coldly at the stranger, memorizing his face, marking it for death. His blonde hair was collar-length, and he sported a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. His build was similar to Dallan’s, though easily several inches shorter. He dressed a bit finer than the other man placing him in a higher class. In short well-dressed, well-groomed, probably well-educated and seemingly well-informed. “Give the lass back to me,” Dallan demanded as threateningly as he could, his strength nearly gone. 
 
    The man chuckled. “Sorry, old boy, but that just isn’t possible.” 
 
    The stranger’s manner, Dallan noted, was that of nobility. His calm controlled stance meant he was extremely dangerous, unpredictable. “Who are you?” 
 
    The man raised a brow in amusement. “Ah, you can speak properly. I guessed as much. Julia thought you’d be more a savage.” He looked to the carriage as the woman motioned him to join her and the other man inside. 
 
    “Well, I must be going. I do look forward to our next meeting. Pity it will be the last. I rather enjoy seeing you like this, on your knees before me.” The man chuckled low in his throat, his brown eyes gleaming with anticipation. “Bringing the Maiden to her knees will be a much more pleasurable experience, I’m sure. So if you will excuse me?” He gave Dallan a formal bow. 
 
    Dallan’s jaw tightened, his twitch danced. “Dinna touch her!” 
 
    The man erupted into laughter. “My dear fellow, touching her is all I plan on doing. The more the better as far as I’m concerned.” He grinned sadistically. “And I’m positive the Maiden is going to taste as good as she’s going to feel. But then, you never got the chance to find out did you? Too bad.” He licked his lips. “Perhaps after I’ve thoroughly devoured her, I’ll let you know how she was.” The mocking in his voice ripped at Dallan’s nerves. 
 
    He watched the man’s expression change suddenly. His handsome features displayed themselves to Dallan, letting him see the charm the man used like a weapon, baiting and trapping his hapless victims. “You can’t do this.” Dallan growled through clenched teeth, his Scot’s burr barely noticeable in the threat. 
 
    “Oh, but I can. In fact, it seems I already have.” The man spun on his heel and began to stroll back to the carriage. 
 
    “No!” Dallan screamed. But the man kept walking and ignored him.  Dallan watched utterly helpless as his new-found enemy got into the metal carriage, turned and grinned back at him.  He then offered a mock salute in farewell as the carriage roared to life again and bolted off with a screech of its strange wheels. 
 
    Away from the building.
 
    Away from Dallan. 
 
    Away, with his helpless lass inside. 
 
    Dallan instinctively struggled to his feet, surprised he actually could. Undaunted he quickly turned to his left, the direction the carriage had taken his lass, and toppled over due to the unexpected lack of resistance. 
 
    He scrambled back up and broke into a run as the carriage rounded the first side street to his right. He spotted a narrow alley that cut through the buildings to the next block and leapt into it and ran like the very devil was after him. In this case, however, it was he who chased the devil. 
 
    He ran as fast as he could, pushed beyond what strength was left him, his chest burning with the effort. He ignored the physical pain as he emerged from the alley into the street. Thank the Saints he'd managed to cut them off. 
 
    Seeing him, the carriage screamed and skidded in an attempt to slow down before it smashed into one of the many tall metal poles spaced along the street.  Dallan cringed at the sound of impact and ran toward it.  His only thought to get his lass out and as far away from the man threatening her as possible. 
 
    A faint sound caught Dallan’s attention as he ran, but he ignored it as he reached the carriage, his anger rising as he spied his lass trussed up in the back, still unconscious. The man who’d carried her looked at Dallan with a face full of shock. Dallan headed straight for him, at once noticing the door that obviously led to the man and his helpless lass. 
 
    A laugh from somewhere among the buildings penetrated Dallan’s thoughts as he reached for what must be the door handle. 
 
    The leader of the trio, mouth agape, cursed Dallan and quickly reached to the floor of the carriage for something. Dallan’s fist exploded through the carriage’s open front door window to land squarely in the leader’s face, stopping the man and felling him into the lap of the woman next to him.  He again reached for the door to the rear seat and pulled it open, the man guarding the lass too slow and in too close quarters to fend off Dallan’s first blow. The result a sickening crunch as his fist connected with the man’s nose. A second punch sent the man slumping to the floor, out cold or dead. 
 
    Dallan didn’t care which; his M’eudain was all that mattered now. 
 
    “Dinna move,” he threatened the woman in the front, who sat shocked and confused, her leader’s limp form still in her lap. Satisfied she would give him no trouble, he reached to retrieve his wee lass. 
 
    Out of nowhere a cold, dark dread swept over Dallan. His body shook in reaction as if he’d just fallen into Loch Linnhe’s icy water. He shivered as he saw the lass begin to fade from his sight, her body turning to empty air. “No! Ye canna leave me! No, lass, God no!” 
 
    “Ha! Ha! Ha! I knew dat would get you up!” 
 
    No. It couldn’t be. Not when he was so close, not when he had her in his grasp, nearly complete with her rescue…
 
    “Boyeee, you sleep dru de day and into de night. Get up!” 
 
     It was. 
 
    Dallan sat bolt upright on his bed. Water dripped from his hair into his eyes and he had to blink a few times to clear his vision. Sure enough, an even worse nightmare than the one he was having loomed before him, staring at him with an all-too-familiar silly look plastered over his coal-black face. 
 
    “Ahhh, you are awake! We go. Go see de Councilor now, yes?” 
 
    Dallan’s face twisted into murderous rage, teeth clenched together, jaw tightened. “Get! Out!” 
 
    Kwaku laughed. 
 
    “Now!” added Dallan, as if the word was enough to get the Azurti moving. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I get out. You are to come wid me. De Lord Councilor has been waiting, Boyeee.” Kwaku’s words were interspersed with a generous amount of chuckling. “You come now, yes?” 
 
    Dallan knew Kwaku was trying to provoke him. He’d learned what to and what not to ignore about the heathen, and this was one of the things to ignore. Kwaku was just playing with him. John didn’t want him; in fact, John couldn’t have left more than a couple of hours ago. He looked to the window above his bed to confirm the time. 
 
    “No … it couldn’t be.” 
 
    “It could, and it is. Well past de time for you to be gone, Boyeee. De Lord Councilor, he is waiting.” Kwaku explained again in all seriousness. 
 
    Dallan glanced at him, an incredulous look on his face. 
 
    “Yes, Boyeee. It is late morning. De day wanes. We must leave. De o-dars are waiting with de Lord Councilor. You come with me now, yes?” 
 
    Dallan looked up at the Time Master, his warrior’s expression restored. “Why was I left to sleep so long? You of all people should ha’ woke me hours ago. I’ve never been allowed to sleep through our mornings training before.”
 
     Kwaku raised an eyebrow at him, sighed and shrugged. “I was instructed to let you rest, as de shoulder you so unskillfully defended de o-dar day was injured and needed time to heal.” Kwaku paused knowingly, a grin forming on his face. “I dought you stronger dan dat, and told de Lord Councilor so. But he did not agree.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed in irritation as Kwaku’s brightened. “Ye dealt me a goodly blow, and ye well ken I defended myself as best I could.” 
 
    “Ahhh…” Kwaku began, taking a step forward while wagging a finger at Dallan. “Der you are wrong! Der is a much better way!” His look suddenly changed to one of scolding as he placed one hand on his hip, his feet spread far apart. “Not de clumsy way you tried.” 
 
    Dallan’s mouth flew open, a biting retort at the ready, just as John Eaton entered his once-safe haven. 
 
    “Dallan, good. You’re up.” John looked at him more closely. “And washed too, I see.” 
 
    Dallan hadn’t considered his appearance until now. His hair still dripped from the cold water Kwaku had obviously enjoyed dumping on his head. The heathen stood to one side now, the dreaded water pitcher still in hand, trying his best to look innocent in the presence of the Lord Councilor. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed on him as he sucked air through his nose, his lips too tightly pressed together in pure aggravation to get anything past them. 
 
    “Dallan, we haven’t much time. Talk with me, will you?” John’s voice broke the mounting tension. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes slowly turned to the Lord Councilor, his words shoved through clenched teeth. “Aye, John, gladly.” He tried to get up but a sudden wave of dizziness pulled him back onto the bed. John raced to his side while Kwaku grinned, nodded to himself knowingly and turned to leave. 
 
    An action not to go unnoticed. 
 
    “What is it? Ye ken something and yer not going to tell me, are you?” Dallan pushed out, still unsettled at the unexpected dizziness. 
 
    Kwaku shrugged innocently. “I know no-ding,” he began as he walked out the open door. “Except dat you saw her in your dreams last night, Boyeee.” He let out a horrific laugh as his long legs carried him quickly away from Dallan, knowing he would not be able to follow. 
 
    The Call had come while Dallan slept, and he still suffered the side effects. Kwaku had used the Scot’s helplessness to get in a final jab and leave proud of himself.  Kwaku sighed. He would really miss his ancient Highlander. 
 
    He shook his head regretfully as he went to find his beloved Zara, knowing the news he brought would please his lovely wife to no end: that for the last eight hours, he’d been standing guard over the Weapons Master, ensuring he was undisturbed, paying witness to a very private and much prayed-for event.  Dallan Keir MacDonald had finally answered the Maiden’s Call. Kwaku, with Zara and the two Councilors, would all be leaving soon to take the Highlander to meet his future bride. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                   
 
    “I can’t believe they would do this to me!” John paced the floor of the small cottage he and Lany used for their meetings, his face red from unaccustomed rage and helplessness. 
 
    “Calm down, Eaton. I know you’re upset, but wearing out the floor isn’t going to get you home to your family. You know, this trip might actually do you some good.” Lany remained apathetic, which at the moment did nothing for his superior’s foul mood. 
 
    “A few days! It could be weeks! I wasn’t planning on going! I don’t want to go!” 
 
    “But you know you have no choice.” Lany finished for him. 
 
    John’s face fell. “I know.” 
 
    Lany stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. “You know I can’t do this without you. I mean, not that I can’t handle Kwaku, Dallan, Zara, Angus MacNab, his mother, not to mention the Maiden. But you know how I hate being totally diplomatic to six people at once all by myself. It’s not as fun doing it alone.” He paused, smiling conspiratorially. “Besides, I have a little surprise for you.” 
 
    “Huh?” John mumbled as Lany walked to the door of the cottage, opened it and stuck his head outside. John heard him say something but couldn’t make out the words. He then heard footsteps approach the door and pause at the entrance as if waiting for Lany to move out of the way. 
 
    John unconsciously leaned forward as a familiar scent permeated the room. “Oh,” he began, craning his neck to see beyond Lany. 
 
    “John?” A woman’s voice cried from outside, confirming John’s elation. 
 
    “The Creator be praised!” John shoved past Lany, not bothering to apologize. “Anwen!” he stumbled to her and grabbed her petite form. “Anwen…” he said again as he ran a hand through her dark hair and drank in her blue eyes. He then kissed her, drinking in much more than her eyes. 
 
    Lany smiled as he watched John and his wife embrace, then strolled across the cottage to an open window opposite the door. 
 
    Lany’s wife Cari stood on the other side of the window, a satisfied look on her face. “That went well.” 
 
    “Yes, very.” Lany leaned down and kissed her over the sill. 
 
    Cari reached up to brush a lock of hair off her husband’s forehead. “Who’s going to tell them we have to leave within the next twenty minutes?” 
 
    “Not me. Let Kwaku do it.” 
 
    Cari shook her head. “That would be cruel!” 
 
    “Oh, all right, Zara then.” 
 
    Cari nodded her agreement. “Why does John have to go with you?” 
 
    “Because I don’t know beans about the Muiraran Sutyne and its formal ceremony. Eaton was the one briefed in Mishna on all of it. Not me.” 
 
    “John will have to perform the ceremony?” 
 
    “The current Time Master is to perform it. That’s the custom. Eaton has to be there in case anything happens to Kwaku, not to mention to help hold Dallan together.” 
 
    “You don’t think anything will happen, do you?” 
 
    “To Kwaku? Are you kidding? It’s the rest of the population I’m concerned about.” He kissed her hand again. 
 
    She smiled at him. “How long will you be gone?” 
 
    Lany shrugged. “Days, maybe a couple of weeks. Not long.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Because the Maiden won’t last much longer. Don’t worry, Dallan can do it. Besides, he and the Maiden already had a preliminary bonding as children, and he’s answered the Call on his own. She’ll call a few more times before this is all over, but it’s the first and last time he answers that are the most important. All in all we’re pretty lucky. We can’t ask for much more.” He pondered his last remark. “Except maybe that Kwaku stay here, but I don’t think that’s likely.”
 
    Cari grinned and rolled her eyes at him. “No, I don’t think so.” She glanced around, searching. “Where’s Vyn?” 
 
    “Probably with Dallan. Vyn’s spent most of the last week with him.” 
 
    Cari’s eyes widened with concern. “Is he all right? Has he been able to hold up? He’s still in one piece isn’t he?” 
 
    “Living stars, of course he’s all right. You know I wouldn’t let anything happen to him.” 
 
    Cari’s looked changed to relief. “Thank the Creator. I was worried.” 
 
    “You and me both. But it’s okay. Oh, and Vyn’s doing fine too.” 
 
    They both burst into laughter. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Dallan sat on a wooden bench outside his cottage, his body leaned against its outer wall in his favorite position. Vyn sat on the dusty ground near his feet, drawing circles in the dirt with a stick. “Did John say what he wanted, lad?” Dallan asked him, a half smile on his face. The boy often made him smile. So little else did. 
 
    “He told me to tell you to wait for him here. He had to talk with my dad about something.” Vyn poked at the dirt now, bored with the circles. 
 
    Dallan let out a long sigh and scanned the area. Nothing. John had helped him over his earlier dizziness, settled him where he now sat, and run off to find his assistant. The dizziness was gone, as were most of the details of his nightmare. Like most of his dreams only the emptiness remained. And pain. But this one had been very different. “And he didna say when he’d be here?” 
 
    Vyn stopped his poking and stared up at him. “For a grownup, you sure are impatient!” 
 
    Dallan snorted. “There be different kinds o’ patience laddie.” 
 
    Vyn cocked his head to one side, mimicking Dallan’s expression. “And you’ve lost all yours. Right?” 
 
    Dallan’s jaw tightened slightly. He glared openly at the boy, but did not force the look. 
 
    Vyn nodded his head. “Yep. My dad gets that same look when he’s lost his. And he never tells me when he’s found it again. He’s always losing his patience. Where did you lose yours this time? Maybe I can help you find it.” 
 
     Dallan’s look softened. “I’m afraid mine’s nowhere to be found. If I want it back I’ll ha’ to fetch it myself.” He glanced at the other cottages nearby. “I just wish I kent where to look.” 
 
    “My mom always finds my dad’s for him. Maybe if you had a wife, she could find yours.” 
 
    Dallan raised a jesting brow. “I dinna think one o’ those ‘twould do me much good. Och, I’d need my patience well beforehand lad, not after.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “To ha’ a wife takes patience, lad. Lots o’ it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Dallan shrugged. “Because they need so much care.” 
 
    “What kind of care?” 
 
    Dallan looked him in the eye, his glare returned. “Ever had a pet, lad?” 
 
    “I had a mouse once, but my sister Sara stepped on it and squished it.” 
 
    Dallan’s mouth pressed into a smile. “Weel, ye wouldna want yer sister near yer wife then once yer old enough to ha’ one?” 
 
    “Have you ever had a wife? What happened to her? Do you have a little sister too?” 
 
    Dallan laughed. “Nay, laddie. I’ve never been married and I havena any sisters.” 
 
    “Oh. Do you have any brothers?” 
 
    Dallan’s smile vanished. 
 
    “Well, do you? 
 
    “Aye, lad. One.” 
 
   “What’s his name?” 
 
    Dallan closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and leaned toward Vyn, resting his elbows on his knees. He looked at the boy, capturing him, “Alasdair.” 
 
    Vyn smiled. “What’s he like?” 
 
    Dallan swallowed and almost choked. “Verra much like you, laddie. Verra much like you.” He leaned back against the wall, eyes closed, and waited for the pain to subside. 
 
    “See, I told you they were together,” came a familiar voice. 
 
     Dallan opened his eyes and looked up into the face of Lany Mosgofian. A woman was with him. She was pretty, with a generous build, medium height, wise blue eyes and ash-blonde shoulder-length hair. Dallan slowly stood. He may have lost his patience but he still had his manners. 
 
    “Dallan, this is my wife Cari. Cari, Dallan MacDonald.” Lany waved a hand between himself and the woman. 
 
    She took a step toward him and held out her hand in a sideways fashion. He automatically took it in one of his own and bent to kiss it. “Tis a pleasure, sweet Lady, to meet you.” 
 
   Lany quickly noted the Scot’s sudden formal speech and looked to see his wife’s reaction. She caught the look, brow half raised as if to say, you’ve taught him well.  “It’s a pleasure meeting you too, Dallan. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    Dallan glanced at Lany, then back to Cari, wondering just what she had been told. 
 
    “When are you leaving, Dad?” Vyn stood and went to his father. 
 
    “In just a little while. You’re going to take good care of your mother for me while I’m gone, right?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Where might ye be off to?” Dallan asked. 
 
    Lany and Cari exchanged a quick look. 
 
    “And ha’ ye seen John?” 
 
    “Uh, he’ll be along shortly. Right now I’d better explain a few things.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What sort o’ things?” 
 
    “Well, firstly…” 
 
    “Ah ha!” Kwaku appeared out of nowhere, cutting Lany off . “I knew I would find you here, Boyeee!” 
 
    Dallan growled in irritation, Lany rolled his eyes, Cari smirked and Vyn jumped to the forefront to take on the new arrival. 
 
    “So Mos-go-fi -an. Every ding is ready?” 
 
    Lany sighed. “As ready as it can be. Except Dallan. I was about…” 
 
    “Ha! Do not trouble yourself. I will take care of dat!” Kwaku bellowed. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Ready for what?” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled low in his throat. “You’ll see, Boyeee, very soon.” 
 
    Dallan abruptly turned to Lany. “Where’s John?” 
 
    “Dallan, calm down. He’ll be along shortly.” 
 
    He spun back to Kwaku. “What’s going on? Something’s amiss here. Tell me ye good-for-nothing, or I’ll…” Dallan suddenly forgot what he wanted to say. He straightened himself to his full height and cocked his head. 
 
    A woman was walking toward them with a grace he’d not seen in any lass. She was beautiful, incredible. She was nearly as tall as he, her build lithe, her movements flowing. Her hair was the glossiest black he had ever beheld and her eyes captured his as easily as wind moves through trees. He had to swallow to keep himself from becoming too entranced with her, and forced his gaze away to look at Lany. “Who is that?” 
 
    “My wife, Boyeee.” Kwaku exclaimed proudly, cutting Lany off yet again. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes widened as his mouth flopped open. He looked to the woman again, then suddenly to Kwaku. He emitted a disgusted snort and turned to Lany as if to confirm the statement. 
 
    Lany merely nodded. 
 
    “She’s married to him?”  Dallan squeaked, truly shocked. “The heathen?” 
 
    Kwaku struck himself in the chest proudly. “Yes! She is married to me!” 
 
    Dallan’s entire face twisted itself into consternation as he stared at Kwaku. He looked again to Lany. “She’s married to HIM?” he asked again, totally perplexed. 
 
    Once more, Lany nodded. 
 
    Dallan looked from Kwaku, to the woman, to Lany again. “Why?” 
 
    That was it. Lany began to laugh as he shrugged and looked at Dallan, unable to say anything through his giggles. 
 
    Dallan’s mouth snapped shut, his eyes narrowed. “I dinna believe it.” 
 
    The woman reached them and went directly to Kwaku, who embraced her warmly. They shared a long, leisurely kiss. 
 
    Dallan’s face fell back into disbelief. He was about to comment when a village lad suddenly appeared carrying a large tray laden with goblets from the cookhouse. He stood before Kwaku and his wife, bowing low. Kwaku laughed heartily, while the lad flinched nervously. 
 
    The woman began to approach Dallan, who actually took a step backward. 
 
    “May I present my wife, Boyeee?” Kwaku laughed again as he turned his attention to the woman. “Pretty one, dis is Boyeee.” 
 
    She took another step closer, Dallan trapped in her gaze. “Kawahnee, he has a name,” she began in a silken voice, using the name reserved for those closest to the Time Master. “Why do you not use it?” 
 
    Kwaku held his hands out innocently and shrugged. “He answers to ‘Boyeee’ well enough. I see no reason to change it.” 
 
    Dallan wanted to glare at the heathen but was trapped by the woman’s mesmerizing gaze. 
 
    She took another step toward him. “I am called Zara. You are Dallan, and I assure you I will call you by that name. It is a strong name. Like you.”
 
     Dallan swallowed again and nodded, struggling to find words fitting to speak to the awesome creature standing before him. “Thank you, Lady.” 
 
    She held out her hand in the proper fashion. He took it in his own, at once noticing how soft her mahogany skin was, and kissed it. An odd tingling sensation coursed through him at the contact. 
 
    John had arrived with Zara, but had gone unnoticed due to Zara’s unusual presence. He went directly to Lany, all the while watching Dallan with interest. “Is everything ready?” 
 
    Lany glanced from John to Dallan. “Hopefully.” 
 
    “What do you mean, hopefully?” 
 
    “He means, Lord Councilor,” Kwaku began, taking a step forward, “dat we must have a drink for good luck first!” 
 
    “A drink?” John asked flatly. 
 
    “Yes! We must drink to de success of de Call and to our journey!” 
 
    John glanced at Dallan, whose eyes were still locked on Zara’s. “Dallan knows…” 
 
    “De Boyeee knows all he needs to know for now. Let us drink!” 
 
    John scowled. “You didn’t tell him, did you?” 
 
    Kwaku shrugged. “What is dere to tell? He’ll find out soon enough.” His eyes narrowed as his expression turned serious. “I know what is best for him, for bode of dem.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Dere can be no mistakes in dis. I will not risk eider of dem. Will you?” He strode away from John, his attention turned to his wife. 
 
    Lany leaned into John’s ear. “What’s he up to, Eaton?” 
 
    “I’m afraid to find out,” John whispered and then turned to Kwaku. “Very well then, let’s go.” 
 
    The village lad stepped forward and offered the tray of goblets to Kwaku. He took one from the tray and thrust it into Dallan’s hand then motioned for the boy to pass out the rest. 
 
    “Wha… what is this?” Dallan spoke for the first time, newly released from Zara’s gaze. He shook himself slightly, trying to focus on first the goblet, then on John. 
 
    “Wine,” Kwaku answered. “From your home, Boyeee.” 
 
    “H… home?” 
 
    John smiled at him. “Are you ready, Dallan?” 
 
    Dallan snorted. “Ready? Are ye having a jest with me, man? Or are ye referring to what we spoke of yesterday?” 
 
    “No jest, Dallan.” John took a goblet from the tray and looked suspiciously at it, but at least the red liquid wasn’t looking back at him. He took it as a good sign. 
 
    Lany took two goblets from the tray and handed one to Cari. Zara did the same, handing one to her husband. 
 
    Kwaku took the goblet from her and chuckled. “Now, de toast. To de success of our journey!” He gulped down his cupful in one shot, with Zara close behind. 
 
    Lany downed his in three swallows and a cough. Cari did the same, sans coughing. 
 
    John looked at his cup, sniffed the contents, and took a small sip. “Hmm, not bad.” He took another slow swallow. “Not bad at all.” 
 
    Dallan watched John, glared at his own goblet, shrugged and downed the entire cup in one long swallow. “Now,” he began, taking a step toward John. “What’s going on? I dinna like to be kept in the dark about things. Ye canna expect me to go along with what the heathen wants, not knowing what he’s about.” 
 
    John studied him. Dallan looked as if he were weaving side to side. He looked to his own goblet, then back to Dallan. Maybe he was the one doing the swaying. He blinked  his eyes a few times to clear his vision and looked to Kwaku. “Are we ready to go?” 
 
    Kwaku casually shrugged 
 
    Lany stepped forward and peered at Dallan, who began to lean slightly off to one side. “Kwaku, what did you do?” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled low in his throat. 
 
    “John, answer me. What’s going on?” Dallan demanded as he waved Lany away from him. 
 
    “Dallan,” John began, “we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving?” Dallan blinked at him a few times. “Wh… where are we going?” 
 
    Kwaku’s laughter got louder. 
 
    “Kwaku,” John sighed, “let me tell him. He deserves to know.” 
 
    “John? I dinna, I dinna feel…” Dallan turned on Kwaku. “Why ye goo-for-nofingg!” 
 
    “Kwaku," Lany interjected.  "I think we should leave, now.” 
 
    Kwaku’s laughter lowered to a chuckle, his eyes intent on the Scot. 
 
    Dallan seethed “Why ye furdering, minking, bwaoody hedan. I’ll get ye fooo tissss…” he began, then promptly fell flat on his face. Out cold. 
 
    Kwaku threw his arms out in triumph. “Now we are ready to go!” He looked at the rest of the company standing in shock and laughed boisterously. “Let us take de Boyeee to his Maiden, yes?” He motioned to Zara, picked up Dallan like a sack of meal and flung him over a broad shoulder. 
 
    He then wrapped his other arm around his wife and pulled her close. “Now, pretty one,” he bent his face to hers and kissed her passionately. “Take us to de Maiden.” He spoke to her again, in Azurti. 
 
    Zara’s entire body shuddered. She then opened her mouth and began to sing. 

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: The_Maiden]The Maiden
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m o’er young, I’m o’er young,
 
   I’m o’er young to marry yet!
 
   I’m o’er young, ‘twod be a sin
 
   To tak me frae my mammy yet.
 
    
 
   Robert Burns
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   Back in the latter part of the twentieth century.
 
   From here folks, you’re on your own!
 
    
 
   Shona sat at the foot of her bed and stared intently out the window at the rain. She sighed and turned to look at Kitty who sat in one corner of the bedroom, face buried in a fashion magazine, head bobbing up and down to the music on her Walkman. Occasionally her eyes grew wide and she smiled as she turned the pages. 
 
    An excited squeal accompanied the next page turn. Kitty was looking at a men’s fashion magazine. “Oh, oh, look at this one!” Her head still bobbed to a beat Shona couldn’t hear as she held up the magazine for inspection. 
 
    Shona leaned forward and peered at the picture and a blond haired, bare-chested man in blue jeans stared back. She wasn’t impressed. “No, I do not like him.” 
 
    “What! How can you not like him?” Kitty looked at the picture again. “What’s not to like?” 
 
    “It is just a picture, Kitty, not the real thing.” Shona fell back on the bed, making it creak, and stared at the ceiling instead of the rain. 
 
    “Well, to you it may be just a picture. To me it’s … it’s inspirational.” 
 
       Shona turned her head toward Kitty, one eyebrow raised. “Tell me you are kidding.” 
 
    “No, really. I have to have some idea of what I’m looking for. I see him as a sort of map.” 
 
    “A map.” 
 
    “Yes. Now all I have to do is figure out how to read it.” Kitty began to carefully tear the picture out. “I’ll add him to my collection.” 
 
   Shona groaned, then sat up suddenly. “Collection?” 
 
   Kitty looked at her innocently. “Yes. I have to have a collection. In case my tastes change, you know.” 
 
    “Then you must have quite a collection. I’d like to see it sometime…” 
 
    Both Shona and Kitty turned to see Julia standing in the doorway, an amused look on her face. 
 
    “I did not know you were coming over today.” Shona said as she flopped backward onto the bed again. 
 
    Julia stepped into the room and observed the two girls coolly, her ice blue eyes coming to rest on Shona. “I wanted to let you know that I’ve arranged for the West Coast Representatives of the European University to come here Wednesday to interview you.” 
 
   Shona sat up, eyes wide, and smiled. “Truly?” 
 
   Julia flipped her blonde hair out of her eyes and sat on the bed next to her. “Truly.” 
 
    Shona took a deep breath. “Am I ready?” 
 
    Julia put an arm around her. “Of course you are. You’ve worked hard the last two years. I wouldn’t worry about being accepted. How can they turn someone as smart and talented as you away?” 
 
    Shona looked at her tutor and smiled weakly. “It has happened before.” 
 
    Julia studied her face for a moment, reading Shona’s wariness, then tightened her arm’s hold. “This time will be different. You’ll see.” 
 
    “How will this time be different?” Kitty chirped out. “Geez, Yale turned her down, that college in California turned her down, and Julliard turned her down.” 
 
    Julia’s face exploded in silent anger as she glared at Kitty. 
 
    “I don’t understand why. I just don’t think you should get her hopes up.”  Kitty pouted.
 
    “This time will be different. And I would appreciate it if you would keep your negative opinions to yourself from now on.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be negative. I just think something else is going on. There’s no good reason why none of them accepted her. It’s almost as if…” Kitty looked to the floor, her face contemplative now, “as if someone didn’t want Shona to be accepted by any of them.” 
 
    Julia became expressionless as she stared at Kitty. “You think so? Well, that’s an interesting and very imaginative theory. The sort one might expect from you.” She turned to Shona, who sat quietly and stared out the window at the rain again, a pained look on her face. Julia spun back on Kitty. “Now see what you’ve done,” she mouthed silently. 
 
    Kitty bowed her head and pouted. “I’m sorry, Shona. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    Shona looked at her best friend blankly. “It is all right. I know what you meant.” She looked to the window again. “And I agree with you.” 
 
    Julia pressed her lips together and stood. “Enough of this. Subject closed. Wednesday is only a few days away and we all seem to be on edge.” She looked from Kitty to Shona. “I think we all need to take an evening and have a little R and R.” 
 
    “R and R?” Shona asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Rest and relaxation.” Julia smiled and winked conspiratorially. “Girl’s night out.” 
 
    Kitty’s face beamed. “Really? Where are we going?” 
 
    Julia’s glare returned as she brought her attention back to Kitty. “I’ll decide. And it won’t be any place you’d want to go.” 
 
    “Oh geez, not the art gallery again! That’s not R and R; that’s torture!” 
 
    Julia glanced at Shona, a hurt look on her face. “Is that what you call it, too? Torture?” 
 
    Shona raised an eyebrow, smiled a half-smile, and nodded. 
 
    “Well then, what do you suggest?” Julia crossed her arms and looked from one girl to the other. 
 
    “Let Tomy decide. She’s going too, isn’t she? She knows all the good places,” Kitty blurted, jumping to her feet. 
 
    “Yes, let Tomy decide.” Shona added. 
 
    Julia sighed. “All right, Tomy decides. Does she have tomorrow night off? Or is she baby sitting that old lady she takes care of?"
 
    “She will be able to go. But we should not stay out too late.” Shona hopped off the bed and stood near Kitty. “Tomy is coming over early Tuesday morning with new lessons and then we are going to the library in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Oh! I want to go with you guys!” Kitty squeaked. 
 
    Julia ignored her blurt, and looked down her nose at the girls. “She is still coming tomorrow to finish up the equation sheets she’s had you working on?” 
 
    Shona nodded. 
 
    “Good. Call her, let her know what’s going on, then have her call me.” She spun on her heel and abruptly left the room. 
 
    Kitty flopped herself onto the bed. “Wow. What’s eating her?” 
 
    Shona looked at Kitty, her face emotionless, and shrugged. “I do not know, perhaps you should tell me. She is your sister.” 
 
    “Half sister,” Kitty corrected with a frown then looked to the doorway, her next words a whisper. “And sometimes I wonder if she’s even that.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
     Julia left the Whittard’s house without a word. She drove down the hill to the city center faster than she should and didn’t care. 
 
    Kitty was getting close to the truth, too close. Julia thought it safe to let her so-called little sister befriend Shona, thinking Shona needed the social stimulus. As usual, she had been correct: Shona thrived when Kitty spent time with her, and her emotional behavior patterns became as close to normal as one could hope for with Shona. 
 
    She didn’t want to deprive Shona of what Kitty provided, yet she couldn’t risk her sister finding out the truth either. And what if the Whittards found out? No. That could never happen. She had covered her tracks too well. Each university had been well paid. There was no way Shona would have been accepted; she would belong to Julia until the right time came along. 
 
    And now was the right time. Julia downshifted around a corner and raced on. 
 
    And what of Tomy? Did she need the extra tutorial aide? What did she think of everything? But Tomy had only been tutoring Shona for five months. She couldn’t have put together anything that fast, and besides, until lately she only spent a day or two a week with Shona. Not enough time to be too nosy about things…
 
    Julia tried to relax and slow the car down. Everything was risky now. She would have to be careful. She turned into a public parking lot, parked the car and got out. Her high heels clicked across the pavement as she made her way to the nearest building. 
 
    And what of Shona herself? She agreed with Kitty. What should she do about her? Perhaps it was again time to slip her some persuasive medication? Probably the best solution. Keep Shona controllable and submissive, tie her to more feelings of helplessness and dependence. Maybe even call on the extra help she’d hired before to keep the girl where she wanted her. Under control. 
 
    When the time was right, the controller would change. For now, she was the one holding all the power. As far as Julia Dawson was concerned, she owned Shona Whittard. And if she were double crossed, she could easily take and keep her to herself for a time, see how far the girl could go. If her suspicions were correct, she may even be able to sell Shona and her ‘talents’ to certain parties. She suspected Shona could do much more than sing. 
 
    Julia smiled as she imagined the furious bidding, then thought of something else.  What if Shona was … no, it couldn't be.  Julia suddenly stopped and stared at the front entrance of her destination.  What if, she mused … just what if Shona was what she'd been searching for all this time?  
 
    But no.  That would surely be impossible.  And at this point Julia wasn't even sure of what it was she'd been so desperate to find.  Her memories were all mixed up prior to the last twelve years. All thanks to a stupid accident. Julia shook herself.  She couldn't afford to think about her past, most of which seemed lost to her.  What she did need to think about was how Shona Whittard would benefit her.  Julia's employer would see to that. 
 
     She smiled wickedly to herself as she entered the building and marched up to the front counter. A wiry little man with glasses too big for his face looked up at her from his perch atop a stool. “May I help you?” 
 
    “I want to send a telegram.” Julia spoke coldly. 
 
    The man peered at her through his glasses, not intimidated. “Oh, you like doing things the old fashioned way.  You know there's talk about shutting this whole thing down?  End of an era it is."  He shook his head sadly and sighed. "Where to?” 
 
    “London, England.” 
 
    “All right, the charge per word…” 
 
    “I’m quite familiar with the cost. I’ve sent telegrams there before from this office.” 
 
    The man squinted at her. “Oh, I thought you looked familiar. Okay, shoot.” 
 
    Julia pulled a piece of paper out of her purse. “Here’s the name and address I want it sent to.” 
 
    The man scribbled it down. “And what would you like to say?” 
 
    She looked down her nose at him and smiled sadistically. “It’s a short message this time. Two words.” 
 
    He looked at her impatiently. “Yes?” 
 
    Julia smiled again, this time to herself. “The message is… ‘She’s ready.’” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
    “Do you need anything else, Mr. MacNab?” 
 
    Angus MacNab looked up from his small kitchen table to see Tomika Ashby, his mother’s part-time nurse. “Nay, lass, everything is fine. Ye can go on home if ye likes. I can manage things the rest o’ the day.” 
 
    Tomika, affectionately known as Tomy, turned to Mother MacNab sitting in her wheelchair in front of the television. “I’m leaving now, Mrs. MacNab!” She told the woman in a loud voice. 
 
    “Yer grieving? Whatever for?” the old lady barked back as she stared past Tomy to the wall beyond. 
 
    “Leaving!” Angus yelled. “She said she be leaving now!” 
 
    Mother MacNab turned toward her son’s voice. “Leaving?” 
 
    “Aye! Go back to yer box!” Angus told her, waving a hand at the television. 
 
    The old woman looked back to the TV, stared at it intently, leaned forward, and passed wind. 
 
    Tomy sighed, walked over to the TV and switched it on. “Better?” she yelled as she wrinkled her nose at the old woman. 
 
    Mother MacNab ignored her. 
 
    “Pay no mind, Tomy, she hasna been herself lately.” 
 
    Tomy sighed again and turned to leave. “I put your dinner in the refrigerator. All you have to do is heat it up later.” 
 
    “Ah, lass,” Angus beamed. “Ye didna ha’ to go through all that trouble. But, as ye did, I’ll ha’ to honor ye by eating every bite!” 
 
    Tomy smiled and winked at him. “See that you do. Make sure she eats all hers too, and don’t forget to give her that new medicine or she’ll keep you awake all night with that gas of hers.” 
 
    Angus nodded, grimacing at the thought. “Aye, I’ll see that I do.” 
 
    Tomy headed for the door. 
 
    “Ha’ ye any good news on yer other job? Ha’ they hired ye on for more hours?” 
 
    She turned back, disappointment on her pretty black face. “I don’t know what those people want. Shona and I get along fine. I don’t see why they don’t let me take over some of the other subjects too. For now, it’s just math.” 
 
    Angus nodded. “Ah, will ye be getting to spend another play-day with the lass this week?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Angus shrugged. “I just think it nice ye gets to go out now and then, ha’ a wee bit o’ fun. Yer too young to work yer life away.” He smiled and waited for her reaction. 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth. Lord knows I need it!” She smiled back. “I can’t thank you enough for getting me that job. It’s been a blessing.” 
 
     Angus nodded and chuckled to himself. “Where might ye be off to this time?” 
 
    “To a place with dancing.” 
 
    “Dancing, ye say? Weel, that’s different.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, it is, isn’t it? Usually it’s some art exhibit. Julia wanted someplace that had music and I guess it was the first place that came to mind. I’m surprised she agreed. That woman don’t like much of anything I suggest.” 
 
     Angus leaned forward in his chair nodding and smiling at her, a knowing look on his face. “What sort o’ place is it?” 
 
    Tomy began to put on her sweater. “It’s called Stan’s. A country-western place. Live bands, D.J.’s, that sort of thing.” She picked up a small backpack, slung it over one shoulder and turned again to go. 
 
    Angus’s smile vanished, replaced by a face full of worry as he looked to the door. “And when might ye be going to this place? Do I need to gets help wi’ Mother?” 
 
    “Oh no, we’re going tomorrow night. I’m not here this Monday, remember?” 
 
    Angus smiled again and nodded. “Aye, I remember. Ye ha’ a good time then, lass.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will, even though we won’t be out that late. Shona and I have a lot of work to do Tuesday morning and want to spend some time at the library. It’s going to be a busy day!” 
 
    “Best ye makes the most of yer time out then.” 
 
    “Oh you can bet I will! See you later. Bye!” She left, closing the door softly behind her. 
 
     Angus sat back in his chair, ran a gnarled hand through his silver-gray hair and let go a weary sigh. He was getting too old for this. At age sixty-five he always thought he would be something other than what he was. But who was he to complain? He had his health, he had his mother, sans her hearing, both of them were well fed and clothed. Ten years ago he’d been cold, starving and had a noose about his neck. Angus shivered at the thought, then put it aside. 
 
   He got up and headed for the refrigerator. What a wonderful thing, refrigerators. Almost as wonderful as the microwave, though he was still leery when he used it. After living over a year in the small apartment, he thought he’d be comfortable with the various wonders surrounding him, but some things were still strange, like heating food in seconds instead of an hour. Unnatural. However, appetite sometimes had a way of convincing a person otherwise. 
 
    He carefully opened the microwave and placed a plate of spaghetti into it, closing one eye as he pressed the buttons, both eyes when he pressed start.  The microwave whirred to life, and he sighed in relief. Once again, he’d lived; the microwave was cooking only the food and not him. 
 
    When the meal was heated he removed the plate and placed it on the table. He turned to his mother who sat watching the potted palm rather than the TV. “D’ye wants to eat?” He asked loudly. 
 
    She peered at the TV. “What’s wrong with his feet?” 
 
    “Eat! D’ye wants to eat?” Angus repeated, louder this time. 
 
    “Nay.” Her gaze wandered back to the plant. 
 
    Angus sighed and sat down at the table. The food in front of him looked and smelled wonderful. He breathed deeply of the spicy aroma before reaching for his fork. No one made spaghetti like Tomy! Well, not that he’d ever had anyone else’s. He began to dig in. 
 
    The lights flickered. 
 
    “The box! Dinna turn off the box!” His mother cried. 
 
    Disgusted, he put down his fork and got up to check the TV. “No one is going to turn off the box. The wind must be interfering with the electrical again.” 
 
    Mother MacNab said nothing and instead passed more wind of her own. 
 
    He grimaced and looked at the set. It was off. He turned it back on, wondering why it would shut down. He sat once more and returned to his meal. 
 
    The lights flickered again. The table began to shake. 
 
    “The box! Someone turned off the box!” 
 
    Angus ignored his mother’s cry and looked about nervously. He pulled his lower lip into his teeth a few times, a nervous tic, and glanced again around the apartment. 
 
    The clean dishes drying on the kitchen counter rattled, the light above the table swung and the table itself was walking away with his dinner. 
 
    “Ahhhhrrgg!” Angus screamed as he jumped to his feet. He raced for the dishes on the counter, put them into the sink where they’d be safer, ran to the table, grabbed his dinner and threw it into the refrigerator. 
 
    “The sky is falling!” Mother MacNab cried out woefully. 
 
    “I wish it were!” He grumbled as he hurriedly began to put anything breakable within reach out of sight. He stumbled into the living room and grabbed the kitchen table before it walked right over his mother, dragged it back to its corner and dove for the coffee table to catch a porcelain figurine of a Scottish dancer before it could crash to the floor. The whole apartment shook as if in an earthquake, but he knew well it was no earthquake. 
 
    Angus contemplated what to tell the neighbors this time when his face contorted with terror as he looked horrified across the room. “Me darling! Saints alive, I forgot me darling!” He raced across the room to rescue his most prized possession, an ancient, chipped and very badly stained teapot. His only possession from the past. He nearly fell over in his haste to reach his cherished treasure, grabbed it and clutched the teapot close to his chest. 
 
    He looked frantically at the walls and ceiling. “De’il take ye!” He shouted as he shook a fist at the wall in front of him. “Yer ruining me house ye de’il heathen!” 
 
    The room shook one final time before a piercing yellow light illuminated everything, outlining the various pieces of worn furniture as if an artist were tracing their lines. 
 
    Mother MacNab turned to the light, horrified. “It’s the English!” 
 
    Angus huddled in a corner, his teapot clutched tightly against him, face etched with dread. “Worse.” 
 
    The light broke, peeling away the outline of the furniture it had just drawn to reveal another source of light. Sunshine poured into Angus’s apartment from the direction of his bathroom as an entire wall of the room peeled away and disappeared, leaving in its wake the village of Genis Lee. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Happy day to you, little bro-dar!” Kwaku sauntered out of the bright sunshine of Genis Lee and into Angus’s living room. 
 
    The grizzled old Scot moaned banefully and huddled farther into the corner. 
 
    “You are happy to see me, yes?” Kwaku chortled as he looked for a suitable spot to drop his baggage—namely, Dallan. He brightened as he saw what he was looking for, and unceremoniously dumped him, still unconscious, onto the floor near a window with a loud thud. 
 
    Angus closed his eyes, not wanting to see what remained of his fellow countryman, if anything. 
 
    “Mo-dar!” Kwaku bellowed happily at Mother MacNab. 
 
    Angus’s mother peered up at him through her thick glasses and loudly passed wind. 
 
    “Well, I see Mother is still having the same little health problem as on our last visit,” Lany commented dryly as he came through the doorway Zara had created at her husband’s command. He glanced at Angus who still had his eyes tightly shut. 
 
    “Might as well open them, Angus. Kwaku’s still here.” He turned to the large heap of Scot on the floor with a look of annoyance. “Living stars, Kwaku, there are beds in this house.” 
 
     Kwaku merely chuckled in response. 
 
    Angus opened an eye experimentally, grimaced at Kwaku, and then opened the other eye to see what remained of his living room. Not much; half was still there, the other half was the southeastern side of Genis Lee.  A man he’d never formally met, yet expected, stood in the warm sunshine looking very reluctant. 
 
    “Hurry, Lord Councilor. My pretty one tires,” Kwaku laughed as he began to walk toward the time doorway. 
 
    John Eaton took a deep breath and stepped into the living room. Zara, her strength nearly gone, followed. 
 
    “My beloved,” Kwaku spoke concerned as he rushed to her side, catching her before she could fall and immediately spoke to her in Azurti. 
 
    “Is she all right?” Lany asked, worry in his own voice. 
 
    Kwaku scooped his wife up in his arms and headed for a tiny hallway near the front door as Genis Lee faded from sight. “She is tired. I will take care of her.” He disappeared into one of the bedrooms. 
 
    “How about you, Eaton? You okay?” 
 
    John looked sheepishly at his assistant. “Fine.” 
 
    “First time through did the same to me, too. Second time’s not so bad.” Lany bent to Dallan, took one of his wrists and checked for any sign of a pulse as Kwaku reentered the room. 
 
     Angus watched Lany, an odd look of confirmation forming on his face, and nodded to himself. “Kilt him already, have ye?” He muttered to Kwaku. “Hmmph! Knew he wouldn’t last!” Disgusted, he headed for the kitchen. 
 
    “Kwaku,” John began. “I want to get started immediately. Is Zara all right? Will she be able to come with us?” 
 
     Kwaku chuckled as he looked around the apartment expectantly. “We do not need her as yet, Lord Councilor. She needs to rest for now. I will not allow her out. Too dangerous.” He made a direct path for a small china cabinet tucked in a corner near the TV. 
 
    “Dangerous? What do you mean, dangerous?” 
 
    Kwaku opened the cabinet and began to rifle through the mismatched assortment of plates, cups, bowls and odd collectables, obviously searching for something. “She is not strong enough now to help us tonight. Or tomorrow.” He turned to John, a triumphant look on his face as he pulled out a long tin candy box and took off the lid. 
 
    “When will she be ready?” John asked, ignoring the sweet smells coming from the box. 
 
    “After she has been,” Kwaku popped a large piece of chocolate into his mouth. He chewed slowly, relishing the taste before giving John a wink. “Well fed,” he finished and laughed. 
 
    “Fed!” Angus hobbled in from the kitchen. “Not in my house, ye disgusting heathen!” 
 
    Kwaku began to laugh heartily, enjoying the little man’s discomfort. 
 
    Lany stood, and ignoring Kwaku, grabbed a piece of chocolate out of the box still in the Azurti’s hand, never once taking his eyes off Dallan. “What did you give him, Kwaku?” 
 
    “The Maiden, Angus is she safe?” John’s voice was urgent. 
 
    Angus, remembering his manners, bowed slightly to him in a more formal greeting. “Aye, Lord John, she’s safe. My Tomy keeps a good eye on her.” 
 
    “Tomy? Who’s Tomy?” John absently reached for the candy tin, stepping in front of the TV as he did so. 
 
    “Bloody Sassenach!  Yer blocking the box!” Mother MacNab screamed at him. A cane appeared out of nowhere and met John squarely in the knee. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, Eaton. I forgot to warn you. Don’t stand in front of the box.” Lany advised, eyes still glued to Dallan, his mouth half full of candy. 
 
    John sidestepped well out of the cane’s reach. “Who’s Tomy?” 
 
    “She takes care o’ me mother every other day. I gots her a job as tutor in the Maiden’s house. Got tired of sneaking around there all the time—neighbors kept reporting me. I didna think it wise to get meself labeled a peeping Tom. So I use the lass.” 
 
    John blanched. “Does she know anything?” 
 
    “Dinna worry, Lord John. Master Lany checked her out on his last visit here. The lass knows nothing. I ask her how her week went, and she tells me all the goins’ on. Get a lot more information this way, more than when I was a-peeping through the Maiden’s windows.” 
 
    John grimaced as he rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Peeping through her windows?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Eaton.” Lany bent over Dallan again and pried one eye open. He shook his head in annoyance. “He’s really out, Kwaku. Are you sure you didn’t give him too much?” 
 
    “Where is the Maiden now?” John asked no one in particular. 
 
    “’Tis Sunday, she should be home wi’ her folk.” Angus joined Lany next to Dallan. 
 
    “And tomorrow?” John now asked, noticing the unconscious form on the floor for the first time. 
 
    “She’ll be going out tomorrow night with my Tomy. I have the name o’ the, weel, inn, I guess ye’d call it. Sort of. Tuesday, they be at the library.” Angus poked at his younger countryman. “Big fellow, isn’t he?” 
 
    Lany nodded. “Among other things, yes.” He turned and looked at Kwaku who was popping the last piece of candy into his mouth. “He is going to wake up sometime this week, right?” 
 
     Kwaku began to laugh. “He will wake soon enough, Mos-go-fi -an. In fact, he will wake very soon. De drug is strong, yes. But it is short effect.” 
 
     Dallan moaned. 
 
    “Ha! See? What I tell you?” 
 
    Angus snorted. “Aye, he’ll wake up. Then what are we to do wi’ him? I remember waking up once too!” He glared at Kwaku. “Remember?” 
 
    “Different circumstances, little bro-dar! De Boyeee will be fine. He is made of good stuff !” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I’ll take no chances just the same.” Angus grumbled as he slowly got to his feet and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    “When will he be fit enough to take out?” John asked as he took the spot Angus had recently occupied. 
 
    “He will be fine by tonight, Lord Councilor. We should not hurry him. De Maiden needs time to sense he is near. Her heart will den waken.” 
 
    Dallan groaned again, louder this time. 
 
    “Turn off the radiator!” Mother MacNab yelled. 
 
    Angus returned from the kitchen, a large frying pan in one hand. “That’s not the radiator, Mother.” 
 
    Mother looked at the pile of Scot on the floor and snorted. “Who made that mess? I’m not cleaning it up! Who made it?” 
 
    Everyone but Mother looked at Kwaku. 
 
    Dallan grunted, turned from his back onto his stomach, managed to push himself up a few inches with his arms… then fell flat on his face. 
 
    “Ohhh, that must’ve hurt.” Lany spoke flatly. 
 
    Angus raised the frying pan and held it like a baseball bat. “He’s no going to break anything when he wakes up, is he? I’m still paying for the damages from that black de’il’s last visit!” 
 
    “Dallan will be fine,” John commented confidently. 
 
    “Maybe so, but I remember how I felt after I woke up in a strange place.” Angus narrowed his eyes at Kwaku, who was trying to look innocent. 
 
    Dallan’s body jerked as he groaned again. 
 
    Kwaku stepped to where Dallan lay and nudged him with one foot. “Time to get up, Boyeee.” 
 
    John and Lany backed away from the now-still form on the floor, both knowing he wouldn’t be still for long. 
 
    Dallan coughed, groaned, raised his head slightly and opened one drug-leaden eye. He turned his head to look at Kwaku’s foot, moaned again, and let his face hit the floor. 
 
    “Yes, well, this is moving right along, isn’t it? Kwaku, next time halve the dosage, okay?” Lany suggested. “His face can’t take it.” 
 
    “John?” 
 
    Everyone looked at the floor. 
 
    “I’m right here, Dallan.” John replied, kneeling by the Scot. 
 
    Dallan held up his head and pushed his chest from the floor with his forearms, then slowly brought himself up to his knees. He looked at the Venetian blinds in the window in front of him before taking in the rest of his surroundings. Nothing but John seemed to register—the furniture, the people, nothing. He saw it all, but didn’t quite know what any of it was.  His eyes then landed on Kwaku. 
 
    The heathen he recognized, and glared accordingly. “I hate you.” 
 
    Kwaku laughed. “Look around you, Boyeee. See de help I have for you! Dis is what will get you home!” 
 
    Dallan looked around again. He saw John’s compassion-governed face, Lany peering at him over John’s shoulder. A little old man looked ready to lay him out with a huge frying pan. He turned from the sight and noticed a very old woman sitting in a chair with wheels, cane in hand, wearing a huge pair of spectacles on her face. She leaned toward him slightly, as if to get a closer look, and loudly passed wind. 
 
    “What do you dink, Boyeee? You will have lots of help capturing de Muiraran for us, yes?” 
 
    Dallan teetered slightly before he gave his attention back to Kwaku. “Ye murdering… stink… stinking heathen. Where am I?” 
 
   Kwaku laughed again. “Look around you, Boyeee. Den tell me.” 
 
   Dallan let his eyes and ears wander, and suddenly noticed an odd assortment of noises coming from his left near the old woman. His body automatically turned to the sounds. A large box sitting atop a table seemed to be their source. Dallan fell halfway in the direction of the woman, his balance still unsteady as he tried to get a closer look. 
 
    “Get away from the bloody box!” The woman screamed. 
 
    “Owohhh!” Dallan didn’t even see the cane coming. It hit him squarely on the back of the head. He threw himself in the opposite direction and crashed against the blinds, bringing them down on top of him. 
 
    Kwaku flew into full Azurti guffaws. 
 
    “Dallan, are you all right?” John ran to his side and began to pull the blinds off him. Lany went over to help. 
 
    “Ye bloody heathen! I’ll kill ye! I’ve had enough o’ all o’ this!” Dallan’s arms were flying every which way as he struggled to free himself from the tangled mess. 
 
    Face beaming Angus stepped into the melee to help as well. “Ah laddie, I’ve misjudged ye! Yer words are music to me old ears!” 
 
    Dallan ignored him, struggled to his feet and spun on Kwaku, still unsteady. His eyes narrowed, his breathing quickened, muscles tensed. He growled low and bared his teeth. 
 
    “Living stars, I think he’s going to try to kill him,” Lany whispered to John. 
 
    “Dallan,” John began, “don’t! Calm down! You can’t!” 
 
    “Aye, not in my house! Kill him someplace else!” Angus quickly added. 
 
    Dallan slowly crouched, preparing for a spring. 
 
    Kwaku laughed and charged the Scot so fast no one else had time to react. “Today is not de day, Boyeee!” he grunted as he grabbed Dallan and roughly turned him around to face the now-uncovered window. “Today you fight dis, not me!” 
 
    Dallan struggled briefly then realized he hadn’t as much strength as he first thought. He stopped, noticing for the first time what lay before him. 
 
    Kwaku released his hold. 
 
    “By the Saints.” Dallan stepped to the window and stared at the city. A loud, high-pitched noise caught his attention. It got louder, closer, coming with speed from the sound of it. A large white metal carriage sped past on the smooth street below, red flashing lights on its roof. 
 
    “Mother of God,” he whispered as he noticed the horrifying carriages were everywhere. Another noise reached his ears and he followed the source of the sound and found his gaze pulled upward to a steel bird of enormous size flying high overhead. 
 
    “You will help find de Muiraran, Boyeee.” Kwaku whispered in his ear. 
 
    Dallan stepped away from the window, eyes widening as his stomach lurched. He looked in horror at his surroundings: the odd furniture, the strange lights, and the box that glowed. He looked closer. One side of the box, the source of the light, was made of glass, on the other side of which ran several men no more than a few inches tall. They ran among more of the metal carriages. Dallan felt his air cut off by his own rising terror. 
 
    “Dis is where you will find de Muiraran, Boyeee. Or dis is where you will stay! What do you dink of dat?” 
 
    No response. Dallan had fainted dead away. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Dallan? Dallan, can you hear me?” 
 
    The voice was familiar, holding a compassionate tone. 
 
    Dallan tried to open his eyes, curious to see who the voice belonged to. 
 
    “Thank the Creator. Are you all right?” 
 
    The face belonging to the voice was also familiar, but not enough at the moment to attach a name. “John?” He guessed. 
 
    “Dallan, can you see me?” 
 
    See him? Of course he could. “Aye.” Why wouldn’t he be able to see him? 
 
    “I need you to sit up if you can. I have something for your head.” 
 
    His head? What was wrong with his head? He tried to sit up. “Ooohhh…” He grabbed at the back of his skull as if to pull the throbbing ache from there and throw it across the room. 
 
    “Easy, don’t try to sit up so fast. Here, put this on it.” John grabbed one broad shoulder in an attempt to help him keep his balance, then handed him an odd-looking blue bundle. 
 
    “Tis cold.” 
 
    “It’s an ice pack. It will make your head feel better. You’ve got quite a bump.”  
 
    Dallan again reached to the back of his head and gingerly searched the area with his fingers. He winced when they found what he was looking for, a knot about the size of a walnut. “Saints.” 
 
    “Put the ice on it, then take these.” John held out his hand. 
 
    Dallan peered at the two pills John offered, then at the ice pack in his hand. “This will do me fine, John. I dinna want to take anything.” 
 
    “Dallan, these won’t hurt you. They’ll help your head.” 
 
    “No." 
 
    John sighed and shifted in his chair by the bed. “Kwaku sometimes uses methods I don’t agree with…” 
 
    “Aye and dinna agree with me. For all I ken, he gave those to ye. I’ve seen that sort o’ wee medicine in the village. I didna take them then, and I wilna take them now.” 
 
    John stared at him a moment, then nodded. “Very well. If you’re not going to use these for your headache, then you won’t mind me using them for mine.” He popped the pills into his mouth and swallowed hard.  He then leaned toward the bed Dallan was on. “You’ll have to learn to trust me. I need your help, and you need mine, but I can’t help you until you help me. And neither of us will get what we need if you don’t learn to trust me.” 
 
    Dallan’s jaw tightened, his twitch dancing. “What is this place? Why have ye brought me here?” 
 
    John’s eyes grew sterner still. “This is where the Muiraran can be found.” 
 
    “And ye want me to fetch it for ye, is that not so?” 
 
    “Yes, Dallan.” 
 
    “Why does it ha’ to be me?” 
 
    John’s eyes were intense now. “Because you’re the only one with the strength enough to wield it.” 
 
    Ignoring John for the moment, Dallan swung his legs over the bed and took in his strange surroundings. There really wasn’t anything frightening about the room. The furniture was a little odd, boxy and plain looking. The light on the ceiling was more intriguing. He looked at it letting his courage build, then stood and took what few steps separated him from the curtained window. He slowly gripped the curtains, took a deep breath and pulled them apart. “Great Mother o’ God.” 
 
    John stood and watched the Scot. 
 
    Dallan fought against the sudden weakness in his knees as he took in the sight of what lay before him. The city was bathed in sunshine, yet it rained. Color washed everything in greens, blues, yellows, pinks, and purples. Dallan thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. “Tis beautiful.” 
 
    “Yes." John breathlessly agreed. "Yes, it is beautiful. The end of a rainbow." He looked right at Dallan, a broad smile on his face. “And now, it’s time to tell you the few things allowed.” 
 
    The Scot’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “About this place, for one thing. There are things you need to know.” 
 
    Dallan looked at the city, bathed in color, rain and sunshine. The tall buildings, the abundant trees, the carriages and… people. There were people in the streets below. He suddenly realized how high up he was, four stories at least. “Aye,” he breathed, “that ‘twould be good.” He stared at the city and all its beauty, knowing full well that beneath the beauty, death lay in wait for him. He turned back to John. “Tis true, then. What the heathen is.” 
 
    John nodded in confirmation. “Yes, it’s true. Kwaku Awahnee is a Master of Time.” 
 
    “By the Saints.” Dallan stared out the window, wide eyed. “Am I a fool, John? A disbelieving fool?” 
 
    “No, Dallan. Not a fool.” 
 
    Dallan turned back to the window and the city beyond. “What is this place? It seems familiar somehow.” 
 
    “As well it should.” 
 
    Dallan tore his gaze from the city, slowly turning around. 
 
    “Yes, Dallan. This is Genis Lee and Mishna… of the past.” 

 
   

              
 
   With every breath, there grows an unquenchable
 
   Fire deep within his being,
 
   The void which had been his life exacts payment on his soul.
 
   A haunting melody captivates his mind,
 
   So familiar yet so unknown.
 
   A longing known to no other calls to him
 
   As the steely teeth of rejection tears the flesh of his memories,
 
   Wounds that can take eons to heal,
 
   Unless time itself intervenes…
 
    
 
   Jaireth Shamaelon, Ruler of Muirara
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    “Shona! Shona, what’s wrong?” 
 
    Shona looked at Tomy, her face stricken with pain. “I…” She couldn’t find any words; they had left her, as had a large piece of her sanity. She could only stare at Tomy like a stupefied child. 
 
    “Julia!” Tomy yelled, unable to tear her gaze from Shona. 
 
    “What is it?” Julia’s crisp voice preceded her into the music room. 
 
    “Something’s wrong with Shona. I think she may be sick!” 
 
    Julia went directly to the worn sofa where Shona sat curled up in one corner, Tomy beside her. Shona looked very drugged, to Julia’s satisfaction. She bent to examine the girl’s eyes. “How are you feeling, Shona? Are you all right?” Her voice was soft, gentle and subtly controlling. 
 
   Shona swallowed, the words in her mind still not coming out. She felt as if someone had placed an invisible gag on her. All she could do was shake her head no. 
 
   Julia patted her cheek gently and smiled. “It’s all right, it’s just your prescription. You’ll feel better in a few hours.”
 
   Shona shuddered involuntarily, her face contorted with her effort to speak. 
 
    “No, shhh. Don’t try to talk. The doctor said this was a side effect. It will only last a few hours and then you’ll be fine.” Julia was in Shona’s face now, intent on any sort of response. 
 
    “Prescription? Prescription for what?” Tomy asked, her brow furrowed in concern. 
 
    “Shona hasn’t been sleeping well lately.” Was all Julia offered. 
 
    Tomy gave a dissatisfied sigh, but knew not to push the matter further. “She’s finished with everything I had for her. Maybe she should lie down?” Tomy stood, walked to a nearby sideboard and picked up a pile of papers. She turned and handed them to Julia. 
 
    Julia ignored her, still intent on Shona. “If she’s finished, take them. I’ve no use for them until you’ve corrected everything.” 
 
    Tomy frowned, pressing her lips together.  “All right, if you say so. I just thought you might like to see them first.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’m done for today. I suppose we aren’t going to Stan’s tonight.” 
 
    Julia finally looked at Tomy. “Why wouldn’t we?” 
 
    Tomy laughed halfheartedly. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I don’t think Shona’s gonna feel much like it.” 
 
    Julia glanced from Tomy to the papers. “Just take care of those. We will be going out tonight. It’s just what she needs, what we all need.” 
 
   Tomy shifted her weight from one foot to the other, an incredulous look on her face. “Julia, she’s in no…” 
 
    “She is fine, and I will not tolerate your attitude. If you wish to remain in my employ, then I suggest you learn to listen and do as you’re told.” Julia sighed, and then smiled in mock understanding. “Look, this medication will affect her only temporarily, and she’ll have all afternoon to catch up on her sleep. By tonight she’ll not only be ready to go out, she’ll want to.” 
 
    Tomy straightened herself and took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean to step out of bounds. I was only concerned.” She also didn’t mean to apologize, but she needed the job, she needed the money, and she had an overwhelming need to protect Shona. 
 
    Julia looked Tomy over carefully, studying her. “I’ll see you tonight then.” She turned back to Shona, an obvious dismissal. 
 
    Tomy’s frown returned as she grabbed her backpack off the sideboard and turned to leave. “You can count on it.” She stopped, turned back and bent to look Shona in the eye, ignoring Julia as she did. “I’ll see you later, girl. Take care of yourself this afternoon.” 
 
    Shona smiled. Julia didn’t. 
 
    Tomy stood, looked from one face to the other and sighed as she left the room. 
 
    Julia’s face was expressionless for a moment before she turned again to her most prized possession. “Well, looks like we have some time to ourselves.” 
 
    Shona stared blankly at her. 
 
    Julia smiled warmly. “I have good news for you.” She reached up to smooth some of Shona’s long curls away from her face. 
 
    Shona flinched. 
 
    Julia ignored the action. “Very good news. Philip may be coming for a visit. You’d like to see Philip again, wouldn’t you?” 
 
   Shona tried to speak, but the muscles in her throat were paralyzed. She swallowed again just to see if she could. Why was she not able to use her voice? 
 
    “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine in a little while. You are looking forward to going out later? It will be such fun. Too bad Philip couldn’t be there with us. I hear he’s a terrific dancer.” She sighed dreamily. “I think he’s terrific in everything. Don’t you?” 
 
    Shona wanted to shake her head, but couldn’t seem to remember how. Frustration began to take hold. She took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. 
 
    Julia leaned forward. “You like Philip, don’t you?” 
 
    Shona was about to take another breath but Julia’s words stopped her. Did she like Philip? She had not seen him in such a long time. But Julia said that she liked him, so maybe she did. How could she like someone she couldn’t even remember? What did he look like? Where was he from? But she must like him. Julia said so. 
 
    “Yes, you like him, don’t you? You want to see him again.” Julia’s voice cooed seductively. “He’s the only one, Shona. The others are bad. They’ll hurt you, you know. They don’t care about you the way Philip does.” 
 
    Does Philip care? Shona wasn’t sure. When had she seen Philip last? Three years? Five? Perhaps more. She couldn’t remember. But she did like him. Didn’t she? 
 
    “You know what the others will do to you. Remember the three? The three who came after you near the library?  They wanted to hurt you didn’t they? They don’t care about you. Not the way Philip does. He would never hurt you, Shona. Never.” 
 
    Shona was barely aware of the fact she was shaking her head. But was she agreeing or disagreeing? She stared at Julia, trying to focus, her eyesight blurred. She had a floating sensation, her mind and body still not connecting with one another. Julia’s words were the only solid thing in the room. 
 
    Julia leaned forward again. “Philip will come for you soon, and when he does you will do whatever he says, won’t you? When he asks you to submit, you will.” Her voice was firm, controlled. 
 
    Shona stared at her, the words penetrating, the identity of the speaker fading. Philip was coming soon. What was she to do? Why was she to do what he told her? But she liked him, didn’t she? So shouldn’t she be able to trust him? 
 
    Shona blinked her eyes a few times, surprised she was able to. A woman’s face faded in and out of her vision. Who was she? And where was Philip? Wasn’t he supposed to come take her to the zoo? Hadn’t they gone there the last time he came? Or was it the ice rink? She was just a little girl. Was she a little girl now? What did he look like? If only she could remember…
 
    An image began to form, distorted, reformed. A man. Was it Philip? The image became clearer, more distinct. Yes, definitely a man. Blonde hair, brown eyes. Philip? Yes, Philip…
 
    The image changed as something within her suddenly came to life. She threw her head back and moaned silently. 
 
    The image of Philip was ripped apart by the thing inside her. Its fragments dissolved instantly as tremors of fear beat against her, trying to get out. Another image pushed itself forward, replacing Philip’s. 
 
   Shona screamed silently, closed her eyes, and opened them again. 
 
    The woman wasn’t there anymore. The little boy was now painted onto her vision scape, taking over the room, filling her eyes, her mind. He pleaded with her, begged her to see him. And indeed she could see him, and feel him as well. A distinct presence. 
 
    At that moment something stirred deep inside her heart, as if waking. 
 
    Shona moaned, the sound unfamiliar to her own ears, then yelped in surprise as she felt a sharp pinch of pain on her right arm. She tried to pull away but someone held her in place. She began to panic. “Nooo…” The word barely managed to escape before a hand clapped itself over her mouth. She struggled, but it was no use, there were too many hands on her, or so it seemed, holding her in place. Who was it? Philip? But Philip would never hurt her. Julia said so. It must be the others then. They would hurt her. They didn’t care. Julia said they didn’t care. 
 
     Help, please, someone help me! 
 
    The little boy tried to run to her, to help her, his image changing to that of a man. A man she had never seen before, but one she knew could save her. Or would he? She didn’t know anymore. She didn’t know anything; as her consciousness slowly slipped away…
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
   “Dallan,” John pleaded, “please get on the bus when it comes. It won’t hurt you, I promise.” 
 
    “Eaton,” Lany whispered, “let me try.” 
 
    John threw a hand in the air. “Good luck.” 
 
    Lany marched up to the pacing Scot and stopped him in the middle of the sidewalk. “Dallan, you’re acting like a child. Stop it. Either get on the next bus when it comes, or we’ll leave without you.”    
 
   Dallan glared down at Lany, eyes narrowed to slits. He took his hands out of the pockets of the odd grey trousers he’d been forced to wear and held them loose at his sides. 
 
    “Don’t take that stance with me. I don’t care. Get on the bus or get left behind.” Lany stopped and sighed. “I’ve been here before. I know it’s scary. Go ahead, admit it. There’s no shame in that.” 
 
    Dallan sucked air through his nose, his jaw too tight to open his mouth. 
 
    “Aye, lad, ‘tis a wee bit frightening at first, but I rather enjoy it meself, now that I’m used to it.” Angus tugged on Dallan’s sleeveless shirt. His arms and shoulders had been too big for it, so John and Lany had cut the sleeves away, not to mention part of the neck line, to allow a more comfortable fit. They called the outfit sweats. 
 
    Dallan looked hard at Lany. “How long do we have to… ride it?”
 
    Lany tried not to smile. “Not long enough for you to decide whether or not you like or dislike it.” 
 
    John stepped forward. “Dallan, please. The next one will be coming any minute. We’re late enough as it is. It’s the only mode of transportation available to us. I know it’s all strange and new, but time is of the essence.” 
 
   The bus suddenly pulled up to the curb, its white and orange bulk rocking slightly side to side as it hit an uneven area of the street. It let out a loud hiss and came to a screeching halt. 
 
    Dallan froze. 
 
    Lany grabbed John and Angus. “Well, no sense waiting here for the next one. If we do, we’ll never make it on time.” He ushered them to the bus’s door. 
 
    The door opened with another loud hiss. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed, his twitch danced. 
 
    Angus hobbled up the few steps to a man sitting behind a large wheel and put some coins into a funny little box, the sound distinct in Dallan’s ears. Lany was next to board, whistling as he did, making a show of putting his own coins into the box, all the while looking Dallan right in the eye. John was next. He stopped before getting on and backed up a few steps, motioning Dallan to precede him. 
 
    Dallan looked at the open door, the little box and scowling driver. He swallowed and looked back to John, then took a step forward. Two steps, three. “There’s something I’ve never told ye, John,” he said as he stood poised in the doorway, one foot on the first step. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I dinna travel well.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t travel well?” 
 
    Dallan stood on the first step, the smell of the bus’s interior sending waves of nausea through him, the rocking motion from his weight entering the thing not helping the cause. But he knew it was more than that. “Ye’ll find out soon enough.” He swallowed hard, fighting the urge to run, the walls of the bus suddenly closing in around him. 
 
    He boarded, John following. They were finally on their way to securing the Muiraran. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Will you look at that one over there!” Kitty chirped for the ninth time. 
 
   Tomy rolled her eyes and looked to where Kitty pointed, squinting in the dim light. “Lordy, Kitty, I can’t take much more of this. If Shona and Julia don’t get here soon, I’m leaving. You are driving me crazy, girl!”  
 
   Kitty’s face plunged into disappointment. “What’s the matter, don’t you like him?” 
 
   Tomy rubbed her temples and closed her eyes a moment before she glared at Kitty. “Are you this man-crazy at home, too? Or only when you’re with me?” 
 
    Kitty sat up straight in the huge crescent-moon shaped booth they occupied as the music around them got louder. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    Tomy’s sip of diet soda was cut off by Kitty’s statement. “Give me a break!” 
 
   The music suddenly stopped, the song over. Mondays were not the most thrilling at Stan’s; the patrons had to rely on the jukebox for entertainment. The DJ was reserved for Wednesdays, live bands for the weekends. 
 
    Tomy breathed a sigh of relief, not just because of the relative break of silence, but because Shona and Julia had finally gotten there. 
 
    “Oh, look, there they are!” Kitty exclaimed, clapping her hands. 
 
    Tomy grimaced as she watched Kitty bounce around in anticipation. “Lord help us all.” 
 
    “Hello, Tomy.” Shona said as she approached the center of the table as if deciding who to sit next to. Kitty immediately bounced to the middle of the booth to make room for them, moving closer to Tomy. 
 
    “Do you have to sit next to me?” Tomy grumbled.  She brushed Kitty off with a sigh and turned her attention elsewhere. “Hello, Shona, girl. You feeling better?” 
 
    Shona slid into the big red booth, Julia following. “I am much better now, thank you.” Her voice was oddly stoic, factual, cold. Tomy and Kitty looked at her with mild curiosity. 
 
    “Tomy told me you weren’t feeling well earlier." Kitty began concerned, as she continued to bounce about in her seat. "What did your doctor give you this time? Geez, can’t that man make up his mind?” 
 
    “It’s none of your concern,” Julia interrupted. “Everything is fine. Let’s not talk about it anymore. We are here to enjoy ourselves.” She glanced about as she spoke, taking in their surroundings. Several people milled about the mammoth jukebox in one corner of the huge room. Quite a few more around the bar. For a Monday night, attendance was quite high. Good. 
 
   “What are you drinking?” Julia asked nonchalantly, eyeing the men around the jukebox. 
 
    “Diet, what else?” Kitty blurted, still bouncing even though there was no music. 
 
    A woman in a T-shirt and jeans approached the table, her boot heels stomping across the wood floor. “STAN’S” was printed in large bold red across her chest. “What can I get you?” 
 
    The music suddenly began again. 
 
    “I’ll have a glass of white wine. Shona, what do you want?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Julia looked at her. “Shona? What do you want?” 
 
    Shona shook herself and forced her attention to Julia. “I would like a, a glass of orange juice, please.” 
 
    “Be right back with those,” the woman said as she turned and left the table. 
 
    Shona watched her leave, relaxing in waves. A pleasant song was playing, just a man’s voice and guitar, a love song. She closed her eyes, the music wrapping itself around her, the thing inside her responding, soaking up the words and music, absorbing them. Feeding. 
 
    “Oh, look at that!” Kitty squeaked, grabbing Shona’s arm. “What do you think?” 
 
     Shona glanced lazily ahead in the direction of Kitty’s pointing finger to a tall man clad in black jeans, white shirt, and a large black cowboy hat. He stared back at her, a wide smile under his long mustache. She smiled back. “Okay.” 
 
    “What?” Tomy blurted, practically choking on her drink. “Did I hear you right, Shona? Are you looking at a man?” 
 
    “Shona, it’s very unladylike to stare. Stop it.” Julia glanced coldly at the man who shrugged and turned away. 
 
    “That wasn’t very nice,” Kitty pouted. “Now I’ll have to find another one.” 
 
    Julia turned the look on her to stop any further attempts at man-watching. Kitty frowned and rested her chin in her hands. “This isn’t much fun.” 
 
    “Kitty?” Julia said sweetly. 
 
    Kitty looked up expectantly at her older sister. “Yes?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Kitty’s chin found her hands again, her mouth forming a frown. 
 
    The music changed. 
 
    The music was upbeat, full of life, fun, racing. Fast. Shona threw her head back as her breathing picked up and her blood began to course through her veins like lightning. Her eyes grew wide, as an odd sort of anticipation began to mount within her, feeling ready to erupt like a volcano. 
 
    “Lordy, Shona, what’s wrong?” Tomy asked, horrified. 
 
    Shona tried to focus on her but couldn’t. Her control was nearly gone. She had to get out of the booth, move, anything to curb the excitement building inside her. She swallowed and almost choked. 
 
    Julia quickly stood up. “Shona, I want you to come with me.” 
 
    Shona was shaking now; the thing nearly had her. 
 
    “Hurry, Shona.” Julia insisted. 
 
    “What is going on? What’s wrong with her?” Tomy stood. 
 
    Julia smiled, her eyes narrowing. “Absolutely nothing. I told you she wanted to go out tonight. She’s going to have a great time, trust me.” She reached across the booth and grabbed one of Shona’s arms, pulling her out of her seat and all but flinging her toward the jukebox. “Let’s hear that song again!” She hooted to the men, dragging Shona along beside her. 
 
   Tomy sat down slowly. “Oh-My-God. What is that woman up to?” 
 
   Kitty looked from Tomy to her sister, as Julia, the self-proclaimed founder of class and sophistication, slapped an unsuspecting cowboy on the butt. “I guess she just wants to have a good time?” She commented haphazardly. 
 
    Tomy sat stunned as Julia put a quarter into the jukebox. The same song started again…
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan was on his knees, clutching his stomach. “Oh, Saints,” he rasped shakily, and retched again. 
 
    “Eaton,” Lany began uneasily, “how long is he going to do this?” 
 
    “He said he didn’t travel well. Now I know what he meant.” John paced nervously as the sounds of Dallan’s suffering came from the other side of one of the parked cars surrounding them. 
 
    Angus shook his head. “It isna that he canna travel. The De’il heathen told me before we left he might ha’ a wee bit o’ trouble wi’ the bus.” 
 
    “And?” John prompted. 
 
    “If it were the travel, how could he sail cross the Channel when he went to France, hmm?” 
 
    John and Lany exchanged the same look of curiosity. 
 
    “The lad no has a-traveling sickness. He can’t stand to be closed in. The heathen says he has a sickness of closed spaces.” 
 
      John understood, his features relaxing. “He’s claustrophobic. He does fine on a ship…” 
 
    “Because he can get on deck. Close the lad in though, and…” Angus made a motion as if being sick to his stomach. 
 
    Dallan emerged from the other side of the car, his face pale and sweaty, hands shaking, jaw tight. Angus hobbled up to him and offered a handkerchief. Dallan nodded his thanks and turned to clean himself. 
 
    Lany sighed slowly and bit his lower lip. “Well, this is an untimely piece of information.” 
 
    “Better we found out now,” John commented as he walked over to Dallan. He put a hand on one broad shoulder. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Dallan looked over his shoulder at him. “Aye, I’m fine,” he rasped weakly. 
 
    John came around in front of him. “Dallan, are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    Dallan sniffed once and coughed. “I feel a wee bit strange. I guess riding on that… that thing didna help me much.” 
 
    John looked to Lany, who glanced behind them at the large building on the other side of the parking lot. A big red sign rose high into the air. STAN’S. He nodded his agreement to John. It wasn’t just Dallan’s newly discovered claustrophobia affecting him; it was the Maiden as well. 
 
    John closed his eyes in silent prayer for a few moments before speaking.  “You understand what you’re to do? Just get a good look at the Muiraran. We’re not here to take her… the Muiraran yet.” 
 
    Dallan absently rubbed his chin with a hand missing John's mistake, “Is it that well guarded then? Can we no steal it? And this place, John, just what is it?” 
 
    “It be an inn of sorts, lad,” Angus quickly volunteered. “The kind one might go for a wee bit o’, ah, well, one might call it a…” 
 
    “It’s a tavern, Dallan,” Lany added calmly. “A place where people go to get drunk, socialize or both.” 
 
    Dallan looked the building over carefully, suddenly thankful the heathen wasn’t there. Kwaku had stayed behind to tend to his wife; feed her, he said. Just as well. If he had been there, Dallan knew he would probably still feel sick. He refocused his attention on his companions. “Tell me, John, why is something o’ such great importance to yer people kept in a tavern?” 
 
   John glared at Lany, who gave him a what was I supposed to say? look in response. He turned back to Dallan. “The Muiraran is here for tonight only, that is, if we haven’t missed ah … it.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed. He looked to the building again and began to walk directly to it. 
 
    John gasped. “Dallan, wait, let one of us go first.” He began to trot after him, the rest following. 
 
    Dallan reached two large wooden doors. A loud thumping sound was coming from inside. He stood, head cocked, listening with curiosity. 
 
    Angus caught up to him. “Let me take him in, Lord John. I’m more familiar with these sorts o’ places. I know what, uh, he needs to look for.” 
 
    John frowned, weighing Angus’s words. “All right, go ahead. Take him in, get a good look, and then bring him out. Lany and I will take it from there.” He glanced at Lany. “Right?” 
 
    Lany swallowed and stared at Dallan, all six-feet-six of him. “Right.” He smiled, his voice even flatter than usual. 
 
    Dallan pushed open the double doors and stepped inside, Angus hobbling along behind him. The doors closed, though they couldn’t hear them; the music was too loud, the people’s shouts and hollers deafening. 
 
    Dallan looked about and covered his ears. He’d never in his life heard such an irritating racket. The music was almost terrifying, and at first glance the people looked out of control. Upon closer inspection, however, he saw they danced and twirled as one huge group, all making the same motions with their hands and bodies, stomping their boot-clad feet in unison. He slowly uncovered his ears and glared at Angus. “Where is it? I’ll ha’ my look and then let’s be gone! I dinna like it here!”
 
    Angus nodded and scanned the area, searching. 
 
   Dallan, too, searched the huge room with a trained eye. He scanned the walls, the corners, the tables, looking for any sort of unusual weapon. Nothing. “I dinna ken this thing, Angus. Ye’ll ha’ to point it out.” 
 
   Angus’s face had suddenly gone pale. He swallowed hard and peered up at Dallan. “Nay, lad, best ye see it for yerself. Believe me, ye’ll know it when ye sees it.” 
 
    Dallan glared. “How d’ye expect me to fetch it when I dinna ken what it looks like?” 
 
    Angus swallowed again and took an involuntary step back. “Look around, laddie. It’s here. By all that is holy, it’s here.” 
 
    Dallan couldn’t believe it. The man had fear in his eyes. He quickly scanned the room again. The people were everywhere, dancing and shouting. The music was still loud with a man singing about the Almighty blessing someone named Texas. He looked to a darkened corner where a huge lighted contraption glowed, apparently the source of the music. 
 
    A reddish flash suddenly caught his eye as a series of whoops and jeers rent the air. Several large men had just thrown a woman atop a long serving counter. She danced before them, her movements quick and graceful. Her long dark red hair flew about her as she twisted and spun, a large black hat of some sort covered her head and most of her face. Dallan feared she would fall, knowing she couldn’t possibly see with the hat over her eyes. He took an unconscious step forward, and involuntarily braced himself to run and catch her if need be. 
 
    She spun again and faced him, her small body swaying to the fast music. He couldn’t tear his eyes from her, though he knew he needed to continue his search. He was transfixed, the music dying away from his ears. 
 
    The woman lifted the hat from her face. 
 
    Dallan gasped and stumbled backward, almost falling on top of Angus. A bolt of searing heat shot through his body as his eyes locked on hers. 
 
    Her eyes were a brilliant green, the same as his, and they bore into him like lightning, traveling through him and out the doors behind him to who-knows-where. The confirmation hit him so hard, so fast he stepped back onto Angus’s feet, causing them both to stumble. The two men grabbed at each other to keep from falling. 
 
    “By the Saints!” Dallan breathed. 
 
    The woman let the hat fall over her face and broke the frightening hold she had on him. He nearly fell over again but Angus caught him. “Easy, lad, easy. Hold together now.” He tried to steer Dallan to the door. 
 
    Dallan stood to his full height and wrenched his arm from the small man. The woman! She was what John was after! He burst through the doors leading outside, nostrils flared, eyes narrowed, his jaw dancing. 
 
    Lany pushed himself away from the car he’d been leaning against. “Ah, see, Eaton? What did I tell you? I knew he’d be able to recognize… uh oh.” 
 
    “John!” Dallan bellowed as his angry strides brought him closer. 
 
    Lany nodded to himself nervously. “Instant recognition from the sound of it. You’ll excuse me for a second?” 
 
     John glared at his assistant before putting on his Lord Councilor’s face. He stood straight, preparing for the verbal onslaught. 
 
    Dallan stopped directly in front of him eyes set to kill, and bent to the shorter man’s face. “Ye ask me to trust. Ye tell me the Muiraran can get me home. Ye tell me how bloody close I am to getting away from the heathen! But ye seem to ha’ forgotten to tell me that the weapon, this…this Muiraran, is a woman!”  He turned his face from John abruptly, caught his breath, and spun on him again. “Tell me, just how is a drunken woman to get me home?” 
 
   John’s eyes widened. “Drunken?” His voice, he thought seemed a little weak. 
 
   Dallan’s face exploded in exasperation. He threw one hand in the direction of the building. “Aye, dancing on the serving counter no less! What sort o’ place is this, a bloody brothel? Saints, man, have ye lost yer senses? I’ll ha’ no part o’ this! Nay, no part at all. Either ye play straight with me, or let me be on my way!” 
 
    John stood staring up at him, a flat look governing his face. Lany caught it and smiled to himself. “Ah, love at first sight.” 
 
   Dallan glared at him. “And just what is that supposed to mean?” 
 
   Lany threw up both hands in front of him. “Not a thing.” He turned to his superior. “Right, I’ll shut up.” 
 
    John took a deep breath. “Dallan, I didn’t tell you what the Muiraran was because I wasn’t allowed to.”
 
    No one thought it possible, but Dallan’s eyes narrowed even further. “Dinna tell me. Let me guess.” 
 
    “It wasn’t Kwaku. It was the Elders.” John remained calm while he spoke, even going so far as to begin drawing circles in the gravel of the parking lot with his foot. “They felt you wouldn’t help us if you were told the Muiraran was a woman.” 
 
    Dallan snorted. “Ye canna call her even that. Why she’s naught but a wee lassie, nary more than six and ten.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s a bit older than that, Dallan. And whether you like it or not, she is still the only means you have of getting home.” John took a step toward him, closing the distance between them and looked directly into his eyes. “And she is still the only one able to save my people… and yours.” 
 
   Dallan stepped back, folded his arms over his chest and cocked his head. “I dinna understand. How can a wee lass be so important? And how am I to help ye now? I thought she was a weapon, not a… tavern wench!” 
 
   John sighed, looked to the ground, then back to Dallan. “She possesses the ability to save my people and yours from a horrible fate, one I care not to explain just now. Suffice to say, she’s all we’ve got. The problem is, she doesn’t know what she has. We need to win her trust.” He locked gazes with Dallan. “You need to win her trust. That’s why you’re here.” 
 
    Dallan’s arms fell to his sides slowly as he took another step back. His mouth opened halfway as disbelief formed on his face. “Ye canna be serious.” 
 
    John took two steps forward. “I most certainly am.” He took another step and glared straight up into Dallan’s face. “Dead serious.” 
 
   Dallan glared back, confusion warring with the need to believe in what John was saying. He looked to the building, then back to John as his eyes suddenly softened. “How can the wee lass save so many? Och, I doubt she could save herself if a need arose. Why, the way the lads were tossing her about in there, I…” 
 
    His eyes narrowed again as he cursed to himself in Gaelic and sprang toward the building, his long legs eating up the distance. A sense of dread suddenly filled him at the thought of the woman inside getting hurt. The unwanted emotions irritated him even more. Yet, by all the Saints, he couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    “Dallan!” John ran after him, grabbed an arm and pulled. “Stop!” 
 
    Lany came away from the car he’d gone back to leaning against and ran after his superior. “I’ll take care of it, Eaton.” He said as he sped past them to the doors. 
 
    “He’ll make sure she’s okay, Dallan. Don’t worry,” John reassured, hoping he was right. 
 
    Dallan stopped and leaned toward the building, John still holding his arm, as Lany slipped inside. Minutes passed, and he began to pace. “What’s taking him so long?” 
 
    John smiled at the concern in Dallan’s voice, pleased at the sound. “He’s doing his job, Dallan. He knows what to do. Don’t worry.” 
 
      No sooner had John spoken than the din of the music stopped abruptly. A moment later Lany emerged from the building, a satisfied look on his face. He walked quickly to the rest of the small company. “She’s fine now.” 
 
    John raised a brow at him. 
 
    “We’ll talk later, Eaton, but I think she was feeding.” 
 
    “By the Creator, so soon?” 
 
    “Afraid so. There’s more, but we can’t talk here.” He turned to Dallan. “She’s being well taken care of, and you’ll see her again later.” He took a step closer and looked directly into Dallan’s eyes. “You’re right, she does need protection. Interested?” 
 
    Dallan’s head cocked slightly as he studied him. He then looked to John. “So … I’m to be a sort o’ guard for her?” 
 
     John glanced at his assistant who stood with one eyebrow raised, a tiny, nervous smile on his face. John smiled back. “Yes, Dallan, that’s a start. Let’s go back to the apartment. We’ll tell you a little more about it, right, Lany?” 
 
    Lany looked to the building and sighed. “Yes. It’s time.” 
 
     John started to lead Dallan back to the other side of the parking lot where the bus had let them off, Angus shuffling along close behind. 
 
    John let Dallan and Angus go on ahead, then stopped and turned to his assistant. “Feeding? On what?” 
 
    Lany watched Dallan walk on a moment before answering. “Music, if my guess is right.” 
 
    John’s mouth dropped open. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “Afraid not.” 
 
    “By the Creator, no wonder she was… I mean, if you’re right, and she really does need to, what was she doing here anyway?” 
 
      Lany glanced over his shoulder at the building. “That’s what I need to talk to you about.” He watched as Dallan and Angus got even further ahead of them. “Privately.” 
 
    John nodded, then suddenly stopped to look at his assistant. “The music. Why did it stop?” 
 
    Lany held up an odd black round object with three metal tines, attached to about six inches of cord. Severed cord. “I had to stop it somehow. No telling how long she’d be in there. Maybe now she’ll go home.” 
 
    John began to laugh at his assistant’s creativity. “How’d you do it?” 
 
    Lany pulled a large pen out of his back pocket, a combination communicator and laser. “I never travel without one.” His expression became quickly serious. “Eaton, we’ve got company. Someone else knows the Maiden is nearly ready.” 
 
    John stared at him at him blankly a moment. “No.” 
 
    “A woman. I don’t know who she is, but she definitely was using the music.” 
 
    “By the Creator, what could this mean?” 
 
    Lany looked to Dallan’s retreating form in the distance. “It means he may only have a few days to win the Maiden, join, and consummate before whomever originally stole her comes to do the same.” 
 
   John also looked to the back of the Weapon’s Master. “Great Bells, I hope and pray he’s cooperative.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think there’ll be any problem.” 
 
      John stared disbelievingly at Lany, knowing full well there was always a problem with Dallan. 
 
    “Eaton, trust me. There won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “How can you say that when there’s so little time?” 
 
    Lany grinned at him knowingly. He leaned forward. “I saw the Maiden.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She knows he’s here.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “She was in Flux.” 
 
    John’s knees went weak and he sat down, hard, on the ground. 
 
    The Muiraran Maiden’s features were fluxing back and forth, a sure sign her inner heart was quickly waking. The small company had perhaps only days to perform the impossible. 
 
    For the Known Lands and John’s people to be saved from civil war, Dallan MacDonald and the Muiraran Maiden would have to fall in love. 
 
    Quickly. 

 
   

 
 
                  
 
                  
 
   To be loved at first sight, a man
 
   Should have at the same time
 
   Something to respect and
 
   Something to pity in his face.
 
    
 
   Stendhal
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    Shona struck her pillow in anger as the tears fell. How could she have acted so awful? How could she let herself be such a disgrace? And why hadn’t Julia stopped her? Shona continued to vent her shame and absently beat the pillow. 
 
    She had felt fine when they got to Stan’s; why would she suddenly lose control? And why had she felt so strange while she was dancing? It was as if she had woken from one of her nightmares, the kind that made her face change…
 
    She turned onto her back and grabbed a tissue from her night stand as she did. Was she going crazy? Maybe it was the medication her mother had gotten her the day before. The stuff had made her pass out yesterday according to Julia. But her mother was a nurse after all, and Shona supposed she knew what was what when she obtained the prescription. Shona didn’t like taking it, but it did work. 
 
    Perhaps a bit too well. 
 
   She got out of bed, went into the hall, then stopped and stood a moment. What was wrong? What was there? She felt something inside her chest stirring, coming to life. She paced the hallway in an unsuccessful attempt to calm herself. 
 
    She needed something, anything. She was so … hungry. 
 
    “Of course, I am hungry.” The realization sent Shona down the hall, past her bedroom, and up the attic stairs to the one place where she could find relief from what raged within her. 
 
    She flung herself onto the worn sofa, hands shaking, and groped in the darkness for the stereo remote. “No, oh ... oh crap, I know you are here somewhere!” 
 
    She began to practically cry again, groped some more, and then realized the lights were off. Cursing her foolishness, not to mention her new-found use of profanity, she got up from the sofa, went to the light switch by the stairs and flipped it on. 
 
    Nothing. Darkness. For some reason the power to this part of the house wasn’t working. “Oh, no.” Shona stepped away from the stairs, her hand covering her mouth to stop the nausea assailing her. 
 
    The sinking realization that she couldn’t listen to any music hit full force and she fell to her knees, clutching her stomach. “Please, I have to listen, I have to… I need to make it go away.” She suddenly fought against a sob as she reached into the darkness, but for what she did not know. 
 
    “Help me,” she moaned as the unnamed thing began to take over. “Come to me…” 
 
    Shona closed her eyes, threw her head back and unable to stop herself, softly began to sing. 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Dallan’s eyes sprang open as he bolted upright upon the bed.  For a moment he felt unsure of where he was. He looked around the darkened room and swallowed, his throat dry, and spotted an odd form nearby. 
 
    Master Lany. The Assistant Councilor was sound asleep on his cot. He looked around and saw John and Angus also still slept. He swallowed again and got out of bed. He’d had to sleep in odd quarters before, but not in so strange a place as this. 
 
    He quietly left the room, clad only in what John called boxers, the only comfortable piece of clothing he’d been introduced to since his arrival nearly two days ago. He stopped in the living room, glanced at his reflection in the window and almost laughed. Comfort aside, the boxers were still strange; he never thought he’d find himself clad in anything covered with funny little drawings of cows. 
 
    Dallan smiled and went to the window.  He rested his head against the glass, his hands on the sill, and sighed as he looked to the empty street below as one of the carriages—correction, cars—sped by. He was beginning to enjoy the way they could maneuver and race about, so long as he wasn’t asked to get into one. He shuddered at the thought and began to head back to the bedroom when he heard something. He turned back to the window, head cocked, ears straining. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He shook his head as he turned, but stopped short again. 
 
    “Saints, what is that?” He approached the window and stared out into the night. 
 
    Music. Yes, he could hear music, soft and gentle, yet… sad, lonely. Weeping? But how could he hear it? He saw nothing. 
 
    Dallan glanced at Mother MacNab’s box, but it did not glow now. He turned back to the window and the city beyond, its tall buildings across the river reaching high into the sky, the lights reflecting off the water. Beyond them were the hills, also lit with the same lights, and it was to them his gaze was drawn. 
 
    He placed his palms flat against the window and strained against the glass separating him from… whatever… whoever was there. “Where are ye? Are ye out there? Nay, how could that be? Yer not any where, ye don’t exist, lass.” 
 
    He bowed his head and strained again to hear. 
 
    He wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    The music called softly to him, beckoning, pleading for him to come. No words, only a simple melody sung by a sweet voice. 
 
    Dallan cocked his head again. A voice? He stood straight, his eyes searching the distant hills, his heart breaking. “Mother of God,” he whispered as he looked to the sky, then back to the distant lights. 
 
    Something in him stirred, as if waking. 
 
     Find her…
 
    “What?” He looked back to the starry sky as he stood and puzzled. He had not heard the voice with his ears; it was instead something inside him that spoke, that heard. “I dinna understand.” Dallan’s brow furrowed. “Nay, how could this be?” 
 
    His gaze returned to the hills, one thought on his mind. 
 
     Find her…
 
    But who was he to find? The woman from the tavern; the one everyone referred to as a Muiraran? Or was it someone else? Regardless, it would seem he had little say in any of it. 
 
    He turned and looked at a nearby chair, deciding if he was ready to sit yet, but his eyes drifted back to the window. “If only I kent ye be real or…” He looked to the sky. “Or if I just be addled in the brain.” He shook his head. Everything was so strange here: the people, the ‘cars’ the clothes. 
 
   Dallan let his forehead fall gently against the glass. He remained there for the next hour, as he had done the night before, and silently longed for the past. For home. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lany entered the living room, a couple of blankets tucked under his arm. He set them on the couch then turned to Dallan who sat sprawled in a chair, his head slumped to one side, snoring softly.
 
    Angus sat on the couch watching over him as he slept. 
 
    “Have they started yet?” Lany whispered. 
 
    “Nay, not yet. Mayhaps he wilna have any o’ the bad dreams tonight. I think she called earlier, but it was different this time.” 
 
    “She’s weakening.” 
 
    “Nay, Master Lany. Lady Zara said she’s doing a form of luring.” 
 
    “Luring?” 
 
    “Aye, she said the Maiden would be having to self-feed if that’s the case.  Very rare that.”    
 
    Lany dropped the blankets onto the couch next to Angus. “Singing to herself, making her own food."  
 
    “Aye, because she feeds off of music she's able to do it."  
 
    "Living stars, she'll be ready to join any day now."
 
    "Shouldn’t we tell Lord John?  Lady Zara said there's no been many Muirarans that can do what the Maiden is doing right now.” 
 
    “Let him sleep. He’s going to need it. I’ll talk with Zara tomorrow.” 
 
    “She was here earlier and seemed pretty worried about the wee Maiden.” 
 
    Lany nodded as he picked up one of the blankets and very carefully threw it over Dallan, then went back to the couch and picked up the other one. “Zara’s not the only one. If she’s self-feeding, that could mean someone cut her off. Someone is deliberately starving her.” He pressed his lips together in anger. “Stars.” He placed the second blanket atop the first. 
 
    Angus stood. “I’ll be back to bed then. Good night.” 
 
    Lany sighed and stared at the Highlander in the chair. “Angus?” 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “Try not to snore so loud tonight, Eaton needs his sleep.” 
 
    “What? Havena ye ever heard snoring is a sign o’ good health? Just look at the lad there!” Lany glanced over his shoulder at him and grimaced. “Not for the rest of us.” 
 
    Angus snorted and left the room. 
 
    Lany settled himself on the couch, wrapped himself in the blanket Angus had been using and stared at Dallan’s sleeping form. “I hope you’ve got what it takes tomorrow. It may be our last chance.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
     Dallan sat, arms folded across his chest, legs crossed at the ankles, eyes narrowed at the many books of the library, a slight smile on his face. 
 
    “No, no, that won’t do at all.” John surveyed the Scot with disapproval. 
 
    “Aye, ye’ll scare the poor lass,” added Angus. “Try not to look like ye ha’ a sour stomach. Think o’ something that makes ye happy.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes immediately sought Kwaku. His expression instantly changed to one of acute, sadistic pleasure. 
 
    “No, no, no.” John buried his face in his hands. 
 
    Kwaku laughed, turned away, and walked down the aisle they were hiding in. The company had spent most of the morning trying to prepare Dallan for the meeting that would soon take place, a meeting that would determine the fate of the Known Lands. 
 
    The Time Master went to stand watch at the end of the aisle; the Maiden and her companions were on another floor. He wanted to ensure she didn’t leave before Dallan had a chance to view her in a quieter setting and, if all went well, strengthen the bond between them, thus lessening their pain. 
 
    He looked back to the rest of the company, knowing they tried the impossible, that all their suggestions would be useless. He himself had been through this; he knew what Dallan was in for. There were no rules, no set guidelines. Instinct and the true nature of the Highlander and the Maiden would determine the outcome. 
 
    He resumed his watch, waiting for Dallan to come by so he could give to him the only piece of advice that would help. 
 
    “Don’t scowl, Dallan. She’ll think you’re a, a… well, she won’t like it.” John stammered. 
 
    “Think happy, lad. Happy! Ye wants to make a good impression.” Angus all but danced in front of him. 
 
    Dallan looked from one determined face to the other, snorted and resumed his previous scowl. 
 
    John and Angus both shot Lany a pleading look. He held up both hands in front of him as if to ward them off. “Oh, no. Leave me out of this. If I’d listened to you two, I’d still be single. Let the poor guy handle it on his own.” 
 
    Angus opened his mouth to comment, then looked back to Dallan and shrugged. “He’s got a point, Lord John.” 
 
    John also looked from Lany to Dallan and sighed. “You’re right, Lany. Sorry, Dallan. I guess we weren’t giving you enough credit.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed at John, as he decided whether or not to take the apology. After a moment of tense silence, he stood, walked over to John, and looked down into his face. “Aye, ye weren’t. Do I appear but a lad to you?” 
 
    John met his stare head on. “No, Dallan. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I guess we forgot what it was like to be young,” Angus muttered. “We just thought ye…” He suddenly looked to John. “Does he know she’s…” 
 
    “Shhh,” John cautioned. 
 
    Dallan stood there a moment, patiently waiting. “Angus, have ye nothing more to say to me?” 
 
    Angus sheepishly peered up at him. “I’m sorry, lad. This business has us all on edge. Ye best be off and get it over with.” 
 
    Dallan cocked his head. “Tis only a wee lass, Angus.” 
 
    Angus’s eyes grew wide at the casual statement and he all but choked. “Aye, laddie. Whatever ye say.” 
 
    Dallan made to leave the aisle, but John grabbed his arm, stopping him. “Remember, Dallan, light conversation. Don’t question her to satisfy your own curiosity.” 
 
    “Aye, and keep yer voice soft, lad.” Angus added. 
 
    Lany groaned and rubbed his forehead. 
 
    Dallan glared at the others one final time before heading off to the end of the aisle. Kwaku’s arm shot out to stop him. “Going so soon, Boyeee?” 
 
    Dallan glared at the arm blocking his path. “Out o’ my way.” 
 
    Kwaku merely chuckled. “Sometimes, Boyeee, de best ding to say to a woman is no-ding. No-ding at all.” He released him and began to laugh quietly. 
 
    Dallan glared anew at Kwaku before he turned and walked away to silently seethe over the unwanted admission that the heathen’s advice had been the best he’d gotten all morning. 

 
   

 
 
   My true-love hath my heart, and I have his,
 
   By just exchange one to the other given;
 
   I hold his dear, and mine he cannot miss;
 
   There never was a better bargain driven;
 
   My true-love hath my heart, and I have his.
 
    
 
   Sir Philip Sidney
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   “Oh Shona, don’t be such a dweeb!” Kitty chirped at her and everyone else within ear shot of the Library’s huge third floor. A succession of “shhh” traveled up and down between the nearest shelves of books. The only consolation for Shona and her crimson face was that she couldn’t actually see any of the “shhh” sound’s owners. 
 
    Shona buried her face in her hands. “For Heaven’s sake, Kitty, keep your voice down!” 
 
    “Well, what is it then with you? Why won’t you go out with anyone? It’s not like you never get asked. Look at how many asked you out at Stan’s!” 
 
     Shona grimaced at the mention of Stan’s. She sunk a little lower in her chair, her face even more crimson, as Kitty prattled on. 
 
    “At least you get asked. I never even get a phone call!” Kitty plopped down in the chair next to Shona and let out a sigh. “I should be the one with the sleeping problem, not you. But I know he’s got to be out there somewhere.” 
 
    Shona, her face still hot with embarrassment, asked the inevitable. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Kitty looked at her aghast. “My Prince Charming of course!” 
 
    Her statement was so serious Shona had to smile and shake her head. “Well, I am sure he is out there. You just have to be patient.” 
 
    “You’re right, I just need to wait,” Kitty pouted. “I just hope I don’t have to wait too long.” She stamped her foot on the floor for emphasis. 
 
    “Are you two talking about men again? Lordy, Kitty, can’t you ever talk about anything else?” Tomy, just arrived, sat herself down across from Shona. 
 
    “What else is there to talk about?” Kitty replied with a shrug. 
 
    Tomy took one look at Shona’s red face, rolled her eyes and turned on Kitty. “Leave the poor girl alone! She doesn’t want to hear you carrying on about this man and that man and why you can’t get one!” 
 
    “It is fine, Tomy,” Shona replied. “I do not mind. Besides, it is nice to hear a different opinion on the subject now and then. One has to admit, Kitty’s viewpoint is a far cry from your own. Or, Julia’s for that matter.” 
 
    "A far cry indeed." Tomy imitated Shona, odd musical accent and all.  “Honey, take my advice and just stay away from ‘em. They’re no good!” She gave Shona a curt nod of finality before she began to dig through a huge canvas bag full of books. “Now where did I put that doggone paper I made up for you?” 
 
    Shona sighed as Tomy pulled a sheet of paper from between the pages of one of the books she carried. “Here it is! I knew I’d find it. Now, I want you to have these done by tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow!” Shona interjected. “Why does it have to be tomorrow?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with tomorrow? You aren’t going anywhere tonight, are you?” 
 
    “No, it is just that I wanted to get some other work done. Those councilors from the European university are here in the city interviewing candidates. They are coming to the house tomorrow evening for the first part of their interview with me. I do not see when I will have the time to get this done.” 
 
    “Julia will bite my head off girl, if this isn’t done by tomorrow.” 
 
    “Hmm. Tomorrow afternoon?” 
 
    “That would probably work. I think tha…” 
 
    “Oh my gaawsh!” Kitty blurted as she looked past Tomy, her eyes riveted on whatever had gotten her sudden undivided attention. What ever it was, Tomy immediately felt sorry for it. 
 
    “What is wrong?” Shona asked concerned. 
 
    “Oh! OH! I’ve never seen anything like that before!” Kitty kept closing her mouth only to have it flop open again as she gawked. 
 
    “Oh, what now?” Tomy, annoyed, turned to see what idiotic thing had caught Kitty’s attention this time. Probably a man. It was usually always a man. 
 
    He was a man, all right! Tomy turned back around to look at the table-top, trying as best she could to keep her composure for Shona’s sake. After all, Tomy had to set the good example. Lord knew Kitty hadn’t. 
 
    The best laid plans often go awry. “Lordy!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” Shona asked, trying to see what would make even Tomy hold her breath. She finally stood to see over Tomy’s head, but saw only an endless row of bookshelves. She sat down and looked from one flushed face to the other, eyebrows raised in disbelief. “I see nothing. So will one of you kindly explain why neither of you seems to be able to breathe?” 
 
     Tomy actually hit the surface of the table, the color of her face brightening even more as she caught her breath. Kitty just sat, craning her neck, still searching. “Wow…” 
 
    “Wow what?” Shona’s tone was becoming increasingly sharp. 
 
    “A man,” Kitty sighed. 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Shona said, disappointed, having hoped for something of more interest. 
 
    “Is that all?” Kitty repeated, shocked. “You have got to be kidding!” 
 
    Tomy swallowed hard, still trying to regain her composure. “It was a man.” 
 
    “Tomy?” Shona asked simply as if intrigued. 
 
    Tomy glanced over her shoulder, and then quickly turned her attention back to Shona. “I know this goes against most everything I’ve told you, but I do have eyes, and now and then something is bound to catch them. And girl, let me tell you, they were just caught good!” 
 
    Shona glanced from one flushed face to the other and shrugged. “Hmmm, I seem to have missed him. Pity.” She began to look over the math equations Tomy had given her. 
 
    Kitty nudged Shona in the ribs. “You wont’ miss him this time!” Her voice rose steadily up an octave, her last word coming out a high chirp. “He’s over there!” She began to bounce in her chair with excitement. 
 
    Tomy held onto one of her books with both hands, obviously fighting the urge to grab another look at the magnificent man she had glimpsed earlier. 
 
    “You two are acting ridiculous,” Shona commented dryly, her fact finder voice now in place. 
 
    “Willyoulookathimwillyoulookathim!” Kitty’s head bobbed up and down as she spoke, her voice still sounding like air escaping from a balloon. 
 
    “No, I will not. I have better things to do.” Shona returned to her math. 
 
    Tomy, unable to stand it any longer, slowly turned herself around in her chair, to sneak a peek without being obvious. “Oh, Lorrrrdy!” She closed her eyes, swallowed hard and let out the breath she was holding. “Shona, girl, you’d better look now before he disappears.”
 
    Shona kept her face buried in the sheet of equations, occasionally marking an answer down. “Whatever for?” 
 
    “Because I’m telling you, honey, it’s not often you lay eyes on a man with looks good enough to make my mouth water!”
 
    Shona looked up from her work and gave Tomy a bemused smile. 
 
    “Oh my gawsh, he’s looking right at us!” Kitty squeaked in time to the rhythm of her bouncing. 
 
    “I do not believe you two!” Shona exclaimed. “If you are going to act like this, I am leaving.” She moved to gather up her things. 
 
    “He’s coming this way, he’s coming this way!” Kitty breathed as her feet did a little tap-dance under her chair. She quickly covered her mouth to cut off her own excited squeals. 
 
    As if she didn’t have the whole third floor’s attention already, Shona thought as she stood up from the table. 
 
    “Omigawsh! Omigawsh! Don’t stand up!” Kitty was beside herself.  
 
    At least someone was; Shona certainly didn’t want to be anymore. “I am going to find myself another table. I am getting nowhere sitting with the two of you,” she scolded as she slammed her work between the pages of a book and turned to leave. 
 
    He stood not twenty feet away leaning casually against one end of a bookshelf, two huge arms crossed over a massive chest, wearing a pair of grey sweats. He was huge, well over six feet and powerfully built, with strength evident not only in his physique, but his presence. He was looking right at her, his head cocked to one side, his tied back hair pouring over one broad shoulder like a dark waterfall.
 
    Shona took in the sight all at once, a general picture to be quickly catalogued and filed away. But something about him refused to let her just toss him into the back of her mind like Kitty’s prattle. No, not something about him, but the man himself, the look he was giving her. A look which plainly told her to stay. 
 
    It frightened her, and she was sure it showed on her face. 
 
    His eyes brightened at her, making her notice their color for the first time. They were an unusually bright green; very similar in color to her own, she realized. They softened as he offered her a light smile and her own eyes widened in return. 
 
    Shona dropped back into her chair, slamming her book onto the table as she did, making Kitty yelp in surprise. She fixed her eyes nervously on her now-folded hands. 
 
    Tomy sat, studying her, a familiar smirk on her face. “See, honey. I told you so,” she whispered across the table. 
 
    “Shona, he’s looking right at you!” Kitty breathed. 
 
    “What!” Tomy exclaimed, her gloating now pushed aside. “Don’t you dare look back at him, girl!” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t she look at him? There’s nothing stopping him from staring at her!” Kitty argued. 
 
    “Don’t listen to this bubblehead! You just keep your eyes down and ignore him!” Tomy glared at Kitty. 
 
    “Well, it’s fine for you to look at him and for me to look at him but not for Shona?” 
 
    “That was before he decided to check us out!” Tomy put a hand on the table near Shona. “It’s okay to look as long as they ain’t looking back.” 
 
    “Well,” Kitty started, disappointment heavy in her voice. “I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about it anymore. He’s gone.” 
 
    Shona breathed a sigh of relief as Tomy spun in her chair and saw empty space where trouble had stood. She also breathed easier. No confrontations with men today, not if she could help it! Especially after what happened at Stan’s the night before. Actually, Tomy and Kitty weren’t sure exactly what had happened last night. They only knew they’d never seen Shona act the way she did, and it caused Tomy more than a little concern. Tomy didn’t feel like protecting Shona, there’d been enough of that last night. It was what Tomy usually had to do if a man began to look at her, even before the girl’s counter dancing antics. Oh sure, Shona had something about her that could definitely attract them, and Tomy knew it wasn’t just looks. Yes, she was pretty, but her features seemed to teeter between beautiful and odd, almost Elvin. At any rate, Tomy had had to verbally beat back more than one curious male while in Shona’s company. 
 
    Shona, unfortunately, didn’t quite know what to do when approached and would usually freeze like a rabbit caught in the headlights of an oncoming semi. Thankfully last night, she simply ignored the men, instead being too caught up in the music. 
 
    Highly educated, yes. Musically talented beyond measure, a most definite yes. Refined and ladylike? With the exception of the previous night, double yes. Keen to the ways of the opposite sex? 
 
     Very musically talented. 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After two hours of Shona’s bowed head, Kitty’s chirping and Tomy’s “Lordy, Lordys,” the women finally got ready to leave the sanctuary of the library and head directly home. Well, perhaps not directly; Kitty was driving. 
 
    Dallan leaned against a pillar in the main lobby area of the library and watched them descend the wide staircase that led to the upper floors. He stayed back toward the shadows so as not to be seen as they chatted amongst themselves and walked past him toward the double glass doors leading outside. 
 
    The one called Tomy seemed to be the leader of the trio and dominated most of the conversations upstairs. The ‘chirper’ certainly did her share of the talking, if one dared to consider what came out of the lass’s mouth talking. The one John referred to as the Maiden sat with her head bowed the whole time, barely uttering a word, instead engrossed in whatever the Tomy lass had given her before Dallan had moved in for a closer look. 
 
    He left the concealment of the shadows and carefully made his way through the maze of shelves, tables and humming, buzzing, paper-spitting contraptions. He pondered the events of the past few days, not to mention the past few hours, wondering which one to throw in the bloody heathen’s face once he got his hands on him! Kwaku had gotten him into this bizarre predicament; he was going to see to it that the heathen got him out as well. 
 
    Dallan seethed as he went, recollecting all that had happened to him, all that been done to him, since he first found out about the… Muiraran. Drugged by Kwaku in Genis Lee, only to wake up to a nightmare world of metal carriages able to move about on their own and women running around in naught but their shifts. Clubbed over the head with a cane by Mother MacNab, who had to be at least ninety but with the swing of a blacksmith. Lugged about a small apartment and doted over by Angus MacNab, his newest keeper. On top of it all was the horrific amount of sound constantly beating a path to his brain. He’d forgotten what it was like to be in a city, but a noisier, more frightening place he had never known. There was nothing familiar, nothing he could latch onto to strengthen his slipping sanity. 
 
    The only things holding him together were the presence of John Eaton and the burning desire driving him to do things he thought he never would, such as hunt down and capture a wee lass as the heathen insisted. But even Dallan had his limits. 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Well, what do you think?” John asked the Scot as he came surreptitiously down the aisle where the small company had been patiently waiting, in more ways than one. John waited for hope, any sort of hope that would mean the successful end of the assignment. 
 
    Lany waited for Dallan to get a clue as to what was expected of him. 
 
    Angus waited for it all to be over so he and his mother could live out the rest of their days as Zara promised as reward for helping keep watch over the Maiden. 
 
    Kwaku Awahnee waited for lunch. 
 
    Dallan cast John a ‘huh?’ sort of look in response, sending his hopes plummeting. 
 
    “Talk to me, Dallan,” John prompted as he placed himself directly in front of the big Scot who now leaned against a shelf, arms crossed over his chest, a troubled look on his face. 
 
    Dallan picked up the concerned note and offered him his attention at last. “I canna do this, John.” 
 
    John sighed. “Dallan, I’m sorry. I know how you feel about this. But it’s the only way.” 
 
    Dallan’s body tensed. 
 
    “Dallan, please, everything is riding on this. Everything.  If you don’t convince the Maiden of who she is, then…” 
 
    “Then what?” Dallan interjected. “What will ye do if I were to walk away from all o’ it right now? Why should I be the one to do this? Why not Master Lany here?” Dallan tossed his head in Lany’s direction, causing him to hold his hands up as if blocking the statement. “Or wee Angus?” he snapped. 
 
    The grizzled old Scot peered up at his countryman with one eye and snorted. “Aye, and what would I do wi’ a wee lassie? I’d be happy to oblige Lord John, but I’m no a young man anymore. Nay, laddie, the job is yours whether ye wants it or not. Besides, you’re the only one that can…” 
 
    “De Boyeee is right.” All heads turned as Kwaku made his way down the aisle. “Why should he be forced to do someding dat he does not want to?” 
 
    Dallan settled himself more comfortably against the shelf before casting the heathen a suspicious glare. “Just what d’ye mean by that?” 
 
    Kwaku shrugged. “It means dat we all go back to Muirara.” 
 
    Dallan stood up straight, his arms now loose at his sides, the action automatically causing the others to back up. They all knew what would happen if Kwaku pushed Dallan too far. 
 
    “And you Boyeee go back to Genis Lee.” Kwaku pierced Dallan with a wicked grin. “To stay wid me… forever.” He chuckled softly. 
 
    Dallan’s jaw twitched as his eyes narrowed. He began to pull his arm back to lay the heathen out, when suddenly his face took on an odd knowing look. He instinctively scanned the aisles, searching. “Nay, not here. Not now…” he whispered then doubled over in pain. “No! John?” 
 
    John was already at the Scot’s side, trying to keep him from falling flat on his face. Angus ran to the other side, and the two men were able to help the Scot to a sitting position. He sat in the middle of the aisle, his back against the many books, breathing as if he’d just run a mile, full out. 
 
    “Calm down, it’s okay, calm down now,” John instructed as he gripped Dallan’s shoulders. 
 
    “John,” Dallan rasped, “it, it’s coming…” He groaned loudly in pain. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here, Eaton, fast!” Lany warned, scooting back from the end of the aisle where he placed himself as lookout when he recognized the signs of the Call. 
 
    “Lany’s right,” John agreed looking to Kwaku and then to the end of the aisle.  “Somebody help me get him up.” He began to try and lift the Scot. 
 
    “Wait.” Kwaku bent to Dallan, who still sat breathing like a winded horse. “Do you want to go home, Boyeee? Do you want de pain to stop?” 
 
    “Kwaku, what are you doing?" John screetched. "This is not the time or place!” 
 
    Kwaku reached up and put a large hand on the Lord Councilor’s shoulder. “Dis is de time, and dere is no better place.” He then turned his attention back to Dallan. “You, Boyeee, are de only one among us dat has what de Maiden needs. She cannot survive widout it. And you will give it to her. Just as she will give you what you need. Den everyone will have what dey want. De choice is yours. Eidar win de Maiden’s trust, or go back to Genis Lee.” 
 
    Dallan’s breathing had slowed, allowing the rest of the company to hear anxious feet making their way toward their aisle. “Eaton…” Lany urged. 
 
    Dallan stared at Kwaku with murderous rage. “All right then, ye bloody heathen, I’ll play yer foul game and win the wee lassie’s trust for ye. But dinna count on me to do anything…” He doubled over in pain again. “John!” 
 
    “Out of the way! Stand aside! I’m a heal… a doctor!” Lany pushed his way past Kwaku and John and knelt in front of Dallan who was now curled up on the floor. A small crowd of people had gathered at one end of the aisle by now, and gawked at the group, or rather Kwaku, before searching the floor for some other disaster. 
 
    Lany examined Dallan with quick deft moves, impressing even John. He swore his assistant had no healer’s training. 
 
    “Should somebody call 911?” A voice from the crowd suggested. 
 
    Lany poked and prodded Dallan a few more times as he shot Angus a confused look. 
 
    “They mean a hospital, laddie,” Angus began, his voice low. “No the place ye wants him if secrecy be yer wish.” 
 
    Lany nodded, clearing his throat. “Um, that won’t be necessary. This man is in no immediate danger. We’d better get him to my…” 
 
    “Office,” Angus whispered out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Office, though. One never can tell if these things are contagious.” As if on cue, Dallan suddenly cried out in pain, clutching his stomach as he did. 
 
    The crowd, as one, backed up. 
 
    Lany’s face contorted and he held his breath. “Someone get him up,” he finally managed through clenched teeth. 
 
    Kwaku stepped forward and bent to the fallen Scot. “You will win de Maiden, Boyeee, yes?” he whispered into his ear with a chuckle. 
 
    “Yessss,” Dallan rasped. 
 
    “Good.” Kwaku stood and promptly left. 
 
    John’s mouth flew open, his face red with rage at the Time Master. “Why that…” 
 
    “Not now, Eaton!” Lany huffed, his own face white from the effects of the Call pulsing through Dallan’s body and into his own. “She’s here.” 
 
    “What?” John squeaked. 
 
    “Get him up and away from these people!” 
 
    “Dallan, can you stand?” John asked urgently. 
 
    “I… I dinna…” 
 
    “You’ve got to try, Dallan, or we’re all in a lot of trouble.” John’s urgency doubled. 
 
    “All right, he’ll be fine.” Lany spoke loudly for the crowd’s benefit, his voice coming out in staccato. “Please, give him some breathing room!” Angus waved the crowd aside as John and Lany helped Dallan to his feet and led him to the nearest chair and table at the end of the aisle. 
 
    A crowd of five or six lingered still eager to witness calamity. “There be nothing to see here today. Be off wi’ ye now!” Angus shooed at them. They slowly left, occasionally looking back. But as there was nothing life-threatening, no blood spilled; the sight would soon be forgotten. 
 
    Dallan doubled over again, groaning and cursing into the hand John had placed over his mouth. “By the Creator, we’ve got to get him out of here!” 
 
    “Leave him.” Kwaku had returned and stood towering over John and Dallan, an unfamiliar serious look on his face. “Leave him now, all of you.” 
 
    “Kwaku…” Lany began. 
 
    “You especially, Mos-go-fi -an. You know she is near. Let her be de one to ease his pain. Den perhaps he will not be so hesitant in approaching her when de time comes.” Kwaku’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Be quick now. De Maiden nears.” He began to usher them away from Dallan, back to the concealment of the shelves. 
 
    “John… dinna leave me…” 
 
    John’s expression tensed at the sound of Dallan’s voice, but he knew as well as Kwaku that there was nothing any of them could do for him. 
 
    Only the Maiden could ease his pain. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
   Shona approached Dallan from the opposite direction in which Kwaku escorted the rest of the party. She swallowed, unsure of what to do. There was no one else around and this man was obviously in pain. In fact, if she didn’t know any better, she would say he was in the same pain she was in at the moment, though it seemed to be disappearing rapidly. 
 
    Shona suddenly stiffened as the pain assaulted her again. The man in the chair also tensed, hands now balled into fists as he turned his eyes to hers. 
 
    Their eyes locked. 
 
    The pain immediately lessened. 
 
    The man’s anguished expression faded as he straightened himself in his chair. He stared at her in bewilderment as if something of great enormity had just made itself clear to him. His eyes gripped her own and clung to them like a lifeline. 
 
    Shona felt her entire body tense, then relax, not knowing how to respond to that look. Oh, if only she hadn’t come back! If only she had gone with Tomy and Kitty to get something to eat. But no, she wanted to come back to the library, finish the math Tomy had given her, get it done so she would have nothing to worry about tomorrow night when the…the… she couldn’t seem to remember what was to happen. 
 
    The man stood up. 
 
    Panic wrapped its ugly fingers around her nerves as every muscle tensed. 
 
    Their only interest in you is your talent and what they can get from you. 
 
    Julia’s words raced through Shona’s mind as raw fear now linked itself with her panic. 
 
    The man took a step toward her, his face intense. 
 
    She rapidly sucked in her breath, still unable to move, her quick breaths now coming out in short pants making her dizzy as the man approached. 
 
    He rushed to her side as she doubled over in pain, but stopped a few feet from her as she struggled to right herself. 
 
    Shona straightened and looked up, way up, to the face of the man in front of her, a face governed at the moment by grave concern. Could it possibly be for her? 
 
    No, not for you. None of them will ever actually care for you. Only what you can do for them. 
 
    She slowly shook her head to rid herself of Julia’s haunting words, words she had heard countless times over the past five years. 
 
     You know it’s true. Don’t trust him. Don’t trust any of them. Except Philip. You know you can trust Philip. 
 
    Shona found she could now move her feet. She knew she should run from this man, run from the library, get as far away as possible. But she could not bring herself to tear her gaze away. The man held her with a simple look just as he had done earlier when he watched her. 
 
    Dallan instinctively backed up to allow her more space, to let her know he posed no threat. The Maiden watched him warily, her eyes filling slowly with an odd combination of fear and recognition. 
 
    As did his. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Is it too soon for them to recognize each other?” John whispered in Kwaku’s ear as the little company from Muirara, hiding among the nearby stacks, watched Dallan and the Maiden get their first good look at one another. 
 
    Kwaku shook his head. “Too soon, Councilor. De Boyeee balks at her Muiraran blood. See how he refuses to get too close to her?” He said and pointed to Dallan. 
 
    John followed the direction of Kwaku’s finger and saw how Dallan had positioned himself just out of the Maiden’s reach. “I don’t understand. How can he possibly know? No one has told him anything yet.” 
 
    “De Boyeee is pure and very compatible to her inner heart. De heart causes him to balk. He can feel it, but does not yet know what it is. He does not recognize de Maiden just as she does not yet recognize him. But her heart knows, and it will be her heart dat will prompt de bonding. Unless de Boyeee is made of better stuff dan he displays.” 
 
    John looked at Kwaku, puzzled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kwaku shrugged. “He is boy. She is girl. What is dere to not understand, Councilor?” He chuckled as softly as he could. “He may be more of a man dan I dought. See how he looks at her?” 
 
    John glanced back to the pair staring at each other with confused interest. The Maiden still looked as if she was on the verge of bolting, but Dallan looked less confused and much more interested. He stood, arms loose at his sides, the intense stare he held the Maiden with softening considerably. He then cocked his head to one side and began to take his time studying her. He appeared quite recovered from any recent side effects of the Call, a phenomenon obviously due to his close proximity to the Maiden. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
   Shona watched the man standing in front of her, heart in her throat, a dull thudding caused it to ache terribly.  She wanted to say something, anything that would get him to release the strange hold he had on her. How on earth was he able to do such a thing? Who was he? What was his name? Where did he come from? 
 
   Shona swallowed hard as her hands turned quickly to ice. Her apprehension suddenly grew at a frightening pace, her whole body prepared to flee. Blast! Why was this man affecting her like this? 
 
    The man now moved off to one side, still studying her, and then made his way to the only avenue of escape she had: down the aisle she’d followed to this little area in the first place.
 
   Shona turned and stared up into the man’s eyes. He gave her a soft look compelling her muscles to relax a notch.  He then added a tender smile. 
 
    Hello, it said. 
 
    She sucked in her breath and tried to move away, but didn’t get far before his look changed to concern. He took a small step toward her and held his arms out slightly from his sides, the palms of his hands toward her. Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you. 
 
    Shona’s eyes widened further as another odd sensation deep inside her responded to the man and his actions, understanding him. She stepped to the other side of the table to put it between them. 
 
    He made the same gesture with his body and hands and gave a small shake of his head for emphasis. I won’t hurt you, please don’t be afraid of me. 
 
    Shona took a deep breath, her muscles relaxing another notch. Their eyes locked, and her body jerked as something inside her took control, something that wanted… out. She pleaded with her eyes to the man; Please let me by. I must leave here. 
 
    The man glanced around before turning back to her, his look changed to tender curiosity. Why? 
 
    Panic slowly crawled up her back. My God, how could this be? How could she possibly understand him? But she did. She knew she did. And he could understand her. My friends, I have to go home. Please, let me go. 
 
    The man’s look softened even more, almost saddened as he stared at her, analyzing her face, memorizing it. He offered another tender smile and stepped aside, motioning to the aisle with one hand. She was free to go. 
 
    Shona gathered her courage and began to slowly walk around the table toward the aisle, her feet stopping involuntarily as she came parallel with the man. She balled her hands into fists but could not fight the urge to look up at him one more time. When their eyes met again, he captured her in his own intense stare. Yet he was not forceful, and some how she knew she could just walk away. The choice was hers. 
 
    She looked up into his bright cat-green eyes and saw something there, something very familiar, though she couldn’t put her finger on what. All she knew at the moment was how it was penetrating her protective walls, as if to make them crack. If she didn’t leave now it would surely be the end of her. 
 
    But she did not want to go. 
 
     Come back tomorrow. Please.  The man’s eyes spoke with such intensity Shona unexpectedly gasped. 
 
    She looked deeply into them, her own filling with an unfamiliar emotion. I will…
 
    She then hurried down the aisle and disappeared around the nearest corner, running all the way down to the double doors that would lead outside to freedom. 
 
    But how badly did she want it? 
 
                   
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan slowly made his way to the nearest chair and sat down heavily, his whole body a confused mess, muscles twitching and dancing at random. He noticed how his hands were shaking and balled them into fists in a vain effort to stop them. His head felt light as sweat popped out on his brow. 
 
    By the Saints; he didn’t know what was worse; the thing John referred to as the Call, or being in the presence of the wee lass, the Maiden. 
 
    “Dallan?” John emerged from behind a bookshelf, his face a mask of concern as he watched Dallan fight the involuntary spasms his body put him through. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Dallan stood, his eyes following the Maiden’s retreating path. “Aye, John,” he whispered. “Let’s be gone from this place. I dinna want to stay any longer.” He swallowed hard and continued to stare down the aisle. He could still feel her. So familiar…
 
    “Let’s go, then,” John replied with a comforting smile. “I’ll take you back to the apartment.” The two men walked off down the same path earlier graced by the Maiden. 
 
    Dallan caught the faint scent of her as they made their way to the lobby of the library. “John?” 
 
    John looked up at him as they continued to walk. “Yes?” 
 
    Dallan stopped abruptly and looked directly into John’s eyes, grabbing them with the intensity of his own. “I must come here again tomorrow.” 
 
    John smiled. “I thought you might.” 
 
    “Dinna tell the heathen. I wilna do this if Kwaku is hiding in the corner watching me. I canna… I dinna see how…” 
 
    “How you can befriend the Maiden with an audience looking on,” John finished for him. 
 
    Dallan raised an eyebrow. “Aye. I’ll do this for ye, but I’ll do it my way, not the way everyone else thinks I should. I’m a man, John, not a whelp of a lad as some in this group seem to think. I ha’ been around a lass or two, enough to be able to tell what’s needed.” 
 
    John stared up at Dallan, his hopes soaring once again, and nodded his agreement. “I’ll see that you have your privacy. But remember, Dallan, the Maiden is not like any other woman you have dealt with in the past. She is very different…” 
 
    “How is she different?” Dallan demanded. 
 
    John started at the question. He’d fallen into that one! “Kwaku will explain everything in a few days if not sooner. Right now, the thing to do is get to know her.” 
 
    “Just why is it, John, that yer so anxious I get better acquainted with the lass?” 
 
    John gave him a somber look. “To be better able to protect her.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed, searching the face of the Lord Councilor. “Protect her from what?” 
 
    John let go a nervous sigh. “I hope we never have to find out, my friend.” He took Dallan’s elbow and began to lead him. “Let’s go find some flat cakes. I know just where to go.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
                   
 
                  
 
   That slippery Stair goes unstraight, stoops and high,
 
   Do like his neck turn his whole course awry.
 
   That trap for public place, that Jacob’s ladder…
 
    
 
   Enemies of Sir John Dalrymple,
 
   Master of Stair,
 
   Murderer of Glencoe
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   “Well, well, well. Are we getting soft, Philip? Are you actually reminiscing on your dear, departed, dead wife?”
 
     Philip sat down in a large black leather wing chair and stared coldly at his own reflection across the room. A reflection he simply referred to as Brennan. “I miss her at times, yes.” 
 
    Brennan, also sitting, laughed back at him, his dark eyes narrowing. “You’re a fool, Philip, a sentimental fool. She’s gone, and will remain gone forever.” He chuckled lightly. “Unless of course you’ve found a way to bring back the dead. The closest you could come would be to go back, and you don’t have even the means for that. Pitiful.” He gave a mock pout. 
 
    Philip stood, as did Brennan. “Stay out of it. She’s none of your concern.” 
 
    “Oh,” Brennan began, his voice seductive, “but she is, Philip. She most definitely is. As will be the next one.” 
 
    Philip turned away from Brennan. “She was everything to me. My life, all I ever lived for.” His voice was low with remembrance. “I loved her.” His eyes wandered to the large window of the bedroom which overlooked the expansive gardens of the estate below. 
 
    “Then whatever possessed you to kill her?” 
 
     Brennan’s voice cut deep into his heart, his soul. Philip spun to face him. “Because you told me to, remember?” 
 
    Brennan smiled at him. “Of course I remember. I even helped you.” His voice still held a seductive timbre. “And I’ll help you again.” 
 
    Philip turned away from him and walked slowly to the window. He looked down over the lighted gardens, his face expressionless. Lissa had loved the gardens at night. He had put the elaborate lighting system in just so she could walk the paths either by moonlight or simulation. She loved the beauty of the garden, taking in the colors, textures, and delicate patterns of the thousands of varieties of flowers, plants and shrubbery, enjoying the multitude of fragrant, rare, and life-giving trees he had planted. He allowed her to spend as much time there as she needed to renew her strength, to free her mind of troubles and her spirit of sorrows. Philip had created and nurtured the garden just for her. All for Lissa, his beautiful Lissa who was no more. 
 
    “More sentiment?” Brennan began. “Really, old boy, don’t waste your time. We’ve business to discuss, remember?” 
 
    Philip turned reluctantly from the window and looked at Brennan across the room, staring back at him. He still wore his black evening wear from the Sonderson’s party, his collar-length blonde hair looking even lighter than usual against the darkness of his tuxedo. His face was framed by a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. His dark brown eyes narrowed slightly as he stared at Philip, causing several lines to appear around the lower lash area. A sure sign he was aging. 
 
    “Like what you see, old boy? I’ll grant I’m not as fetching as I once was, but still in good form, I assure you.” Brennan lifted his face slightly and looked down his nose at him. 
 
    Philip turned away. “I despise you.” 
 
    Brennan began to laugh. “Despise me? Really, Philip, you’re hardly in a position to. On the contrary, I should be the person you least despise.” 
 
    “Leave me alone. Go away.” 
 
    Brennan’s laughter returned. “Oh no, you’re not getting rid of me that easily. Not tonight. Not with such wonderful happenings going on at this very moment.” His voice lowered. “Can’t you imagine what it will be like, Philip? To have it all? The power to do whatever you want? To possess the ultimate control? To be the master again?” 
 
    Silence. Philip could only shake his head. 
 
    “To have the world at your feet, Philip. To possess pure, raw power. Oh, it excites me!” Brennan’s breathing picked up, and he began to pace. “And the girl, Philip. Think of the girl! Doesn’t she excite you? Does the thought of having such a woman again not set your blood on fire? To have control over such a creature, to be able to take her and…” 
 
    “Stop it!” 
 
    “Stop?” Brennan’s voice became incredulous. “Oh, I’m afraid I can’t do that. You see, you may not care about her now, but later…” He paused to catch his breath. “It will be different. I’d wager you won’t be able to keep your filthy hands off her.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Once you have her, you know what you’ll do with her.” 
 
    “I said stop it!” Philip’s face was red now, his hands balled into fists at his sides. “I don’t want to hear anymore! Get out of here! Leave me alone!” He shook with rage as he glared at Brennan across the room. 
 
    Brennan began to take deep breaths. “You’re upset because of what happened to Lissa.” He gulped more air. “The same thing need not happen this time. You’ll have more power, more control. It’s all been arranged, Philip. You can’t back out now.” 
 
    Philip breathed just as hard. “Yes, I can!” 
 
    Brennan’s eyes narrowed. “You can’t win, Philip. I’ll lock you up again and throw away the key, just like before.” He wiped a hand across his mouth, his breathing still heavy. “And then I’ll have her all to myself. You won’t have to be involved. You won’t have to share her with me. Remember how you shared Lissa with me? Remember what I used to do to her? How she would scream, Philip?” He began whispering again. “I’ll make this one scream, too. Just like Lissa. But don’t worry; I won’t kill her right away. No, this one is much stronger. She’ll last.” 
 
    Philip’s eyes were glassy as he stared at the thin line of saliva on his hand. “Have you no decency in you at all?” 
 
    Brennan straightened himself. “Decency, old boy?” he chuckled. “There’s no room for decency in this. Survival of the fittest, that’s what this is about. And which of us do you think is the fittest? Hmm?” 
 
    Philip couldn’t look at him. 
 
    “Hmm, I thought so. We both know who holds the power here, don’t we?” 
 
    Philip still did not look at him. 
 
    “We both know who makes all the plans, don’t we?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “And we both know who controls Julia,” Brennan’s voice dropped even lower, “don’t we, Philip?” 
 
    Philip turned away again, back to the relative safety of the window, only to face his reflection in the glass. 
 
    “Julia belongs to me. I gave her a new life so it is I she trusts, I she obeys, not you.” Brennan’s voice got louder. “And it is I she will have the girl submit to. Julia does whatever I ask. Do you think she would do the same for you?”
 
    Philip ignored him and stared intently out at the garden. 
 
    “No, I am the one who wins, Philip. Not you. I am the one Julia wants, even though you found her, even though it was you who rescued her.” Brennan paused to let the words sink into his victim. “Even after all that, after you had her, she still wanted me more.” He stopped again, awaiting a reaction. He got none, and continued. 
 
    “Did you honestly think she would stay with you? If you had been smart, you would never have taken her to bed in the first place. You should have turned her directly over to me. I would have taken care of everything, Philip, like I always do.” He again chuckled lightly. “Perhaps if you had given her to me in the first place, Lissa would still be alive.” 
 
    Philip slowly turned back to face his reflection held in a mirror atop a bureau across the room, his face an expressionless mask. 
 
    Brennan nodded, “Yes, you know it’s true. If you hadn’t had such an affair with Julia, Lissa would still be with us. You killed her, you know. Your lust killed her, Philip.” 
 
    Philip lowered his gaze to the plush carpeting beneath his feet. He slowly raised his eyes and surveyed the room with its rich furnishings and priceless works of art adorning the walls. It was the only room in the house where he and what now mastered him conversed. 
 
    “Regrets, Philip? Are you remembering how it was before I came into your life? Before I took Lissa away from you? She would have died anyway. But your affair with Julia is what finished her. I had nothing at all to do with her death. You killed her all on your own.” 
 
    Philip raised his gaze back to Brennan. “What is it you want?” His voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    Brennan was expressionless for a moment, and then smiled broadly. “That’s more like it, Philip. Ask me what I want. Ask me… who.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Another child, Philip. You’ll kill him for me, won’t you?” 
 
     Philip’s eyes widened. “No!” 
 
    “Yes, Philip. Kill him before he can stop me. She dreams of him; Julia told me. I’ve had to increase my control, had to have Julia at times keep her firmly sedated. All the signs are there. It’s only a matter of time before he comes for her.” 
 
    “I’ll not kill for you again.” 
 
    Brennan’s smile grew. “Yes, you will, just like you killed the others.” 
 
    Philip pressed his lips together firmly and crossed the room to Brennan. 
 
    He looked himself squarely in the eye as they faced each other. “You can’t make me do it.” 
 
    Brennan received his stare for a moment, and then gave a snort of disgust. “What makes you think I can’t? You’re weak, Philip. You can’t resist me. You could never resist me, and I’ll prove it to you.” Brennan’s eyes narrowed. “Go to the bed, Philip.” 
 
    Philip’s eyes were just as narrowed. “No.” 
 
    Brennan laughed. “Oh, Philip. When will you learn to just obey me? 
 
    Go to the bed, take off your jacket and get comfortable. See what I’ve brought for you? Isn’t she lovely?” 
 
    Philip slowly turned his head in the direction of the huge four-poster bed, its canopied curtains hiding what lay upon it. He licked his now-dry lips, letting his gaze drift back to Brennan. 
 
    “Yes, you want her, don’t you? You take her first, and then it will be my turn.” Brennan’s eyes narrowed to slits. “And then we’ll kill her together… and feed.” 
 
    Philip closed his eyes, fighting the seductive lure of Brennan’s offer. 
 
    “Ah, you’re hungry, aren’t you?” Brennan drawled. “Do you want something good to eat? It’s right there on the bed waiting for you. All you have to do is go over there, get undressed and take it.” 
 
    Philip’s body began to tremble with the steady lessening of his control. 
 
    “She’ll be good, Philip. She’s young, strong. She’ll keep you alive until you can woo and win the important one. The one that really counts.” 
 
    “Don’t make me do this. You can’t make me…” Philip’s control escaped him. He doubled over in pain. 
 
    “God, but you need it! You’re hungry! Aren’t you, Philip?” 
 
    Philip gasped for air, gripped the side of a huge mahogany dresser and pulled himself to a standing position. He now faced Brennan again. 
 
    Brennan smiled at him. “Who controls you, Philip?”
 
    Philip gasped again as he fought for air, the pain assailing. “You do,” he rasped. 
 
    “And to whom will you give the girl?” 
 
    Philip fought to stay where he was. “To you.” 
 
    “Then go to the bed, Philip. Go feed yourself. Feed what little piece of Lissa still lives within you. While you can.” 
 
     Philip fought the lust, the hunger, the need to inflict pain, but the lure of Brennan’s offer was too strong. He took a step toward the bed where he knew the one thing able to satisfy his raging hunger lay, bound and gagged, waiting for him. 
 
    Pure, untouched flesh. A virgin. Food. 
 
    “Isn’t it ironic, Philip? Lissa’s inner heart fed off beauty and pleasure. Now you feed what is left of her with unquenchable lust and sadistic pain. Enjoy your meal, Philip. It will be the last; you must fast until the feast is ready.” Brennan’s voice became an evil hiss. “Read the message again, Philip. Let the news excite you, let it ignite your bloodlust. Take what I’ve brought for you, and we’ll enjoy it together.” 
 
    Philip’s hands shook uncontrollably as he reached for the message on the dresser. He picked it up, the paper rattling in his shaking hands. His eyes were about to read again the words he’d longed to hear, the ones that told him he would still live, when a knock sounded at the door. 
 
    He swallowed hard and looked to Brennan whose face held the same look of panic. He straightened and turned around. “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    The door opened a crack, then halfway as a tall butler poked his head into the bedroom. “I hope I’m not disturbing you, sir, but you did want to be informed of your travel arrangements as soon as they were made.” 
 
    Philip stood stiffly, fighting against his hunger. “Yes? What did you find out?” 
 
    “Mr. Graves booked three seats on an evening flight.” 
 
    “What date?” Philip’s hands shook, and he had to ball them into fists to keep his forced control. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lord Brennan, but the soonest Mr. Graves could book was tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “I see. Very well then. Leave me now.” 
 
    “Will the… lady need a car home, sir?” 
 
    Philip glanced quickly to the curtained bed, then back to his servant. “No. I’ll take care of the lady personally. Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight then, sir.” The butler left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Philip strode across the room and locked the door, returned to the dresser and picked up the message. He read it silently to himself before looking at his reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “Do you still want me to read this to you?” Philip asked. 
 
    Brennan smiled wickedly back at him. “Yes, of course I do. But first, promise me something.” 
 
    Philip stared at him, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. “What?” 
 
    Brennan smiled again. “You will kill the boy, just like the others. Leave no trace, Philip, no clues, no witnesses. And do it yourself this time. I won’t let you use Julia again. You will kill him yourself. I don’t care how.” 
 
    Philip looked to the message in his hand, then back to his reflection.  A reflection which raised an impatient brow at him. “You’re still hungry, aren’t you?” 
 
    Philip glanced at the bed. The young girl he’d drugged at the Sonderson’s party would be waking soon, if she hadn’t regained consciousness already. He took a step in the direction of his private torture chamber. 
 
    “Read it again, Philip. Let me hear it one more time before we eat.” 
 
    Philip stopped in mid-stride, his head half turned to the mirror. He looked at the message in his hand. 
 
                  
 
                  
 
    LORD PHILIP C. BRENNAN
 
    132114 MAYFAIR
 
    LONDON, ENGLAND A-3241
 
                  
 
   BEGIN........SHEʼS READY........STOP........060795
 
    
 
   “She’s ready. Ready for you, ready for us. Take the chain and the knife from the closet, Philip. I’m hungry…” 

 
   

 
 
                   
 
                  
 
   Love hath a language of his own—a voice that goes
 
   From heart to heart—whose mystic tone
 
   Love only knows.
 
    
 
   Thomas Moore
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    Shona sat, hands clutched together in her lap, and forced herself to breathe evenly. She was in the library alone, unusual in itself; she was rarely alone anywhere. 
 
    She looked about apprehensively. Nothing. No one. This part of the library at this time of the day was always empty for some reason. It seemed strange to be by herself. She’d felt almost guilty when Kitty dropped her off earlier, but she didn’t have to tell her best friend everything. For instance, she didn’t have to tell her she was hoping to meet again with the mysterious man she’d seen yesterday. A man who understood the simplest action, the slightest look, and whom she could understand in return. 
 
   She raised her head suddenly as an unfamiliar sensation crept up her spine. Anticipation? She sat up straighter and searched the rows of books again. Still nothing. She dropped her head and let her shoulders slump in disappointment. 
 
     Hello. 
 
    Shona spun in her chair. He stood casually leaning against the shelves behind her, wearing the same pair of sweats as yesterday, only now they’d been torn further. The sweatshirt’s elastic waistband had been completely ripped away, allowing the garment to hang wide and loose on his body. She thought it an odd thing to notice, but he looked better with the rent clothing. Rugged. It suited him. 
 
    The man looked at her expectantly, gently. She swallowed hard, unable to speak as something seemed to take over. Once again an odd warmth wrapped itself around her throat as if something besides her own voice wanted to speak with him. Something deep inside her. 
 
    Shona’s eyes softened as he stood there, hands at his sides, palms turned toward her as the day before. He lifted them slightly. Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you. 
 
    She sucked in a breath. Like yesterday, she could understand him, as if hearing a voice in her head, yet not hearing it. She just knew. She offered him a weak smile. Hello. 
 
    He smiled back, stepped away from the shelves and walked to a table opposite hers several feet away. He sat down and continued to look at her gently, his eyes alive with unidentifiable emotion. 
 
    She gasped at how easily he captured and made her a prisoner as his face became oddly stern, yet gentle. I won’t let anything happen to you. 
 
    Shona’s eyes widened. She swallowed and began to fidget in her chair to fight the hold he had on her. 
 
    His eyes narrowed slightly. No, no, no…
 
   Bewilderment covered her face as something inside her reacted to the simple scold, submitting. She sat perfectly still, not wanting to displease him further. The action prompted a warm smile from him and she noticed the dimple on his left cheek. Automatically, she smiled shyly back. 
 
    He smiled at her again, a knowing smile. Come here. 
 
    She immediately shook her head, eyes wide. 
 
    He raised a brow in question. Surely you’re not afraid?  His face became somber, his head straight. I won’t hurt you, I promise.  The man’s face softened as his eyes reached across the tables to hold her. Nay, little one, I could never hurt you. 
 
    Shona’s breath suddenly left, her heart caught in her throat as he wrapped his gaze around her. It was a gentle embrace, and though she couldn’t breathe or feel her own heart beat, she felt strangely peaceful, secure. Safe. 
 
   Why did you come? 
 
    Shona’s mouth opened, but her voice had traveled deep inside her, speaking from her heart. I had to come. 
 
   Why? 
 
   I do not know why, but I had to come. 
 
    He smiled at her, a rich, warm smile. As did I.  He nodded his head and looked away from her briefly, taking the security of his gaze with him. 
 
   What is wrong? 
 
    He turned to her.  Why are we here? How can I understand you? How can you hear me? 
 
    Shona shook her head helplessly. I do not know. 
 
    He sighed, then placed his forearms on the table resting them there. Weel, let us make the best o’ it then, eh? 
 
    Her eyes widened. What she just heard, felt, seemed clearer, yet was strange, as if his thoughts had an accent. Make the… best of it? 
 
    He smiled again, his dimple deepening. 
 
    Shona shook her head and looked away from him. No, no I do not understand this. It frightens me. This cannot be happening, it cannot! This is not possible.  She looked back to him, “I cannot really hear you, can I?” She mouthed the last words, no sound escaping, but the communication they had shared was now clearly broken. 
 
    He suddenly stood, his hands flat on the table and leaned toward her. A desperate look governed his face and his eyes quickly captured her own. 
 
    She gasped at the suddenness of it and froze as he slowly sat. 
 
   He swallowed, his eyes fusing them together even harder.  Please, talk to me. 
 
    Though the spell had been broken only briefly, it was enough. Fear engulfed Shona as Julia’s warnings erupted to crush what she had just shared with this man. He will hurt you, he will do bad things to you, he doesn’t care about you. None of them will ever care about you. To them you are nothing, a possession to be bought and sold. Merely a prize and no more. 
 
    She choked back her fear and quickly stood. Oh, why had she come? It was just like Julia said. Who was she trying to fool? None of this was real. How could it be real? 
 
    The man stood slowly, carefully. 
 
     Pain, Shona, they will cause you great pain. You will never survive the pain, Shona. They will hurt you, hurt you, hurt you! 
 
    The man came slowly around the table, never taking his eyes off her. He continued his strange hold, head slightly cocked, eyes now filled with pain. 
 
    Shona shook her own head and began to tremble. 
 
    He again motioned with his hands, brow raised, eyes pleading. Please sit down. Dinna leave yet. I wilna hurt ye. 
 
    Her legs suddenly weakened, not from fear, but from the security of his gaze. Unable and unwilling to fight him, she let herself be magically embraced and sat again, calmed by the look on the man’s face. A tender, protective look. A safe look. One able to snuff out Julia’s words. 
 
    Shona leaned back in her chair to put more distance between them. The action prompted a light smile from him, one of understanding. His eyes then gripped her harder. 
 
    Shona, knowing herself defeated and utterly trapped, sighed weakly. 
 
    So did he. 
 
    She cocked her head, wondering what was wrong. 
 
    He cocked his head as well, but playfully. 
 
    She sent him a bemused look and tilted her head the opposite way. 
 
    As did he. 
 
    Shona smiled. Ah, a game. She raised a single eyebrow at him to confirm. 
 
    He copied the action. 
 
    Feeling braver, she ever so slowly raised the other one. 
 
    He again copied her. 
 
    She sat a moment, thinking. 
 
    He lowered his brow, waiting. 
 
    Her mind made up, Shona sat straight in her chair, leaned forward, craned her neck, and for lack of a better idea, quickly stuck her tongue out. 
 
    He copied the action and crossed his eyes to boot…
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Eaton, is he doing what I think he’s doing?” Lany’s voice was low, as their concealment was sparse. 
 
    John tried his best not to laugh as he reluctantly tore his gaze from the couple seated several rows away. “He’s flirting, Lany. Didn’t you ever flirt this way with Cari?” 
 
    “Well, not that way.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “Did you do this with Anwen?” Lany teased. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Crossed eyes and all?” 
 
    John looked back to Dallan, who now had his unbound hair pulled out to either side of his head with his hands and appeared to be trying to touch his nose with his tongue. “Worse.” 
 
    Lany glanced at Dallan and did a double take. “What could be worse than that?” 
 
    John looked his assistant right in the eye with the most serious Lord Councilor’s face he could muster. “I crammed an entire daisy up my nose once. All for the sake of love.” 
 
    Lany shook with barely suppressed laughter. "Oh, I'm definitely going to have to ask Anwen about that!"  He peeked again at the couple. 
 
   “Why doesn’t he take her hand or something?” Lany whispered. “It couldn’t hurt at this point. I mean, see the starry look she’s giving him?” 
 
    John laughed quietly. “He’s afraid of her.” 
 
    Lany sat up straight, a stunned look on his face, his mouth half open. 
 
    “Kwaku says he can sense her Muiraran blood and heart, but doesn’t know what it is yet. Don’t worry, he’ll come around. Zara told me once he touches her, it’ll be all over. Her heart will fully waken.” 
 
    “C’mon Dallan, touch her then!” 
 
    “Patience, Lany.” 
 
    “Right.” Lany pressed his lips together as he turned his attention back to the couple. “The Maiden seemed pretty upset a while ago. What do you think that was about?” 
 
    John never took his eyes off the couple as they quietly gazed at each other. “I don’t know. Kwaku and Zara will be back today. We’ll have to see what they’ve come up with. There have definitely been things going on none of us were aware of."
 
     Lany shook his head. “I should have gone with them. I bet I know where I could find out a few things. 
 
    “I need you here.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    John finally looked at him. “I told Zara to check the old records, as far back as one thousand years.” 
 
    Lany’s eyes grew wide as he smiled broadly. 
 
    John chuckled. “I still remember my assistant days and a few of my sources. Don’t worry. They’ll find out what they need to on this Dawson woman. I definitely want to know if she and the woman you saw at STAN'S the other night are one in the same.  By the way, you’ve called her to confirm our interview this evening?” 
 
    “Five o’clock. Having a chance to question the Maiden should prove interesting to say the least.” 
 
    “Indeed it will. If we can get her away from Dallan long enough that is!” 
 
    They both laughed quietly before turning back to watch Dallan MacDonald silently court the Muiraran Maiden. 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan’s head was bent to his chest his eyes fixed on the lass, holding her. He knew his look was intense, but he was curious as to how much she could take. She matched his look and posture, though not as boldly as expected, as if waiting to see what he would do next. 
 
    He lifted his head and smiled at her, giving in. It pleased him to see the corners of her mouth tug upward shyly. He softened his look. They had stopped communicating by the Saints-only-knew-what-method and he for one felt less shaken, it having unnerved him enough the day before. He didn’t want to go through that again when she left him this time. Besides, he’d used this form of communication often enough and knew he was good at it. What made it even better was the fact the lass was so easy to read. 
 
    He smiled at her tenderly, his eyes filling with concern. Such easy prey, so innocent and open, so… unprotected. 
 
    Dallan’s jaw twitched at the thought. How could she possibly save so many? What did she possess that was so important? And if it was so important, why did she not know about it? 
 
    Answers. No one thought it necessary he have any. 
 
    He decided to see if she would perhaps play another game. He put his elbows on the table, his chin in his hands, and let go a long sigh. 
 
    She did not follow suit, but sat there, eyes wide, her gaze still locked with his, yet seeing something else as well. He studied her more closely. 
 
    Fear. She had fear in her eyes, but not because of him. 
 
    Dallan gently extracted his gaze, releasing her. She immediately looked down at the table and froze. 
 
    He looked around and saw nothing, yet the hairs on the back of his neck rose. Again he scanned the area. Still no one except John and Master Lany hiding behind a low bookshelf, but they were of no concern at the moment. He knew they had been there all along, and he didn’t mind. 
 
    He stood, walked to the nearest aisle, and suspiciously peered down it. Nothing, yet his feeling of warning would not leave. He looked to the lass at the table. She still sat as before frozen in place, head bent low, looking as if she might flee. He decided to see if John sensed anything and chanced leaving her a moment, but not before he let her know. 
 
    Dallan bent over the table to draw her attention. She slowly raised her face, looked quickly around, then swallowed hard. 
 
    He gave her a concerned look, mixed with the gentle sternness he’d created for her earlier. He pointed to where John and Lany hid, indicating with a combination of hand signals he would be over there and come right back.  He knew she would understand even without the gestures. 
 
    She swallowed again and gave him the barest of nods, her hands now gripping the seat of her chair. Dallan’s brow furrowed in concern and he again glanced around before heading over to the Councilor’s hiding spot. 
 
    John and Lany peeked over the shelf as he approached. “What is it? What’s wrong?” John whispered as his eyes immediately sought the Maiden. “Is she all right?” 
 
    “I dinna ken,” Dallan whispered back. “Something frightens her, but I canna figure out what.” 
 
    “Keep your head low, Eaton. You don’t want her to see you.” 
 
     John glanced at his assistant. “Right.” He slouched down in his chair, as did Lany. “What could be bothering her?” 
 
    Lany looked around as if searching, yet seemed to be waiting instead. 
 
    “What is it?” Dallan asked. “D’ye ken what’s wrong?” He glanced back to the Maiden. 
 
    She was gone. “No…” 
 
    John sat up suddenly at the look of panic on Dallan’s face. “What?”  He and Lany followed the Weapons Master’s gaze. 
 
    “Uh oh, where’d she go?” Lany whispered in apprehension. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” John said as he stood. “Spread out, find her. There’s some thing wrong here.” 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Shona quietly hurried down another aisle, her panic driving her deeper into the library’s maze of shelves, tables and partitions. She didn’t quite understand what drove her, only that she had to either get out of the building or hide. She’d been through this before: the prickly sense of warning, the cold chill of fear that raced up her back, the undeniable knowledge that they were close by. Hunting. 
 
    For her. 
 
    She ran down yet another aisle, fear confusing her sense of direction, so she stopped. Her eyes searched, muscles tensing, her body prepared to react to the slightest sound. She promised herself if they ever bothered her again, she wouldn’t freeze. Not this time. This time she’d fight them. Fight with words. She was good with words and this was a public place; she could scream if she really needed to, or if worse came to worse, fight them off physically, the way she wanted to last time. 
 
     Shona raised her eyes to the top of the shelves and listened intently. She heard nothing but  knew they were there. She could feel them, sense them, all but taste their presence in the building, and hadn’t the slightest idea how. She just did. 
 
    And they were getting closer…
 
    She swallowed back her panic, ran to the end of the aisle and stopped short when it emptied at a dead end. She turned and began to hurriedly head back the other way. 
 
    “Little Bo Peep has lost her sheep and we know where to find her…” 
 
    The low raspy voice carried through the books surrounding her. She bit her lower lip to keep from crying out as the muscles in her legs locked. She stood glued to the spot. 
 
    Another voice, this one mocking, sarcastic, ugly. “Where are you? Come out, come out wherever you are.” 
 
    Her knees nearly buckled as she balled her trembling hands into fists. She should have stayed with the man, she knew she should have stayed with him. But what if he was with them? She hadn’t thought of that before. And she had sat with him for who knows how long pretending she could hear him, imagining he spoke to her. But it was nothing. It was just like Julia said it would always be. Or was it?                
 
    They don’t care about you, Shona. All they will do is hurt you. Men are bad, ugly, violent. They will use you and then hurt you. All except Philip. You know you can trust Philip. He would never hurt you, Shona. He loves you, he’ll care for you, he can keep all the others away from you. He will come for you one day and when he does, you will…
 
    Shona nearly cried out and covered her ears. Julia’s overwhelming words always surfaced at odd times, as if triggered to control her, making her freeze. Making her helpless. 
 
    “Little Bo Peep, we’ve found your sheep and let this be a reminder, that all lost sheep are naught but meat, meant only for those that find her…” 
 
     They were in the next aisle over, coming closer. She had to fight to make her legs move. The books dug into her back as she slid along the shelves, too frightened to push away from the scant protection. 
 
    “Anybody hungry?” The third voice was raspy and deep. She knew there would be three. There were always three, the same three. And she knew what they wanted…
 
    Maybe she wasn’t boxed in, maybe there was another aisle around the corner. If not, the books would be her only protection. Her voice had left her again. Help me, oh, please help me! They are coming for me, they will hurt me again, don’t let them hurt me again…
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
     Dallan spun in mid aisle, practically knocking John over as he headed back the other way. 
 
    “What? What is it now?” 
 
    Dallan ignored him as he picked up speed, his surroundings a blur. He turned suddenly to take yet a different route, one none of them had traversed, and made his legs move faster. 
 
    He could hear her. 
 
    “Dallan? What is it?” John had to trot to keep up. 
 
    Dallan suddenly stopped, grabbed a generous portion of John’s shirt and pulled him into a side aisle. “Stay here.” 
 
    “Why? What’s going on? You hear something?” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes searched furtively yet looked at nothing. “Stay here, John, I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Dallan…” John’s voice had gone stern. 
 
    Dallan pierced him with a look so full of command John backed into a small book display and broke the hold only by stumbling over several fallen volumes of Shakespeare. By the time he righted himself, Dallan was gone. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
    Lany searched the aisle. The Maiden no where to be seen. He bit his lower lip in frustration and fought against the strange fear that pounded him, knowing full well it was not his own. It was the Maiden’s, and for some reason he could feel it. 
 
    And if he could feel it, then…
 
    He turned and retraced his steps, anxious now to find Dallan, sure at this point the Scot knew, felt where the Maiden was. 
 
    Lany rounded a corner and stopped short. There were people in this section of the library, the first he’d seen all day, and he’d practically run right over one. “Excuse me,” he said as he made to move past the young man blocking his path. 
 
    The man glared at him, obviously disturbed Lany had invaded his aisle. He matched Lany’s movements and blocked his way. 
 
    Lany stopped and looked at him. Mid-twenties, rich parents, eyes too close together, too much aftershave, vain about his appearance, and probably father of several illegitimate children. In short an ignorant young thug. Through with the assessment and not having time to spare, he again tried to go around him. “I believe I said excuse me.” 
 
    “I believe I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    Lany’s face went flat, “Oh. Well then…” he shoved him out of the way and began to move past him, more anxious than before. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the thug’s voice called from behind him. Lany was busy ignoring it when his shirt collar was grabbed so hard from behind the top button popped off and flew into a wall of books. Before he had time to react, he was on the floor next to the button with the back of his head against a large volume of poetry. He wasn’t sure which hurt more, his skull or the fact the thug had managed to quietly and expertly land him in the middle of the aisle. 
 
    He began to climb to his feet when he was unceremoniously yanked the rest of the way by the hand of a stealthy, prowling, and ready-to-kill, Weapons Master. Lany glared openly. 
 
    Dallan remained silent while he glared back, then released the handful of shirt he’d grabbed and moved away to continue his own search. 
 
    Lany glanced at the wrinkled material. “Hope Angus didn’t pay much for this thing,” then turned and quickly followed Dallan. 
 
    Dallan peered intently around the edge of the aisle, then looked at Lany and brought a finger to his lips before returning his attention to the sounds coming from around the corner. 
 
    “Little Bo Peep?” The voice was mocking, dangerous. “Where is your sheep? Send it out to play with us.” 
 
    Lany cringed at the words, and took a cautious step forward to stand next to Dallan whose eyes were narrowed to two bright green slits, his jaw tight, nostrils flared. Lany knew he no longer searched. Dallan was on the hunt, stalking his prey, and it wasn’t the Maiden. 
 
    “Oh look, a little lost sheep with tender white meat, all for us to devour. Can’t wait to eat this young little sheep, too bad we’ve only an hour.” 
 
      Dallan reached his right hand behind him, down the back of his loose sweatshirt, and silently pulled a dirk out from underneath.  Lany grimaced. So that’s why Dallan had worn his hair unbound today, he thought to himself—to hide the weapon better. It also explained why he’d wanted to rip the elastic off the sweatshirt last night. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed even further. Lany tapped the Scot on the shoulder and he abruptly turned his head around, eyes intense, brow furrowed in warning. 
 
    Lany mouthed the word ‘No’, indicating the dirk with a nod of his head. Dallan remained expressionless and turned his attention back around the corner. Now he heard nothing. Only silence. He began to move. 
 
    Lany grabbed him. “Dallan, wait,” he whispered urgently. “This isn’t seventeenth century Scotland. You can’t just kill someone and be on your way.” 
 
    “Quiet, man,” Dallan’s voice was low. “She’s running again.” 
 
    They both froze and listened intently to the light footsteps fleeing down the next aisle. This section of the library was like a huge maze, the shelves and aisles all connecting in a pattern. The problem was, neither Dallan nor Lany knew it well enough to know where they were, not to mention the Maiden and the unexpected company which lurked nearby. 
 
    The footsteps stopped just as another set, heavier, could be heard in another aisle, and yet another. They, whoever they were, had split up to either try to box the Maiden in or simply flush her out into the open. 
 
    Dallan took a step forward and Lany again grabbed him and got his face right in the Scot’s ear, albeit on tiptoe. “No killing! If you do we’ll all be in a lot of trouble!” 
 
    Dallan turned to face him, narrowed his eyes, flared his nostrils, then spun away.  He crept down a side aisle, stopped abruptly, and motioned Lany to do the same. He listened intently, and then looked to Lany, a wicked smile on his face. 
 
    Lany glared back and folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    Dallan merely winked at the Assistant Councilor as he turned to the wall of books at his left. He brought a hand to the shelf at his own eye level, paused then moved his hand to the shelf below and began to quietly shove books aside. 
 
    Lany watched nervously as Dallan reached into the hole he’d created and started pulling books from the shelf in the next aisle over. Comprehension dawning, Lany tiptoed to the opposite end of their aisle to carefully peek around the corner. Sure enough, what must be one of the thugs stood up against the shelves. The young man had a long ponytail that swished every time he moved his head to scan the aisle. He probably waited for the Maiden to come running by. 
 
    Lany turned and glanced back into his own aisle. Dallan looked at him, flipped his dirk in the air once and smiled broadly. Lany gulped as quietly as he could and waved his hands frantically. “No blood, no wounding, no killing!” He mouthed.
 
    Lany got an inspiration. “However,” he added, eyebrows arching mischievously, “you can humiliate them.” 
 
    Dallan smiled and reached through the hole in the books. Lany gulped and carefully peered around the corner. Thug Number Two’s head was turned away from him at the moment. Lany switched his position and looked back to Dallan, who had his left arm in the hole, the dirk in his right hand poised and ready for use. The Weapons Master’s eyes  intent on his prey. 
 
    Lany nearly gasped at the audible thud that followed, and prayed no on else heard.
 
    Almost afraid to look, Lany leaned back far enough to see Dallan, dirk still poised in his right hand and what looked like a long piece of hair in his left. The Scot quickly strode past and tossed the severed ponytail at him. 
 
    Lany caught the hair, looked at it, glanced at the unconscious form in the next aisle and sighed audibly. He then threw the hair over his shoulder and trotted after Dallan. “Well, that takes care of humiliating that one.” 
 
    He continued to mumble under his breath as he sailed around the corner, only to find the same thug that had landed him on the floor earlier staring up into Dallan’s face as he blocked the Scot’s path. Or was it the other way around? 
 
    “Out of my way, creep!” 
 
    Lany casually leaned against the shelves. Not only was it the other way around, but interesting as well. 
 
    Dallan didn’t move. 
 
    “I said move out of the way.” There was an audible click of some sort near Thug Number One’s right hip. 
 
   The Scot still wasn’t moving. 
 
    “Fine then, give me an excuse.” The thug held the knife in front of Dallan’s face threateningly. They were only an arm’s length apart. 
 
     Lany couldn’t see the look on Dallan’s face, but he did see him shrug and calmly move out of the other man’s way. 
 
    The thug passed on Dallan’s left and was just about parallel with him when he saw Lany. “You!” he snarled just as Dallan’s right arm flew across his broad chest. One huge fist hit the thug squarely in the face to knock him against the shelves and onto the floor with a thud. 
 
    Lany let out a chuckle of triumph, then noticed Dallan had kept moving, continuing the hunt. Once again Lany jogged after him and around another corner. When he finally caught up, Dallan was on one knee at the end of yet another aisle, his head cocked to one side as he listened intently. 
 
    Lany stopped to listen as well, and sighed in relief. 
 
    
 
   “Shona? Shona are you all right? Geez, I’ve been looking all over this place for you! Julia wants you back at your house by two. That gives us just enough time. C’mon, let’s get out of here! I’m starved!” Kitty tugged at Shona’s shirt-sleeve. 
 
    Shona looked at her as relief slowly replaced the panic on her face. “Oh, I am glad it is you.” Her voice came out a strangled whisper, barely audible from not having used it practically all day. Instead communicating… no that was impossible. 
 
    She pushed away from the books she’d been using for protection and was amazed the men chasing her had twice practically walked right past, not seeing her at all.  She should tell Kitty what happened.  But no, Kitty wouldn’t listen. Julia said she wouldn’t. Kitty was in love with men, all men. She would never believe it, just like Julia said…
 
    Or would she? 
 
    “Little Bo Peep…” 
 
    Shona froze, half-turned from the wall of books, as the leader of the three men stepped into the aisle and slowly walked toward them. Kitty looked at him, quickly adjusted her sundress, and smiled warmly. 
 
    Shona’s eyes widened at her friend. “Oh, Kitty, n… no.” Her voice was leaving her again. She slumped to the floor, fear pulling her down, making her head swim. She thought she might faint. Why did this happen? What could suddenly make her so helpless? It seemed all they had to do was speak and she was at their mercy. And he was coming closer, Kitty the only thing standing between them. 
 
    Oh please, please, wherever you are, please help me. 
 
    No answer. It was just as she feared; she had imagined the whole thing. The man was gone, if he ever existed at all, and now she was helpless, with Kitty totally unaware of the danger drawing nearer. 
 
    Shona clutched her stomach, the thing suddenly awake and hungry. 
 
    “Well, you must be Little Bo Peep,” the man said softly to Kitty as he stopped several yards away. 
 
    Kitty began to smile at him when she suddenly noticed Shona on the floor. “Oh my gawsh! Shona, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk. You’ve got a sick lamb there. I’d better take care of this myself.” He began to slowly walk toward them just as another man came around the far corner into the aisle. The first man turned to the newcomer. “About time,” he began to look at him curiously. “What happened to you?” 
 
      The newcomer rubbed the back of his head gingerly and shrugged. 
 
    Another man came round the same corner to join them, the left side of his face black, blue and puffy, his left eye swollen completely shut. 
 
    The leader gasped with disbelief. “And you?” 
 
    The second newcomer shrugged as well. 
 
    The leader ignored them both and turned back to his prey. “Don’t worry,” his voice rasped. “We’ll take care of your friend.” 
 
    Kitty looked up at them as she kneeled by Shona. “Wha… what do you mean?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” he said, taking several steps closer, “I think we could take care of you, too.” His face became a leer. 
 
    Kitty slowly stood. “I think you ought to leave now. I don’t like your tone of voice.” 
 
    He looked to his companions. “Oh, she doesn’t like my tone of voice.” 
 
     They each chuckled haphazardly as they took in the sight of the other and grimaced. 
 
    “Shut up!” the leader snapped, then turned back to Kitty. “C’mon let’s get out of here and go have ourselves a good time. My friends can take care of your friend, don’t worry.” 
 
    Kitty shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I don’t think so. I think you’d better leave now.” 
 
    “No, it’s I that don’t think so, darlin’. When I leave, so will you.” 
 
       Kitty glanced quickly to Shona who seemed frozen to the spot, helpless. She suddenly straightened herself and glared at the three hoodlums. “Leave us alone or I’ll… I’ll call the librarian!” 
 
    The men laughed. They knew as well as Kitty they were probably the only ones occupying this section of the third floor. One where sound was easily absorbed by the many books…
 
    “And the librarian will call the police, and I’ll sue you for… for harassment.” Kitty swallowed hard, her voice weak as she waited to see what they would do next. 
 
    They just kept laughing. 
 
    She threw out her next best line of defense. “My father is a very influential man in this city. He’ll see you’re locked up and… and they’ll throw away the key.” 
 
    The laughing abruptly stopped. Each man now stood transfixed, staring at her, or rather behind her. 
 
    Kitty’s bravery suddenly ignited. “I’ll see you get a life sentence! You’ll never be able to set foot in this place again!” 
 
    Lany laughed into one hand as he watched through a space he’d made in a wall of books. The three thugs were just in front of him, beyond them the Maiden and her friend. Beyond them was Dallan, casually leaning against the wall as he picked at his fingernails with his dirk. His eyes, however, conveyed the message he wanted to give: they were narrowed to slits, his stare piercing and very deadly. 
 
    The Maiden slowly lifted her head before she threw it back and moaned. 
 
    The Call! Now? 
 
    Lany saw Dallan’s body jerk slightly in response. He knew he had to be in pain but the Weapons Master stood as solidly as before and continued to glare at the thugs. 
 
    Head Thug decided to glare back. Dallan smiled wickedly at him and came away from the wall. 
 
    “I swear I’ll tell my father about this and he’ll have you all run out of town!” Kitty blurted, having also caught the thug’s challenge. 
 
    Dallan took a step forward and flipped his dirk into the air, catching it by the blade. He now held it poised for flight, his eyes clearly marking the leader’s heart as the primary target. 
 
    All three thugs backed up a step. Head Thug quickly glanced at his two companions whose faces were both white, then looked back to Dallan and swallowed hard. 
 
    “Yeah, you’d better be scared!” Kitty squeaked. “No one fools around with my dad and stays out of jail long enough to tell about it! Get outta here! Leave us alone!” 
 
    Dallan raised the dirk, preparing for the throw. 
 
    “And if you’re not out of here by the time I count to three, my mother’s cousin is a judge, and I bet you’ll get him and if you do I’ll see to it he throws the book at you!” 
 
    The thug’s eyes all widened. 
 
    “One…” 
 
    Dallan pulled his arm back. 
 
    The three thugs began to turn, their eyes still locked on Dallan. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed further. 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    All three continued to turn and back up as one. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right! You’re not so tough, are you?” Kitty yelped. 
 
    Dallan brought his arm forward quickly to begin the throw…
 
    “Three!” Kitty suddenly blurted at the same time, jumping slightly at them for emphasis. 
 
    All three squeaked in alarm and practically tripped over each other as they ran from the aisle. 
 
    Lany stifled his laughter as he chastised himself for not having any way to record the whole thing. Cari and the kids would have loved this! 
 
    Kitty stood proudly. "Cowards!” She then turned to Shona and stopped short as she noticed Dallan for the first time. He had just returned the unreleased dirk to its hiding spot and leaned against the wall of books. 
 
     “Oh,” Kitty managed to breathe. “It’s you.” 
 
    Dallan’s face remained expressionless for a moment before he also looked to Shona and began to move in her direction. 
 
    Kitty quickly bent down and pulled Shona into her arms protectively. “Shona,” she began, eyes still fixed on him. “It’s all right, they’re gone. I got rid of them.” 
 
    Dallan pressed his lips together tightly as his eyes brightened. 
 
    Shona looked up at him as she clutched at Kitty’s arms and both struggled to their feet. “Thank you,” she mouthed silently, her voice still gone. 
 
    He took an unconscious step forward, every muscle tense as a warning, the same one from the day before, screamed through his head; don’t touch her!  He stopped again, straining against the words, desperately wanting to go to her, yet heed the warning at the same time. 
 
    The girls backed up a step as they heard the sound of feet heading straight for them. 
 
    Kitty looked frantically about. “Oh, gawsh, Shona, if my dad finds out what went on, he’ll kill me! I bet that’s the librarian!” 
 
     Shona ignored her, and instead stared longingly up at Dallan. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here!” Kitty began to tug on Shona’s arm. If there was one thing capable of tearing Kitty Morgan away from a handsome man, it was the possibility of her father’s wrath. She grabbed Shona’s other arm and proceeded to pull her away. 
 
    Shona's gaze was torn from Dallan’s as Kitty dragged her down the aisle, now anxious to leave the library and any possible confrontation that might arise should they be caught and charged with disturbing the peace or being a public nuisance. 
 
    Lany watched Dallan fight the urge to follow. His fists opened and closed, his jaw danced and his eyes filled with pain, yet he didn’t take one step. The Maiden quickly disappeared around the corner as he stared after her. For some reason, he never followed. 
 
    Lany rolled his eyes then trotted along quietly and caught sight of the girls as they descended the wide staircase leading to the first floor lobby and main exit. 
 
    “Lany!” 
 
    He’d been so intent on the Maiden he didn’t even see John emerge out of a nearby aisle. He kept moving as he acknowledged his superior. “Dallan’s back there. I’ll take care of the Maiden.” 
 
     John looked confused for a moment before he headed off in the direction of the immobilized Scot. Satisfied, Lany picked up speed and raced down the stairs to the second floor landing which overlooked the lobby below. The Maiden and Kitty had already left the building. 
 
    As inconspicuously as possible he raced down the next set of stairs, reached the main doors and burst through.  Across the street the Maiden was getting into a little red car driven by her friend. There was a horrible grinding of gears as the vehicle sped off. 
 
    Lany sighed in relief. Thank the Creator she was safe… for now. He mumbled a quick prayer that she would stay that way until the interview that evening and headed back upstairs. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
   Julia paced beside her car, tired of waiting and wondering what was happening inside. Perhaps she should have gotten someone more reliable, more professional, to do the job, but Steven had done her well enough so far. And he had gotten here as soon as she called and told him where Shona was. Not bad for such short notice. Perhaps she was too impatient. Things were so risky now and she knew she couldn’t afford to get nervous. 
 
    “Miss Dawson?” 
 
    Julia spun on her heel and came face to face with her hired help. She quickly took in the sight of the three young men assigned the task of harassing and terrifying Shona Whittard. “What on earth happened to you?” 
 
    Steven, the leader of the three, stepped forward reluctantly. “We, uh, ran into a little problem.” 
 
    Julia’s face contorted. “What kind of problem? You got the job done, didn’t you?” 
 
    Steven again looked at his friends. “We can’t do this for you anymore. It’s getting too dangerous. Lewis got scalped in there, and Ed thinks he may have a concussion.” 
 
    Julia looked them over sternly, noted Ed’s black and blue face and Lewis’s missing hair, then turned her attention back to Steven. “How did she react when you gave the trigger phrase?” 
 
    “Just like you said she would, she ran and froze, ran and froze. We chased her all over the third floor before…” he looked at Lewis and Ed, “…we got interrupted.” 
 
    “Interrupted?” 
 
    Steven swallowed hard and nodded again. 
 
    Julia reached into her car through an open window and pulled out her purse. She began to dig through it. “I want you to do the same thing in two days if possible.” She fumbled with a wad of money. “I can have her here in the afternoon.” She handed Steven three, one hundred dollar bills. 
 
    The three young men glanced at one another, Ed shuffling his feet as they did. “Don’t count on me going through this again, lady. I almost got killed in there today.” 
 
    Julia looked him squarely in the eye. “I pay you to do a job and do it right. If there are a few risks involved, then that’s the way of it. I explained this to Steven before I hired him. Besides, I assumed you were capable of handling anyone interfering with your work.” She extracted three more bills from the wad, handing them to Ed, her voice sarcastic. “What happened? A book fall on you?” 
 
    He snatched the bills from her hand and glared at her before looking at the money. “Something like that.” 
 
    She gave a satisfied smile, pulled out another three bills and handed them to Lewis who took the money with little enthusiasm. She then dropped the wad back into her purse and snapped it shut. “Two days, gentlemen, unless you hear from me prior.” She got into her car and sped away from them with a loud screech of tires. 
 
    Steven looked after the car, his face a frown, and then turned to his friends. “How much money we got?” 
 
    All three looked at the money in their hands. Ed glanced back to the library a block and a half away. “Enough money to stay at my dad’s beach house for four or five days.” He touched the left side of his face tenderly, wincing in pain as he did. 
 
    Steven and Lewis also glanced at the library down the street before turning to each other. “Let’s go,” they said in unison. 
 
    Things had to be safer at the beach. 

 
   

 
 
                  
 
   Sweetest sweet and fairest fair,
 
   Of birth and worth beyond compare,
 
   Thou art the causer of my care,
 
   Since first I loved thee.
 
   Yet God hath given to me a mind,
 
   That which to thee shall prove as kind
 
   As any one that thought shalt find,
 
   Of high or low degree.
 
    
 
   A Ballad
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    “Do you have any hobbies?” John asked to start things off, amazed at how well recovered the Maiden seemed considering the library incident. But, he reminded himself, her emotions could disappear and reappear in an instant.  Hmmm … perhaps it was time to test them. 
 
     They were seated in the Whittard’s third-floor music room—John on a large white, rather worn, pillow-like sofa, Shona across from him on a matching love seat. There was a glass topped table between them, a very expensive looking one, John noted. It stood out against the other furnishings. The only things on the table were John and Shona’s cups of tea, offered earlier by Shona’s mother before she excused herself to go run a few errands. 
 
    John sat and silently observed Shona as she organized her thoughts. 
 
    She was lovely. No, not the right word. Exquisite? No. Dainty? That she was. She was no more than four inches above five feet tall, and her bone structure, judging from her face and hands, was extremely delicate and fragile looking. However she didn’t appear scrawny as he thought she might, considering how small her Muiraran mother Shannell was. No, the Maiden, despite her size, had a womanly voluptuousness to her. A well-proportioned, dainty, elegant—that was the word—piece of priceless art painted by the heavens. 
 
    He then got his first real good look at her eyes. John automatically sucked in his breath as they locked with his, their green luminescence jolting his senses. The Maiden’s eyes had the upward slant of her race, the one Muiraran feature her camouflage instinct did not completely hide. 
 
    “Hobbies?” Shona began, reaching for her teacup. She sat back in her seat and took a sip. “Fencing. For about seven years now.” 
 
     John reached for his own cup. “Do you enjoy it?” 
 
    “At first no, not much. But now I find it to be great fun, not to mention good exercise. Between school and lessons, it is hard to find time to work out.” 
 
    “You like working out?” 
 
    She looked at him as if he were some sort of dimwit, causing John to swallow too much tea and almost choke. Shona merely raised an eyebrow, as if she found his display interesting in a scholastic sort of way, and then remembered her manners. “Mr. Eaton, are you all right?” She stood and calmly reached over the coffee table to pat his back. 
 
    The touch gave John a strange tingly sensation that spread across his back and through the rest of his body. His coughing immediately stopped. “Tha… thank you,” he managed to sputter as he forced a smile. 
 
    The Maiden returned to her seat, studying him like he was an unusual insect. He supposed she was taking in all aspects of his behavior, cataloguing them for future reference. Muirarans absorbed everything. 
 
    “Yes,” she said as she retrieved her cup from the table. “I do like to work out.” The statement was matter-of-fact. 
 
    “Do you have any other hobbies?” John stared at his tea, wondering if he should have another go at it, then looked to the Maiden. 
 
    She observed his decision making indifferently. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “I like languages, gymnastics… and music.” Her last words were spoken softly, as if she didn’t want anyone else in the house to hear them. 
 
    “Music,” John prompted just as quietly. 
 
    She lifted her eyes over the rim of her cup as she sipped, their green color brightening with suppressed excitement. “Yes,” she breathed, “music.” 
 
     The passion in her voice couldn’t be missed, and John made a note of it. Music. Lany and Zara were right; the Call was manifesting itself that way. It also explained why Dallan heard music every time he received the Call. “So music is not only your chosen vocation but your favorite hobby?” 
 
    “Yes, yes it is! I… I love music.” Her words escaped on a breathy whisper, and she must have realized how she sounded if the blush creeping into her cheeks was an indicator. 
 
   “Why do you like music so much?” 
 
    Shona took a deep breath, probably to calm herself. At least she still had control, or it appeared she did. Time would tell… “I don’t really know. I guess because of the way it makes me feel.” 
 
    “How does it make you feel?” 
 
    Her breathing picked up again, and John could tell she was indeed fighting for control. “Satisfied,” she finally offered. 
 
    John made a note or two on his tablet. Time to see how stable or unstable her emotional states really were. He swallowed and looked back to the Maiden, a determined gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “Have you ever been arrested?” 
 
     Shona nearly choked as she sipped. “No.” she told him, having to compose herself. “I have not.” 
 
     He smiled. The flat, forced fact-finder voice she’d used earlier was gone. The Maiden’s seemingly nonexistent emotions were keying up. 
 
    “Do you have any health problems?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Eaton. I do not.” 
 
    “Have you ever had a mystical experience?” 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    “Miss Whittard?” he prompted. He knew very well she was having dreams and possibly nightmares just like Dallan. A direct result of the Call constantly stirring within her, growing. 
 
    “I… I’m not sure I understand what you mean by mystical,” she finally offered, trying to sound sure of herself and not doing a very good job. 
 
    The question had to have thrown her, John thought. This was, after all, supposed to be a university entrance interview. “Things out of the norm,” he replied casually. “Strange dreams for example.” He reached for his cup to give her a moment to consider her answer. From the cornered look on her face, he knew he’d hit pay dirt. 
 
    The question did more than just throw her.  Shona braced herself as her face paled. For a fraction of a second, her features fluxed. 
 
    John froze. 
 
    “Mr. Eaton, if… if you will excuse me, I… I need to …to...” Shona’s eyes grew wide with panic. She sprang off the love seat and headed straight for the stereo system behind the sofa. 
 
    John sat nervously as he waited for the Maiden to finish playing with an assortment of buttons, knobs and dials on the wall of audio equipment behind him.  He knew then her heart was hungry. 
 
    She inserted a flat silvery disc into a slot, pushed a button and music filled the room. Her entire body shuddered in response as her heart began to feed. She took a deep breath and turned to look at him, her eyes slightly glazed. 
 
    He smiled nervously at her. “Ready?” 
 
    She took another deep breath, leaned back against the sofa and stared blankly at him for a moment before nodding. 
 
    "Let's move on, shall we?" John asked, wondering if it was a good idea to try to question her while she was feeding. The fact that she was feeding the more important matter. 
 
     He gasped as the Maiden’s features began to flux to Muiraran and back again, her emotions keying up, her camouflage instinct obviously skipping a beat or two.  Did she have any idea what was happening to her?  Had she ever seen her true features before?  He studied her more closely.  Something else seemed to be happening to her but he didn’t know what, except that he didn’t want to be alone with her should another emergency arise like the one at the library that morning. Wasn’t Julia Dawson in the house somewhere? Did she know what was going on? What about her mother? Did either Julia or the Whittards even know what—who—Shona really was? 
 
   The Maiden's breathing slowed to normal, and John looked about apprehensively. Where was Lany? He should have left Kwaku and Zara by now. Thank the Creator, they’d returned on time, but they would be of no help this afternoon. Zara was weak and Kwaku would have to…
 
   “I'm terribly sorry Mr. Eaton.  I seem to be a bit out of sorts.” 
 
   John jumped.
 
   She had practically panted the last sentence as her body moved seductively to the music. She looked at him, eyes bright, and licked her lips before swallowing hard. 
 
   John began to fidget uncomfortably at his end of the sofa. Where was Lany? 
 
    A sudden knock outside the music room made both John and Shona jump.
 
    Lany poked his head inside. “Sorry to interrupt, but Kwaku… found what, uh, what you were looking for.” 
 
    John sighed in relief then realized what he’d just heard.  "Oh!  Yes, of course."  He turned to Shona.  "This is my associate Lany Mosgofian.  In fact he'll be going over a few things with you as well.  Would you mind if he and I stepped out?"
 
    Shona stared at him blankly a moment before her gaze slowly travelled to Lany.  She stared at him with interest.  
 
    Lany offered a weak smile.  "Nice to meet you.  I look forward to our time together."  He quickly turned to John, an anxious look governing his face.
 
    "Excuse us, Shona." John got up from the sofa.  "This won't take but a moment."
 
    She merely nodded and continued to scrutinize Lany, who cringed uncontrollably.  He could actually feel her inner heart pushing and pulling at him.  He turned abruptly and fled the music room.  
 
   John followed at a more normal pace, but quickly caught up to Lany halfway down the stairs. “Julia Dawson?” 
 
   “Yes,” Lany quickly glanced about the small hall-study they were in at the bottom of the stairs, looking for anything to distract him from the Maiden and her pull. 
 
    “Well? What about her?” 
 
    He jumped slightly but didn’t think John noticed. “Oh, uh, we were right. She’s trouble.” 
 
    “What did they find out?” John’s voice was low. 
 
    Lany looked around and lowered his own. “Well, let me put it this way. Either Dawson was moved through time and relocated, so to speak, or there really is such a thing as reincarnation.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “A woman by the same name, with the same description and retina I.D. existed during the rebellion of oh, forty-nine.” 
 
    John’s eyes widened. “Three thousand forty nine?” 
 
    “That’s the one. She was a scientist with the Anontist Center when she was arrested.” 
 
    “Arrested!” 
 
    “Arrested. For murder. First degree. Eight counts.” 
 
    John blanched. 
 
    “Wait, there’s more.” Lany added, still shaky but starting to recover. “Just before she was to be executed, hours before, she disappeared without a trace, never to be seen or heard from again.” 
 
    “By the Creator.” John said to no one in particular as a cold chill belligerently forced its way up his spine. 
 
    “And,” continued Lany. “The people she murdered all reappeared ten days after the scheduled execution. From all outward appearances they had never been gone.” 
 
    At that, they both exchanged the same sage look. 
 
    “She was moved, moved to this time.” John whispered his face white. 
 
    Lany nodded. 
 
    Both men shivered simultaneously as the same conclusion gripped them. They looked at each other in horror. 
 
    “By a Time Master.” They said in unison, the realization pushing both onto the nearest pieces of furniture, their limbs too shaken to hold them. 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Ten minutes later John was back at the interview, praying he looked composed. The new information Lany brought was, to say the least, disturbing. Very disturbing. It was always thought a past Time Master was used to take the Maiden as an infant, the motive to stop a Muiraran prophecy from coming to pass, one never explained to John. But that would simply mean hiding the Maiden somewhere, and possibly easy to do if the Time Master used wasn’t the wiser as they were often sought out in major emergencies. And someone had been smart enough to pull it off. Unfortunately the most likely Time Master to have been used was gone now, passed away shortly after the Maiden’s abduction. Both he and his mate. Without being able to question the primary suspect, there was no other way to find where she had been taken. The Muirarans had to wait until she was of age, when her inner heart would begin to grow and struggle out of its dormant state. Zara could then locate her with her own, having bonded with the infant shortly after birth. A precautionary measure and a wise one it turned out to be. But Julia Dawson was probably moved well after the Maiden was taken. Which meant there still had to be a Time Master involved. But which one? John knew of only Kwaku. He and his people knew nothing about any of the previous Time Masters. With Muirarans one was always on a need to know basis. 
 
    John took a deep breath to compose himself, a nasty headache brewing as the nausea in his stomach grew. Wasn’t that Dawson woman in the house somewhere?  How were they going to deal with her now? His headache suddenly exploded. Time to bring in the reinforcements.  Namely Dallan. 
 
   John began to absently rub his tired eyes. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment again, Shona, I need to make a…er, communication.” 
 
    “Communication?” 
 
    “You know a contact?” John absently flung his hand about in a circle as he tried to think of the correct term. “A message, a…” 
 
    “Phone call?” she offered. 
 
    John pointed to her in confirmation. “Yes, that’s it.” 
 
    She stared at him a moment, concern in her eyes. “There is a phone in my bedroom, or you can use the one in the family room down stairs. Just go right at the bottom of the stairs and you will be there.” 
 
    “Thank you, the family room will do.” Now all he had to worry about was finding the blasted thing. What did a phone look like anyway? By the Creator, he knew he should have paid closer attention to Lany’s briefing before coming today. 
 
    John got to his feet and excused himself again before leaving to find the phone, which of course he had no intention of using. He needed to get Lany there to take over the rest of the questions and observations for a while, as the Maiden now posed no threat of falling apart. He hoped. 
 
    He proceeded down the stairs, his nausea now coming in waves. He knew it was from the recent news and the stress it caused. He prayed Lany still had his communicator on as he entered the family room and crossed to the other side, searching. From what he could remember, a phone was attached to the wall by a length of plastic covered wire or, in some cases, no wire at all. There would be buttons with numbers on it as well. 
 
    After a moment of looking about, John finally found what he was looking for. He picked up the device and studied it briefly. Hmm, it was obviously a wireless model. He peered down the hall cautiously before raising the communicator to his lips. If the Maiden walked in on him, he could simply wave it around or chew on it to keep her from knowing what it really was. To her it was simply a pen, and he would treat it as such. 
 
    “Lany?” John began the phone at his ear, communicator to his lips. “Are you there?” 
 
    “What is it? Everything okay?” his pen replied with a bit of static. 
 
    “Oh, thank the Creator I got you on the first try. Can you cover for me? Just for a few minutes? It's time to fetch Dallan.” 
 
    Dead silence from the pen. 
 
    “Lany?” John pulled the communicator away from his lips and stared at it intently, the phone still held to his ear. 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” came the dazed reply. 
 
    John returned it to his lips. “As soon as possible, Lany. I’m in bad shape here.” 
 
    “On my way.” Lany sounded concerned. 
 
    “Thanks, Lany. I owe you one.” 
 
    “Mr. Eaton?” 
 
    John spun around to face the Maiden, as panic and relief battled for possession of his face. Panic because of the fear he might be found out, relief because he also knew he was covered, the phone still pressed firmly to his ear. 
 
    That is, until he noticed the look on Shona’s face. 
 
    “Mr. Eaton, why are you talking into the television remote?” 
 
    Relief died as shock and embarrassment took over, leaving John to fend for himself until Lany could come to his rescue. 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
   Back home at last, the errands all done, Maggie Whittard sipped her tea slowly. She wanted the relaxation and warmth it brought to last as long as possible. It had been a long day. 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she watched her tea swirl in its cup, her hand moving in slow circles. Maybe this time her daughter would get what she wanted and this new university and music school would accept her. Poor Shona had been through too many disappointments in the past and it wasn’t fair that she should have to suffer such humiliation. And it was all because of him. 
 
    Maggie knew he had to be the one behind it. There was no other explanation, no one else with anything to gain from Shona’s failure, no one else that would be so cruel. Maggie, for one, didn’t understand what his motive was. He’d wanted Shona to be highly educated; why keep her from what he wanted? Of course, some of the things he wanted her to excel in she and Evan had thought rather strange at first. Languages and fencing for instance, not to mention gymnastics and a healthy smattering of marital arts. Why hold her back now? Good Lord, the girl was nearly twenty! She should be well into college and close to graduating by now. 
 
    Maggie sighed. Money? No, he had plenty of that. Then what? Why was he having her and Evan raise Shona the way he was? 
 
    And what if she and Evan were to take things into their own hands and tell him to buzz off? What if they told Shona that all these years she and Evan hadn’t been her parents, adoptive or otherwise, but her jailers? 
 
    She sighed again as she stared blankly into her cup. What would he do? 
 
    Kill Evan. Yes, that’s what he would do. At least that’s what he said he would do if she were to refuse to comply with any instructions given concerning Shona’s rearing. 
 
    But would he really go through with it? Could he? 
 
    Maggie got up from the table, not wishing to think on any of it further.  She set her teacup on the kitchen counter and went to the refrigerator, sure that her daughter and guests would be ready for a break by now, not to mention a distraction for herself. Besides, she and Shona hadn’t had any dinner to speak of. She had decided not to cook as Evan wouldn’t be home until late. What to serve then, sandwiches or fruit? She opened the refrigerator and stared at the contents, still undecided. Both? Then she wouldn’t have to worry about it and Evan could grab some of it when he got home. Yes, that’s what she would do. She herself could do with a bite aside from the distraction. Besides, Julia always grabbed an evening snack before working with Shona. Everyone would be covered. 
 
    Maggie gathered everything she would need and arms full, carefully stood, her load precarious.  So much so she didn’t even notice the man who stood on the other side of the refrigerator door. 
 
    “Oops, almost forgot the mustard,” she mumbled as she turned. 
 
    Maggie froze, her mouth caught in a silent gasp. The items in her arms dropped one by one to the floor in a rapid succession of thuds as the man’s cold brown eyes met her own. “Oh no,” she whispered and took an involuntary step back. “Philip…” 
 
    Lord Philip Brennan pushed the door of the refrigerator shut, eliminating the wall between them. He smiled broadly, his eyes menacing. “Hello, Maggie,” he purred as he took a step forward. 
 
    Maggie stared, horrified. “What are you doing here? What do you want?” 
 
    “Why, isn’t it obvious, my dear?” He cooed as he took one of her hands in his own and gave it a pat. “It’s time.” 
 
    She snatched her hand away. “Time? Time for what?” 
 
    Philip again smiled broadly as he glanced to his now empty hand. He then looked down at her, his face dripping satisfaction. “I’ve come to collect.” 
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My lover thrust his hand through the latch-opening;
 
   My heart began to pound for him.
 
   I arose to open for my lover,
 
   And my hands dripped with myrrh,
 
   My fingers with flowing myrrh,
 
   On the handles of the lock.
 
   I opened for my lover,
 
   But my lover had left; he was gone.
 
   I looked for him but did not find him.
 
   I called him but he did not answer.
 
    
 
   Song of Songs 5:4-6
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    Shona sat curled up on the sofa as she had been before Mr. Eaton excused himself. What a strange man, she thought, as she pressed a button on the stereo controller. A trumpet fanfare played, followed by a man singing with a pleasant, melodic voice. She closed her eyes and threw back her head. The thing was hungry… again. 
 
    Shona rocked as her body absorbed the music, feeding. She briefly pondered Mr. Eaton’s behavior. How odd that she had found him talking to the television remote. Perhaps he was just playing a little joke on her to make her laugh. She had to admit she hadn’t been very cheery the last few days even before the bizarre events and mysterious man of the library. Maybe this was his way of lightening things up? Who was to say? My, but she was feeling good all of a sudden! 
 
    She opened her eyes just as Lany entered the room, his own eyes going directly to the stereo. They appeared to widen as he stopped to listen to the music. He stared at Shona and studied her with an incredulous look on his face, then swallowed and forced a smile. “What… nice music. Tell me, what is that?” 
 
    Shona blinked a few times as she tried to recall how to make her mouth work. “Isn’t it lovely? ‘An Affair to Remember’…” 
 
     Lany came cautiously to the sofa, sat himself down on the edge of the opposite end and stared at her. 
 
    She smiled back at him. “Isn’t it lovely?” She repeated. 
 
    “Lovely,” he muttered flatly while looking for John’s tablet, finding it on the floor next to his feet. Retrieving it, he tried to get comfortable just as the music turned stormy.  Shona’s body stiffened in response, blood racing, muscles tightening. 
 
    Lany’s eyes widened. “Shona? Are you ready to continue? I’d like to get through as many of these as possible before Mr. Eaton returns.” 
 
    She sat staring back at him dazedly, as if she had forgotten who he was. He leaned toward her slightly and waved a hand in front of her face. “Shona?” He could hear something resembling the beginning of panic in his voice. He hated that sound. “Shona?” 
 
    No response. “Oh, my living stars…” He moved closer, trying to get a good look at her pupils, then remembered he might not be able to tell anything that way. Muirarans had such a different physiological makeup from humans. He sighed in frustration. 
 
    The music. It must be the music. One of those love songs was playing again. He jumped from the sofa and headed for the audio equipment, pondering what might happen if one played a Sousa march while in her company. Too bad the only copy of Sousa’s work he knew of was locked up in Sutter’s Province. Maybe he could pick up a copy someplace? 
 
    Oh stars, what was he thinking? Maybe Shona’s inner heart had begun beating after all and this was a subtle attempt at reaching him!  If so…
 
   Cari. Yes, he’d think of Cari and the kids and all the things he’d promised to get done when he got back from this assignment. Let’s see, help Jeremi rebuild the tree house, teach Vyn more Muiraran history like he’d asked, take Sara to the, the…
 
    The Maiden was heading straight for him! 
 
    He looked from side to side. Trapped! She had come around the sofa and stood five feet from Lany, who was frozen to the spot. He wanted to fling himself over the sofa and break for the stairs, but his feet thought it might be funny to keep him glued in place while the Maiden came closer. 
 
    She was inches away now, looking up at Lany, Muiraran trust and innocence dripping off of her. He leaned back as far as he could; his feet still planted in place, the wall behind him the only thing keeping him from toppling over. Of all the things to have to happen! She was not only drunk on the music, she was becoming the music! Amorous, romantic, passionate, her breathing coming in slow, deep breaths, her eyes roaming Lany in a languid manner. 
 
    “Help!” Lany squeaked. 
 
     Shona raised a curious brow and took another step closer. 
 
    “Oh, stars. Shona, I must ask… tha… that you go sit d… down.” One more step and they would be touching. One touch and all could be ruined!  At this stage, other than perhaps her father, no one but Dallan could touch her without doing any damage.  She had to be kept completely pure.  Her inner heart, on the other hand, had its own ideas, and Lany could feel it once again pushing and pulling at him.  The lure of it was overwhelming and he could feel himself begin to sweat with the lessening of his control.
 
    She took another step closer.  He thought he might faint! 
 
    The Maiden looked up into his eyes and he felt her Muiraran inner heart begin to press at him. If he broke, it would be the end of him, the end of everything! He tried his feet. Nothing. Oh Great Creator, he thought, if I ever needed supernatural strength, it’s now. Please…? 
 
    The Maiden began to lean toward him, eyes full of innocence, her lips slightly parted. 
 
    “Shona, no!” Lany scolded as if correcting a naughty puppy. A puppy that was about to ruin him and all that the Elders and Kwaku had worked so hard for. Why couldn’t he move his feet? Her heart had him and was pinning him, moving in for the kill…
 
    The music still played. 
 
    Living stars, he had never gotten the chance to turn it off! Love songs! He might hate love songs the rest of his life, if he lived through this, that is. 
 
    The Maiden’s expression changed from childlike innocence to acute longing. Lany felt Cari slipping away from him. “Nooooo.” Funny, he couldn’t quite remember what his wife looked like. “No, Shona…” 
 
    “Lany!” 
 
    Lany forced himself to concentrate. “Eaton!” 
 
    “Don’t move!” 
 
    “Who’s moving?” Lany screeched
 
    The music suddenly stopped. John stood, the stereo’s remote clutched in one hand, his face white. Dallan stood just behind him, his eyes intent on the Maiden. 
 
    Cari! Thoughts of his wife flooded back. The image freed his feet and struck Shona in the heart, practically knocking her over. She doubled over and clutched at her stomach in pain. 
 
    Lany turned to John, who was all serious intent, cautiously moving toward the sofa and the Maiden, then glanced at where Dallan had been standing. If all theories held with Dallan this close to her, the Maiden’s heart would start to call. 
 
    Dallan lay in a heap on the floor. But had anyone been home to answer?
 
    “She’s calling.” John managed through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I’m aware,” Lany stated sarcastically as he stepped over Shona and made his way to the sprawled Scot. “Get up, Dallan. This is no time to pass out!” His voice was starting to sound less hysterical, a good sign. 
 
    Better yet, he was mobile. He quickly headed for John, who now harbored a pained look on his face. “Quick; think of Anwen!” 
 
    John’s brow furrowed in concentration. It seemed to work; the color was coming back into his cheeks. 
 
    Lany looked at Shona, who lay curled up in a ball on the floor, her mouth opened in a silent scream. 
 
    He quickly moved away again as Dallan was back on his feet. The murderous look on his face plainly saying, she’s mine, leaving no doubt that somebody had been home when the Maiden called. 
 
    Lany put his hands up in a “go-right-ahead” gesture, and Dallan tore his gaze away as instinct took over. He went down on one knee and bent over the Maiden, examining her. Something deep within him stirred. “What is she? Who is she?” 
 
    “Dallan.” John had managed to find his voice. “Touch her.” 
 
    “Now’s the time, Dallan.” Lany added. 
 
    The Maiden raised her eyes to Dallan, sending a jolt of heat through him. He swallowed hard. “Where?” 
 
    “Anywhere,” John groaned. 
 
    The Maiden’s eyes were looking into Dallan’s… pleading. He swallowed again and reached for her with one hand, offering it to her. She looked at it as if she didn’t quite know what it was for. 
 
     John let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    The Maiden, suddenly looking disinterested, stood up. Dallan was left bent on one knee, a captive of his own indecision as she looked down at him and studied his face… cataloguing. 
 
    Lany’s eyes widened, recognizing the Maiden’s action. “Touch her, Dallan. Now.” He looked to John. "We’re losing her.” 
 
     Dallan's protective instinct took over.  He leapt to his feet in front of the Maiden and took her chin in a large warrior’s hand. She shuddered at his touch, her eyes growing wide as she was drawn into him. She no longer had any control; he had dominated her Muiraran heart the moment he touched her. Unbeknownst to Dallan, he controlled everything now. 
 
    “Are ye hurt, lass?” He asked as his green eyes brightened.  He stepped even closer and instinctively brought an arm around her waist. The action sent unexpected bolts of sensation through both their bodies with such intensity they began to tremble in response. An odd glow began to encompass the couple. 
 
    The Maiden’s inner heart had begun beating. 
 
    The Lord Councilor and his assistant both sighed in relief. 
 
   Dallan himself took a deep breath as he struggled with indecision—let his instinct take over or just stand there and hold her? 
 
    Instinct won. Dallan lifted the Maiden into his arms and brought her around to the front of the sofa. John and Lany, mouths agape, watched in horror as the Weapons Master stood directly in front of them. “Let’s go,” he commanded. 
 
    John and Lany exchanged the same look. Uh oh… 
 
    “Dallan, we can’t take her yet,” John told him in his familiar firm yet gentle way. 
 
    The Scot’s eyes narrowed. “Nay, I canna leave her.” 
 
   “What’s going on here?” 
 
    The sharp sound of a woman’s voice made John jump as all three men turned to face the noise. Julia Dawson stood at the top of the stairs to the music room with a horrified look on her face, one that quickly turned to contemptuous rage as she launched it at Dallan. “What’s the meaning of this? Put her down at once!” 
 
    “Dallan,” Lany said from the corner of his mouth, leaning toward the Scot, “let her go.” 
 
    Dallan ignored him and faced off with Julia, who had advanced to three feet in front of him. She stood there, arms crossed, jaw set, and stared up at him venomously. He stared back, deciding whether or not to just take the lass, let everything else be hanged. 
 
    “Dallan,” Lany began trying to draw his attention. 
 
    Dallan looked at the Maiden in his arms just as she raised her head to offer her trustful eyes. The thing binding them together strengthened another notch. He gave her a tender smile, grasped her more tightly and sent a look of warrior’s challenge around the room. 
 
    “Dallan, it’s safe. Let her go,” Lany resumed as he wedged himself between Julia and the Scot as much as possible. 
 
    Dallan backed up a step just as Maggie suddenly entered. “Shona!” She pushed Julia out of the way in her haste to reach her daughter. Dallan read it as threatening and backed up again to allow himself more room, in case he needed it. 
 
    Lany grabbed Dallan’s arm. “That’s Shona’s mother,” he whispered into the Scot’s ear. 
 
    Dallan gave Maggie a concerned look before glancing to the Maiden in his arms. He recognized something in Maggie Whittard’s eyes: true motherly love. A look he had not seen in a long time. He gently set the Maiden on her feet, but did not abandon his hold on her. “The lass is yer daughter, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maggie began as she looked nervously over her shoulder at the music room door then just as quickly turned her attention back to the matter at hand.  “What happened?” She asked and rushed to Shona, who seemed perfectly content to stand against Dallan. 
 
    As if this wasn't obvious enough, she leaned into him further and let go a moan of pleasure. 
 
    “Shona! Are you all right?” Maggie put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders, surprised when Shona tried to burrow further into the Scot’s embrace. 
 
    The action greatly pleased Dallan, though he wasn’t exactly sure why. Nevertheless he held her more tightly, a satisfied look on his face. “Mayhaps she’ll fall if I let go o’ her. I dinna think she can stand on her own.” 
 
    John and Lany both moaned.  Not out of pleasure. 
 
    Maggie looked nervously to the door again before she turned and took a good look at Dallan with Shona. 
 
    “Then put her on the couch.” Julia cut in coldly. 
 
    Dallan had instantly disliked the woman for some reason the minute she entered the room. He grabbed her brutally with his warrior’s stare, causing her body to jerk slightly in response. 
 
    Julia, in turn, did not at all like her reaction. “Put her on the couch and then kindly leave,” she demanded through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I’m afraid I canna do that for ye as yet,” Dallan began to stroke the Maiden’s back with a large hand, sending tiny tremors of fulfillment racing through both their bodies. He tightened his hold on her, just as he did the same with his mental hold on Julia. 
 
    Julia’s face ignited with pure rage. Her face contorted as if in an attempt to rip her eyes from Dallan’s as she spun on her heel. “We’ll just see about that,” she pushed out and stomped from the room. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed to slits as he watched her retreat 
 
    “Julia,” Maggie began apologetically, her face now white as she glanced at the door, “overreacts at times. Please, tell me what happened. Is Shona going to be all right?” 
 
    Lany, sensing the woman’s fear, realized he better take control of the situation. Fast. “I’m sorry about this, Mrs. Whittard,” he said with an embarrassed chuckle, hoping to calm the woman. "I assure you, your daughter is all right." 
 
    The Maiden smiled contentedly. In fact, it was becoming quite evident to everyone in the room that she was well beyond all right. 
 
    “Shona seemed to be feeling faint, and our associate…” Lany tossed a dagger of a glare at Dallan, “… uh, overreacted. Mister MacDonald, I think you’d better go for the moment.” 
 
    Dallan’s contented look vanished. He was contemplating the best way to eviscerate Lany when he happened to catch sight of John, who in no shape to caution his assistant to be more subtle, had thrown his face into his hands in pure exasperation. “John?” 
 
     John lifted his head noting Dallan’s questioning yet pleading stare. He gave the Scot a compassionate look and a grave nod as he motioned him to let go of the Maiden and turn her over to her mother. 
 
   The Weapons Master offered his surrender with a barely perceptible nod, and then drew in a deep breath.  He knew this wasn’t going to be pleasant. 
 
    He swallowed hard and smiled weakly at Maggie Whittard who had watched him with her daughter the whole while.  Her actions made all three men wonder as to her lack of protest. She had not once demanded that Dallan put the Maiden down or let her go. 
 
    Dallan reluctantly relaxed his hold on the Maiden, but didn’t have the strength to give her to Maggie. If her mother wanted her, she would have to take her, and she’d best be quick about it lest he change his mind. 
 
    Finally he let his arms drop as the telltale twitch in his jaw began to dance out his agony. The Maiden looked confused for a moment, not sure of what to do. Her mother took her by the arm and began to lead her from the room. She turned her body slightly toward Dallan in protest, her mother taking in the action with interest before ushering her to the door. 
 
    John and Lany watched as Shona and her mother disappeared from the room, leaving them with a Weapons Master on the verge of falling apart. Dallan’s now raspy breathing and tensed body appeared as if the Call were pounding away at him. 
 
    If only it were that; this was worse. It was one thing to crave something you’ve never had, quite another to have had it and suddenly have it taken away. Sometimes a small taste is worse than none at all. 
 
    “I dinna think…” Dallan had to stop and take a deep breath. “It hurts, John.” He swallowed hard. “What is she?” He asked on shaky breaths, his body now trembling. 
 
    John moved in front of Dallan and looked directly into his pain-filled eyes, hoping to relieve the Scot with his next words. “She’s yours, Dallan.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes slowly brightened as he smiled, his agonized voice barely a whisper. “Och, John. That much I ken.” 
 
    “Um, this is all well and good, but we have to get out of here,” Lany interjected carefully, fighting his own personal lump in the throat. 
 
    Dallan sent Lany a glare. 
 
    “Don’t you look at me like that! Let’s go before anything else happens." 
 
    Dallan sighed. “Aye, laddie, yer right. We best be off before temptation has its way wi’ me, if ye ken my meaning.” 
 
    He wanted the Maiden and was unconsciously preparing himself for the task. Still, he had the sense to know what could happen if he didn’t get himself out of there quickly. The three men gathered together their effects, namely John’s tablet of questions, and made to depart. 
 
    Or so they thought. Julia Dawson glided into the room like a spider chasing its lunch. “You!” She pointed an accusing finger directly at Dallan, who stood and looked at the woman with indifference. She marched up to him as if to slap his face. “Now, you are going to tell me exactly what happened. And don’t leave anything out!” 
 
     John and Lany exchanged the same look of panic. 
 
    “Mr. MacDonald let’s go get your papers,” John began, “I’m sure you left them downstairs. Miss Dawson, Mr. MacDonald and I came in moments before you did. Mr. Mosgofian was with Shona when she…” 
 
    “Began to feel faint,” Lany threw in quickly. 
 
    John tried to hide his relief. “Yes. Mr. Mosgofian will be able to tell you what happened much better than we.” 
 
    “And how,” Lany muttered under his breath. 
 
    “What did you say?” Julia demanded. 
 
    “I said, and now… Mr. MacDonald and Mr. Eaton have to be going.” 
 
    John nodded his agreement as he grabbed Dallan’s arm and ushered him toward the stairs. 
 
    They quickly left the room and descended the stairs to the hall-study below when Dallan wrenched his arm from John and stopped. “Does that woman stay here? Does she live in this house?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed as he turned his head toward their recent exit. “I dinna trust her.” 
 
    “Neither do I. But there’s not a lot we can do about it at the moment. C’mon, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Dallan’s last thought as they left the Whittards’ home was to quietly return and retrieve the fair wee lass. Let all the rest be hanged. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Julia spun on her newest victim, her face curled into a threat. “Well?” 
 
     Lany, thankfully, had had a moment to catch his breath and think up a plausible explanation. He gave her his best pollster’s look. “The interview was going normally, but Mr. Eaton wasn’t feeling well and asked me to take over for a few moments…” 
 
    Julia was nothing if not impatient. “And?” 
 
    “And… shortly afterward, Shona began feeling drowsy. She said something about the music…” 
 
    Julia’s expression turned immediately to fear. “What about the music?” 
 
      Lany wasn’t prepared to answer that one, so he didn’t. “Mr. Mac Donald had just stepped in to check on a clerical matter. Shona stood up… to greet him I suppose… and lost her balance. Mr. MacDonald caught her; I would imagine he was worried about her condition, for obvious reasons. I was telling him to set her down when you walked in. Impeccable timing, I might add,” he concluded with an exaggerated wipe of his brow. 
 
    Julia raised a contemptuous eye at Lany and studied him for a moment, weighing the truth of his story. “Obviously.” 
 
    “Well, well, well. Maggie does seem to have a full house today, doesn’t she? And who might you be?” A smooth, evenly clipped British voice wrapped itself around Lany’s ear, causing the hairs on the back of his neck to rise. He turned to face whomever had just spoken. 
 
    The well-dressed man stood poised at the top of the stairs, calmly studying the scene before him. He looked at Lany as if pausing to listen to some petition or scrap of useful gossip. 
 
     “Philip, this is Mr., Mr.…” Julia blanched. "I forgot to tell you, Philip … about the interviews with Shona.  I apologize… and I …" 
 
    “My name is Philip Brennan," he cut in.  "I’ve just arrived from abroad, and as Miss Dawson seems not to know who comes and goes in this house I must ask who you are and just what went on concerning my… dear friend’s daughter.” 
 
    Lany could hear the obvious threat in Brennan’s voice directed at Julia, who stood looking as if she had just swallowed glass. He pushed back his revulsion and introduced himself. “Lany Mosgofian.” 
 
    “From?” 
 
    “California originally,” Lany began, as he collected the last few pages of the questionnaire. “Well, looks like we’re done for today. Take care.” He headed for the stairs. 
 
    Brennan wasn’t about to let that happen. He placed a firm hand on Lany’s arm. “Originally, hmm? How about… now?” 
 
    “Now,” Lany said with his best bemused look, “I must be going, Mr. Brinker. You’ll excuse me.” He shrugged off Brennan’s hand as if it were an unwanted pill of lint and moved toward the stairs again. 
 
    “That’s Brennan,” Brennan said testily, more out of the mispronunciation than the obtuse way Lany was speaking. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Brennan. Take care.” Lany replied as he reached for the stair rail just as John ran back up to get him. That, at least, Lany was ready for. “All finished, sir. Let’s go.” 
 
    John arched an eyebrow when Lany said “sir” but figured it wasn’t as important at the moment as leaving was. 
 
    Brennan grabbed the nearest arm, John’s. “Not so fast, gentlemen,” he said too calmly. “I want an explanation. Who are you and what were you doing with Miss Whittard?” 
 
    John and Lany exchanged a quick look. Could this be Dallan’s competition? 
 
    “We represent the Music School of Marseilles,” John began. “Just getting started. We received a letter from Miss Dawson expressing Miss Whittard’s possible interest in attendance, but we have some fairly strict entrance requirements. We’re the American representatives, here to see if Miss Whittard… meets the criteria.” 
 
   Brennan’s glare shifted momentarily to the now-shaken Julia, then back to John and Lany. “How very interesting. Forgive my earlier rudeness,” he purred, releasing John’s arm. “My concern for Miss Whittard runs very deep. So tell me more about the criteria of this school.” 
 
    Lany was biting his tongue to keep from saying anything that might get them in trouble. Thankfully, John was equally tired of the conversation. “I’m afraid we haven’t the time,” he remarked flatly. “We’d best be going, Lany. We have another interview across town in an hour and a half, and I need to get ready for it.” He was halfway down the stairs, with Lany following, before Brennan could so much as catch his breath. 
 
   John was already at the bottom of the stairs. Lany turned and met Brennan’s glare with a courteous but emotionless expression. “Miss Dawson, I’ll call you later. Good day, Mr. Brandon.” He quickly disappeared down the hall, but could still hear the words, “that’s Brennan,” behind him as he walked to catch up with John and Dallan. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Brennan slowly turned to face Julia, the calm she wore barely hiding her apprehension. He smiled charmingly as he made his way toward her, his face dripping with understanding. She smiled back. 
 
    Brennan backhanded her across the face and sent her flying onto the sofa. “Now, you will tell me why you deliberately disobeyed my orders, won’t you?” He cooed seductively. 
 
    Julia took her hand from her face and glared at him. 
 
    Bad move. He viciously slapped her again, throwing her into the cushions. “Remember Julia, I can punish you without leaving a single mark…” He began to look her up and down appreciatively and licked his lips before a sadistic smile formed on his face. 
 
    Julia braced herself for what was surely to come, all the while plotting her own course of action to take in case she needed it. 
 
    Julia Dawson didn’t like to lose. 

 
   

 
 
    
 
   Where has your lover gone,
 
   Most beautiful of women?
 
   Which way did your lover turn,
 
   That we may look for him with you?
 
    
 
   Song of Songs 6:2
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: Chapter_Nineteen]CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Shona sat up with a start and glanced furtively about her room. Once recognition settled, she hurried out of bed to the darkened bathroom across the hall. She stood frozen in front of the shadowed mirror, one hand on the light switch, and swallowed hard, the action hurting her now dry throat. 
 
    With trembling fingers, she flipped the switch. 
 
    “Oh, no…” Clutching the towel rack next to her for support, Shona took a cautious step toward the mirror, lifting a hand to touch the cold reflection. “How can this be happening?” She whispered. 
 
    The face in the mirror was not her own, and much different from what she had seen so often before. Usually it was pale, frightened, lost and lonely. But now…
 
    Shona touched the glass. The reflection remained the same, not fading away as usual. How could this be? And why did she look different now? The hair was brighter, the skin darker with a deep golden tanned color she’d always wanted to have by summer’s end and never succeeded at. And the eyes…
 
    She turned her head slowly side to side to see if the eyes in the mirror would follow. They did. The upward slant was different, alien-looking, but the color was the most intriguing thing. She’d never seen such an unusual green and pondered where it had come from. 
 
    She remembered the one other feature that had coexisted along with the rest previously, and forced a swallow. She brought her hands to her shoulders, placed them under her hair, then slowly lifted the curling mass away from her neck, to expose…
 
    “My God.” The ears. Pointed ears. How…? She turned her head to one side then the other, studying the entire picture. And still, it did not fade away. 
 
    She let her hair fall as a sudden realization struck, then slowly looked to her arms and hands. They bore the same healthy tan as the face in the mirror. “Oh, no, please…” She held her hands up before her face and saw how much smoother her skin looked. She touched one hand to the other and they felt the same way. 
 
    Shona began to shake her head and backed into the wall. “What’s happening?” She whispered. Her gaze returned to the mirror and the face there stared back, frightened, beautiful and totally alien. Yet was it not her own? She shook her head again. 
 
    “Shona?” 
 
    She quickly looked to the door. The voice had come from the stairwell. 
 
    Her mother. 
 
    “Shona, are you up?” 
 
    Shona fumbled for the light switch and slapped it off, throwing the bathroom back into shadows. She froze and wondered what to do, to say, to think…
 
   "Are you all right?” Her mother now stood in the doorway. 
 
    Shona, unable to fine her voice, nodded nervously. 
 
    Maggie flipped on the light switch. Shona let out something between a yelp and a scream. 
 
    “What’s the matter? What are you doing up anyway? Are you having trouble sleeping again?” 
 
    Shona hadn’t realized she’d closed her eyes until she had to practically force one open. She looked horrified at her mother who had a bemused look on her face, not the terrified expression she’d expected. 
 
    She slowly turned to the mirror. “I do not understand.” She stepped forward to touch the mirror, surprised by what she saw. The reflection was her own, not the… other one. “I am going crazy.” 
 
    “And so am I with these midnight wanderings of yours. If you can’t sleep I’m going to have to call your doctor…” 
 
     Shona spun to face her. “No!” 
 
    “Well, then get back in that bed and get some sleep. You don‘t look good.” 
 
    “I am fine. Really.” 
 
    “Not after what happened this afternoon. You’re not as fine as you think!” 
 
    Shona looked at her mother confused. “What happened this afternoon?” 
 
     Maggie’s eyes widened slightly as if the question had taken her by surprise. “You mean you don’t remember? During the interview?” 
 
     Shona glanced back to the mirror. Pale skin, rounded features and tired eyes stared back, yet she sensed something else just below the surface. “I do not remember much, other than Mr. Eaton not feeling well and talking with his assistant a little.” 
 
    Maggie stepped forward and smoothed a long lock of hair from Shona’s face. “You don’t remember anything else?” She sighed. “Never mind. You need to go back to bed and try to get some sleep. Mr. Eaton will be back tomorrow to finish up. You want to be well-rested for the remainder of the interview, don’t you?” 
 
    Shona slowly nodded before she caught her mother’s eyes with her own “Something else happened today, but I cannot seem to remember. Someone else was here. I do not know who.” Her confusion deepened and she looked helplessly at her mother. 
 
    “You’re just tired.” Maggie said, her face now an expressionless mask as she put an arm around Shona's shoulders and steered her from the bathroom. “Go back to bed. You won’t feel so confused in the morning.”
 
    Shona allowed herself to be led back to the relative safety of her room and crawled into bed. 
 
    Maggie turned to leave. “Good night.” 
 
    Shona closed her eyes and yawned, “Good night.” She hadn’t realized how tired she was, what with all she had seen in the mirror earlier. This was new, more frightening and she was suddenly exhausted, as if her terror had drained everything from her.
 
    And probably did.  
 
    So much so that Shona didn't even notice how Maggie Whittard stared at her, tears in her eyes, before she slipped silently out the door. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan stood at the window, palms flat against the glass, admiring the lights on the west hills of the city. Who was she, this lass John called the Maiden? And how could she make him feel this way? 
 
    He turned from the glass and glanced to the sleeping form sprawled on the couch, not really sure at this point who it was. Seemed they all took turns watching him, but had no set pattern. He never knew one night to the next what sort of company he’d have during his midnight musings. 
 
    Dallan returned to the window.  He’d have to figure out a way to be rid of any said company if he was to do what he planned. His jaw tightened at the thought. What was it about her that drew him? By the Saints, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking of her since they returned from the library that afternoon. He couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, and he felt strange all of a sudden, like he’d been drinking yet still had his senses. Almost as if he were a, a… he hesitated to even think it. 
 
    But he was no coward. A giddy young lad addled by a lass. The thought was almost sickening. 
 
    “Does she call to you, Boyeee?” 
 
    Speaking of sickening …
 
    Dallan glanced over his shoulder at a grinning Kwaku. “Why can ye no leave me be?” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled lightly. “Yes, she calls. But not as before. You want her, yes?” His voice was low, teasing. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed with irritation. “Go away.” 
 
    “Ah, you do want her! I dought so, Boyeee. She is pretty, yes?” 
 
    “Go-a-way.” 
 
    “But are you man enough for her, Boyeee? Dis I wonder. And will you give her what she needs? Dis I also wonder.” 
 
    Dallan spun to face him as one fist eagerly sought Kwaku’s face. 
 
    Kwaku calmly caught and stopped it. “Yes, you want her. She is near, Boyeee. Look to de hills. How will you go to her? What will you do when you get dere? Do you dink you can just break in and take her? Do you dink she will want you den? Such foolish doughts will get you no-ding, Boyeee. But patience…” He laughed softly and shoved the fist away. 
 
    Dallan turned abruptly back to the window and tried to ignore him. 
 
    “You do not have to take what is willing to come to you.” Kwaku’s voice was now serious. “But how to make her willing, Boyeee. Dat is de question, is it not? Do you go to her? Should you see her again? What will you do, Boyeee? How will you win her?” 
 
    Dallan slowly turned to face him, hands balled into fists, eyes narrowed to slits. “And what would ye know of it? Why are ye so interested anyway? What’s in it for you?” 
 
    Kwaku’s eyes also narrowed as he got right in Dallan’s face. “More dan you realize, Boyeee. You will do as de Creator wills, weh-der you want to or not.” 
 
    “And just what is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled low in his throat. “You will see, Boyeee. For now, you must win de Maiden’s trust. You must stay near her, protect her. You know dere are some who wish her harm. De Lord Councilor, he tell me what happened at de librareee. You do not want to leave her unprotected, do you, Boyeee? Would you leave her to de ones who hunt? Who take?” He got even closer, pinning Dallan against the window. “Who kill?”   
 
    Dallan’s face fell. 
 
    “Yes, Boyeee, kill. Hunt her, take her, kill her. Dey know what she is. Dey know she could destroy dem if rescued. And dey know about you.” 
 
     Dallan’s eyes narrowed again, but his voice betrayed him. “Wha…what are ye saying, heathen? Dinna talk in riddles; ye ken I hate it.” 
 
      Kwaku laughed softly. “What does your heart tell you, Boyeee? What does it cry out for? For whom does it cry out? Does it still scream to you for vengeance, for revenge? No, de Creator has used her to kill dat voice. Now it knows only of her, yes? Now you will do what it says and be de balance between your heart and instinct. Practice dis, Boyeee. You will need it.” He took a step back, turned and silently left the room to return to his wife and bed. 
 
    After several tense moments of inner debate, Dallan also turned and silently left the room to gather his clothes and dirk then leave to settle in closer to the Maiden. ‘Twas time he set himself to the task of guarding her. It was, after all, the reason he was here, wasn’t it? 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
     John slowly opened one weary eye. After realizing he couldn’t see very well, he opened the other. Sunlight poured in through the window as he looked to the large worn chair and sat up with a start. 
 
    “Dallan?” No one was there. The chair sat empty. 
 
    John went to spring off the couch but failed, groaned and slowly pushed himself to a standing position. He was too old for this. Perhaps Dallan had just retreated to the bedroom sometime in the night, leaving John to suffer the couch alone. 
 
    “Dallan?” He entered the bedroom, crossed to the window and opened the heavy curtains, filling the room with light. 
 
    Lany moaned and poked his head out from under his blanket, hair standing on end, looking like a disheveled porcupine. “What is it, Eaton? Something wrong?” 
 
    John examined the bed and put his hand to the sheets. They were cold. “I’m not sure yet. Be right back.” He left the room to go check the other bedroom. Angus, he knew, had already gone to tend his shop downtown. If Dallan wasn’t with Kwaku in the other room, then perhaps he had gone with Angus. He quickly promised himself not to start panicking until he was sure. 
 
    John knocked on Mother MacNab’s bedroom door before opening it a crack. “Dallan?” 
 
    “Come in, Lord Councilor.” Kwaku’s deep voice whispered. 
 
    John slowly entered. Mother MacNab snored frightfully on the bed in the shadowed room while Kwaku sat on the floor against the wall, Zara cradled in his arms like a child. “Is she…” 
 
    “She sleeps, Councilor.” Kwaku began his voice still low. He stroked his wife’s cheek tenderly with one huge hand and then kissed her on the forehead before returning his attention to John. “She is still weak.” 
 
    John took a concerned step forward, bending toward her. “How can this be? I mean, didn’t you…” he gulped. “You know.” 
 
     Kwaku’s expression became grave. “Yes, I did.” 
 
     “Then why is she still weak?” 
 
     Kwaku’s face remained where it was. “Her time is coming, Lord Councilor. She will continue to grow weaker. I must caution you now that I will not allow her to do any-ding dat could endanger her.” 
 
     John sank to the floor in a sitting position. “No,” he began shaking his head. “Don’t tell me, she couldn’t be.” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled softly, his face beaming. “No, Councilor.  She is not with child.  It is too soon for dat. But she is almost ready for de process and…” He suddenly straightened, his posture proud. “We still have time, but do not dink to waste any of it.” He put his face within inches of John’s. “De Boyeee is not here.” 
 
    John sighed wearily. “Is he with Angus?” 
 
    Kwaku’s gaze changed to loving adoration as he took in the sight of his sleeping wife. He kissed her again. “No.” 
 
    John’s eyes widened. “Then where is he? He’s not in the apartment.” 
 
    Kwaku tore his gaze away from Zara long enough to offer him a huge grin. 
 
    “Oh no. Not that!” 
 
    Kwaku laughed softly. 
 
    “But he might take her! He could ruin everything!” 
 
    Kwaku’s attention turned back to Zara. “He will be fine, Lord Councilor. He is doing what he dinks you want him to.” 
 
    “I want him here.” 
 
    “And you want him dere.” 
 
    “You trust him?” 
 
    Kwaku captured him for the first time with a look to rival Dallan’s. “Don’t you?” 
 
    John had to swallow. “I, well…” 
 
    “He guards her, Lord Councilor. No-ding more. She must be guarded from now on, and de Boyeee is de best one for it next to myself. But I am preoccupied for a time.” 
 
    John glanced at Zara. “Uh, how much longer?” 
 
    Kwaku shrugged. “My wife enters her fertile stage slowly, Councilor. Dis is de first sign dat it comes. She can do little dings, but will need several days rest before able to open de door to home. We may have to rely on de Boyeee to get us dere when de time comes.” 
 
    “Oh, stars… are you serious?” Lany whispered as he entered. He went directly to John, patting his superior’s shoulder as he looked at Zara, his brow furrowed with concern. “Kwaku, is she all right?” 
 
     Kwaku narrowed his gaze at him. “You tell me, Mos-go-fi -an.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled lightly and shook his head. “You will know if you really dink on it. But enough. Leave here, check on de Boyeee. He will be near de Maiden. Take him to de shop later today. I must prepare him.” 
 
    John glanced up at Lany, and then turned back to Kwaku. “We’ll see if we can’t get him there this afternoon. He’s not going to want to leave the Maiden, I can tell you that. How do you expect us to be able to lure him away from her?” 
 
    Kwaku grinned. “What is de Boyeee’s o-dar true love, Councilor?” 
 
    John opened his mouth to speak and looked at Lany, who was nodding and grinning. “Why is it I seem to be the last one to find out what you’ve been cooking up?” 
 
    Lany’s grin broadened. “A precautionary measure in case Dallan got testy or on edge. I had never thought to use it as a means to get him away from the Maiden.” 
 
    John gave him a bewildered look. 
 
    “Angus’s shop, Eaton. Do you know what it is?” 
 
    John thought a moment, before he shook his head. 
 
    Kwaku and Lany looked at each other in agreement, for once. “Little bro-dar has been supplied wid a weapons shop, Lord Councilor.” 
 
    “Weapons?” John asked, still bewildered. 
 
    “Antique weaponry, Eaton. We’ve got Angus dealing in it up to his eyeballs. Dallan in there would be like Vyn loose in a sweet shop.” 
 
    Comprehension dawned and John smiled. “Clever.” 
 
    Lany shrugged. “Necessary.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    They left Kwaku to tend his wife while they went in search of Dallan, happy with the knowledge there was something they had that the Weapons Master would want. There was always hope, and luck; two things they would need a lot of from now on. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Shona, the library just called. Your book is in.” 
 
     Maggie’s voice carried up the stairwell to Shona, who lay half under her bed, Kitty beside her. “All right, we will get it when we are through,” she yelled into the mattress above her head. 
 
    “What about that box there?” Kitty pointed to a small shoebox against the wall as she began to squirm out from under the bed. 
 
    Shona grabbed it, hoping it would be the one. She’d searched through every nook and cranny in her room looking for the misplaced photograph. Perhaps her search was finally over. She wiggled out from under the bed and blew several long strands of hair from her face. Tied back or not, her hair could always be counted on to fall in her eyes. “Well, here goes.” She pulled off the lid. 
 
    Letters. 
 
    Shona looked to Kitty and sighed before removing a small bundle. 
 
    “Postcards.” She flipped through the pile. “Letters from Nana Bea, more postcards… my third grade report card?” She put the bundle on the floor and reached for another. 
 
    Kitty picked up the discarded pile and sorted through it. “Why do you want to find his picture so badly? What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “I have to know something, Kitty. I cannot remember what he looks like and I do not want to see him when I do not recall anything about him.” 
 
    “Is this the guy that gives your parents money?” 
 
     Shona threw her a puzzled look. “Money?” 
 
    “Geez, Shona, don’t you know what goes on in your own house?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The money your parents get every year. Don’t they own stock somewhere?” 
 
    “Stock?” 
 
    “I heard Julia once tell someone on the phone about your parents having stock or something, and that this guy sends them money once a year.” 
 
     Shona shook her head, returning her attention to the box and its contents. “I still do not know what you are talking about. Why would Julia know anything about it?” 
 
    “When Mom and Dad would go out of town and Julia would stay at the house with me, she talked to someone on the phone now and then. 
 
    They talked about your parents and you. Especially you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Kitty shrugged then threw her a bemused look. “Why don’t you know anything about your parent’s finances? If my folks got a lump of money once a year, you can bet I’d be the first one to know about it! Think of the shopping!” 
 
    Shona merely stared at her. “I knew they got some sort of return on something they invested in years back, but I thought that money stopped coming a long time ago.” 
 
    “Well, it must have been a good investment, whatever it was. Otherwise how could you live here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Geez, Shona, for such a high I.Q. you aren’t very smart sometimes. Your mom is a nurse and your dad is a history professor. But you’ve had private tutors for over ten years. You live on the Hill and have had more private lessons in more subjects than half the people in this city combined. You’ve got a ten-thousand dollar stereo system in the music room.” Kitty let go an exasperated sigh. “How could your folks possibly afford all this on what they make? There’s no way. My parents are both doctors and we don’t live like this. Haven’t you ever wondered where all the money comes from? How your dad paid cash for this house? How your mom can afford to run out and buy a brand new Jaguar?” 
 
    Shona stared at her blankly as her mind raced. What was the investment her parents had made so many years ago? And what did Philip have to do with it? She supposed she could always ask her mother and find out. Up until now she’d never really given it much thought. There were always too many other things on her mind, usually academics. She always figured it was her parent’s business; if they had wanted her to know, they would have told her. 
 
    But then, why hadn’t they? 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Kitty asked, poking her with a finger. 
 
    “I will ask mother today. It is curious what you say. I never stopped to think about it.” 
 
    Kitty studied her for a moment, and Shona avoided the scrutiny by sifting through the letters in her hand. She knew how well her friend could read her. 
 
    “What else is wrong, Shona?” 
 
    Shona lowered her eyes to the floor and bit her lip. Kitty could always do this to her. A sudden surge of unexpected emotion exploded inside her, begging to be let out: the thing was waking up. She needed to tell someone what was happening to her, confirm that she wasn’t going crazy. “Kitty, I am not sure.” 
 
    “Not sure of what?” 
 
    Shona looked to her helplessly. “Of a lot of things.” 
 
    Kitty’s eye’s filled with concern. “Talk to me?"
 
    She glanced to the bedroom door, listened then nodded. “But not here.” 
 
    “Library, then? We could pick up your book and then get something to eat.” 
 
    “Y… yes. That would…” Her entire body tensed from pain and she squeezed her eyes shut to block it out. 
 
    “Shona?” 
 
    “I… I, this is what I need to… talk to you about.” The pain increased and she balled her hands into fists. They had turned cold quicker than usual. “Kitty…” Her voice was an anguished whisper. 
 
    The longing increased. 
 
    Kitty jumped to her feet and went to her friend, confusion and concern fighting each other. “Shona, what’s wrong? What’s going on?” She wrapped her arms around her. “What can I do?” 
 
    Shona looked at her as the first tear fell. “I will be fine. Just give me a minute.” She fought the urge to sing, not wanting to appear even more foolish. 
 
    “I’ll put these things away and then let’s go. Maybe you just need to get out of the house for awhile.” Kitty began to organize the pile of papers, letters and postcards on the floor. 
 
    Shona nodded and began to hum softly, unable to help it. An odd warmth suddenly filled her, granting her the strength needed to stop the tears. She straightened herself and wiped her face. “Let us go.” 
 
    Kitty pushed the now-closed box back under the bed. “Are you sure you’re ready?” 
 
    She nodded and stood, her voice still acting on its own. 
 
    “What are you singing?” 
 
    Shona shook her head, unable to answer, and opened the door.  Kitty followed close behind, her face screwed up in concern. They went downstairs and let Maggie know they were leaving by a quick wave of a hand as she was on the phone. 
 
    “Wait a minute, girls.” Maggie hung the phone up and went to the door where Shona stood frozen, her face turned away from her mother. “Are you off to the library?” 
 
    Kitty looked from Maggie to Shona. “Yes. Then to get something to eat.” 
 
    Maggie nodded. “Library yes, eat no. Or at least don’t eat much. That was Julia on the phone. Philip is going to pick us all up in a few hours and take us to an early dinner. If you like we can pick you up at the library, Shona, and Kitty could head home from there.” 
 
     Shona nodded but still did not look at her. “That would be fine.” She took in her attire briefly. Jeans, blouse, sandals. “Am I presentable? Or should I come home to change?” Her voice was tense. 
 
    “Is something wrong, honey?” Maggie hooked a finger under her chin, forcing her face around. 
 
    She swallowed hard. “It is nothing.” 
 
    Maggie didn’t pursue it. “You look fine. We’ll pick you up in front of the library in three hours.” 
 
    Shona shot Kitty a puzzled look, then glanced back at her mother and nodded. That was too easy. 
 
    They left the house, walking to Kitty’s car parked at the curb. “Are you sure you’re okay?” Kitty asked as she unlocked the passenger side door for her. 
 
    “Fine,” Shona whispered as she got into the car. 
 
    Kitty was walking around the front of the car to get in when she suddenly stopped. “Oh my gaawsh,” she drawled at something up the street. 
 
    Shona rolled down her window and poked her head out. “What is it? What?” 
 
    Kitty ran to the driver’s side door, unlocked it and all but dove into the car. “Look, over there by the big fir tree. Guess who’s sitting under it?” 
 
     Shona looked to the huge fir across and up the street a few doors. There beneath the branches, barely noticeable unless one was looking for him, sat the man from the library. “Oh my.” 
 
    The man was staring right at her. 
 
    “What’s he doing over there?” Kitty asked excitedly as she bounced in her seat. The whole car rocked from her actions. 
 
    Shona didn’t answer. She couldn’t. He had trapped her in his gaze the moment their eyes met. 
 
    “How did he know where you live? Do you think he followed us yesterday?” 
 
    Shona merely shook her head, succumbing to the serene embrace of his eyes. Her whole body slumped in the seat and she unexpectedly sighed. 
 
    Kitty looked from the man to Shona and back to the man again. She then smiled broadly. “He must really like you. Oh, how romantic! He followed you home! Who knows how long he’s been there waiting for you to come out of the house.” Her face fell into a look of panic. “Wait a minute. You don’t think he’s one of those psychos that stalks girls do you?” She squeaked in alarm, yesterday’s encounter with the three hoods from the library still fresh in her mind. 
 
   She fumbled with the keys and finally after dropping them twice, crammed them into the ignition, started the car and began to slowly back up but realized the only way to turn around was to head toward the man. She certainly didn’t want to do that. Of course, she also didn’t want to have to back down the hill, as backing a car was not exactly her area of expertise. 
 
    She hit a neighbor’s mailbox. “Oh, rats!” 
 
    Shona’s gaze was still a prisoner. “He will not hurt us, Kitty.” 
 
    Kitty put the car in gear and crept forward a few feet. “How do you know?” She looked in her mirror at the hapless mailbox, now askew atop its wooden perch. She cringed at the sight and quickly glanced back to the man who had emerged from the tree and stood about twenty feet away in the middle of the street staring at them. 
 
     “I just do. I know he will not hurt us. I can… feel it.” 
 
    “What?” Kitty stared at the man, and then Shona as her face beamed. “Did the two of you talk yesterday at the library? Did he ask you out or something and you didn’t tell me?” She let her eyes wander back to the man who was giving Shona a warm smile. “I wish it was me…” 
 
      The man began to move toward them again. 
 
    “Uh, oh! What should we do?” Kitty’s foot slipped off the clutch and the car lurched forward once and suddenly died. 
 
    The man leaped from the middle of the street to the opposite side and looked ready to spring again. 
 
    Shona, now free from his hold, shook herself as she and Kitty took in the sight of him, half-crouched across the street. They realized he must have thought Kitty was going to run him over, and burst out laughing. They calmed themselves and looked at one another expectantly. 
 
    Kitty spoke first. “What should we do?” 
 
    Shona looked at the man, who was now standing up, eyeing the car suspiciously. “I do not know. Perhaps we had better go. My mother would not approve of him watching us.” She was surprised at the pain that accompanied her words. She didn’t want to leave him. 
 
    Kitty started the car, slipped it into gear and headed straight for him. 
 
    “Kitty, what are you doing?” Shona squeaked in panic. 
 
    Kitty pulled the car right up to him and rolled down her window. He backed up several steps, still eyeing the vehicle as if it would sprout wings. “Hi,” she chirped. 
 
    He said nothing and instead stood looking down at her. 
 
    Kitty glanced to Shona, who had her face buried in her hands, then grinned up at him. “We’re going to the library. You know the one we were at yesterday?” 
 
    The man still said nothing, but bent to one knee to look directly into the car at Shona. Kitty noticed his eyes brighten at the sight of her friend. Shona had lifted her face from her hands and now sat utterly transfixed by him. 
 
    “Well, see you later.” Kitty sped up the street, turned the car around where it widened slightly and slowly passed back by him. It was an obvious invitation to follow. 
 
    The man took it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Shona turned in her seat to see the man trotting along behind them. “He is following us!” 
 
    “Well, you’re the one who said he was harmless. Now let’s see how badly he wants you.” Kitty shifted and sped up a little. 
 
    “Are you crazy? What do you want him to do, follow us all the way to the library?” 
 
    “If he wants you bad enough, he will. What better way to find out?” 
 
    “I do not believe I am letting you do this, Kitty!” She looked at her side mirror. “Oh no…” 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    Shona looked over her shoulder again. “He’s not behind us any more.” 
 
    Kitty halted the car with a jolt and skid in her usual fashion. She looked in her rearview mirror, saw nothing and turned around to look out the back window. There was a cliff to the left, a steep hillside to the right. 
 
    “So where did he go?” 
 
    They both gasped and looked at one another. “Over the cliff ?” They cried in unison, and sped off again toward the next bend in the road, craning their necks toward the left. Once around the bend, they would know if they were right. 
 
    The car’s tires screeched as it sped around the corner, just in time for them to see the mysterious man all but leaping down one of the many sets of wooden stairs that climbed up the hillside for those hearty individuals brave enough to take them to the top. Needless to say, they weren’t used often. 
 
    Kitty made another of her infamous stops as her mouth dropped open. “Wow! Look at him go!” 
 
    Shona watched him with something between wonder and concern. He could get hurt running the stairs so fast. And he was doing it for her. She smiled. 
 
    “Gawsh, he’ll beat us to the bottom!” The car lurched and sped on. 
 
    “Do not go so fast Kitty. He will kill himself for God’s sake!” 
 
    “Doubtful.” 
 
    “Doubtful? Look at him. He will break his neck if he goes any faster!” 
 
     They rounded another bend in the road and lost sight of him for a moment. Kitty stopped the car again, and Shona flew forward and then slammed back into her seat with a hard jolt. “Now what are you doing?” 
 
    Kitty positively beamed. “Giving him a chance to slow down!” 
 
    “I do not believe this. Kitty, go!” 
 
    “Well make up your mind, will you?” 
 
    Shona took a deep breath to calm herself. She didn’t know what was wrong with her, why she felt so, so… like, well, Kitty. She began to giggle. “Oh just go!” 
 
   The car hurled itself down the road and around the next bend. Kitty stopped the car yet again. Both girls flew forward then back against their seats with an audible “ummpf.”  
 
      “Look, he beat us!” Kitty whined. 
 
    The man leaped off the stairs a half block away just as a city bus pulled up to the curb directly beside him. He seemed not to notice the bus as he gave the girls a huge smile of triumph at having beaten them. Nor did he see the hands groping for him from the bus’s rear door. 
 
    The mysterious man was suddenly hauled from Shona and Kitty’s sight, pulled into the bus by heaven only knew. 
 
    “Oh my gawsh! He’s being kidnapped!” 
 
     Shona rolled her eyes. “He is not being kidnapped, Kitty. But we had better follow him.” She grinned automatically at the thought. “Just to make sure he is all right.” 
 
    The car jumped forward to follow the bus. For the first time in a very long time, Shona was having fun. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “What d’ye think yer doing, man? Trying to get me killed? Ye ken I hate these things!” 
 
    “What are we doing? What were you doing running down the hillside like a goat?” John countered his face crimson. 
 
    “They’ve left! Can ye no see ye’ve made me lose her? Let me off!” 
 
    “Dallan, calm down.” Lany grabbed one of the Scot’s arms and shoved him into the nearest seat. “Look behind you.” 
 
       Dallan, his face now almost as red as John’s, turned to look out the bus’s back window. The little red car was about fifty yards behind them. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief and began to relax a little, but not enough. The walls of the bus suddenly closed in around him, the familiar nausea rising. 
 
    “Dallan,” John began as he sat next to him. “Hold on. We aren’t going far.” 
 
    Dallan’s stomach churned uncontrollably. He began to gulp for air and tried to rise. 
 
    “No, stay where you are. Don’t panic.” John pulled him back down. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Dallan. She’s following right behind us. You won’t lose her.” Lany stated calmly, eyeing him with concern. 
 
    Sweat popped out on Dallan’s brow and he could feel himself turn pale. He took a deep breath and glanced behind him. The little red car still trailed after them. He let the air slowly out of his lungs and took another deep breath. “Dinna let her out of yer sight, man.” 
 
      Lany put a reassuring hand on his shoulder and smiled knowingly at him. “I won’t.” He sat down opposite Dallan and John, turning his body to the back of the bus to watch out the window. 
 
    The bus went a few more blocks and finally came to a screeching stop. The doors opened and Dallan lunged for them, throwing himself from the horrid contraption. He staggered across the sidewalk and leaned against the wall of a tall brick building. John followed to stand beside him while he waited for Lany to pay Dallan’s fare. 
 
    “Where are we?” Dallan’s voice shook. “I think… Oh, Saints.” 
 
    “Not in the middle of the sidewalk, Dallan. C’mon, it’s not far. You can be sick all you want at the shop.” John grabbed his arm and began to lead him away from the building. 
 
    Lany joined them and took Dallan’s other arm and helped support him. “You’re getting better each time you ride. You don’t seem to be as sick.” 
 
       Dallan looked down at him as he thought about giving full bodily dispute to Lany’s statement. His head still spun, he was finding it difficult to breathe, and thoughts of the wee lass, who was nowhere in sight, made his whole chest tighten. Where was she? He began to struggle. 
 
    “Calm down, Dallan, we’re here.” Lany pushed open the door of the shop, ushered the Scot inside and led him directly to the back through a curtained entry and into a small hallway. He and John deposited him in the bathroom and closed the door. 
 
    John winced at the first sounds of Dallan’s affliction and turned to Lany, “No interviewing today, agreed?” 
 
    Lany looked sympathetically toward the bathroom door, grimacing at the noise. “I spoke with Julia earlier. We’ll call her again in the morning and set something up for either tomorrow afternoon or evening. At least she's still willing to see us.  With luck, we'll be able to learn exactly who this Brennan fellow is.” He took a step toward the door. “Uh, is he going to be okay? I have a strong feeling he’s about to get a visitor.” 
 
    John’s mouth dropped open. “By the Creator, I almost forgot about the Maiden.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Angus to keep an eye out for her.” Lany cut down the hall through another curtained opening and disappeared from sight. 
 
    John turned back to the door. Silence. “Dallan? Are you all right?” 
 
    The toilet flushed from the other side. Dallan opened the door, his face pale and sweaty, jaw shaking, breathing ragged. “Dinna make me get on one o’ those things ever again.” 
 
    John shook his head at Dallan’s appearance. Not only was he pallid, shaken and drenched in sweat, his hair was plastered to his head and neck, taking off in a variety of odd angles—the obvious aftermath of his run down the hillside and his recent bout in the bathroom. Not an attractive sight for the Maiden’s eyes. 
 
    “Inside. I have to make you presentable.” John pushed a tired Dallan back into the bathroom and closed the door behind them. He knew this might take awhile. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Shona walked cautiously to the front of the building and looked at the sign hanging over the door. “Antiques” was written in large Gothic black lettering, followed by, “Specializing in all Manner of Weaponry.” She turned to Kitty, who now stood beside her. “Are you sure you saw him go in here?” 
 
    “Sure I’m sure. The bus stopped a block away and let them off. There were two other guys with him but I don’t know who they are.” 
 
    “I did not see them. I was too busy looking for a place for you to park.” Shona took a deep breath. “I still cannot believe I am doing this.” 
 
      She opened the door and a tiny bell rang above them as they entered. It tinkled merrily in sharp contrast to the huge assortment of lethal-looking weapons arranged about the room. There were polished shields and swords, lances and pikes, maces, crossbows, knives, arrows and even suits of armor and chain mail. 
 
    “Wow,” Kitty managed as she closed the door with a loud thunk. 
 
    Shona jumped at the sound and bumped into an assortment of ancient-looking spears, sending one to the floor with a clatter. “Oh my.” 
 
    “Careful, Shona! You want to get us in trouble?” Kitty bent to pick up the fallen weapon. 
 
    “May I help ye?” 
 
    Kitty stood, spear held horizontal in her hands and spun toward the voice. 
 
    The spear’s butt end hit Angus square in the gut. “Ummpf.” 
 
    “Oh my gaaawsh, I’m so sorry!” Kitty spun the other way to put the weapon back and hit Angus in the arm with the point, slicing through his shirt and barely missing the flesh beneath. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to do that.” Kitty flipped the spear up in a vertical position and hit a hanging display of shields. One fell at her feet, another near Shona and a third onto…
 
    “Oh my gawsh! Sir, are you all right?” 
 
    Angus sat up and teetered a bit, his head throbbing where the edge of the shield had struck him. He glared up at her. “Are ye here to buy my weaponry or just to destroy me wi’ it?” He slowly got to his feet. 
 
    “We are terribly sorry, sir. We did not mean to knock anything over.” Shona spoke for the first time, her voice making the recent pain in Angus’s head disappear. 
 
    Angus stood and stared at her, dumbfounded. He’d never been this close to the Maiden before. “Just, uh, just be more careful. I wouldna want to see ye gets yerself hurt.” 
 
    Kitty replaced the spear and looked about. “Oh Shona, look at that!” She spun to her right, her purse swinging around with her, catching the arm of a suit of armor. 
 
    “Kitty, watch out!” 
 
    Too late. The entire suit lurched to one side with a loud metal creak. Kitty let go of her purse as she realized what was happening. 
 
    Angus leaped for the display, trying to catch it before disaster struck. The suit, now no longer tethered to Kitty, fell back into place with a clank, the impact sending it over in the opposite direction… right on top of Angus. The resulting crash was deafening. 
 
    “Oh my gawsh!” Kitty began to jump up and down in panic. “I think I killed him!” 
 
    A moan escaped from beneath the armor. 
 
    “Help me get it off of him, Kitty.” Shona quickly bent to the fallen mass of metal and tried to lift it, without much luck. She knew they should never have come in. And where was the mysterious man? 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Eaton, hurry, before the happy student from Kwaku’s School of Destruction moves to the top of her class!” 
 
    Another loud crash came from the front of the store, followed by a pain-ridden shriek from Angus. John opened the bathroom door, poked his head out and gave Lany a bewildered look. “What’s going on?” 
 
       The grating of metal on metal followed by the sound of shattering glass answered before Lany could. “Help! Get her away! Get her away!” Angus’s garbled voice screamed from beyond the heavy curtain. 
 
    “Quick! Send Dallan out there before the Maiden’s friend kills Angus!” Lany squeaked. 
 
    Dallan pushed his way past John. His hair was freshly combed, his clothes changed to a simple pair of athletic shorts and a long loose tank top, which, Lany noted happily, would be difficult to hide a weapon beneath. 
 
    The Scot raised a curious brow and started for the curtain. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Pull, Kitty!” Shona strained against the suit of armor that had fallen on the old man. 
 
     Kitty grabbed one of the metal arms and gave it a yank. The arm came off, sending Kitty into the nearby spear rack. 
 
    Angus’s eyes grew wide as the rack fell over on top of him. 
 
    Shona yelped and jumped out of the way of several falling spear blades, one of which managed to take a lock of her loosened hair with it. She sat and stared at the severed piece of hair, then glared at Kitty who, having picked herself up, was heading for the now whimpering pile of armor and spears. 
 
    “Okay, Shona. Let’s try again.” She grabbed a leg this time. Unfortunately it was Angus’s. 
 
    “Aaarrgh! Somebody save me!” 
 
    “Oh, gawsh, sorry about that!” 
 
    Shona crawled back over to help. She clutched at the suit’s breastplate, pulled hard… and the entire suit lifted easily. She started, stunned at what she’d done, before noticing there was another hand and arm attached to the breastplate as well. Her gaze slowly followed the length of arm up to a broad shoulder and came to rest in the warm embrace of a piercing set of eyes. His eyes. 
 
    The mysterious man set the mangled armor to one side then bent to pick up the severed arm. Shona, once again trapped by his eyes, barely noticed the shopkeeper climb haphazardly to his feet. The mysterious man stepped away from the mess on the floor, backed to the front glass counter and leaned against it, folding his arms across his chest as he did. He watched her for a time, and then offered her a warm smile. Hello. 
 
    “Aarrrgh! Stay away from me ye she-de’il! Gets ye gone from my shop before ye kill me!” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to knock all that stuff on you, sir. I just wanted to see that pretty knife over there.” Kitty offered the shopkeeper her best pout. 
 
    “What knife?” Angus growled. 
 
    Kitty’s arm shot out to point the direction, hitting a still precariously balanced spear in the process. The spear sliced through the air, heading for Angus, who was trying to ignore the disastrous Kitty and pick up some of the mess on the floor. 
 
    RRRIIIIIIPPPP. 
 
    Kitty let out a scream, then a laugh. Angus, wide-eyed, slowly brought himself to a standing position. Loud, hysterical cackles could be heard coming from behind the heavy curtain as he turned his head to look over his shoulder. 
 
    The tear in his pants and undergarments was huge. Red faced, he quickly pointed his exposed posterior in another direction. The hysterics behind the curtain got louder. 
 
    Shona ignored everything except the man standing in front of her. She smiled shyly up at him. Hello. 
 
    “If ye leaves now, I wilna press charges.” Angus snarled, trying to pull his pants together. 
 
    “We didn’t mean to do any damage!” Kitty wailed back. 
 
    The mysterious man stepped away from the counter and held his hand out to Shona. Are ye hurt, little one? 
 
    Shona had forgotten she was still down on one knee and stared wide eyed at the hand he offered. I am all right. 
 
    “I swear my father will pay for any damages.” Kitty began to dig through her purse. Frustrated, she stomped her foot and hit the edge of a shield, which rested on a loaded crossbow. It fired. The cross bolt flew into the air, past Angus, over the front counter, and through the heavy curtain beyond. 
 
    “OW!” 
 
    Shona slowly brought her hand up to the large one waiting for her. 
 
    Kitty was practically in tears. “Here, my dad’s credit card! You can make a list of the damages.” 
 
    Shona’s hand drew nearer. The mysterious man took a step forward and offered his other hand to her as well. 
 
    “Just get out! Ye’ll kill one of us for sure!” 
 
    “Living stars, I’m bleeding,” a voice mumbled from behind the curtain. 
 
    Shona’s hands were engulfed by the man whose simple gaze still held her captive where she stood. Amidst the chaos and flying weapons he gently led her from the shop to the street outside. 

 
   

 
 
                  
 
   Love turns all the wheels of human industry,
 
   Is the motive power under the world’s machinery,
 
   Makes worth while every enterprise on the earth,
 
   Is coeaqual with life, outlasts death, and reaches
 
   Onward into heaven.
 
    
 
   Margaret E. Sangster
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     To hold her, even just her hand, was glorious. Dallan could barely suppress his excitement as he led her from the shop out into the street beyond. She followed a bit tentatively at first, her hand pulling slightly in his, but he didn’t let her go. No, he would never let her go. He couldn’t. 
 
    If he did, he knew he might die. 
 
    He looked deep into her eyes as they walked, searching for any fear, and smiled warmly upon finding none. She was beginning to trust him. 
 
    Dallan headed up the sidewalk.  He kept the lass between himself and the buildings, still wary of the ‘cars’ that sped up and down the streets around them. 
 
     Where are we going? 
 
    He stopped, looked down at her and swallowed hard. I dinna ken. 
 
    She leaned closer to him and began to stand on tiptoe. Dallan put an arm around her before even thinking to stop himself. He heard a strange sound and realized it was coming from the lass. 
 
    She sang softly, barely audible as he stared blankly down at her, sweat popping out upon his brow for the third time that day. Come with me. 
 
    He continued to lead her, not knowing or even caring where he went so long as she was with him. He came to where two streets met and began to cross. The lass nearly yanked his arm out of its socket.
 
    No!  Her warning screamed inside his head, heart, through his entire being. 
 
    A large car barely missed him. Another step and… Dallan gazed down at her. Thank you. 
 
    The light was red. You cannot cross when the light is red.  She leaned into him again. 
 
    I didna ken. The streets were empty last night, hardly any o’ the cars out, I…
 
    Last night? Is that when you came? 
 
    Came? 
 
    She looked shyly away, allowing her eyes the chance to wander. Came to my house. Did you come to my house in the middle of the night? 
 
    He hooked a finger under her chin and forced her eyes back to his own, capturing her. He smiled at her warmly. Aye lass. I did. 
 
     You were there most of the night? 
 
     Dallan’s eyes softened. ‘Twas past midnight when I found it. I was on foot. 
 
     On foot? 
 
    Aye, little one. 
 
    Her breathing began to pick up. As did his. Why did you come? Where do you live? How can I understand you? I am afraid. 
 
    Dinna fear, lass. I wilna hurt ye. I came from across the river. ‘Tis not far. 
 
    Trapped in his gaze, unable to move, she stood and let him hold her. You walked all the way from the east side of the river to my house in the middle of the night? 
 
    He shrugged, Aye. 
 
    Her eyes filled with concern. Why? 
 
    Dallan tightened his hold, his brow furrowing. ‘Tis needed, lass. I… I dinna ken why. I only know yer not safe. Yesterday in the library…  His face took on the now-familiar gentle sternness. Did they hurt ye? Did they…touch ye? 
 
    The tender, fierce look he held in his eyes touched her more deeply than anything she could have possibly imagined. At that moment, Shona knew she would always be safe with this man. No, they did nothing but frighten me. They were unable to hurt me this time. 
 
    The man’s mouth tightened. He took a deep breath as his eyes narrowed to slits. This was not the first time? Who were they? And what happened the other time? How did they hurt ye? Tell me and I swear they wilna ever see the light o’ day again. If they ever so much as set foot anywhere near ye…
 
    Shona raised a hand to his chest and placed it over his heart. No, it is over. They bullied me, and..."  she shook her head as if trying to clear it. "What they did is past. They… please, I am confused. I still do not understand this. How am I able to understand you? Who are you? 
 
    He didn’t answer, but grabbed her hand and pulled her across the street. After they had walked another two blocks he stopped, glanced about himself and gave her a sheepish look. Where is the library, lass? 
 
    Shona pointed straight ahead. She had thought that was where they were going anyway. She had no idea he was lost. Not far. Only a few blocks away. 
 
    He turned to her completely and took her other hand in his. When we get there, I’ll show ye who I am. But ye may not believe it. 
 
    I will believe you. I know I can believe you. 
 
    When they reached the library, he ushered her inside the building and cast another sheepish look. She smiled at him. What do you need? 
 
     Have they got a place where they keep the history records? 
 
    History records? 
 
     Aye, books about things that happened a long time ago. 
 
     How long ago? 
 
    He almost opened his mouth but stopped and stared blankly ahead a moment then raised an inquisitive eyebrow. Weel, I suppose that would depend on where, or rather, when we are now. 
 
    What? I do not understand you. 
 
    He captured her with a gentle look of concern. Tell me, what year is this, lass? 
 
    Year? Nineteen ninety-five. Why? 
 
    Now his mouth did drop open. Why that good-for-nothing, bloody…He shook himself. I am closer than I supposed. Only three hundred or so years off. 
 
    I do not understand…
 
   I want the records of the seventeenth century. Can ye show me lass? Can ye take me there? 
 
    Shona was now thoroughly confused. What kind of history? American, European, Asian? Are you looking for something specific? 
 
    He looked sad for a brief moment. Aye, lass. Show me… Scotland, late seventeenth century. 
 
     That would be upstairs on the third floor. Right where we were yesterday. 
 
    Dallan raised a hand to her face and gently stroked one cheek with the back of a large finger. Show me. 
 
    Shona shuddered at his touch, then took his hand and led him upstairs to the history section, and hopefully the answers to a lot of questions, questions that continued to accumulate each time she was with him. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Master Lany! Help!” 
 
    Lany limped out from behind the curtain and took in the damage wrought to Angus’s shop. Debris lay everywhere. Shields, lances, two mangled suits of armor, at least a dozen spears and a huge mace covered much of the floor. Another mace, bigger than the first, sat surrounded by shattered glass in the middle of the broken front counter. Arrows were stuck in various parts and pieces of the shop’s décor, including the one still protruding from the heavy curtain behind him. 
 
    He winced and turned to Angus who, backed into a corner, was batting at a wailing Kitty Morgan with one hand like she was an annoying fly. She ignored him and kept going on about damage lists, insurance, and her mother’s cousin who was a judge. Lany decided he’d seen enough. No one, not even Kwaku—well, maybe Kwaku—should be subjected to such torture. He knew he had to put a stop to it, fast. 
 
    The Maiden and Dallan were nowhere to be seen. But he could feel her, and she was quickly becoming overly enamored, calling softly. The couple was bonding quickly. The thought bolstered his courage to save poor Angus. 
 
    “…And my mother’s cousin is a judge, did I tell you he was a judge? Well, if you insist on pressing charges then I’ll just insist that he get this case and I know he’ll see that I didn’t mean to do anything harmful to you or your store.” 
 
    “Uh, excuse me?” Lany took a chance and got a little closer, picking up a fallen shield. Just in case he needed it. 
 
    “I mean it’s not as if we meant to do any harm. You see, Shona bumped into the spear rack over there and knocked one of them over.” 
 
    “Oh, miss? Miss? I think your friend left.” Lany raised the shield in a protective manner and took a few more steps closer. 
 
    “…It’s not like she meant to push the silly things over. They just went, or at least one of them did.” She waved her hands everywhere as she talked. 
 
    Angus had fallen into a cringing crouch, his hands covering his bruised head. Or was it his ears? Lany thought he heard prayer, earnest prayer coming from the poor old Scot. He took a deep breath, placed the shield even higher and let her have it. “Miss! I think your friend left!” 
 
     Kitty, suddenly startled, spun toward the sound. “Excuse me? Did you say something, sir?” 
 
    “I believe your friend has left.” 
 
    She stared at him blankly for a moment before searching past him. “Friend? Oh! Shona? My gawsh, where is she?” 
 
    “Safer than we are,” Lany muttered as he bent to a now-moaning Angus. 
 
   “But I haven’t settled the matter of damages yet. My father would be upset if I didn’t get this straightened out.” 
 
     Angus looked at Kitty, emitted a moan and sank to the floor. Kitty took a step closer. 
 
    “I’d be more concerned about your friend if I were you. She didn’t leave alone.” 
 
    “My gawsh, we’re supposed to meet Whatsisname and Shona’s parents soon! Where could she have gone?” She raced for the door of the shop. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Lany ignored Angus and went after her, grabbing her discarded purse. “You forgot something.” 
 
    Kitty turned to him. “Oh, thank you. I’ve got to hurry. I hope she went to the library. That’s where we were supposed to meet them. I’m sure she did. She said he wouldn’t hurt us. I hope she was right. There are so many freaks and crazy people out there, you know. Shona’s… well, her, oh, I don’t know what you’d call him, but he’d have my hide if I didn’t have Shona there on time. Her mother told me once he could be very temperamental.” 
 
    Lany took in all she said and came to an unsettling conclusion. “And his name is Philip, I suppose? People with that name tend to be very temperamental.” 
 
    Kitty’s mouth dropped open in absolute amazement. “Why yes! That is his name! Wow, I didn’t know that! Of course, I’ve never known anyone named Philip, so how could I know?” She shook her head, still utterly amazed. 
 
    Lany fought against a moan. “Well, if you’re going to catch them…” 
 
    “I’ve got to get out of here!” She burst through the door and ran up the street, out of sight. 
 
    Lany sighed and turned to Angus. “It’s safe. You can get up now.” 
 
    Angus opened one eye, then the other, and slowly got to his feet. He surveyed the damage and sadly shook his head. “At least I dinna ha’ to worry overly much about the loss. ‘Tis old junk. Zara can always get me more.” 
 
    Lany looked around. “This won’t take long to clean up. Front counter got the worst of it. I’ll help.” 
 
    “No you won’t.” John entered the room slowly, his eyes wandering over the mess. “Kwaku and I want you to follow Dallan. And make sure he doesn’t push the Maiden too fast.” 
 
    Lany closed his eyes, concentrating. He couldn’t feel her anymore. “I think you may have the same problem at both ends.” 
 
    John shot him a puzzled look. 
 
    “She’s bonding to him faster than he is to her.” 
 
    “You can feel it?” 
 
    Lany shrugged. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t understand how you do it, but good. Follow them. Just watch from a distance—you know Dallan doesn’t like to be observed too closely. And I’m a little nervous about Brennan. Find out where they’re taking the Maiden. Dinner, home, what?” John’s eyes widened. “I certainly hope it’s not the symphony!” 
 
    “How can he follow, Lord John? We dinna even know where Dallan has gone with the lass.” 
 
    John thought a moment. “He’ll take her to a quiet place. In all probability, the library.” 
 
    “But how can ye be sure?” 
 
    Lany answered for his superior. “Because Dallan will want to take her someplace where he can be sure. Someplace familiar. He’s comfortable there and it’s not far.” 
 
    “Get going, Lany. Find out what you can. Contact Kwaku and I later, and I’ll take care of the Maiden while you stick with Dallan. He’s going to need our protection too, if my guess is right, and this bonding business has a way of muddling the brain from what I’ve heard. Kwaku said Dallan might not be as careful as he ought to when alone.” 
 
    “But what about the wee Maiden? If he’s getting addled by the bonding, won’t he be just as careless with her? She’s still in danger. Can he protect her?” Angus stepped over a pile of armor, his face full of concern. 
 
    Lany chuckled lightly. “Dallan’s not about to let anyone near her, not after what happened yesterday. You weren’t there, you didn’t see him.” 
 
    John froze. “By the Creator, I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    Lany and Angus threw each other the same curious glance. John caught it and approached them. “Be doubly sure to keep your distance while Dallan’s with her. He may well get to the point where he thinks we pose a threat to the Maiden. If that happens, one of us might,” John winced, “get an unwanted bruise.” He looked right at Lany, who now stood wide-eyed and tight-lipped. “Get going, and good luck.” 
 
     Lany nodded reluctantly and headed for the door, wondering how on earth he always managed to end up in the position of ‘Most Likely to Get Pulverized’. It just didn’t figure. But, as Cari often told him, whatever did? 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Shona led Dallan around the third floor, confused and a little wary. How could they communicate like this? Was she imagining it? But he had asked her for something specific. Wouldn’t it prove she wasn’t crazy if he pulled out a history book of Scotland? 
 
   He followed her as she proceeded down an aisle, reading the titles as she went. She stopped and turned to him. All these are Scottish history. I am afraid you will have to search for what you want. There is probably a little of what you might be looking for in all of these. 
 
    The man scanned the rows she indicated, sighed, took her hands in his and looked deeply into her eyes. If I tell ye who I am, you’ll believe me? 
 
    She took another step forward and rested a hand on his heart, then looked into him through his eyes, searching, capturing him as he did her. Yes, I will believe you. 
 
    He took her hand from his chest and gave it a light squeeze. Let me show ye then. But I’ll tell ye now, lass, I’m not sure I believe any o’ it.  Without releasing her hand, he turned to the rows of books and began to search the titles one by one, occasionally pulling one from the shelf only to cram it back into place, as if not wanting to see what was inside. 
 
    Shona followed along behind him, the earlier wariness gone, replaced by warmth that started at the hand he held to spread through the rest of her body in total contentment. Unable to help herself, she drew as close to him as she could, leaning against his arm and throwing him another shy smile. 
 
    He looked down at her, and after a brief moment smiled back. He removed her hand from his, hooked her arm through one of his own and giving her hand a tender pat, continued his search. 
 
    Shona again let him lead her down the aisle, not caring about anything. The overwhelming contentment was like a drug, the odd sense of being connected to him in some way growing stronger by the minute. Not to mention the strange feeling that she knew this man from somewhere, sometime. She couldn’t remember where or when, but he was becoming more familiar the longer she was with him. Frustrating. The knowledge of who and what he was seemed almost at the forefront of her mind, just out of reach. If she wasn’t so happy right now, she might well be going mad not remembering from where she knew him. 
 
    He suddenly stopped short and Shona heard the breath catch in his throat. She looked up at him and saw his eyes wide with an emotion she could not identify. Loss? Regret? What is it? What is wrong? 
 
    He wrinkled his nose and sniffed slightly. His free arm rose slowly and stopped, his hand poised in midair, opening and closing with indecision. He swallowed once and carefully touched the book, then pulled it off the shelf as if it were a time bomb about to explode. 
 
    Shona watched with concern in her eyes as he stared at the cover. The book was a paperback, rather new-looking, and she wondered why it was affecting him so strangely. He looked at her and turned the book so she could read the title. One word graced the cover in bold, black print. 
 
    Glencoe. 
 
    She glanced at his face, not able to read his expression, then back to the book. This is what you need? Can you use this to explain what is happening to us? 
 
    He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I dinna ken if it will explain what is happening to us, but I’m almost afraid it might explain something I’ve wondered about for a verra long time. 
 
    Shona saw the pain in his eyes and again placed her hand on his heart. What is wrong? You are sad. What has caused you such pain? I can… feel it. 
 
    He looked bewildered for a moment before concern graced his face. I dinna want ye to feel my pain. Can ye no stop it? I wilna see ye hurt if I can help it. 
 
    She began to tremble. I do not understand how I can feel this. It... it hurts. I do not like this. Please, make it stop, he’s got him, he’s going to kill him. The knife is so close and he’s going to kill him, I cannot do anything about it just like… like…
 
    Nay, stop it lass. Let go! Ye mustn’t feel what’s inside o’ me!  He threw the book to the floor, gripped her upper arms, and shook her gently. Please, dinna feel, dinna search. Ye wilna like what ye find.  He pulled her to him, wrapped his long arms around her, and held her. Dinna let it hurt ye. 
 
    Shona buried her face in his chest as her body trembled with the fierceness of what lay locked deep inside him. How could this be? How could she know he’d suffered a great loss, that people close to him had been killed? What connected them this way? They both needed so many answers and only one seemed available, one thing quite evident. 
 
    They were being drawn into each other with each passing moment, with every breath they took. The stronger the thing connecting them grew, the more she could feel what was in his heart. 
 
    And it hurt. 
 
    Shona gasped as her heart lurched in her chest, the thing suddenly springing to life for no apparent reason. Oh, God, what was happening? 
 
     What is it? Can ye no hear me? Please M’eudain…
 
   She shook her head, fighting for control, but it did no good. 
 
    Caileag! Caileag! An mi bruidhinn. Caileag eudail, taitinn! 
 
    Shona’s heart beat faster as something else inside her body began to take over. Was it the thing she had to feed or something new? The man had spoken to her again and she could still understand him, but his words now brutally cut through her heart to something beneath, another part of her. A part she had never known existed until now. 
 
    The man began to repeat his last phrase, the words burning into her. 
 
     Lass! Lass! Speak to me. Dear lass, please!  He was not talking to her as before, almost as if he now spoke another language. She moaned. Whatever he was doing cut clean to her bones, ripping, tearing, flaying away the layers around what she sensed beneath her own heart. 
 
                  She clutched at the arms holding her. Please, stop, I cannot take much more, I cannot control it. It wants out, it feels about to tear me apart! 
 
    He froze, eyes wide, and held her away from him, looking her over quickly as if to assess damage before he quickly pulled her again into his embrace. He said nothing, did nothing, simply stood and held her, his breathing now coming in panicked gasps. Her head pressed against his chest, she felt him swallow back his own fear. 
 
    They stood like that for what seemed an eternity, yet it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes. Or was it hours? Shona didn’t know and was too overwhelmed to care. What was happening to her? To him? It was all turning quickly into something more serious and real than even her imagination could come up with, and she could come up with some strange things. 
 
   More time passed, but she didn’t care how long. Holding him and being held were all that mattered. Some bare thread of propriety nagged at her, she didn’t know his name, who he was, where he came from, what he wanted with her and a hundred other questions she ought to have the answers to. Answers she should have had before even allowing him within ten yards of her. 
 
    But none of it mattered, not one bit. The only thing that did was him, and the fact that they were connected in some unexplainable way. It grew stronger, tighter, more solid with each second they stood in that enchanted embrace, almost as if they were becoming fused together, joining. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Eaton, can you hear me?” Lany whispered into his communicator, barely able to suppress his own excitement. He glanced around the end of the aisle he’d hidden himself in. Dallan and the Maiden still held each other, eyes closed, swaying slightly side to side, the sight calming and exciting at the same time. 
 
    “What is it, Lany?” 
 
    He returned his attention to his communicator. “We have bonding, bonding and more bonding.” He chose his next words, knowing how his superior would respond. “Slow, natural, solid bonding.” 
 
    His pen let out what sounded like “yippee” in the background. Angus. 
 
    “Has he spoken to her yet? Are they talking?” 
 
    “Not a word as far as I can tell. Something happened about a half-hour ago, possibly her heart responding to Dallan in some way, but I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “Was she in pain, Councilor?” 
 
    Lany gave his communicator a look of surprise. “Zara?” 
 
    “Yes. Did she look to be in pain? I sensed something from her.”
 
    Lany thought a moment. “Yes, for a moment. Was she calling?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Zara?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Hello? Somebody want to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Lany, listen to me carefully.” John’s voice was urgent. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Separate them. Do it now.” 
 
    “That’s not funny, Eaton.” 
 
    “She’s almost ready, Lany. He must have been speaking, er, uh, communicating, in Gaelic. Her heart’s sure to be fully awake after that. If Brennan’s on his way and she becomes any more ready…” 
 
    “I’ll take... wait a minute, I think it’s already being taken care of.” 
 
    “What?” John’s voice nearly squeaked with static. 
 
    “Kitty just walked by. The minute she sees them, it’ll be all over.” 
 
    “By the Creator, I forgot about her. You’ve been there over an hour. Where’s she been all this time?” 
 
    “Downstairs. Magazine rack. Men’s section. Don’t ask,” Lany answered flatly. 
 
    “Oh. Be sure to ask Dallan about the Gaelic. I have a feeling that’s what they bonded with as children. It’s what her heart will respond to.” 
 
    “I will. Ah, mission accomplished. Kitty just saw them.” 
 
    “Good. Stay with Dallan; he may have trouble recovering after the separation. If all goes well, Kwaku will have them Joined in the next day or so. Keep an eye out for Brennan. We’re on our way.” 
 
    “See you when you get here.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. If Dallan leaves before we get there, follow him.” 
 
    “Zara will be able to follow the Maiden?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of my end.” Lany shut his communicator off and settled himself to watch Kitty Morgan disrupt paradise, not knowing who to feel most sorry for—Dallan, the Maiden or Kitty. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Shona?” 
 
    Shona opened her eyes slowly. Had someone spoken her name? 
 
    She looked up at the man holding her. His eyes were narrowed to slits, planted on someone beyond her vision. She turned her head in the direction he was looking. Kitty stood not twenty feet away, mouth agape, staring back at him and looking very unsure of what to do. 
 
    Shona returned her gaze to him, now cognizant of what was going on. She put her hand on his heart and pressed slightly. He lowered his face to hers, tearing his eyes slowly from Kitty, as if afraid to let his guard down for even the briefest of seconds. 
 
    Please, she means no harm. She is my friend. 
 
    He looked down at her, eyes still narrowed. D’ye trust her, lass? 
 
     I would trust her with my life if I had to. She is my best friend. 
 
    Dallan looked back to Kitty. I have a friend like that. I need to tell him what is happening. Does she ken anything? What is happening to you? To me? Can she help keep ye safe? 
 
    “Shona? Are you all right?” 
 
    She looked at Kitty over a large bicep and merely nodded knowing her voice wouldn’t work right now, then gave her attention back to him. I will tell her. I trust her. I was going to tell her today anyway. I…
 
    “Shona we have to go. Your folks are probably on their way. We have to get downstairs.” Kitty took a cautious step forward. 
 
    The man softened his look and allowed her to approach. He looked from Shona, to Kitty, and back again. There are so many questions I have for ye, lass. I dinna ken where to even begin. This shouldna be real, none o’ it, but I think by now we both ken it is. We need someone we can trust. Yer in danger, lass. After yesterday ye can offer me no argument as to the fact. I want to tell ye everything, but… will ye believe me? 
 
    Shona drew in a shaky breath. At this point, how could I not believe you? 
 
    “Shona, please, we have to go. Can’t you just give him your phone number or something?” Kitty said as she grabbed one of Shona’s arms and pulled her out of the man’s embrace.
 
   He caught her other arm and held fast, his eyes narrowed again to slits. Shona shook her head at him as she fought against both holds. 
 
    “C’mon, Shona, let’s go! For gawsh sakes, we’ll be back here tomorrow!” Kitty leaned toward him slightly. “One o’clock. We’ll meet you here, OK?" 
 
    Shona shot him another pleading look. Luckily, he caught it. He held her arm even tighter and shoved past Kitty, heading in the direction of the stairs. 
 
    Kitty let go of Shona’s other arm. “Well you don’t have to push! If you want to hold her hand that badly, all you have to do is say so.” 
 
    They reached the stairs, went down to the main lobby and out the double doors. 
 
    Kitty sighed in relief. “Oh, goodie. We beat them. Now I won’t get yelled at by Julia!” 
 
    Shona gave her a “so that’s why” look and glanced down the street. No sign of her mother’s car. They must be running late. She suddenly felt a pull on her arm. The man had backed up and now sat on a wide marble bench just behind one of the huge pillars gracing the front of the library. He still held her hand and was squeezing it, a possessive look on his face. 
 
    He did not want to let her go. And she didn’t want him to. 
 
    “Oh, look, there they are.” Kitty suddenly blurted, making Shona jump. 
 
    She turned away from the man just in time to see her mother’s car come to a stop directly across the street with Julia’s right behind. A chill raced down her spine and she shivered involuntarily at the slight tremor of fear. 
 
    The man squeezed her hand again, calming her. She looked to him and fought the need to cry by tightly shutting her eyes and holding his hand in both of hers. 
 
    “C’mon, we have to go. Look, your mom’s getting out.” Shona forced her eyes to open and glanced at her mother who stood half-in half-out of the car, waving at her. She waved weakly back, barely able to keep the tears at bay. If one escaped, she knew she’d be in for it. There would be no way to stop them. 
 
    Someone else got out of the car and stood on the curb, leaning against it with arms crossed. Shona’s eyes grew wide with recognition and her knees suddenly felt weak. 
 
    Philip! 
 
    She let go Dallan’s hand as her body jerked slightly. Philip smiled and motioned her to come. For some unexplained reason, she felt compelled to go and began to walk away, but Dallan didn’t let go. 
 
    Kitty waved. “Hi!” she shouted and bounded down the library's front steps to the street. 
 
    Shona turned and looked into the mysterious man's eyes. Please, I have to go. 
 
    What is it, lass? What’s wrong? Something frightens ye. 
 
    Shona realized that sitting as he was, he couldn’t see the cars because of the pillar. My parents and their friend are here. I have to go. Come back tomorrow? 
 
    He relaxed his hold and nodded reluctantly, then suddenly smiled as if struck by an idea. Aye that I will. He let go her hand. 
 
    She stood there a moment, dumb struck. He’d let go too easily. Or had he? It was still as though he held her, but not by any physical means. Kitty and I will be here at one o’clock. 
 
     As will I. Now ye best be off. Dinna worry yer mother. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
     Go now, lass. Ye’ve yer business to attend to. Dinna worry, I’ll not be far from ye.  He winked at her. 
 
    She smiled. Of course, the tree. She turned to follow Kitty. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Philip watched her closely, fighting the lust threatening to erupt at the mere sight of her. A sight he’d denied himself the day before. Oh, how she had grown. This was not the child he’d seen nearly eight years ago. No, this was a woman, a maiden. The Maiden. He licked his lips. 
 
    Shona approached slowly, as if unsure of him. He gave her a warm smile and opened his arms to her. “Little Shona! My God, but it’s good to see you!” 
 
    She came forward, caution in her eyes, and entered his arms stiffly. He hugged her quickly then let go. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Maggie yelled from inside the car. 
 
    “In a moment,” Philip called back. “My, how you’ve grown. I can’t get over how much you’ve changed. Your mother showed me pictures yesterday but they pale next to the real thing. You are absolutely beautiful.” 
 
     She smiled at him weakly as Julia got out of the other car. “Are you going to ride with Philip or with me, Shona?” 
 
    Shona looked from one face to the other and then pointed at her mother’s car. She swallowed hard and glanced over her shoulder in longing. 
 
    “Of course she’s going to ride with me," Philip began.  "She sees you almost every day. But don’t worry. Graves and Kent will keep you entertained until we get to where we’re going.” A sudden twinge of warning pricked him and he looked around expectantly, his eyes coming to rest at the top of the library’s front stairs where Shona’s own eyes had been drawn. There was nothing but a man leaning against a marble pillar watching them with little interest. Or was there more to it? Philip looked back to Shona, his jaw tight. 
 
    “Let’s go, Philip. The restaurant won’t hold our reservations indefinitely and we still have to pick up Evan.” Maggie called from inside the car. 
 
    Philip forced a bright smile. “You heard your mother, into the car. You sit next to me and we can get reacquainted.” He ushered a still-silent Shona into the back seat and stood poised to get in himself. Pausing, he turned to Julia’s car parked behind Maggie’s and gave a small nod of his head. He then looked at the man on the stairs who now ignored them and picked at his clothing as if bored.  
 
    Graves, Philip’s longtime associate, got out of the car and went directly to him. “Problem?” 
 
    Philip narrowed his eyes at the man on the stairs as an all-too-familiar warning pierced him. He allowed Graves time to follow his stare, to let him get a good look at the man. 
 
    Graves, through with his own assessment, looked back to Philip, waiting. 
 
    Philip met his gaze and began to get into the car, but not before telling his associate in a soft menacing voice what he expected of him: two words Graves loved to hear. 
 
   “Kill him.” 

 
   

 
 
    
 
   The man that hath no music in himself,
 
   Nor if not moved with concord of sweet sounds,
 
   Is fit for treason, stratagems, and spoils;
 
   The motions of his spirit are as dull as night,
 
   And his affections dark as Erebus:
 
   Let no such man be trusted.
 
    
 
   Shakespeare
 
   The Merchant of Venice, Act V
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    Shona held her balled fists in her lap and prayed Philip didn’t notice her knuckles were white with tension. Where was her voice? Why did it take so long for her to recover? And the mysterious man; it hurt to be apart from him. 
 
    “Well, well, well, I must say, your daughter certainly has learned the value of silence over the years hasn’t she, Maggie?” Philip’s voice had an odd tone to it as he spoke, almost as if he was conveying some sort of threat to her mother. 
 
    Shona looked at him, smiled, then offered a light shrug. 
 
    “Shona, don’t be rude.” Her mother’s own voice hinted at desperation. 
 
    What on earth could be going on? Shona swallowed hard. “I did… did not mean to be rude, Philip. It is just that I have not seen you in such a… a long time.” Oh, thank God her voice was back. “I am sorry if I offended you.” 
 
    He patted her leg, sending a chill up her spine. “Quite all right, no harm done. Tell me, how are your studies coming along?” 
 
    She wanted to cry, to scream out her anguish. Acute longing suddenly assailed her out of nowhere. She should never have left him. What if she never saw him again? Where was he now? Still at the library? Would he be waiting for her under the tree when she got home? The thought gave her hope and the strength to answer. “Very well, thank you.” 
 
    “And what language are you studying now?” 
 
    She could see him assessing her out of the corner of one eye. She faced him boldly, back stiff. “Russian.” 
 
    “Ah, excellent. Tell me, would you like to visit Russia one day?” 
 
    “I suppose. One day.” 
 
    “And so you shall, my dear. There and a good many other places as well. I promise.” 
 
    “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Philip. She’ll call you on them.” Maggie watched them in the rearview mirror as she spoke. Philip couldn’t see the worry in her eyes; Shona, sitting behind her, could. 
 
    “Come now, Maggie. You of all people should know that I am a man of my word. Remember, I do not make idle promises.” The threat in his voice was well muted, but Shona could hear it. She watched as her mother’s eyes narrowed in the mirror. 
 
    “Who were you talking to at the library, Shona?” Philip asked calmly. 
 
    Warning shot through her like lightning. “Oh, just someone who spends a lot of time there as Kitty and I do.” 
 
    Philip was silent for a moment. “Does this someone have a name?” 
 
    Pain shot through her, causing her warning stance to waver. She still did not even know his name. The knowledge turned her voice into a hoarse whisper. “I do not know it.” 
 
    Philip’s entire face curled into a mock smile. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “I do not know,” she repeated, voice firm once again. 
 
    His smile grew. “Well then, he doesn’t matter. What does is that I’m famished. How about you? Hungry?” 
 
    Shona merely nodded, her sense of warning exploding once again. 
 
    “Good. We’re almost there.” 
 
    They drove to the university where Evan Whittard waited, tired, disheveled and none too happy to see Philip from the way his posture suddenly changed from straight to crooked. It was his favorite way to convey to Shona and her mother his opinion of things. Her father’s face was impossible to read; the rest of him certainly wasn’t. 
 
    “Philip! You old blighter, how are you?” Evan threw his briefcase into the car and then jumped in. “Felt bad about missing you yesterday, but couldn’t be helped. Meetings all afternoon.” 
 
   Philip’s mock smile returned. “So glad to see you too, Evan. How long has it been?” 
 
    Shona watched her father glance quickly at her mother, a brief exchange taking place. One of warning. She’d seen them do this before, every time Julia got testy about something. 
 
    “Well, let’s see, for Maggie and I a good three years I’d say. Wouldn’t you, Mags?” 
 
     Her mother nodded, her face expressionless. Shona could tell: for whatever reason, her parents weren’t very happy to see Philip at all. 
 
    “We have so much to talk about this visit, Evan. You see, it will probably be the last. But of course Maggie told you that already.” Philip dished his words out to her father like a punishment. 
 
    Evan turned slowly around in his seat to face him. “No, she didn’t mention anything about this being your last visit.” 
 
    “Really? How very interesting. Well, now you know. Tell me, how does it make you feel?” 
 
    Shona watched her father’s face drain of color. His shoulders tensed and one hand balled into a tight fist. She thought for a moment he was going to hit Philip, and almost wished he would. 
 
    “Say there, Philip, where’s your cohort, Graves? I thought you never left home without him?” Her father’s question was not only a diversion, but an obvious insult as well. Maggie blanched. 
 
    Philip smiled brightly. “He had to take care of some business I felt needed his immediate attention. We most likely won’t see either Graves or Kent until much later, if at all. But don’t worry, they’ll get along.” 
 
    “Is that why Julia left them off just past the library? Do you have dealings in that section of town, Philip?” Maggie’s voice was genuinely curious, but with an edge. 
 
    Philip crossed his legs in a casual gesture. “Ever the observant one, aren’t you Maggie? To answer your question, only recently. But Graves can take care of it.” 
 
    “What sort of business is it?” Shona asked without thinking, the word ‘library’ repeating itself over and over in her mind. 
 
    Philip smiled and patted her leg again. “Very brief business, my dear. Surplus that needs to be eliminated. Trivial, really.” 
 
   She cocked her head at him. 
 
    He studied her a moment and stroked his beard. “Nothing for you to concern yourself with. Dinner is the more pressing business. How much longer, Maggie?” 
 
    “We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Good. Hungry, Evan? I’m starved myself.” 
 
    Her father turned to face forward again. “I was.” 
 
    Philip laughed, clearly amused. “Come, Evan, now is not the time.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “You know perfectly well it’s not.” Philip chuckled lightly. “I suggest you save it for later.” He leaned forward and whispered in her father’s ear what sounded like, “much later,” in a voice that no longer laughed. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it. I have a few things I’d like to say to you, Philip.” 
 
    Shona looked at Philip, waiting for his response, trying her best to learn how to read him. 
 
    He sat there, face void of emotion. “As do I to you.” He uncrossed his legs, reached over and picked up a long lock of her hair which had escaped from the ribbon holding it back. Rubbing it between his fingers, he smiled warmly at her and spoke to her father. “Of course you already know what I have to say. You’ve been waiting for me to say it for quite awhile now, haven’t you, Evan?” 
 
    Shona’s father turned again to face him, saw what he was doing and began to reach into the back seat, rage in his eyes. “Why you dirty…” 
 
    “Evan!” Maggie screamed. “No! Calm down!” 
 
    Shona could stand it no longer. “What is going on?” 
 
    Philip ignored her, his eyes still intent on her father. “She has beautiful hair, doesn’t she?” He raised the lock to his face and inhaled deeply. “Ah, perfection.” 
 
    “Philip, please. Not here and not now.” Maggie begged. 
 
    “You are so right, Maggie. Please do forgive me. I apologize, Evan; I shan’t upset you again. Nor you, sweet Shona. Please accept my most humble apologies.” He let go of her hair. 
 
    Shona shuddered. She had no idea what was going on between her parents and Philip. The only thing she did know was that she now not only felt sick to her stomach, but that it promised to be a very long evening. 
 
     Oh, where are you? Do you know that I need your help? Philip, he frightens me. Something is terribly wrong here. Please, help me…
 
    
 
    But the mysterious man was too far away to answer. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Dallan’s long legs carried him throughout the downtown area in pointless circles until well after sunset. She was in danger. He sensed it, could feel it, but he didn’t know how to find her. 
 
    He was halfway back to the shop before he realized he was being followed. He cursed himself for not having noticed the fellow before. The fact did little for his already lousy mood. He would like nothing better than to take it out on someone. Anyone would do; it might as well be whoever was tracking him. 
 
    Dallan made his way past various small shops, remembering a narrow alley not far ahead that would serve well enough for dealing with the sneaky fellow behind him. He ducked into the alley, realizing the pain had lessened while his senses seemed to work better. He pondered on the cause as the hairs on the back of his neck rose in warning. 
 
    His arm shot out and grabbed the next person to walk by within range. He pulled the gangly form roughly into the alley with him and threw him up against a wall, smiling. 
 
    “You!” Dallan bellowed into his victim’s face. 
 
    “You were expecting perhaps Queen Mary? Put me down!” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Dallan tightened his grip on Lany's shirt, pressing him up against the cold brick wall even further, causing his ribcage to creak. 
 
    “Put ... me ... down,” he demanded through clenched teeth. 
 
    Dallan shrugged and promptly let him drop the two feet to the pavement. 
 
    Lany brushed the newest set of wrinkles out of his shirt and glared at Dallan who had gone to the other side of the alley to lean against the wall and seethe. “Dallan, just what the… the… do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Dallan’s expression became sardonic. He raised one eyebrow at the Assistant Councilor in answer. 
 
    Lany glared back and resisted the urge to ball his hands into fists. “Don’t pull that with me! Not after you’ve just tried to paint the wall with my back. What are you doing here? I’ve been following you around for hours! It’s dark and dangerous out, not to mention well past dinner time. You should have gone back to the shop hours ago.”      
 
   Dallan pushed himself away from the wall and took an intimidating step toward Lany, who made an equally intimidating move to the entrance of the alley and stood firmly, hands on hips. “Don’t even think of it. You are not going anywhere until you explain yourself.” 
 
    “I might ask the same of you.” Dallan’s voice was low, his head cocked to one side. “Just what might you be doing following me?” 
 
    Lany noted the Scot’s formal speech. It was not a good sign. He knew full well that Dallan was using every means to control himself at the moment. What could have set him off ? He decided he had better find out or the company was in for a long night of warrior-sitting. 
 
    Correction. Lany would be the one in for a long night of warrior-sitting. “Well, if you must know, I’ve been watching your back ...” 
 
    “Quiet,” Dallan commanded. 
 
    Lany looked around himself and then listened… to the heavy traffic…to the tens, twenties, perhaps hundreds of people in the street mere feet away from the alley. 
 
    “He’s lost it.” Lany mumbled to himself. And I’m the one stuck with him. “Heaven help us all.” 
 
    Dallan quickly left the alley without warning. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lany asked, annoyed but relieved as he caught up to the Scot. 
 
    Dallan didn’t even look at him. “Be quiet and stay with me.” It was clearly another command. 
 
    Lany suddenly felt the goose bumps rise up over various parts of his anatomy. He’d had this feeling once before, twelve years ago specifically. One never forgets what it feels like to be followed. 
 
    “How long…,” Lany began. 
 
    “Since before the alley. Now be quiet and keep moving.” 
 
    “But I don’t th…” 
 
    “Quiet!” 
 
    “Fine,” Lany mumbled to himself. No use arguing now, not with an unknown assailant trailing them. He wondered if this newest threat had perhaps followed him to Dallan but then figured they would be finding out in the next five minutes. 
 
    The two men rounded a corner. Dallan began to sprint, dragging Lany along with him, then ducked into the first alley they came to and unceremoniously threw Lany up against the wall. 
 
    Twice in one day was too much. “Now see here, DallamPHF!” 
 
    Dallan had clapped a hand over Lany’s mouth so fast he didn’t even have time to react. “I’ll ask ye one more time to keep quiet. Either comply or I will keep ye quiet myself.” He whispered into his face before taking his hand away. 
 
    Lany wanted nothing better than to let him verbally have it with both barrels, but the intense look on the big man’s face stopped him. Whoever was following them was close by. Better let the Weapons Master handle things his own way. 
 
    Then again, that might not be such a hot idea either…
 
    Dallan grabbed Lany suddenly and, after dragging him deeper into the alley, lifted him atop a huge green metal box, one of many they had seen throughout the city—a trash receptacle, Lany thought. The Scot motioned for him to be quiet, then jumped up onto it himself with a speed and grace one would think a man of his size incapable of. He further displayed his agility by leaping onto a fire escape a good twelve feet away, hardly making a sound as he did. 
 
    Lany let go a tiny smile. Kwaku had taught the Weapons Master well. 
 
    Dallan turned on the tiny escape landing and faced Lany, positioning himself into a crouch. He motioned for quiet again and mouthed the word “watch” as he pointed toward the alley’s entrance. 
 
    Sure enough, two men were just entering the shadows. They hadn’t seen Dallan but Lany would be hard to miss, sitting as he was atop a smelly garbage bin.  Looking as if he were waiting to see a sadistic dentist. 
 
    Lany decided his best pollster’s look was more fitting for the occasion and plastered it on instead, just as one of the two thugs caught sight of him. The thug stared at him with an odd look on his face as he nudged his companion with an elbow. The other man, a much larger fellow took in the sight and all but licked his lips, making Lany shiver slightly atop his perch with revulsion. He resisted the urge to glare at the Scot lying in wait like a huge cat above him. So, he thought, I’m bait. Okay, fine.  He crossed his legs and took on a casual air. 
 
    The thugs came up to the bin, measuring up any possible threat his thin form might contain. Apparently they decided there was none. “Whaddaya know, Mr. Graves? Garbage man forgot to pick this one up,” the shorter of the two chuckled to his more serious companion, who was scanning the alley with a killer’s eye. 
 
    Perhaps being in Dallan’s company at the moment wasn’t so bad after all. 
 
    “Where’s your big friend?” the killer, Mr. Graves, asked casually as he reached into the jacket of his obviously tailor made suit. Lany especially noted the man’s accent and dress, both quite similar to Philip Brennan’s. Not hard to guess who sent them, he thought. 
 
    Lany smiled and glanced upward as if pondering the man’s statement, just catching the grin on Dallan’s face above him. It was all the encouragement Lany needed. “Oh,” he shrugged, “I suppose he’s still in there.” 
 
   The two men looked at each other. “In where?” The shorter and obviously dumber one asked. 
 
    “There.” Lany pointed to a steel door in the shadows. It probably led into whatever establishment fronted the street. Judging from the smell of the alley, it was most likely a restaurant, one that served a lot of fish…
 
    “Funny, I could have sworn he was back here with you.” Graves now spoke as he pulled out the gun he’d been keeping his hand on beneath his jacket. He pointed it directly at Lany and took a threatening step toward the trash bin. “Get down.” 
 
    Lany smiled and looked to the star-filled sky. “Well, all right, if you insist. But only on one condition.” 
 
    “Condition?” Graves asked as he reached into his other pocket and pulled out a black metal tube. He began to screw it onto the end of his gun. Lany had heard of these; a silencer, it was called. He also knew he was going to be dead if Dallan didn’t do something quickly. 
 
    “Yes, condition,” Lany said calmly, stalling as best he could. Now all he had to do was think of a condition in the next three seconds. 
 
    “And what might that be?” Graves replied, now totally amused. 
 
    Lany had been thinking so hard on what to say that he almost didn’t notice the shorter man was gone, and replaced by a very fierce-looking Weapons Master. Mr. Graves, taking small steps toward Lany while he talked, stood not more than five feet in front of him. He was now perfectly positioned between the trash bin and the seething Scot, who looked as if he’d had enough. 
 
    Lany had his condition. “That you don’t turn around.” 
 
    Graves sneered at him. “Is that the best you can come up with?”  
 
    Lany merely smiled.
 
   Graves rolled his eyes.  "Americans." He mumbled then asked the inevitable.  "And why not?"
 
    Lany’s smile grew wider. “Oh, I can think of about two hundred and eighty reasons, but I really don’t think you want to know what they are.” He squinted knowingly as Dallan shot him a disgusted look. “Uh, by the way, your friend’s gone.” 
 
    “What? Kent?” Graves called. He backed up a step to ensure Lany couldn’t reach him and promptly turned around when he got no answer. He then fell to the ground in a heap after Dallan’s fist smashed into his face. 
 
    Lany peered down at Graves a moment and nodded to himself. Out cold. He hopped off his perch, mumbling about the stupidity of twentieth-century hoodlums while Dallan examined his catch. 
 
    “Where’s the Brain?” Lany asked as he scanned the area for the other cadaver. Dallan nodded off to his right, and Lany could barely see the silent heap in the shadows. “Anyone you know?” He asked, glancing from one unconscious—at least he hoped they were just unconscious—form to the other. 
 
    Dallan stood. “I rather hoped ye could tell me. I do have a bloody good idea, though.” He spoke flatly, wearing a grave look of concern on his face. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Lany muttered. “The man at the Maiden’s house yesterday?” 
 
    Dallan nodded. “I wasna in the house when he came and never saw him, But I… I felt him.” 
 
     Lany raised a curious brow at the statement. 
 
    Dallan shook his head, eyes narrowing at the crumpled heap before him. “This isna him. The man from the house ‘twas with her folk today though. At least he felt the same.” His eyes now held a far off look, as if he was trying vainly to remember something. “Who is he, Master Lany? Or are ye going to keep that bit o’ information from me, too?” He asked sarcastically. Dallan bent to the man on the pavement, grabbed him by the collar and shook him a few times. No good; still out. 
 
    “Maybe next time you shouldn’t hit so hard.” Lany commented dryly. “We’ll never find out anything at this rate.” 
 
    “Answer my question.” 
 
    Lany sighed. “Their boss’s name is Philip Brennan.” He was unsure how much he could tell Dallan and still be able to keep him in line. 
 
    “What does he ha’ to do wi’… Shona?” Dallan stood again, towering over Lany with one of the most intense stares he had ever seen. Lany was glad it was boring holes into the body on the ground and not his own skull. This must be the look that always gave Eaton a headache. 
 
    Wait a minute. Did the Scot just call the Maiden by her given name? Well, this was a breakthrough…
 
    “Master Lany…” Dallan’s voice was stern. 
 
    Lany quickly made a mental note to himself: Don’t tell him everything, yet give him enough of the truth to keep him happy. “He’s a close friend of the family as I understand it. Now, I don’t know what he might need these…” he gestured to the still-unconscious forms, “uh, people for. Or what’s left of them.” 
 
    “Weel, then. Let’s find out, shall we?” 
 
    Lany looked confused for only a second before he heard the man at their feet groan. Dallan bent down and watched him come around. 
 
    “Uh, just what are you going to do?” Lany asked, cautious yet curious. 
 
    Dallan grinned at him. “The same thing I would like to ha’ done wi’ you if given half the chance.” He shrugged. “But, 'twould upset John, so I suppose I’ll ha’ to make do wi’ these for now.” 
 
    Lany couldn’t believe Dallan was suddenly in such a light mood with the prospect of pulverizing someone. But then again, after ten years Kwaku was bound to rub off on him a little. “So, uh, what did you have in mind?” 
 
    The Weapons Master’s grin broadened. “Ye dinna happen to ken where we might find some humiliating form of persuasion, would ye now?” 
 
    Lany knew he shouldn’t be doing this, but desperate times did call for desperate measures. Besides, it sounded like fun. He grinned back and looked at the man called Graves as he began to regain consciousness. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    And with that, Dallan’s fist once again connected with Grave’s face, sending him back to the ground and giving Lany time to think on the best possible course of humiliation. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    A light breeze crept through Shona’s window to gently touch her face, its cool fingers stroking her cheek as had the mysterious man from the library. 
 
    She fought the sleep that held her against her will. Perhaps it was the man himself and not a breeze. If only she could wake up. 
 
    Or was she awake already? She couldn’t move, and try as she might, her eyes refused to open. Yet she could hear the sounds of the night surrounding her—night birds, crickets, a neighborhood dog's occasional bark. And the voices outside her room, fading in and out, becoming clear then suddenly distorted, as if her door was being opened and closed. 
 
    If only she could wake up, if only she could sleep; either would be preferable to this haunting limbo. How on earth did she get there? What caused it? She was fine after dinner, happy to get home and away from Philip. The constant discord she sensed between him and her parents made the entire evening unpleasant. She felt fine after she’d taken a shower, had some tea Julia insisted she try, and went to bed. 
 
    Where was the man? She needed him; why was he not here? He had all but said he would be waiting for her beneath the tree. She knew the pain would come in the middle of the night like it always did, and he was the only one able to take it away. Even her music did little to stop it now. Only him…
 
     Please, God, if he’s out there, make him come! I do not know where he has gone. Please, do you know where he is? Is he hurt? Lost? I need him. I need him.  I need him like I need… the boy. 
 
     Where had the boy gone? Why had she not seen him in her dreams as often since she’d met the man from the library? Who had killed those loved by the man? Oh, how he hurt. If she could just push the pain away from him, he would be so much better, so free to love her… just like the boy... 
 
    “Philip, what’s happening to her?” Julia backed up a step and trembled with an odd combination of fear and elation at what she saw. 
 
    Philip, his breathing erratic, bent over Shona who lay helpless and drugged upon her bed; a sacrificial lamb bound to a hideous altar, waiting to be sacrificed to a detestable god of evil. Himself. 
 
    He put a hand on either side of her shoulders and leaned to within inches of her face, intent on the changes taking place. “She is in what is called Flux. See how her features change, Julia? Is she not beautiful? She can sense what is inside me, her camouflage instinct relaxing as she dreams, no fear of discovery. It thinks I’m one of her kind. It doesn’t know yet how human I am.” 
 
    Julia took another step back. “All these years, you had me guarding this thing for you? Why didn’t you tell me? Don’t you trust me?” 
 
     He never took his eyes off Shona, her features now fully Muiraran. “Beautiful perfection, Julia. Could I have trusted you with such a treasure? If you knew you had been given gold instead of copper, could I have trusted you all this time? Would you be able to part with it now that I’ve come to claim what is mine?” 
 
    Julia continued to stare over Philip’s shoulder, shivering. “I would never betray you.” 
 
    He stood slowly, his lust building. “No? Why do I find that hard to believe, my dear?” 
 
    She swallowed back her fear. “What is she?” 
 
    “Power. More power than you could possibly imagine. Power controlled by who ever is able to win and claim her.” He turned to face Julia, his breathing heavy, lust evident in his features. “Barbaric concept, isn’t it? Claiming, winning, conquering?” 
 
    His arms shot out and grabbed Julia, roughly pulling her to him. He kissed her savagely, broke the kiss and shook her to emphasize his next words. “Mastering, Julia. Master her and you master the power she possesses. A blissful arrangement.” He gripped her harder, and brutally kissed her again. This time drawing blood. 
 
    Julia struggled briefly before she realized what it would do for him and stopped, letting him instead hurt her at will. When he lifted his face from hers and glanced back at the bed, her eyes turned into poison. “And what will you do if she refuses you? When she finds she despises you?” 
 
     He turned back to her abruptly, his fingers digging painfully into her arms. “Oh, sweet Julia, you’ve taken care of all that for me haven’t you? You just said you would never betray me. I trust you’ve been faithful in preparing my feast. Seen to it that she has been well taught, readied for me, trained in all I’ve asked.” He grabbed a fist full of Julia’s hair as his other arm wrapped itself around her waist and pinned her body to his. “Do you know how hungry I am, Julia? How long it’s been since I’ve eaten? Really eaten? I could devour you right here and now, just like yesterday and most likely would were I not in the Maiden’s company. But she is what I want at this point, what I truly hunger for. You, you’re nothing but a cheap imitation of the real thing.” He threw her to the floor. 
 
    Julia lay there, her previous look of poison replaced now by pure fear. Philip was clearly insane, consumed by a lust she couldn’t comprehend or even begin to describe. And Shona, she was much more valuable than she had imagined. Nearly everything fit now, all the missing pieces of her memory she’d searched for falling neatly into place. All but one. 
 
    She glared up at him, watching as he again bent over a helpless Shona, stroking her cheek with the back of his hand. She remembered how once he had touched her that way, but then recalled how that same hand had recently left her bruised and bleeding.  She touched her face. No trace of his brutal lust now evident. She still did not know how he never left a mark on her. Her eyes became as ice as she looked at him. “And what if you fail? What if another were to win and claim her before you do?” 
 
    Philip slowly turned. “So that was him. I thought as much. Tell me, how long has he been here? Did he get a chance to stake a preliminary claim? I don’t think so. And if your clever little mind is thinking of using him to best me, forget it. I’ve already eliminated that bit of competition.” 
 
    Julia’s face fell. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What I mean is that Graves and Kent should be back anytime now to report on the unfortunate luck of a certain young man. Probably struck by some stray bullet, no doubt, or carelessly drowned in the river. These young bucks haven’t any sense at all you know. Always courting danger.” 
 
     She began to rise. “You had him killed?” 
 
    Philip chuckled lightly in feigned astonishment. “But of course, my dear. You’d have done the same thing if you were me. Seeing as you’ve killed almost as many people to get what you want as I have.” 
 
      Julia hugged herself and stared wide-eyed at Shona, the obvious finally making itself known. 
 
    “Yes, Julia, look at her, long and hard. Do you like what you see? All your hard work at the Anontist Center was not in vain. They really do exist. There really is such a thing. Tell me, my dear.  Are you starting to remember who you really are?  Is it all coming back to you now?  Transferring and planting memories into a human's mind was one of Lissa's favorite parlor tricks.  Such a handy talent to have."  
 
    Julia gasped, almost choking. 
 
    “Now that she's no longer here to keep up the ones she instilled in you they were bound to start fading. Which reminds me, I suppose I'll have to do something about the Morgan family as well.  Hmmm …"
 
   Julia blanched as full comprehension dawned.
 
   "Yes Julia, the Morgan's are not your family, distant or otherwise.  You're a fake, a tool put here to serve me."
 
    Julia's voice was barely a whisper when she spoke.  "I was a scientist at the Anontist Center … I'm … I'm from the future then … I remember …"
 
     "Yes, that's it, Julia. Remember."  Phillip chuckled then continued on, "Isn’t it so wonderfully ironic? All those people, specimens if you will, murdered, dissected, studied. They were all human. You never once captured a real one. And to think, all these years in my employ, you were playing with one on an almost daily basis, and never once suspected a thing.” He let that sink in and watched her face pale. “The Muirarans hid themselves so well that not even the best of your time period's hunters could find them. And this is why.” He turned back to Shona. 
 
    “How?” Julia’s voice had gone weak. She took a cautious step forward, no longer caring about Philip, and sat on the bed next to Shona, shaking her head. What a fool she’d been. 
 
    “Instinct, Julia. Pure, raw instinct. It camouflages them, makes them look like one of us.” 
 
    “Oh.” She turned quickly to him, her mind hungry for answers. “Where did they come from? How much do you know?” 
 
    He laughed at her. “Where did we come from might be a better question. As far as anyone knows they were always here with us, Julia. Always. They have probably occupied the planet for as long as we. But who’s to say?  There have been all kinds of theories.  Most conclude they are extraterrestrials who somehow got either stranded here or decided they would like to stay for awhile.” 
 
    “And if one of us mates with one of them?” 
 
    He laughed again. “I was wondering when you’d ask that. Unfortunately for you, it’s the females that hold the highest level of abilities and the male is master of that power. You always thought it to be the other way around, didn’t you? All those men, Julia. Tell me, how many times did you mate with them before they were killed? Were you trying to breed a Muiraran prodigy?” 
 
    “Muiraran? Is that what they’re called? Who discovered them? Who named them?” 
 
    Philip didn’t even try to stifle his amusement. “Ah, suspicion confirmed. I always knew some of your research was not exactly… empirical.” He chuckled again. “No one discovered them. They allowed us to find them. The rest is history.” He took a threatening step toward her. “The history you’d hoped to create.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand. How did you bring me here? How did…” 
 
    “Enough!” He roughly pulled her off the bed. “Maggie and Evan should be fully sedated by now. They drank the tea I gave you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I wouldn’t want either of them to have heard this little conversation. Nor do I want them to see the Maiden in Flux, a state she’ll be in nearly every time she sleeps. That is, until she becomes properly joined to me. And you’re going to help convince her of how badly she needs me, aren’t you?” He gripped her arm in warning. 
 
    She swallowed. “Of course.” 
 
    “Excellent. There still may be a slight problem to take care of and I don’t want anything to happen between now and my…” He gave her a sadistic smile, his brow raised in mock happiness, “… wedding.” He put his mouth next to her ear. “You’ll take care of all the arrangements for me, won’t you Julia? I want you to continue to convince her that I am the only one who cares, who will protect her, who will truly love her.” 
 
      Julia’s jaw became tight, her teeth clenched. “Can’t court her yourself, Philip? Must I do all the work for you?” 
 
    He wrenched her arm behind her back and pulled, causing her to whimper in pain. “Don’t mock me, you little witch!” He breathed into her other ear. “She must willingly want to join with me. Her heart free of doubt. I’ll have all of her, do you hear me?” He twisted her arm painfully. 
 
    Julia had to force her answer through fresh tears and gritted teeth. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” He released her arm and she almost collapsed in relief. “Now, I want you to go home and get some rest. The Whittards will be no problem tonight, nor will the Maiden. I’ll return to my hotel and await Graves. I’m sure whatever he has to report will be most entertaining. I want you back here tomorrow. Guard her well, Julia. Anything happens to her, and I promise you won’t like what will happen to you. And we both know I don’t make idle promises, don’t we?” 
 
    All she could do was nod. 
 
    “Excellent. Now go.” 
 
    Julia looked at him, her face expressionless. “You said there might be a problem. Anything I should know?” 
 
    “Good girl, I’d almost forgotten. Perhaps not so much a problem, merely an annoyance. An old friend of mine might try to postpone my wedding and I really don’t want to bother with him. Unfortunately, I’m the only one suited for the job. I dare not entrust him to Graves. He’s far too clever, and Graves is too good a man to lose right now.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “As I said, he’s an old friend of mine.” 
 
    “How will I know him?” 
 
    “Well you can’t miss him. Just keep your eyes open for a tall, obnoxious, loud, black pain in the…” Philip winced. “I’d almost forgotten how much I hated him. You haven’t by any chance seen…” 
 
    Julia raised an inquisitive brow, pleased with his obvious discomfort. “No.” 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief. "Most encouraging.” 
 
    She glanced once more to Shona. “I’ll be back in the morning, then.” 
 
    “Excellent. After Graves checks in, I’ll send him here to keep an eye on things, just in case.” He took her arm and ushered her out the door. 
 
    They left the house at the same time. Philip, for one, was feeling quite confident that all was now going as planned. Julia, meanwhile, had been given the answers to questions she’d searched for, even killed for, for years in her own time. She’d also been handed the undeniable truth on a matter she’d wondered about for a very long time. 
 
    Philip Brennan was not only a time traveler, but also quite insane. And Julia, through it all, was still hopelessly in love with him. 
 
                   
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
      “Kawahnee, they have gone. Please, let me go to her! They have harmed her!” 
 
      Kwaku slipped from the tree’s higher branches to join his wife in the lower. He gracefully swung to where she sat. “You cannot sense her heart?” 
 
    “No! Please, I must go to her.” 
 
    Kwaku cupped Zara’s face in a large hand, concern in his eyes. “You are overly upset, pretty one. De Maiden has been drugged, no-ding more. Brennan, he would not harm her.” His eyes narrowed and he growled low. “He will wait until after he has her for dat.” 
 
    He slipped to the bottom of the tree, Zara close behind, and scanned the area quickly before motioning his wife to follow him to the Whittard’s house across the street. He went to some side stairs, slipped inside the house and went directly to the Maiden. 
 
    She lay as if lifeless on the bed, her breathing slow, her Muiraran skin pale—a direct result of the drug Brennan had used. He picked up one of her hands to hold in his, but like Zara, he could feel nothing. She had indeed been heavily sedated, and possibly harmed. 
 
   Zara was at his side, her face frantic. They have hurt her! She took her other hand. You know the law, Kawahnee. It is death to harm a Shamaelon! Brennan must pay! 
 
    Kwaku let go of the Maiden’s hand, taking his wife’s in its place. Your time is close, pretty one. Your mo-dar’s instinct is growing. She is not harmed to de point of lawlessness. If so, your own instinct would have hunted and tried to kill Brennan. Yet did we not bode see him and de woman leave? 
 
     I am sorry. I do not know what is wrong with me. Is my time so close? Am I already forgetting myself?  She looked to him, concern in her ebony eyes.  Have I hurt you, husband? Last night, did I…? 
 
    He chuckled quietly. “Only a scratch or two, no more dan usual. You were very hungry.”  He all but purred the words in a low whisper so as not to be heard.
 
     His voice startled her and she took a moment to let her inner heart search the house. Nothing. The guardians must have been drugged as well. She sighed and spoke in a normal voice. “There is danger here; can we not stop it?” 
 
    Kwaku raised a brow. 
 
    “The others have been drugged. They cannot hear us.” 
 
    “I agree, pretty one, but de danger is not mine to contend wid. De Boyeee has first rights to it, not I.” 
 
    “With all that is at stake? How can you wait for him to sense and act on anything when he is not joined? He has no instinct or heart to guide him yet.” 
 
    “He has more dan you dink, Beloved. He protects her, reaches out to her with his heart. He hungers for her almost as much as she for him. Of dis, I am certain." 
 
    “Can we not send for Dallan? Could we not let him be with her?” 
 
    “He protects her now by protecting himself, drawing de danger from her, dealing with it de way a warrior should.” 
 
    “Are you sure he is safe, Kawahnee? Where is he? Do you wish me to search for him?” 
 
    “No, pretty one, he does not need our help, and I will fetch him when we are finished here if you like. In de mean time, do not worry. De Boyeee has been well taught and will deal wid de evil ones according to warrior codes.” 
 
    Zara threw him an incredulous look. “Which warrior’s codes?’
 
    Kwaku stuck out his bottom lip and shrugged. “Whichever ones he feels are fitting. Do not worry, he will exact justice for what has been done wid dignity and tact. He knows dis is not Genis Lee. He knows dere are dangers and laws here dat could mean more trouble.” He leaned into her face. “He knows how to act wid-out drawing attention to himself.” 
 
    “Kawahnee,” her voice scolded. “Are you sure?’
 
    Kwaku sat up perfectly straight. “Of course! After all, was I not his teacher?” 
 
    She sighed and turned her attention back to the Maiden. “Exactly.” She opened her mouth and began to sing. 

 
   

Angels all about me
 
   Some of light, some of dark,
 
   A battle fought which must be won.
 
   Am I to be cursed, my heart forever denied?
 
   Her precious love, never known?
 
   Time tells all things,
 
   The fates of hearts entwined.
 
    
 
    
 
   David Gingrich
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    “Living stars, Dallan, this isn’t the moors. You can’t just leave bodies hanging around like this.” 
 
    Dallan tightened the ropes he was working with, giving one a healthy tug to ensure it would hold before turning to Lany. “’Twill be quite the story then to take back to yer wee bairns, will it no?” 
 
    Lany wasn’t sure whether to grimace or laugh. The Scot’s burr was thicker than ever, a sure sign he was enjoying himself immensely. “But naked? Do they have to be naked?” 
 
    Dallan checked another set of ropes, pulling, tugging and causing a strangled wail from one of the gagged prisoners. He stood, arms folded across his chest, to survey his handiwork. “Yer the one picked the location, and I thank ye. ‘Twas a fine idea.” He stepped forward to look over the chain-link fence separating them from the deep pit beyond. “I never would ha’ found this place on my own, and ye did a bonny job of handling the pistol. I’d verra much like to keep it. I’ve never seen one so fine, so different. I’d like to see how it works. Mayhaps the heathen would volunteer and…” 
 
    “Enough already!” Lany tossed the gun onto the pile of clothes lying on the damp ground. “Come on let’s get this over with. It’s late.” 
 
    “Aye, as ye say.” Dallan turned from the fence and went to stand in front of his catches. “Weel, gentlemen, I think we’re ready. We thank ye ever so much fer yer earlier cooperation. I ken how dishonoring it must ha’ been fer ye and I really wish I could grant ye back some o’ yer lost honor by killing ye both. But Master Lany here seems to think that ‘twould be a verra bad idea.” He nodded at Lany, who had decided a grimace would be most appropriate. “So, I suppose this will ha’ to suffice.” 
 
    Dallan stepped over to the shorter of the two, picked him up and sat him on top of the fence. The fat little man teetered a bit before Dallan poked him with a finger, sending him over the side, his muffled screams drowned in the gag placed on him earlier. He then walked over to the taller one, Graves, and gave the thug a huge grin, then let his face fall into one of sincere sympathy as he shook his head sadly. “’Tis a real shame I no get to kill ye. I hope this doesna get back to yer kinfolk too quickly. I ken how some families wilna let a warrior come back home once he’s lost his honor.” 
 
    Lany stepped forward and tapped the Scot on the arm. “Dallan, you’re enjoying this far too much. Normally, I might, but it’s after midnight, I’m tired and I’m hungry. Just get it over with.” He walked back to the pile of clothes. 
 
    Dallan looked from Lany to the trussed-up Graves, naked & shivering against the fence, fearfully awaiting his turn. “I still say ‘tis a horrible shame to no get to kill him. Why, his family probably wilna ever speak to him again. I hope ye can bear it on yer conscience, Master Lany.” 
 
    Lany had to smile despite his exhaustion. “I’ll survive. Just do it, okay?” 
 
    Dallan shrugged, picked up the thug, set him on the fence as he did the other and held him there a moment. “Weel, it canna be helped. If it’s any consolation, I’ll most likely kill yer friend Brennan,” his voice was no longer full of mischief, his words serious. “I ken ye wouldna want to see him dishonored like yerselves, but I canna promise it will be a quick death. Most likely a right painful one, one deserving of deeds done, if ye ken my meaning.” 
 
    He got right in Graves’ face. “And should ye survive the night, tell him he’s as good as dead if I ever see him near my wee lass again.” He got even closer and lowered his voice. “The same goes for yerselves. If I ever see ye again, man, I’ll kill ye as sure as the fair sun sets. No matter what Master Lany says.”  He unceremoniously shoved him over the side and waited for the muffled pain-filled cry of Graves trussed up body slamming against the concrete wall. He then went to the pile of clothes, took the gun, tucked it into the waistband of his shorts then picked up the clothes and tossed them over the fence as well. He turned to Lany. “Let’s go.” 
 
     Lany breathed a sigh of relief and then noticed the purposeful stride with which Dallan walked. He trotted to catch up. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To the lass.” 
 
    Lany stopped. He ached everywhere, especially his empty stomach. “Right,” he mused, then wondered how Eaton was faring. “Wait a minute, let me check something first.” 
 
    Dallan ignored him and kept walking, fast. 
 
    “Wait, I need to contact…” 
 
    Dallan spun on him. “She hasna called to me tonight. I’ve no heard her song. Something’s not right, I know it!” 
 
    Lany could hardly believe his ears. “What did you say?’
 
    Dallan began to look frantic. “I no can feel her. The music, I canna hear it!” 
 
    “Oh, boy.” Lany reached into his back pocket and pulled out his communicator. 
 
    Dallan began to pace, staring up at the night sky. “I dinna ken how to go to her. She doesna answer my call. Why can she no hear me?” 
 
     Lany switched the communicator on. 
 
    “And those two Sassenachh devils, ye should ha’ let me deal with them my own way!” 
 
    “Eaton, I hope you’re there…” 
 
    “And what of that cur from the library? How could ye let him take her? I should ha’ never let her go; nay I could ha’ made her stay.” 
 
    “What is it, Lany?” 
 
    “And it hurts, ye ken. It hurts now not to ha’ her here in my arms… holding her. I should never ha’ let her go.” 
 
    “Did you hear him, Eaton?” 
 
    “Uh oh.” 
 
    “He’s falling apart on me. I don’t know what happened; he was fine a minute ago.” 
 
    Dallan clutched his stomach and doubled over in pain with a groan. 
 
    “Lany, where are you?” 
 
    “City zoo.” 
 
    “The… what? What in the Creator’s name are you doing there? Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “I’m aware. Let’s talk about the current crisis, okay?” 
 
    A bit of stactic came over Lany's communicator then, “Do you think she’s calling?” 
 
    Dallan threw back his head, and choked down a pain-filled sob. 
 
    Lany froze as his heart lurched. “Eaton, I’m in the middle of the zoo with no immediate means of getting him out of here. I need Zara, now.” 
 
    “Zara and Kwaku are with the Maiden. I’m at the shop with Angus. I’m afraid you’re on your own.” 
 
    Now Lany became frantic. “There’s no way to get a hold of them?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lany, no. Do what you can. Talk to him, anything.  Just get him out of there and back to the shop. How far away are you?” 
 
    “Several miles, at least.” 
 
    “From the Maiden?” 
 
    “Closer but I’m not sure how to get there.” 
 
    “Head for the Maiden. Zara will sense him eventually and find you.” 
 
    “On my way.” Lany shut the communicator off and stared at Dallan, who knelt, face to the sky, eyes closed, arms held loose at his sides. He took a cautious step forward. 
 
    Dallan turned toward the sound of his footsteps and looked up at him, pain in his eyes. “Can ye no hear it? Can ye no feel it? Where is she?” 
 
    Lany swallowed back his empathy and knelt next to the Weapons Master. “I think I can take you to her…” 
 
    Dallan gripped his shoulders hard. “I canna bear this much more, Master Lany. Why does this ha’ to happen? I dinna understand!” His face fell to his chest, his body now shaking with pain. 
 
    Lany bit the inside of his cheek and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Get up, Dallan. You have to get up now.” 
 
    He again raised his face, “Master Lany, did ye… did ye ken that I love herrr?” His entire body began to tremble uncontrollably. “I dinna feel right, something’s wrong with m… me.” He gripped his shoulders even tighter. “Help, help me L… Lany, p… please.” 
 
    Lany froze for only a second before tightly closing his eyes. Oh Creator please, please help him. Oh please, something’s wrong, what’s hap… His eyes suddenly sprang open. “Brennan?” 
 
    “I dinna ken how to go to her, I told her… I told her in the city to run, run t ... to the b… building. It came so f… fast. And they took her. He took her from me. I… I wanted to kill him, he laughed at me… I…” 
 
    “D… Dallan, stop. Stop it and get up!” 
 
    “They were… in the carriage. They took her from me, bound her, took her.” Dallan grabbed the front of Lany’s shirt, gripping it so hard the material began to tear away from the collar. “I tried to go… to her. Then he came and laughed at m… me. He wanted to hurt her. I wilna let him! Do ye no hear me? I wilna let him! Dinna let him take her!”
 
    He shook Lany so hard his teeth rattled. A blessing, really. The action shook Lany’s senses wide awake, and he did what he felt was the only thing he could do under the circumstances. 
 
    He pulled back his arm and punched Dallan square in the jaw, knocking him to the cold, damp ground. 
 
    The Weapons Master lay stunned a moment, and then curled up into a ball, his arms held protectively around his stomach. His body then began to jerk violently. 
 
    “No!” Lany was again at his side, communicator in hand. “Eaton!” 
 
     Dallan threw his head back, eyes closed tightly shut and began to choke. 
 
    “Eaton! Dallan, no, please!” He knew the Scot was having some sort of seizure, and he also knew how helpless he was at the moment to help. 
 
    Oh Creator! Send Zara, please! Send her now, I need help! I can’t do this alone, plea…
 
    “Move away from him, Mos-go-fi -an.” 
 
    Lany threw himself from Dallan, who now lay on his back in the full throes of the seizure as Kwaku knelt by his side and pulled a small black case out of his pants pocket. He flipped it open and extracted a tiny metal rectangular object. Throwing his body over Dallan’s, he lifted the Scot’s head by the hair and pushed the metal object into the back of his neck. There was a slight flash of blue light. Dallan’s body jerked one final time then suddenly went completely still. 
 
    Lany, on his knees, fell face first to the ground. 
 
    “Give your danks quickly, Mos-go-fi -an. We must get him to safety.” 
 
    Lany pushed himself up and stared blankly at Kwaku, then looked to the discarded case. “Nerve regulators are forbidden past the first time quadrant.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Lany half-laughed, half sighed and shook his head. “Kwaku, there are times like now when I’m glad you hold absolutely no respect for the law.” 
 
    Kwaku nodded gravely. “So also is my wife.” He put his arms beneath Dallan’s limp form, and lifted him as if he were a child. “Come, Mos-go-fi-an. Zara must tend him. She should be droo wid de Maiden by now and will be here at any moment.” 
 
     Lany got to his feet and followed the Time Master only a few steps before stopping him. “Kwaku…” 
 
    He turned to Lany, Dallan cradled in his arms, and took in his expression. “Yes, Councilor.” He nodded his head slowly, his eyes narrowed to slits. “Brennan…” He turned back to Dallan as a father looks to an injured child. “We are almost out of time. Brennan, he must have touched de Maiden, done someding to confuse her heart, been wid her while she was in Flux.” 
 
    Lany’s eyes widened as he blanched. “That means…” 
 
    “De bonding is badly damaged. De Maiden and de Boyeee,” Kwaku closed his eyes and swallowed hard, “are now dying.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    John paced nervously. At least ten minutes had passed since Lany’s urgent cry for help, then nothing. Not a word. What could be happening with Dallan? Was he all right? 
 
    “Here, Lord John, drink this. ‘Twill make yer stomach more agreeable.” Angus offered him a bottle of thick pink liquid. 
 
    John stared at the bottle a moment and shook his head. “I’m worried, Angus. Something bad has happened. I know it.” He resumed pacing. 
 
    Angus eyed the bottle. “Ye canna let it affect ye like this. Ye’ll be no help to the others when they gets here.” He opened it, took a healthy swig, grimaced as he shook himself and held the bottle out to John. 
 
    The Lord Councilor watched as Angus’s face contorted, looked at the bottle, then back to Angus. “What is that?” 
 
    Angus smiled. “I always keeps a supply on hand when I ken the heathen’s a-coming fer a visit. Thought we might be need’n extra, so I brought a bottle here.” 
 
    John took the bottle and peered at the contents. He took a cautious sniff and wrinkled his nose. “This is disgusting.” 
 
    “Aye, but so is the heathen. Sometimes a man has to pick the lesser o’ two evils.” 
 
    John was about to comment, when the lights suddenly flickered. “What was that?” 
 
    Angus shrugged. “’Tis an old building. The electrical sometimes goes on and off when I run the microwave.” 
 
    The lights flickered again and what weapons lay about the back room of the shop, rattled. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s from the microwave, Angus. For one thing, it’s not on.” John stated. 
 
    Angus’s eyes grew wide. “Mother o’ God! What’s that De’il heathen trying to do, ruin me?” 
 
    John looked apprehensively about. “What’s going on?” The whole room shook, sending various pieces of weaponry to the floor with a clatter. 
 
    “Ye mean to say ye’ve never seen the heathen’s a-comins and a-goins?” 
 
    “No!” John dodged a falling lance. “At least not from this end.” 
 
    “Well then, gets ready! Here he comes!” Angus dove behind a shield as a piercing yellow light sliced through the wall in front of them, tracing the long rows of swords, books and other paraphernalia as it flowed from some unseen source. 
 
    Then John heard it. Music. “Zara?” He blanched as he realized that for Kwaku to risk using a door to get to the shop could only mean one thing. 
 
    No sooner had the thought struck him the outline made by the light peeled away to reveal a grassy knoll, a sky filled with stars and a full moon. A cool breeze drifted through the room, lifting the hair from John’s forehead as he took in what lay before him. 
 
    Kwaku was just coming over the knoll, Lany close on his heels, both men’s faces filled with concern. But John hardly let that register. Another sight caught the Lord Councilor, one much more disturbing. “Oh no, no, please.” He raced from the room into the night. 
 
    Kwaku carried the unconscious form of Dallan, his large Scots body cradled like a child in the Time Master’s arms. “Go back droo de door, Lord Councilor. My wife cannot hold it for long.” 
 
    John skidded to a stop and turned. Zara knelt in the grass, head thrown back, arms lifted to the sky as she sang. He could see her body sway slightly, a sure sign she was tiring. He ran back through the door behind Lany. 
 
    Kwaku quickly laid Dallan on the floor then ran to his wife. “Beloved, come with me.” He took her uplifted hands, pulled her to her feet and ushered her through the door just in time. The knoll and night sky faded slowly from sight, bringing back into existence the wall of the shop’s back room. 
 
    Zara, exhausted, needed Kwaku’s help just to kneel beside Dallan. 
 
    “Kawahnee…” Her voice was weak. “He is injured?” 
 
   Kwaku knelt beside his wife and wrapped his arms around her. “He suffered when de bond became damaged. De regulator should have caught it in time, but only you can be sure, pretty one. He has been unconscious too long. Search his body, find de weakness.” 
 
    “The loss of his Maiden is the weakness. He cannot survive now without her. I can repair him physically, but not emotionally.” 
 
     Kwaku merely nodded, his face full of concern. 
 
    John pulled Lany aside. “What happened?” 
 
    Lany let go a weary sigh, his eyes still glued to Dallan. “Eaton, there was nothing I could do! He was fine, then boom, he fell into some sort of seizure.” 
 
    John stared at Dallan as Zara placed one hand on the Scot’s forehead, the other on one leg. She threw her head back eyes closed in concentration, and softly sang, Muiraran features still in place. Not once had they changed since the door closed. She was indeed tired. “Oh no. The Maiden?” 
 
    Lany’s face suddenly changed to anger, his eyes narrowed to slits, his jaw tense. John had never seen him so angry. “Brennan.” 
 
    “No, no, tell me he…” 
 
    “He must have touched her, probably while she was sleeping and in Flux. It’s the only explanation. She and Dallan have too strong a bond for anything else to affect it. I don’t think Brennan even knows the damage he’s done.” 
 
    “Damage?” 
 
    Lany nodded his face still tense. “Eaton, we have to move fast. Kwaku said the Maiden experienced a mild form of what happened to Dallan. Her heart’s confused; it doesn’t know who to bond with. Brennan all but stole what Dallan had gained from her. Now that… that stupid, lousy…” 
 
    “Lany, calm down.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Brennan wouldn’t have touched her if he knew the harm it would cause.” He turned to John with an expression of rage and despair. “The next time she needs to feed, the next time her heart calls, Brennan could easily take her.” 
 
    John backed up a few steps and fell into the chair behind him. 
 
    “And if no one is able to answer the Call…” Lany closed his eyes, his hands balling into fists. “She’ll die.” 
 
    John sat, stunned at the words. “What in the Creator’s name are we going to do?” 
 
    Angus hobbled forward to stand before the two Councilors, at last able to break away from the sight of Zara. He offered them a sheepish look. “Might I make a suggestion?” 
 
    “What is it?” Lany asked. 
 
    The old Scot shuffled his feet around and pulled his lower lip between his teeth. “Weel, if the bond has only been weakened, not broken, then seems to me ye only need something to fix the tear, to … weel, sew it together?” 
 
     John and Lany exchanged a quick look. 
 
    “Ye ken what fixes lover’s quarrels and all that. Ye must ha’ done it a thousand times yerselves.” 
 
    John began to smile. “Go on, Angus.” 
 
    “To fix the bond, why do they no seal it back up?” 
 
     Lany was still confused. “With what?” 
 
    Angus shrugged. “A kiss, o’ course.” 
 
    “Seal it with a kiss.” Lany’s mouth dropped into an amazed smile. He quickly looked to Kwaku and Zara. 
 
    The Time Master still knelt, a huge grin across his face, while his wife stared at Angus, her own face weary but smiling. “For dis, little bro-dar, you will be well rewarded.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Shona opened her eyes slowly, her vision blurred. Where was she? Where was… was… she couldn’t seem to remember who might be there with her, or rather, who she wished was with her. How confusing. 
 
    She wearily sat up and took in her surroundings, cataloguing the furniture, wallpaper, pictures, curtains, everything her eyes took in. Her mind quickly sorted the information and brought forth the answer she wanted. 
 
    Shona was in her bedroom. 
 
    She looked at the clock near her bed. “Ten-thirty? How did I sleep so late?” She threw back the covers, went to get up and failed. “Oh,” she moaned and fell against her pillow, her whole body reacting as if hit by a truck. “What did I do?” 
 
    She tried to lift her head and failed at that as well. All she could do was lie there and moan. “What happened?” She tried again to rise, succeeded and sat quietly for a moment, building strength. Her eyes opened and closed as her whole body swayed. 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Shona looked toward the door. Maybe she was alone. “Mother?” Her voice was barely a croak. She shook her head. “Blast it all! Where is he? Why can I not feel him?” 
 
    Her unexpected tears were hot, stinging her face as they fell. Her brow furrowed in concentration. “Philip?” She shook her head. “No, definitely not Philip.” Though he seemed to be lodged in her brain as if cemented there.  The last person she would want stuck in her head.  Her body trembled with frustration at the thought. “Where are you?” Please…
 
    “Shona?” 
 
    She half turned her head, recognition slow to come. “Kitty?” 
 
    “Oh my gaaawsh, you look awful. What did you do, stay out all night?” 
 
    Shona looked up at her, tears still evident.  "Kitty… I feel like I must be hung over.” 
 
    Kitty immediately sat on the bed. “Except you've never had a drink in your life." She wrapped an arm around her. "What happened?"
 
    “I do not know.  Aside from physically feeling like I have been … well… run over, I feel so… empty." Shona wiped away her tears and looked directly at her best friend. "It hurts, Kitty." 
 
    Kitty eyed her. “Tell me what happened. Tell me what’s been happening, what you wanted to tell me yesterday.” 
 
   Shona's eyes filled again with tears as her head began to swim. “Kitty, I cannot find him. Where is he?’
 
    “Where is who?” 
 
    She struck her hands against the bed. “I do not know!  I cannot think straight.  I …” 
 
    “You mean the guy from the library?” 
 
    Shona slowly placed her balled fists under her chin. “The library, yes that is it. The library.” 
 
    “Shona, what is wrong with you? Geez, what happened here last night? No one answered the phone when I called earlier, your mom and dad are still in bed, and I had to let myself in with the spare key.” 
 
    “It was a late night. Too bad you didn’t come with us. We all had a great time. Didn’t we Shona?” Julia glided into the room, her face an expressionless mask. 
 
    “If someone would have invited me, I’d have gone.” Kitty pouted. 
 
    Julia ignored her, went straight to the bed and sat next to Shona. “How do you feel?” 
 
    Shona stared at her as if deciding on whether she was friend or foe. 
 
    Julia returned the stare boldly. “Kitty, make yourself useful and get her some water.” 
 
    Kitty stared suspiciously at Julia. “Sure,” she mumbled and left the room slowly. 
 
    Julia leaned into Shona’s face. “Philip had a good time last night. Didn’t you?” 
 
    “Philip?” 
 
    “Yes, don’t you remember? Dinner? Dinner with Philip?” 
 
    Shona glared at her and tried to scoot away. 
 
    Julia grabbed her arm. “Yes, Philip. You like Philip, remember?” 
 
    Shona began to shake her head. 
 
    Julia abruptly stood, her voice a low rasp. “Well, I know what will make you like Philip.” She leaned down into Shona’s face again, her voice a vicious whisper. “I have a little something I made up just for you.” 
 
    Shona threw herself against the headboard, eyes wide. She began to look frantically about. “Kitty?” 
 
    Kitty entered the room, water glass in hand. “Here ya go.” 
 
    Shona sat pinned, eyes still wide with fear. “Kitty, help me.” 
 
    Julia spun on her sister. “Quick, she’s having some sort of reaction! Run downstairs and get my purse!” 
 
    “Reaction?"  Kitty began, nearly spilling the water. "Reaction to what?” 
 
    Shona tried to melt into the headboard. “Kitty, please.” Please. Don’t let her touch me. She’s going to hurt me. 
 
    Kitty's mouth dropped open as she stared at her. “Shona…?” 
 
    “Now, Kitty!” Julia began to shove her out the door. “Hurry!” 
 
     Kitty disappeared. Julia slowly turned back to her, eyes intense. 
 
    “You go… away,” Shona moaned. “Get away from me…” 
 
     Julia smiled at her. “No, I can’t do that. You’re not well, you need me here.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Shona, calm down. You’re not yourself. You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
     Shona, legs now gathered beneath her, crouched against the headboard, every muscle tensed. Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Air falbh on taigh!” 
 
     Julia stood, stunned at what she heard, her mind racing. She backed up a step. “That’s definitely not a language I’ve taught you.” Her face lit up in satisfaction. “Well Philip, your little bride seems to already be promised to someone else.” She let go a light laugh, as she backed slowly to the door. “Serves you right, you snake.” 
 
    Shona watched, eyes still narrowed to slits as she remained crouched on the bed. She bared her teeth. “Air falbh on taigh!” 
 
    Julia’s own eyes narrowed. “I’m guessing that means something along the line of drop dead." 
 
   Shona growled low in her throat.
 
   "Ok, I'm leaving, easy, calm down. I won’t hurt you. On the contrary, I think we can help each other teach someone a lesson.” 
 
    “Julia! What’s going on?” Evan shoved her out of the way and went directly to the bed. “Shona, what’s wrong?” 
 
      Shona suddenly relaxed at the sight of her father. Her features changed to utter helplessness as the tears began to flow. “D… Dad?” 
 
      Evan gathered her into his arms and held her tightly. “Shhh, it’s all right. Everything’s all right now, don’t cry. I won’t let anything happen to you.” He turned his head and glared at Julia who now stood at the door beside a thoroughly concerned Kitty. “Get out.” 
 
    “Evan, you no longer have any say.” Julia took a step forward. 
 
    “I said, get out of my house!” 
 
    “You’re making a serious mistake. She needs to be sedated. I’m the only one able to control her. Not even Philip can control her like I can. You need me here.” 
 
    “Julia Morgan-Dawson, your employment with us is hereby terminated. Now, I’ll tell you for the last time. Get out, or I’ll throw you out myself! We can take care of her we’ve done it long enough. Now go!” 
 
     Julia glared right back. “Very well, then. I suppose this offers me the chance to see how strong you and Maggie really are. I wish you the best of luck. Oh, and by the way, Philip should be along shortly. I’m sure he’ll see to it that she’s kept down for the rest of the day.” She spun on her heel and left the room. 
 
    Evan breathed a sigh of relief while Kitty stood, mouth half-open in astonishment, staring at him. He looked at her, worry in his eyes as he rocked Shona, her body curled into a ball, still crying softly. “Kitty, you can stay. God, this has all gone too far.” 
 
    Kitty sat on the edge of the bed. “What? I know something’s been going on. Shona has been trying to tell me, but she’s never gotten the chance.” 
 
    “I can’t explain it, really. I’m not sure myself.” He let go a weary sigh, his own brain still foggy. “We don’t want to lose her. We can’t give her up. We always knew the day would come, but now that it’s here… there has to be another way. I won’t let him take her!” 
 
    “What’s happening? What is this all about?” 
 
    “Kitty-Kat, it’s beyond explanation at this point. Mags and I have raised Shona all these years, and now that English dog wants to take her away from us. God only knows what he’ll do with her. We had an agreement. I don’t know how it all got so out of hand.” He stifled a sob and buried his face in his daughter’s hair. 
 
    “Please,” Kitty placed a hand on his shoulder. “Let me help. I know I can help.” 
 
    Evan lifted his face and took a deep breath. “I don’t know what you can do. We’re not even sure what to do. If only we knew what Philip wants, why all the secrecy, why Julia…” 
 
    “She’s my relative," Kitty couldn't bring herself to even use the term half-sister at this point, "but if Julia’s done something wrong, then it’s on her head. If she’s wrong, she’s wrong. I won’t help her.” 
 
    Evan pulled away from Shona to look at her face then smiled as he drew her back to himself. “Quiet now, she’s falling asleep.” 
 
    Kitty nodded and continued in a soft voice. “She’s been so worried lately, and then that guy from the library… maybe he’s the one that has her so upset.” 
 
    “What guy?” 
 
    “This guy she met at the library a few days ago. I think, well I think she and him…” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    Kitty swallowed. “Shona’s got a boyfriend.” 
 
    Evan’s eyes suddenly grew wide. He quickly looked at his daughter, then back to Kitty. “A boyfriend?” 
 
    Kitty nodded. “You didn’t know?” 
 
    “Philip didn’t want any boys near her. Under no circumstances was she allowed…” His expression suddenly changed to one of loathing. “Kitty-Kat, run down stairs and get Maggie, quick.” 
 
    Kitty sat confused for a moment then bounded off the bed and out the door. She returned a few minutes later, a somewhat bleary-eyed Maggie on her heels. 
 
    Evan held out one hand to his wife who quickly took it into one of her own. “I think I know where we can get some help.”
 
     Maggie sat on the bed, her face worried. “Julia said Philip is on his way over. Evan, we can’t risk aggravating him, you know that.” 
 
     Evan gave her a single nod in response and looked to Kitty. “Do you know this man? Can you get a hold of him for me?” 
 
     Kitty shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I… I don’t know. I don’t know who he is. I’m not sure Shona even knows his name.” 
 
     Evan’s voice became desperate. “Kitty, please think. Is there any way to get in touch with this guy? I won’t let Philip brainwash Shona anymore.” 
 
    “Brainwash?” Maggie’s own voice hinted at comprehension. “Oh no…all this time. And I helped him! Oh God, Evan!” 
 
     Evan squeezed Maggie’s hand still held in his own. “We both helped him and didn’t even know what he was up to. He wants her innocent for some reason, and I don’t even want to know why.”
 
     Maggie pulled her hand away and stood, her eyes burning with rage. “Philip Cuthbert Brennan, you dirty, disgusting, perverted…” 
 
    “Cuthbert?” Kitty squeaked cutting Maggie off. “His middle name is Cuthbert?” She let go a laugh then caught herself. “Oh, my gawsh, I'm sorry but this is too bizarre!” Her face suddenly went serious. “He wants to hurt Shona?” 
 
     Maggie turned and took Kitty by the shoulders. “I can’t explain everything to you. Evan and I don’t even know it all yet, but yes Philip could possibly hurt her, I’m sure of it. But it all has to do with Shona’s acceptance of him. I don’t know why; all I know is that she may well come to harm if he is able to take her from us.” 
 
    Kitty glanced to Shona, cradled in her father’s arms, then to Maggie. “Count me in. Cuthbert, yuck!” Suddenly her eyes widened. “And I think I know how to get hold of that other guy.” 
 
    Maggie smiled in relief. “How can we help?” 
 
    Kitty stared at Shona then looked to Maggie, her face still serious. “Get me a phone book.” 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
       “Ah, lass. Are ye no going to come to me?” Dallan’s voice was a whisper. “I need you…” He lay on the bed Angus had made up in one corner of the large fencing room behind the shop. 
 
    Kwaku, his wife wrapped in his arms, lay on another makeshift bed, his head raised slightly at the sound of Dallan’s voice. He grinned ear to ear when he realized the Scot was talking in his sleep, then clamped his mouth tightly shut when he realized an unsuspecting Lany, who shared a bed with Dallan, might well end up the recipient of the Scot’s slumbering affections. 
 
    “I canna find ye…” Dallan turned to his side and now faced Lany. Kwaku threw his head back and bit his tongue to keep from laughing. 
 
    Dallan moaned and threw an arm over Lany, who on his back half-smiled. “Cari?” 
 
    Dallan moaned. “Ah, lass…” 
 
    Kwaku, no longer able to help himself, burst into full Azurti guffaws. 
 
    Dallan’s and Lany’s eyes flew open simultaneously. Lany instantly turned his face right into Dallan’s. “Living stars!” 
 
    “Saints!” 
 
    Both men jumped off the bed, each fleeing to opposite ends. Dallan, still weak from the previous night’s happenings, fell to his knees and began to tremble slightly. 
 
    Kwaku was on his feet and at his side before Lany could make a move. Zara sat up and watched her husband help Dallan back to the bed, a warm expression on her face. She offered it to Lany, and he smiled back. 
 
    Kwaku cared about Dallan. A lot. 
 
    “Get yer filthy hands off me, ye disgusting heathen!” Dallan did not feel the same way about Kwaku. A lot. 
 
    “Boyeee let me help you.” 
 
    “Help me! Ye’d like to kill me! Get away!” 
 
    “Kawahnee let him go.” Zara stood wearily. 
 
    Kwaku laughed, went straight to his wife and gently sat her back on the bed. “You too, pretty one. Bode of you are still weak.” 
 
     She offered no protest, instead staring at Dallan. “How do you feel?” 
 
     Dallan’s scowl retreated behind genuine concern. “Dinna concern yourself with me, Lady. ‘Tis you I worry for. What happened, lass? Ye dinna look right.” 
 
    Zara smiled weakly. “I am tired Dallan. And…” Her gaze slowly drifted to her husband, “… hungry.” 
 
    “Well I think it’s about time for us to leave, Dallan,” Lany declared quickly. 
 
    Dallan turned to him. “Leave?” 
 
    “You heard me. Leave.” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled. “How do you fare, Boyeee? Are you hungry as well? Mos-go-fi-an can take you to food, while I feed my wife.” 
 
    “But she needs something now.” Dallan argued. “Do ye no ha’ to go get it? Is there food here? If so, ‘twill suit me fine.” 
 
     Lany leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Trust me you don’t want to have what they’re having.” He thought about what the Scot had been dreaming and added, “Yet.” 
 
    Dallan only cocked his head at him. 
 
    Lany sighed and grabbed Dallan’s arm. “C’mon, let’s go see if Angus has anything up front.” He led the Scot from the huge training area, through a large metal door and into the same room Zara had tended him in the night before. 
 
    Angus and John sat at a small table laden with white Styrofoam containers. 
 
    “Dallan,” John began as he stood. “How do you feel?” He grabbed an extra chair from a nearby corner and placed it at the table. 
 
    “Why is everyone so interested in my health? First the heathen, then the Lady and now you, John.” 
 
    John glanced at Lany, who merely shrugged. He looked back at Dallan. “You had a bad night. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    Dallan took the chair offered and sat. “I dinna remember anything off hand that ‘twould be considered bad. I was at the… the… Saints. I no be having a memory of where I was.” His face suddenly furrowed with confusion. 
 
    Lany found another chair and sat as well. “Nothing? You don’t remember the library?” 
 
    Dallan shook his head. “Library?” 
 
    “Yes, the library. Do you remember being there yesterday with…Shona?” Lany’s expression became hopeful. 
 
    “Shona.” Dallan spoke the name slowly, smiled and sighed. “Shona. Aye, I remember Shona.” 
 
    John, Angus and Lany all breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Dallan’s face remained far away. “I have to meet her today.” All three men turned to him expectantly. 
 
    “One o’clock.” Dallan nodded to himself firmly then read the brand name on one of the containers on the table. “Och, family! What’s in these boxes?” 
 
    “Lany?” John whispered. “Why is he acting so funny?” 
 
     Lany shrugged and shook his head. 
 
    Angus shoved a box in front of Dallan. “Breakfast, lad. Eat up, ye needs yer strength.” 
 
    Dallan opened the box. “Ah, cakes!” 
 
    Angus beamed and handed him a fork. Dallan took it and began to dig in. 
 
    Lany grabbed another box as he watched the Weapons Master wolf down his pancakes. “Near brush with death certainly hasn’t affected his appetite,” he mumbled to John. 
 
    John stood. “I’m going to ask Kwaku what’s wrong.” 
 
    “Not now, Eaton.” 
 
    John raised a “why not” eyebrow at him. 
 
    “He’s feeding Zara.” 
 
    “Oh.” John quickly sat down. 
 
    “Mayhaps the Lady would like some o’ these.” Dallan reached for another box, his intent clear. 
 
    Lany grabbed his arm. “No, no, not now. Maybe later.” 
 
    “But the food’s here, lad. They’ve no food back there.” 
 
    “They do, and Zara prefers to eat in… private.” Lany was trying his best to keep a straight face. 
 
    Angus on the other hand, failed miserably. “Why that disgusting heathen! Why is it always in my house, my shop, now my fencing room!” 
 
     Dallan’s eyes lit up. “Fencing room?” 
 
    “Aye, lad, I give lessons to the wee ones now and then. The heathen planned on working ye today. Did he no tell ye what the room was for?” 
 
      Lany, mouth full of food, nearly choked. “Kwaku? Are you kidding?” 
 
      Angus laughed and picked up a folded newspaper near one of the food boxes. “Aye, I see yer point.” He turned his attention to the paper. “Weel, looks like there was a wee bit o’ excitement at the zoo last night.” 
 
      Now Lany did choke. He sputtered and coughed a moment, finally managing a weak, “went down the wrong way.” 
 
    Dallan slapped his back a few times. “Zoo?” 
 
    “Aye, says here two unidentified men were found hanging upside-down over the pit o’ the lions’ lair. They had been stripped naked, bound, gagged and hung from the fence by their ankles.” He shook his head yet managed a quick wink at Lany, “Despicable. Who would do such a thing?” 
 
   Lany had to admit he was a pretty good actor, but this was taxing his limits. “They should be ashamed of themselves,” he mumbled into his pancakes. 
 
    John looked from Dallan, to Lany, back to Dallan, then at the paper. “Ohhhh… please tell me you didn't?” 
 
    Lany’s face was beginning to turn red when the shop’s telephone rang. “I’ll get it!” He volunteered before Angus could say a word, and sprinted from the table. 
 
    Dallan stared after him in fascination. “John, I’m worried about the lad.” 
 
    John’s faced tensed as he stared at the paper. “You’re not the only one.” 
 
     After a moment, a much calmer Lany walked back into the room. “Uh, Eaton?” 
 
    John turned in his chair. “What is it?” 
 
    “There’s a phone call for Dallan.” 
 
    “For Dallan?” John stood up. “Who is it?” 
 
    “She didn't give her name but I'm pretty sure it's Miss Destructo from yesterday.” 
 
     Angus cringed and nearly choked on his pancakes. 
 
    “Well, give it to him, Lany.” John commented dryly as he watched Angus try to recover. 
 
    Lany handed the portable phone to an uncomprehending Dallan who took it carefully. He stared at it a moment, cocking his head. “What’s this? What d’ye do wi’ it?” 
 
    Angus reached over, took the phone from him, and turned it around to its proper position before shoving it back into the Scot's hand.  He then lifted said hand to the younger Scot’s ear and smiled. “Say hello, lad.” 
 
    Dallan narrowed his eyes at him. “Hello, lad?” 
 
    “Hello?” The phone chirped back. 
 
    “Saints!” Dallan let go the phone as if it were some poisonous snake and jumped from his chair. “What is that thing?” 
 
    “Steady, Dallan.” Lany picked up the phone. “Hello?” 
 
    Dallan watched in fascination as Lany talked into the strange device, vainly trying to comprehend the one-sided conversation. 
 
    “Don’t worry I’ll give him the message. He’ll be there. Good bye.” Lany set the phone on the table. 
 
    Dallan stared at it suspiciously for a moment before picking it up. 
 
    “Well?” John leaned forward in his chair, his face intense. 
 
    Lany smiled. “Sure enough. Kitty Morgan, Shona’s friend. Dallan, you have an appointment to keep this afternoon. But it’s been changed to three o’clock.” 
 
    The Scot stared blankly at him. 
 
    “At the library, with Shona?” Lany urged. 
 
    John’s eyes lit up. “The Maiden… she… who… what’s going on?” 
 
    “Shona…” Dallan set the phone down and stared longingly at the table, his expression pained. 
 
    “Eaton, we need to talk,” Lany replied to John, his voice light. 
 
    John stood and went to stand next to his assistant, who now wore a huge grin. “What?” 
 
    “Eaton, we have some new allies.” 

 
   

 
 
                  
 
   Like mine own dear harp is
 
   This my heart
 
   Dumb, without the hand that
 
   Sweeps its strings;
 
   Though the hand be careless
 
   Or be cruel,
 
   When it comes, my heart breaks
 
   Forth and sings.
 
    
 
   Sarah Williams
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    “Dings are going well Mos-go-fi-an, yes?” Kwaku asked as he settled into one of the worn easy chairs in Angus’s living room. The two men were the first back from the shop, and were waiting for the rest of the company to arrive so they could start preparing Dallan for his afternoon date with the Maiden. 
 
    “Well…” Lany began, still stressed from the previous night and thus pacing the floor. “Considering that so far you’ve allowed this Brennan character to run around doing whatever he wants and not even telling the rest of us he’s bad news not that we couldn’t figure that out on our own…” He paused for a breath. “…and that you got our only hope of success so edgy and confused he probably won’t know what to do with the Maiden, if he ever gets to the point where he fully accepts her, being as you failed to mention to him she’s not human…” He waved a dismissive hand in the air. “No, no problems at all! Oh, and did I mention how ridiculous you look in that outfit?” 
 
    Kwaku raised an amused brow and glanced at his neon sweats. “I like yellow. It is a happy color!” 
 
    “You could make all of us happier by not wearing it.” 
 
    Angus entered the apartment, a large brown paper bag in each arm. He winced at the sight of Kwaku’s fresh attire and immediately turned to Lany. “Ye best get yerself downstairs, Master Lany. Lord John is having trouble wi’ the lad.” 
 
    “Oh no, not the elevator again?” Lany groaned. 
 
    “Aye and they be painting the stair-wells today, so he’s got to take that bloody moving box.” 
 
    “On my way,” Lany muttered, pushing his tired body off the couch and out the door. 
 
    Angus eyed the door a moment, turned to Kwaku and squinted at his outfit. “Ye look like a traffic sign,” he grumbled as he headed for the kitchen, bags in hand. 
 
    Kwaku raised his head and sniffed the air as Angus passed. “Traffic sign dress as well as I! You have brought lunch, yes?” 
 
    “Lunch? Ye just ate yer breakfast not two hours ago!” Angus snorted from the kitchen. 
 
    Kwaku merely laughed as he got up to assist Angus with the groceries. “My wife was fed, not I.” 
 
    Angus glared at him. “’Tis not my fault ye didna get to the pancakes in time. Ye should ha’ been quicker with… well…” 
 
    Kwaku broke into full Azurti guffaws and continued to raid the bags. 
 
    A moment later John and Lany shoved a slightly nauseated Dallan through the apartment door just as Kwaku bounded out of the kitchen and dove for the floor. Dallan almost tripped over him, then turned his head toward the kitchen just in time for the cast iron frying pan Angus had let loose after Kwaku to connect squarely with his forehead. Clannngggg! 
 
    Dallan promptly fell onto John, Lany escaping only by jumping quickly aside. “Ouch,” he stated calmly. “You okay, Eaton?” 
 
    “Get him off me!” John breathed from under the Scot. 
 
    Kwaku jumped to his feet and immediately started to laugh hysterically as he pointed to Dallan sprawled out on top of the Lord Councilor. 
 
   “Aaaagh!” Angus exclaimed coming out of the kitchen to see what he’d hit. “By the Saints, I’ve kilt ’im!” 
 
    “I can’t believe you missed Kwaku. I mean how can you possibly miss someone who’s dressed like that?” Lany chastised as he rolled the Scot off of John then peered at the rising lump on Dallan’s forehead. 
 
    “I best get the bottle down. He’ll be needing a shot or two when he wakes up.” Angus grumbled as he turned back toward the kitchen. 
 
    John sat up, took one look at Dallan’s lump and threw his hands in the air. “Kwaku!  We're trying to keep him in one piece, remember?  By the Creator, what else can go wrong?” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Eaton,” Lany replied nervously. “We might find out.” 
 
    “What has happened, Lord Councilor?” Zara, fed and rested, entered the small apartment with her usual fluid grace and went directly to the fallen Scot. “Kawahnee?” She called suspiciously to her husband, who had immediately taken on an air of innocence at her arrival. He shrugged and looked at the Scot as if he’d just appeared on the scene as well. 
 
    “Do you wish for me to remove Dallan’s injury?” she asked Kwaku. 
 
    “De Boyeee will be fine, my pretty one. Do not trouble yourself.” He suddenly eyed his wife appreciatively. “Are you still hungry, Beloved?” he asked, his voice dropped seductively. 
 
    “Not in my house, ye disgusting heathen! Ye can do that someplace else if ye dinna mind!” Angus screamed, waving a full whiskey bottle at him. “Begging yer pardon, Lady Zara, I meant no disrespect. I know what ye need to do now and then. But Tomy will be bringing mother home soon and I mean,” His face went crimson. “I dinna see how wi’ so many in the house…” 
 
   “I understand,” Zara replied with a smile as Dallan began to groan. 
 
    “Go to de bedroom now, Beloved. You can do someding for de Boyeee. I will call you when you are needed,” Kwaku ordered gently as he helped her to her feet. She took a last look at Dallan then went to wait in the bedroom they shared with Mother MacNab. 
 
    Dallan pushed himself up to a sitting position as he gingerly rubbed his head. He looked about for a moment before his eyes focused on Kwaku. “What happened?” He ground out between clenched teeth. 
 
    Kwaku shrugged. “You got in de way of a flying cook pot.” He shook a long finger at the Scot. “Very clumsy of you, Boyeee.” 
 
     Dallan glared at him. “Why, ye good-for-nothing heathen. You were antagonizing Angus again, weren’t you? I told ye to stay away from him!” 
 
    “Now, laddie, there be no harm done to me. Here, pick yerself up and I’ll fix ye something special fer yer lunch,” soothed Angus. 
 
    Dallan growled in response and picked himself up off the floor. 
 
    “You are only angry at your performance wid de Maiden, yes?” Kwaku teased. 
 
    Dallan glared at the heathen with barely controlled rage. “And just what is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Kwaku smiled. “You were not able to win her yes-dar-day, were you, Boyeee? You did not have what it takes to conquer a little Maiden in de short time allowed. Ha! Tiny Padric could have had her eating from his hands. But you! You were not man enough, yes?” 
 
     John’s mouth fell open, his eyes round as saucers. Why was Kwaku purposely provoking Dallan? He looked helplessly to Lany. 
 
    “Would it help if I covered your ears?” Lany whispered. 
 
    Dallan narrowed his gaze on the heathen another notch and looked up into Kwaku’s grinning face. “I’m leaving,” he pushed out and turned on his heel toward the door. Kwaku grabbed the Scot by his tank top and roughly pulled him back. Dallan spun and took a powerful swing at his assailant. 
 
    Lany quickly covered John’s eyes instead as the two warriors began to have at it. 
 
    “Aaaaagh! Me house! Me house! Ye stop it!” Angus screamed, hopping up and down like a mechanical monkey. 
 
    Dallan absorbed another punch from Kwaku before he let go of the heathen’s own collar, took a reluctant step back and bellowed, “I’m through! I’ll no more to do with any o’ it! I’m leaving!” 
 
     Kwaku bellowed right back. “No, Boyeee. You are not droo!” 
 
   “Dallan,” John began calmly, “You can’t leave. You’ve had a rough night and I know you don’t remember everything. Please, let us explain.” 
 
    “Explain what? There is nothing to explain, John. I’ve had enough of all o’ this and I ha’ especially had enough o’ him!””  Dallan yelled and glared daggers at Kwaku. 
 
    “You can’t leave, Dallan,” John repeated. 
 
    “Why not?” he shot back, causing John’s calm face to slip slightly. He swallowed Dallan’s attack and looked to Lany, who did not at all like the Scot’s treatment of his superior. 
 
    Lany’s eyes narrowed as he caught Dallan’s venomous stare. “Because if you leave, the Maiden will die.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes lessened in their intensity. “What?” 
 
    “Sit down and we’ll explain.” Lany growled in a tone one would normally use for a disobedient seven-year-old, which to Lany was exactly how Dallan was acting. Just like Vyn in a bad mood. 
 
    “Everything?” Dallan asked suspiciously. 
 
    John and Lany exchanged a look. “Everything,” Lany replied as he shot Kwaku a dirty glance. “Right, Kwaku?” 
 
    Kwaku nodded his agreement, his mouth showing a hint of a smile. 
 
    Dallan sat in the nearest chair and still glared at John and Lany. 
 
    John took a deep breath. This was not going to be easy, and he prayed it wouldn’t be too painful. “The Maiden is… well, she’s… not like us.” 
 
    Lany cringed and leaned over to John. “Well, that clarified it for him.” 
 
    John eyed his assistant levelly. “Any better ideas?” 
 
    “The Maiden… is Muiraran.” Lany said flatly. 
 
    “Oh, that’s good,” John whispered in a monotone voice. 
 
    “I’m not finished,” Lany shot back. 
 
    Kwaku began to chuckle. 
 
    “Oh no! Yer not?” Angus interjected. 
 
    “A good idea, little bro-dar!” Kwaku bellowed. 
 
    “Ye canna just spring her on the lad without explaining things first!” 
 
    " It worked for you, did it not?” Kwaku countered. 
 
    “Either someone explains this whole bloody thing or I’m leaving. Ye can all go hang as far as I’m concerned!” Dallan was nearing the boiling point. 
 
    John threw up his hands and looked helplessly at Lany. Lany took the cue. “Okay. Shona is one of what you would call… um, the Faerie Folk. Like the one you saw as a boy.” 
 
    That got Dallan’s attention. His eyes suddenly widened as the color drained from his face. “How could that possibly…” 
 
    “Long story. But she is.” Lany furrowed his brow. “Sort of.” 
 
    Dallan was still not grasping it, attention gotten or no. “Who is?” 
 
    Lany rolled his eyes then said, “The Maiden, Dallan.” 
 
    Kwaku, bored with John and Lany’s explanations, or lack of them, shouted something in Azurti, obviously meant for someone outside the room. 
 
    Angus knew what was coming. He took a swig from his whisky bottle then passed it to an uncomprehending Dallan, who downed a couple of shots anyway for safety’s sake. 
 
    A nervous John shuddered and gulped audibly. He looked to Lany, fear in his eyes. “Kwaku wouldn’t. He couldn’t…” 
 
    The look in Lany’s eyes said it all: Are you kidding? Kwaku? 
 
    Dallan turned to Angus. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    Angus nodded sagely back. “Zara.” 
 
    Dallan still didn’t understand. “What’s wrong with Zara? Other than she’s married to the heathen…” 
 
    “Take a few more swigs, laddie,” Angus interrupted. “Ye’ll need em.”   
 
    Unfortunately Dallan didn’t have time before Zara glided into the room. 
 
    Kwaku began to chuckle louder as he gave Dallan an almost sadistic smile. “Zara,” he began as he took a seat, his voice suddenly silky-smooth. “Heal de Boyeee’s head for him, please.” 
 
    Zara looked to her husband, awaiting the real command to be given; she knew he had spoken in English only for the other’s benefit. Kwaku lowered his voice a notch and spoke to his wife in Azurti, causing her body to shudder slightly in response. She began to slowly approach Dallan. 
 
    “My wife, Boyeee,” he continued, “is Muiraran… as will be yours.” 
 
     Dallan’s attention was drawn to Kwaku and his unusual statement, then back to Zara as a familiar feeling came over him. “What’s he talking about, lass?” He asked quietly. 
 
    Zara smiled as her instinct to obey her husband took over. “Let me show you.” She breathed. 
 
    Dallan’s mouth dropped open in shock as Zara’s features melted into one of the Faerie Folk, causing the breath to catch in his throat and his head to spin. Perhaps it was the whisky, or the odd sensations of emptiness and memory loss, or the knowledge that Kwaku had been telling the truth all along and he had refused to heed it. 
 
    At the moment, Dallan didn’t care. All he did care about was the hope he never awaken from the sinking blackness now overtaking him. Or, if he did wake, that he’d be someplace else. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Great, he’s fainted,” Lany announced sarcastically. 
 
   “Ye know,” Angus began, “ye had better prepare yer words quickly, Master Lany. The lad won’t be out for long.” 
 
    "What?" Lany squeaked.
 
    "Good idea little bro-dar! Mos-go-fi-an will convince de Boyeee!"
 
     Lany suddenly knew what the expression “having your life flash before your eyes” meant.  And what he saw convinced him that his life was too short to end here.  “Uh, um, no, I really don’t think that would be a good idea.” 
 
     “I think it’s a perfect idea!”  John replied, a wry smile curling his tired face.  
 
     “So it is decided,” Kwaku blurted before Lany could add anything in his defense.  “Mos-go-fi-an will talk some sense into de Boyeee once he wakes up, while we go to enjoy de bee-yoo-tiful afternoon.”  He stood up to leave.
 
    “No.  I mean, no, no, you can’t leave …” Lany had found his voice, if not a suitable excuse.
 
    “Here,” Angus remarked, setting the bottle in front of Lany, “Ah know ye don’t nip any, but ye might need it for him.”
 
    “But … b-but …”
 
     “Lany,” John shot back, “this is an order.”  He followed Kwaku and Zara out the door, Angus quickly shuffling after him.
 
     “We who are about to get pulverized salute you,” Lany muttered as the door to the room closed with an air of finality.  He was now alone in the room, save for an angry, frustrated and unknowingly engaged ancient Scots warrior, who’s only redeeming characteristic was that, at the moment, he was unconscious.
 
     Wish I was, Lany thought to himself.  But then that will happen soon enough…
 
     His reverie was suddenly interrupted as a large fist launched itself from the floor to grab his collar and yank him into the face of a seething Dallan MacDonald.
 
     Lany did his best not to show fear.  “Oh, good, you’re awake!  We were worried.”
 
     Dallan didn’t care what Lany said at the moment or even that it was Lany.  He just wanted something to grab.  “Where’s the heathen?”  He whispered threateningly.
 
     Lany was trying to figure out where his composure had run off to.  “He, um … he went for a walk.”
 
     “Ye mean, he left ye to do his dirty work for him.  The bloody coward.”  Dallan climbed to his feet, using Lany’s collar as a handhold the whole time.  He looked about the room expectantly as if he’d heard something, his eyes at last landing on the outdoor balcony.  Lany heard it too.  It was the sound Lany least wanted to hear at the moment, or most moments for that matter.
 
    Kwaku’s booming laugh echoed from the street below, just outside the sliding door leading to the balcony.
 
    Dallan headed for it, never letting go of Lany as he shoved the glass door aside.  The screen did little to stop the Scot’s advance as Dallan ripped it off its track and sent it hurtling over the railing to land with a clatter not two feet from where Kwaku and the rest of the company walked below.
 
    “I knew we should ha’ gone around the block,” Angus said with a shrug.
 
    John took a couple of seconds to connect the suicidal screen door to their present circumstances.   “I think we may have another problem,” He said, and looked up -- to see Lany in midair, two feet outside the railing, held only by a massive Scot’s forearm.
 
    “Problem?”  Kwaku remarked, following John’s gaze.  “I see no problem.  Dey are getting along well, yes?”
 
    John ran to below the balcony.  “Dallan!  What are you doing?”
 
    Lany’s muttered “Isn’t it obvious?” was drowned out by Dallan.  “Bloody heathen, I want the truth and I want it now!  I’ll accept nothing else!”
 
    “Dallan,” John screeched, “put him down!”
 
    “I will put him down if the heathen doesna tell me the truth!  All the way down!”
 
    “Boyeee,” Kwaku said as he sauntered over to where John was standing, his voice taking on the tone of an old-time ward politician.  “Boyeee, you hold de trude in your hand.”
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed.  “I’m tired of yer games, Kwaku,” he bellowed back.
 
    “It’s true, it’s true!”  Lany choked out.  “They had me stay to tell you!”
 
    Dallan’s drill-bit stare turned from Kwaku to his current quarry, loosening his grip slightly as he did so.  “Why shouldn’t I drop ye right now, right on that bloody blasted black heath …”
 
    Finally!  Lany found where his composure had hidden and dragged it back.  “Because I have three children at home!  You’ve already met one.  Now, do you want them to have to grow up without a dad like you did?”
 
    That stung.  Dallan felt it, Lany knew he felt it, and Dallan knew Lany knew.  
 
    Much as he didn’t like it, Dallan thought, Lany had a point.  He yanked him back over the railing, dragged him inside, and set him down hard on one end of the couch.
 
    “Besides,” Lany added as he tried to twist the kinks out of his neck, “dropping me on Kwaku wouldn’t have done much damage, even if you got a direct hit.”
 
    “Yer right,” Dallan said, doing his best to make it sound like an insult.
 
    Lany couldn’t have cared less.  “So you want to know the truth?”
 
    Dallan grumbled to himself as he let go of him, landed in the nearest chair and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Even if you don’t like it?” 
 
    “I ken I’m resigned to that! Now explain!” The last two words were more of a sonic boom than a sentence. 
 
    Lany was as ready as he was likely to get. “Okay, here goes. First of all, yes, what you think are the Faeries are real, and yes, the Maiden is one, uh, sort of.” 
 
    A Scottish eyebrow rose in silent disbelief. 
 
    Lany sighed and leaned forward in his chair to look Dallan right in the eye. “Shona is what the people of my time—John’s, Kwaku’s, Mary’s and Padric’s—call a Muiraran. In the late seventeenth century, your time, your people would call them the Faerie Folk, though they aren’t faeries. They’re actually something else entirely. They just sort of got caught up into a lot of your Scottish folklore and legend.” 
 
   Dallan’s jaw twitched once, twice. He swallowed hard and closed his eyes, gripping the arms of the chair as he did. His eyes slowly opened, their green depths filled with memories, one memory in particular. He shook his head. “How could this be? That was so long ago.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Nay, it canna be.” 
 
    “It can and it is, Dallan.” 
 
    Dallan continued to shake his head. “I dinna understand how, how can she be? She doesna look like… like a…” He abruptly stood. 
 
   Lany’s face went grave. “She was kidnapped as an infant and brought here to be raised, prepared for someone wishing to use her for his own purposes. She… she doesn’t know, Dallan.” 
 
    “She doesna ken what she is? How can she not know she’s a… a Mu…” Dallan’s eyes darted furtively about in silent question. “Master Lany, Shona… the wee lassie from long ago, I…” 
 
    “As far as we know, they’re one and the same. But only you can tell for sure.” 
 
    Dallan, his mouth half-open, fell back into his chair. “Great Mother o' God.” 
 
    Lany resumed his own seat, his face tight with fatigue and worry. "If she can’t accept our explanation of what’s happening to her, she will die. You’re bonded to her, she will listen to you. She may already be… in love with you, and I know how you feel about her. You are the only one who can save her.” 
 
    Dallan’s face became expressionless, his jaw tight. His eyes wandered the room, trying to absorb what he was hearing. 
 
    “Lany?” John’s voice carried through the apartment's closed door. 
 
    Lany sat back in his chair and let go a tired sigh. “C’mon in.” 
 
    John cautiously opened the door and stepped inside. He took one look at his assistant and went to sit next to him. 
 
    Dallan slowly looked at John, his jaw dancing. “She talks to me, talks without saying a word.” 
 
    “I know, Dallan.” 
 
    “Why did ye no explain? My God, d’ye think me incapable of… of believing? After all that’s happened to me? I dinna understand why I had to go through all that. Could ye no stop it? And she hurts like I do … I’ve yet to really hear her voice. She, she’s so…” His head fell to his chest, his whole body now shaking with unwanted emotions. 
 
    John stood and went to him. “The pain is part of the bonding, Dallan. I don’t like it anymore than you do.” He turned to Lany. “Did you tell him?” 
 
    “Most of it. What counts any way.” 
 
    John patted the Scot on the shoulder. “Dallan, the Maiden is dying. She must join quickly.” 
 
    “Join?” 
 
    John knelt in front of him. “Join. She must marry and mate, Dallan. Muirarans have what is called an‘inner heart’ that enables them to speak with other races, heal and ... well… all sorts of other things we won't go into right now." He shot Lany a worried glance. 
 
    Lany nodded for him to go on. 
 
    “Their ‘inner heart’ is like our own heart in a way, but it contains their spirit, their consciousness and an almost separate entity which has a mind of its own until a mate can take it into themselves and have control.” 
 
    “Take it, John?” 
 
    “Yes. Muirarans need a mate who can house and control that part of them, someone compatible with their inner heart. They need to join at a certain stage of their lives, before the heart becomes too powerful for them to handle. If no host is found, their heart outgrows the Muiraran and eventually dies, along with the Muiraran. The Maiden’s heart called to you, and when you answered, we brought you here.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes pooled with pain, his voice no more than a whisper.  "How did ye pick me out o' so many? I dinna understand.” 
 
    “Zara found you. Knowing the Maiden’s heart allowed her to search out and find a suitable host. You were the only one found. When the right time came along, Kwaku took you and began preparing you for the Maiden.” 
 
     Dallan’s face turned to stone. “Against my will.” 
 
    John nodded. “Yes, but he also saved your life.” 
 
    Dallan snorted. “Saved my life? And lost my brother’s! I dinna see how he saved me. I would ha’ escaped with the rest. He kept me from helping my family. He killed them!” 
 
    John swallowed hard and closed his eyes. “You and the Maiden bonded as children. You would have received the Call even in your own time. The result would have been the same, only you would have had no way to go to her. You would be unable to join."
 
    “What are ye saying?” 
 
    “Once joined with her, you’ll take on her attributes and control her ‘inner heart.’ She’s like a sword, Dallan—powerful, deadly, sharp—but like a sword, she can do nothing if there’s no one to wield it. Her abilities and power, all that she is, you will be also. She cannot survive without you, and you cannot survive without her. The two of you will become one, sharing the heart she now possesses. When you join she will give it to you. She’s been caring for it since the day… since the day you gave her yours.” 
 
     Dallan’s jaw trembled. “My God. She still has it?” 
 
    “Yes, she still has it. It has become a part of hers, fused, grown together to create her ‘inner heart.’ She must give it back to you now, Dallan. If you don’t take it from her, she will die. Do you understand?” 
 
    Dallan’s entire body jerked. He balled his hands into fists and sank back into his chair. “The good-for-nothing heathen. He sacrificed my family, my wee brother… how could ye let him do it, John? Couldna he ha’ done something else? Found another way? Is that what it had to come to? Did no one think to give me a choice?” He snorted and stared absently across the room. "M’fl ur, cáite bi sibh?”His body quaked as the pain he’d been holding at bay, broke through the wall around his heart. “Flower, can ye no hear me?” His breathing turned ragged as he continued in Gaelic, his voice pleading. 
 
    “Eaton, this is how it started last night.” 
 
    John nodded. “Zara’s here don’t worry. She can take care of him. They’re out in the hall.” 
 
    Lany jumped up from the couch and opened the door. He glanced at Dallan then quickly to Zara. “Please, please don’t let him go through it again. He can’t handle it.” 
 
    Zara took a step forward, her face calm. “Do not worry, Councilor. I will see to him.” 
 
    At the sound of her voice Dallan lifted his head, looked at her and sprang from his chair. “Dinna come any closer, Lady.” He began to back up. 
 
    “I will not hurt you, Dallan. I am here to help,” Zara spoke in a voice so soft, so compelling, that Dallan stopped and actually leaned toward her. She took another step forward and let her human features fall away. 
 
    Dallan again backed up a step. “Great Mother… Saints.” He gulped air. “Dinna come any closer. Stay where ye are.” 
 
    She smiled at him. I will not hurt you, Dallan. I want to tell you of my people, of the Maiden, of your destiny. Please listen to me. 
 
    “Och!” Dallan squeaked as he sat down hard on the floor, his knees no longer able to support him. He shook with a barrage of emotions: fear, awe, pain and longing. He swore in Gaelic a few times then took in the other’s reactions to the creature standing before him. 
 
    John and Lany stood, their faces understanding and patient as they waited to see what he would do next. Angus was just closing the door, having realized it still stood wide open. Kwaku…
 
    Dallan’s eyes met the heathen’s and locked. 
 
    Kwaku stood to his full height, his chest out, head high, looking every bit the part of a proud, brutal savage and, Dallan thought, royalty. As if he held the power to rule everything and everyone. Dallan’s face fell as he suddenly realized that in all probability, the heathen did. “My God, Lady.” 
 
     Zara came and knelt a few feet from him. “Shona…” 
 
     Dallan let out an anguished grunt, then doubled over with a harsh rasp. 
 
     Lany’s face became frantic, it’s color drained away. “Eaton…” 
 
    John held up a hand to quiet him. 
 
    Zara placed her own hands on her thighs, leaned forward and began to sing. 
 
    Dallan’s head was thrown back as pain seared his heart, cutting its way through his body, dragging the hated emptiness along behind it to fill any missed places with a dark, cold dread. The wee lass appeared out of nowhere to stand before him, her hair floating about her head and face with the wind, arms outstretched to him, beckoning, pleading for him to come. Calling. 
 
    She knelt before him in the place where Zara had been a few seconds before. He gasped and nearly fell backward as he took in the sight, eyes wide, his heart now open, raw and completely empty, waiting to be filled by the woman-child kneeling before him, the Muiraran, Shona. 
 
    The Maiden leaned forward, opened her mouth, and began to sing. 
 
    Dallan let out a gut-wrenching howl as his entire body absorbed her song, words and music flowing into him like water into water, joining, melding, mixing together, showing him the heart he had given her so long ago. The words burned, cleaning the savage wounds of wrath and revenge, closing up ragged tears of bitterness, his stubborn refusal to give in to his own need. They entered his heart, his veins to become a new blood, a new life source, traveling throughout his body, encompassing his very soul. 
 
   He tried to fling his body away but was held fast by an unseen source, empty hands gripping him with a force beyond his comprehension. The more words escaped her, the tighter the hold. The air in his lungs became like fire, the heat spreading outward to wrap around anything consumable. 
 
    A face loomed behind the heat, a man’s face. It drew nearer as the heat’s intensity grew, filling his vision enough to block out the sight of the Maiden. Confirmation came with the face to place itself before him like a sacrifice, daring him to take it, take and look at the awful truth to be found behind it. A face not unlike his own. 
 
    Dallan screamed. The face was his father’s. A face he had never seen, until now. 
 
    Rejection shot from its hiding place to take on the Maiden and her song. It hit her full force and all but knocked her to the floor as its pain clawed, ripped, tried to strip away her resolve to heal and bind. But the gift Dallan gave to her so long ago, now forged together with her heart, struck down the deep root of his rejection, banishing it, leaving him free to receive what she held for him. 
 
    To receive back his heart. A heart now joined with hers. 
 
    Lany screamed. 
 
    Angus rushed to help John hold him down. “What’s happening? Why does it affect Master Lany like this?” 
 
    “I don’t know! Kwaku, help!” 
 
    Kwaku stood over Zara, arms folded across his chest, eyes narrowed at the three men. He slowly walked over and grabbed the now-hysterical Lany by the back of his neck and lifted him from John and Angus’s desperate grasps. Lany kicked and swung at the air around him as Kwaku held him several feet above the floor, at arms length from his own tall body. 
 
    John and Angus sat stunned as a series of threats spewed out of the usually calm, apathetic Assistant Councilor, while Dallan several feet away, sat fully encompassed by Zara’s projected image of the Maiden’s song. 
 
    Kwaku’s eyes narrowed further as he watched Lany struggle, then threw the lanky form in the air, spinning him around to grab him by the front of his shirt, never once letting his feet touch the floor. 
 
    Lany’s tirade continued. “No! I won’t take this from you anymore. Get away from me! Get away before I show you what I mean!” 
 
     Kwaku shook his head, carried Lany to a corner of the living room and stood him directly in front of a chair, then looked over his shoulder at John and Angus with a raised brow, as if asking permission. 
 
    John shrugged his helplessness, leaving it to the Time Master’s own judgment. Kwaku shrugged back, turned to Lany and put his fist into the man’s gut. The yells were cut off as the air left his lungs. He doubled over in time to have Kwaku’s fist plant itself squarely on his jaw, the blow sending him into the chair behind him with enough force to push chair and occupant up against the wall. He sat stunned and silent a moment, opened his mouth as if to ask a question, then passed out. 
 
    Kwaku poked Lany with a finger, got no response and turned to John. “He is sensitive to my wife’s ministrations. He will be fine now.” 
 
    “Aye, I would be too if I were knocked out cold.” Angus muttered, his eyes going from a now-subdued Dallan to the forcibly subdued Lany. 
 
    “Kwaku,” John began, “what happened? Sensitive is one thing, but this?” 
 
     Kwaku stood behind his now-silent wife, who knelt directly in front of Dallan, both the Weapons Master’s hands in her own. “De Boyeee is your main concern, Lord Councilor. Mos-go-fi-an will survive and be at your side shortly. He is of no consequence right now.” 
 
    “What?’ John crossed the room to where Lany sat sprawled. “Look at him! Something’s not right here!” 
 
    Kwaku wedged himself between the chair and John. “When Mos-go-fi-an is ready and able to tell you, he will tell you. It is his secret; it is not my place. For now, tend de Boyeee. Mos-go-fi-an needs time to recover properly.” 
 
    John recognized the finality in Kwaku’s voice, one that indicated he would not discuss the matter further. “Okay.” 
 
    “De Boyeee will be fine. My wife has given to him much of her own bond with de Maiden, freeing her heart completely. He is now ready for her. De Joining will be tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight!” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Councilor. I will see dem joined tonight, or not at all.” Kwaku turned and silently left the apartment, leaving the rest of the company to handle things as best they could. He had to take care of some unfinished business with the former Time Master, Philip Brennan. He knew that tonight, the Maiden would make her final Call, and that Dallan, with Zara’s help, would be ready to answer it. The company from Genis Lee could not afford any trouble now. 

 
   

Love has no other desire but to fulfill itself.
 
   To melt and be like a running brook
 
   That sings its melody to the night.
 
   To wake at dawn with a winged heart
 
   And give thanks for another day of loving.
 
    
 
    
 
   Kahlil Gibran
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    Sinclair sat atop Shona’s chest, his face inches from her own, ears pricked forward, tail swishing. Kitty’s other cats were also in attendance, all on the bed, on top and surrounding the young woman Kitty always knew was different. She didn’t know until today, however, how much. 
 
    Kitty took a cautious step forward causing the cats on the bed to growl at her, a reminder she drew near the set boundary. “All right, I’m backing up again. See?” She took a slow step back and stood perfectly still. “Oh gawsh, I can’t believe this is happening. This is so freaking me out! Wake up, Shona!” 
 
    Shona did not answer. Her features were settled into a face completely unfamiliar to Kitty, yet still Shona’s. Kitty fell into a nearby chair and continued to stare transfixed at her friend. 
 
    Sinclair watched his mistress a moment then turned his attention back to his perch. He laid down where he was, placed his face as close to Shona’s as possible and began to purr loudly. The rest of the tribe joined him, purring as loud as they could, settled like sentries around the sleeping woman. 
 
    Kitty could only sit and watch helplessly, as she had for the last hour. 
 
    “Kitty?” The face was still alien, frightening, but the voice was clearly Shona’s. 
 
    Kitty jumped out of the chair and froze. Shona’s face was changing again. 
 
    “Kitty?” Her voice was weak, a harsh whisper. “Where am I?” Shona slowly opened her eyes to find the answer. 
 
    Cats. 
 
    She tried to focus on the furry face in front of her. “Sinclair?” Sinclair let out a horrid wail. 
 
    Shona grimaced, pulled a hand from underneath two other cats and patted Sinclair on the head. He purred louder. 
 
    “Are you all right, Shona?” Kitty asked cautiously. 
 
    Shona studied her a moment. “I think so. You do not look well, though. What is the matter?” She pushed herself up with her elbows and studied her. “You look like you have seen a ghost.” 
 
    Kitty offered a poor excuse for a smile and shrugged. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    Kitty reluctantly tore her gaze from Shona and glanced at the clock on the wall behind her. “Almost three. We need to get going.” 
 
    “Going?” 
 
    “Shona, don’t you remember? Don’t you remember anything?” 
 
    “Remember?” 
 
    Kitty approached the bed slowly and knelt on the floor a few feet away. “This morning? Julia? Your dad and mom practically carried you to my car so I could bring you here.” 
 
    “This morning… Julia.” Shona’s mind was a blank. She sat up slowly and tried to think, but the effort clouded her thoughts. 
 
    Sinclair let out another screeching wail, sending several cats skittering off the bed. He watched them go as he repositioned himself in Shona’s lap, and began to bat at a lock of her hair. 
 
    Shona petted him absently. “Julia.” Her eyes flew to Kitty’s. “I think she wanted to do something to me.” Her hand stopped. Sinclair looked from Shona to Kitty and back then batted at her hair again. 
 
    “We have to go, Shona. He’s going to be there soon. Your dad wants to talk to him.” 
 
    “What? Who? Where?” 
 
    “The library. I have to have you there by three. He’s going to meet us.” 
 
    “Meet us?” Longing suddenly cut deep across Shona’s heart. Sinclair froze and looked right into her eyes. 
 
   “That guy from yesterday, Shona. Don’t be mad at me, but I called him. He’s meeting us there. We’ve got to go.” 
 
    “I feel really strange…” 
 
    “We have to go to the library now. Please, Shona, get up so we can go.” 
 
    “Kitty, I am very confused…” 
 
    Kitty went to the bed and sat. “The guy from the library? Your dad thinks he might be able to help.” 
 
    Shona gave her a blank stare. 
 
    “Your dad said Philip wouldn’t be able to take you if… if you were already…” Kitty bit her lip and began to tremble. “Oh, Shona, this is too much for me. What is happening to you?” 
 
    “Happening to me? I do not understand… I… oh.” Shona had a sudden and very disturbing thought. “I was sleeping, wasn’t I?” 
 
    Kitty nodded, eyes wide, her mouth still trembling. 
 
    Shona reached up to let her fingers roam her face. “Oh, no.” 
 
    “Your face changed, Shona. It was so freaky. I didn’t know what to do and these darn cats wouldn’t let me near you.” Kitty’s voice was perfectly controlled, even and solid— a sure sign she was close to panic. 
 
    Shona could only stare at her in horror, her own worst fear suddenly realized. All the changes, all those nights, months worth. They were all real. "Oh. My. God."
 
    Kitty hugged herself. "I have to take you to the library now. Please.” 
 
   Sinclair planted his forepaws against Shona's chest, his face in hers. She stared dumbly at the cat in her lap, her voice flat. “I think I am going crazy.” 
 
    Kitty hugged herself again as if trying to keep her own apprehension on the bed. 
 
    Shona caught the fear in her eyes and fought the lump of panic building in her throat. “Oh, Kitty! Kitty, please do not be afraid of me. I do not know what is happening. This is what I wanted to tell you, but I was so afraid you would not believe me.” 
 
    Kitty’s eyes slowly wandered over Shona’s features. She reached out a cautious hand and touched her face. “I don’t understand, Shona. What could possibly be happening? And Julia, why would she want to hurt you?” 
 
    Shona took Kitty’s hand from her face and held it. “She said she had something in her purse. I do not know what she meant, really. I only know she wanted to hurt me. I have never seen her act like that before.” 
 
    “Her purse?” Realization dawned on Kitty’s face. “So that’s why she wanted me to get it so fast. She was going to drug you! My own sister!” 
 
    Shona looked to the clock. “Where is my father? Is he going to be at the library?” 
 
    “Yes, he told me to have you there at three.” 
 
    “And… the man from yesterday?” she asked, her head still swimming with confusion.
 
    “Will be there too. We have to go, Shona. We’re out of time.” 
 
     Shona squeezed her friend’s hand as an odd need filled her, a combination of fear, longing and loneliness. “Kitty, I’m scared.” 
 
     Kitty hugged her, smashing Sinclair between them. “So am I. But your dad will know what to do.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    John paced. Again. 
 
    “Eaton, calm down. Everything’s going to be fine. I’m sure he has the Maiden’s best interests in mind.” 
 
    John stopped, hands held behind his back to throw a worried face at Lany, now fully recovered from the morning’s activities. “We don’t know that. What we do know is he works for Brennan, both he and his wife. We still can’t be sure if he’s completely on our side.” He began to pace again. 
 
    Lany grabbed a nearby chair and wearily sat while he watched his superior fret over Evan Whittard’s request to meet Dallan. He grabbed a book from one of the nearby shelves and absently thumbed through it. “Besides, you know what a charmer Dallan is. He’ll have him eating out of his hand in no time.” 
 
    John’s pacing ground to a halt, his eyes widened to the size of saucers. 
 
    Lany shrugged. “If Dallan doesn’t pound him into baby food first, that is.” 
 
    John nodded readily and paced even faster. 
 
    “Any sign o’ the Maiden yet?” Angus shuffled his way down a connecting aisle. A freshly groomed and dressed Dallan trailed behind him, eyeing his surroundings with suspicion. 
 
    John stopped and gripped the back of a chair. “Not yet.” 
 
    Lany reached over and patted his superior’s white-knuckled hands, shaking his head. 
 
    John straightened himself and let go the chair. “They’ll be here soon.” 
 
    Angus looked from one face to the other, his eyes finally coming to rest on Dallan. “Remember what I told ye, laddie.” He winked at him and smiled. 
 
    Dallan smiled back and commented lightly in Gaelic. Angus replied in the same language and both men began to chuckle. 
 
    “Are you going to let the rest of us in on it, or do we have to guess?” Lany grinned as he stood and examined Dallan’s attire. 
 
    Dallan glared at him but stopped when Angus barked something in Gaelic. Dallan shoved his hands into the pockets of the faded jeans he wore and vainly tried to pull the material away from his body. 
 
    Lany continued to take in the Scot’s appearance. “Who dressed you?” 
 
    Dallan glared at Angus. 
 
    Lany turned to the beaming old Scot. “Angus, I don’t think he’s very comfortable in those.” 
 
    Angus hobbled over and adjusted a shirt sleeve Dallan began to play with. “The lassie’s here like the lads when they dress like this.” 
 
    Lany raised a brow. “How would you know?” 
 
    “I’ve been here a little over a year now, Master Lany. Och, go downstairs and look at some o’ the papers on the racks. I’m telling ye, all the lads dress like this.” 
 
    “He looks fine, Lany.” John walked over and began to turn back the cuff of Dallan’s other sleeve. “Nice white shirt, blue…” He glanced at Dallan’s legs, “whatever those things are, blue pants?” 
 
    “Denims.” Lany corrected. 
 
     “Nay, they be jeans.” 
 
    “They be too bloody tight.” All heads turned toward Dallan’s gruff words, the first English he had spoken since Zara sang to him several hours ago. 
 
    John’s entire body relaxed as he breathed a sigh of relief. He was beginning to wonder if Dallan was ever going to come out of Zara’s hold. Or was it the Maiden’s? “You look fine.” 
 
    “I feel like a sausage. I’d much prefer my kilt, John. Why can I no wear it?” 
 
    John’s eyes softened. “You’d be quite the sight.” 
 
    Dallan picked at the buttons on his fresh shirt and whispered. “Aye, as ye say.” His features suddenly became pained. “As with everything else.” 
 
   Angus shook his head sadly and shuffled his feet about. 
 
   John watched him a moment before turning back to Dallan. “Not much longer, Dallan. We’re almost through here. Then we can all go home.” 
 
    Dallan’s expression remained cold as stone. “Does that include me, too?” 
 
    John swallowed hard. “Yes.” 
 
    “Eaton…” 
 
    John held up a calming hand. “It’s all right. We’ll worry about it when the time comes.” 
 
    “Eaton, you can’t tell him ... I mean… the Elders…” 
 
     John turned to face Lany. “Can all go hang on this one.” 
 
     Dallan raised an eyebrow at the remark while Lany sat, dumbfounded. “You’d be sacrificing your career.” 
 
    John shook his head, eyes once again locked with Dallan’s. “Not my career, merely a postponement of advancement.” 
 
    Lany’s brow furrowed, as he grabbed and steered John away from the rest of the group. “Postponement?” He whispered. “Living stars, we’re talking Lord High Councilor! Eaton, you’d be throwing away the chance of a lifetime. No one under age sixty has ever held that position. You’re in your early forties! Do you realize what it would mean if you got it at your age?” He noticed his superior’s sincere expression then looked over his shoulder to the Weapons Master’s helpless one. “I’ll shut up now.” He smiled to himself. “Should be interesting at that.” 
 
    John slowly tore his gaze from Dallan’s to look at Lany. “Can you feel her yet?” 
 
    Lany collected himself, paused as if listening, then shook his head. 
 
    Angus pulled a pocket watch out of his pants and flipped it open. “Ten past three.” 
 
    John paced anew. “Why are women always late?” 
 
    Dallan suddenly stood to his full height as his eyes searched the connecting aisles in a furtive manner, breathing quickened, his hands balled into fists. 
 
    John watched him a moment then took a deep breath. “Are we ready?” 
 
    Lany stood next to Dallan. “Ready here. Angus?” 
 
    “Aye, the lad and I are, uh, wait a minute.” Angus began to search through his pockets. “I ken I put it… Och, aye, here it is.” He pulled out a folded piece of parchment and sighed triumphantly. 
 
    “What’s that?” Lany asked, eyeing the paper with mild curiosity. 
 
    Angus beamed. “Ye’ll see. ‘Tis another thing the lassies like.” 
 
    “As long as it works.” Lany watched Dallan battle the urge to fly down the nearest aisle and begin his instinctive search for the Maiden. His entire body trembled and his telltale twitch danced merrily from one side of his face to the other. “Easy, Dallan. She’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    Dallan’s body jerked hard and he fell against a nearby table, barely able to stand. He gripped the table’s edge for support and pushed himself back up. John and Lany helped him, their faces grave with concern. The inevitable was now running its course and there was no way to stop it without great risk. Still, it was a risk they were all willing to take. At this point the company from Muirara would do almost anything to make their quest succeed. They had no choice. 
 
    Dallan, at last convinced of his importance to the Known Lands, ready to accept responsibility and now fully prepared to take and join with the Muiraran Maiden, was also slowly, steadily and painfully dying. Zara had not been strong enough to repair everything. 
 
    The Weapons Master stood straight, his back stiff. “Thank ye.” 
 
    Lany nodded at him and turned to John, his face white. “Eaton?” 
 
    “He’ll be all right.” John looked up into Dallan’s eyes. “Hang on, Dallan. Just a few more hours and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Dallan’s posture slumped. “What? I feel strange. The lass, where is she?” His voice was weak, tired and… hungry. 
 
    Lany bit his lip. “Angus and I can take you to her.” He took him by the arm and began to lead him down an aisle. 
 
    Angus positioned himself on the other side. “’Tis the second time that’s happened, Master Lany. I thought once Zara sang he would get better.” 
 
    “That’s not always how it works.” 
 
    Dallan let himself be led, too tired to argue, his pain growing. “I’m hungry… I need some thing ... I dinna ken what it is. What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “We’re almost there, Dallan. Hang on.” Lany was supporting him now. 
 
    Dallan stumbled over his own feet, as Lany and Angus grunted in their efforts to hold him up, fighting their own fear and worry. Zara’s song had prepared Dallan for the Maiden, opened his heart and soul so he might take into himself her “inner heart.” But by doing so, she had also opened him to the pain of the horrible emptiness which now attacked him. His defenses were down, both to the Maiden and to their enemies. 
 
    Lany and Angus brought Dallan to the end of the aisle and sat him down at a small table. Angus bent and whispered encouragingly in Dallan’s ear. “There now, lad. Look yonder.” 
 
    Dallan’s breathing was labored, and he had to pause before he raised his head to search his surroundings. Sitting at a large table, half hidden by a low shelf of books sat the Maiden and her friend. He immediately tried to rise, his eyes now wide with need, breathing suddenly rapid. 
 
    “Easy, Dallan.” Lany whispered in his other ear as he gently pushed him back into the chair. “Look at her. Gain your strength first. You don’t want to fall on your face.” He turned to Angus, his expression grave. “What were you going to have him do?” 
 
    Angus reached into his pocket, pulled out the folded piece of paper and handed it to Lany. He unfolded and quickly read the brief note, then gave Angus a curious look. 
 
    The old Scot smiled. “’Tis the perfect place. Not far away.” 
 
    Lany smiled. “Good idea.” 
 
    “’Twasn’t my idea.” 
 
    Lany raised a questioning brow. 
 
    Angus nodded in Dallan’s direction and smiled. 
 
    Lany smiled himself as he lightly patted Dallan on the back. He leaned near his ear again. “Give yourself a moment. When you feel you can go over there on your own, give her this. If possible, touch her hand, anything. Just be sure you touch her, Dallan. It will make you feel better.” 
 
    Dallan continued to stare at the Maiden, his breathing ragged but steadying. He was surprised at how the mere sight of her already had made him feel stronger. Just being near her. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “What is that, Shona? Why is it so important?” Kitty peered at the book in Shona’s hands as she nervously bounced in her chair. 
 
    “He wanted to show me something in this, but he never got the chance. I do not know what.” Shona held the book between her hands as if praying. “He said it would tell me who he is, where he came from. How we are able to…” She looked absently at Kitty.  "Understand each other so well.” 
 
      Kitty stopped her fidgeting and stared at her, unable to find any words to match the look of helpless longing on Shona’s face. “I still don’t understand what’s going on, but I want you to know that no matter what happens, I’ll always be by your side and I promise to help any way I can.” 
 
    Shona smiled as her eyes brightened. “Thank you. I cannot ask you to get too involved, as I do not know how dangerous this might get. I have strange feelings of warning. But I am glad you are with me here, now. The waiting is what is so hard. But I do not know what I am waiting for.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re waiting for your Prince Charming to come along, just like me!” 
 
    Shona glared at Kitty before smiling.  Kitty began to giggle just as Shona's smile widened, eyes suddenly intent on what approached their table. 
 
     Kitty followed her gaze, turning completely around in her chair. 
 
    The mysterious man whose name Shona still did not know slowly walked toward them, but without his usual smooth, graceful gait. He appeared to be in great pain, but his face evoked simple pleasure and warmth as he smiled gently at them. 
 
    He stopped next to Kitty’s chair and stared down at Shona, his eyes immediately seeking her own. 
 
    Shona slumped slightly in response, and he reached out to her with a large hand. She took it without question. Warmth spread through both their bodies at the meager contact, chasing away the threat of death which now clung to them. 
 
    She squeezed his hand and watched his whole body sigh with relief. His eyes were pained and tired, but his smile was honest, warm and strong. Hello. 
 
    She leaned forward, squeezing his hand again. What is wrong? Are you not well? How can I help? 
 
    His eyes brightened at her concern and he smiled again, but did not answer. 
 
   Please, speak to me. What is wrong? I feel so strange, like I want to help you but I do not know how. She shook herself suddenly as if chilled. What is happening to me? I…
 
    Her control gone, she captured his eyes and gripped him hard, knowing that for the first time she controlled him. She stood on tiptoe, opened her mouth and very softly began to sing. 
 
    Dallan’s body lunged backward, but she held him fast, her voice pulling him back to her as well as her hands. The earlier cold which stalked him retreated from her song. Music that held no mercy for the cold emptiness trying to claim him. 
 
    Dallan stood straight, his strength returning in waves as heat flowed through his veins,  filling it. Feeding it…
 
    Kitty sat, eyes wide as she watched. 
 
    Hello, little one.  Dallan looked into her eyes, his strength now fully returned, her song ended. I dinna ken what ye did, but I thank ye, Flower. I wasna feeling well.
 
    I know. 
 
    Dallan smiled and let go of one of her hands to reach into his shirt pocket. I’ve something for ye, Flower.  He held his closed hand over her newly released ones. 
 
    She looked to his hand then opened her own, cupping them beneath his closed fist, and let herself be captured by his gaze again. 
 
    Dallan smiled warmly and let fall one by one the contents of his hand. 
 
    A tiny gasp of delight escaped her as rose petals— yellow, white, red, pink, lavender, orange and even an odd violet— escaped his palm to fall into hers, showering not only her hands but the table as well. 
 
    He let the last petal drift slowly down to mix with the others before reaching into another pocket, this time pulling out a small piece of parchment. Dallan leaned closer, placed the paper in her hands, and without a word slowly began to back away from the table. 
 
    Shona shook her head in protest. Please do not go. 
 
    Dallan merely smiled at her and nodded to the note in her hands. 
 
    She ignored the action. Please, please do not leave me. 
 
    Dallan stepped forward and closed her hands over the note and petals. 
 
    He hastily glanced to the table, eyes locking on the title of the book he’d found the day before, and smiled. He let go of her hands, reached down, took the book and slowly began to back away again. 
 
   “Shona let him go.” Kitty urged. 
 
    Shona continued to shake her head in disbelief. 
 
    He backed to the nearest aisle and quickly disappeared. 
 
    “No!” Shona lurched forward only to be grabbed by Kitty. 
 
    “Shona! Don’t you know a romantic notion when you see one?” Kitty all but shoved her back into her chair. 
 
    “What? Let me up!” 
 
    “Boy, are you naïve or what? When a man hands you a note, you let him leave and then you read it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Kitty stomped her foot. “Read the note!” 
 
    Shona looked at the note in her hand, stared at it blankly for a moment, then unfolded the odd parchment. 
 
    Written in a graceful and very Gothic-looking script were the words:
 
    
 
   Meet me in the garden.  Five o'clock.
 
   DKM
 
                  
 
   “DKM? Do you suppose that’s his name?” Kitty asked, leaning over Shona’s shoulder to read. 
 
    Shona’s eyes widened. “I sang to him.” 
 
    Kitty put an arm around her. “I heard.” 
 
    “What is happening?” 
 
    Kitty smiled. “At this point, I don’t know anymore. And as freaky as all this is, I almost wish it were happening to me. How romantic! A note to meet in the garden!” 
 
    Shona, her senses slowly returning, threw Kitty an incredulous look. “What garden?” 
 
    Kitty looked at the pile of petals in Shona’s other hand, picked up one of the odd violet ones and sniffed it languidly. “What other garden is there?” 
 
    Shona thought a moment, her mind running maps of the city past her consciousness. “Oh my.” 
 
    Kitty nodded. “The City Garden up on the hill, silly. Where else did you think he meant? Where else could he have gotten these?” She let the petal fall back into Shona’s hand. 
 
    Shona raised her face to Kitty’s and smiled. “Imagine that.” She looked to the petals in her hand, brought them to her face and inhaled. Her smile broadened. “Maybe he is as you say, my Prince Charming.” 
 
     Kitty half-giggled, half-snorted. “Despite everything else going on, no matter how weird it’s been I think you’re about to find out.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Master Lany, yer wrinkling me shirt! Let go!” Angus batted Lany’s hands away from his shoulders. 
 
    A strangled laugh escaped the very excited Lany. “Ha! Did you see what happened? I’ve never seen or heard anything like it! Angus, do you know what this means?” 
 
    Angus smoothed his shirt. “Aye, it means I ironed me clothes this morning fer nothing.” 
 
    “Angus! The Maiden sang and didn’t even fall into Flux. She healed Dallan without so much as lifting a finger. Her voluntary abilities must be strong enough, because of the music she feeds on, to be used without having to draw strength from both her hearts. She and Dallan won’t have as high a risk factor on assignments. As far as I know, this has never happened before.” 
 
    “Makes sense to me, being as how she feeds on music to begin with. Mayhaps ‘tis some sort o’ residual that she used on him. She may still ha’ to Flux, Master Lany. Mayhaps today she had some to spare.” 
 
     Lany calmed down somewhat. “Hmm, you could be right. Let’s get Dallan and see what kind of shape he’s in. I think he wandered over there.” Lany waved a hand in the likely direction. 
 
    “If ye asks me,” Angus began as he shuffled after Lany. “I think she gave him a wee too much song.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
      “The lad had an awful silly grin on his face and he didna even see us. Passed us right up.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine, don’t worry.” 
 
    Angus snorted in answer and stopped short, crossing his arms over his chest. “Fine eh? Look at him!” 
 
    Lany also stopped and took in the sight of the Weapons Master, sprawled in a chair, his back to a table, head resting on its surface, arms spread out to either side of his tall warrior’s frame. 
 
    But it was the look on his face that drew Lany’s attention. Dallan’s face was fixed in acute, euphoric, dreamy adoration. 
 
    Lany nodded. “You’re right, she overdid it.” 
 
    “How long will it last?” Angus asked his own face twisted up in disbelief. 
 
    Lany shook his head and shrugged. “Hopefully long enough to get the job done so we can get out of here and go home. This is to our advantage. And at least he’s fine now.” 
 
    “A bit too fine, if ye asks me.” 
 
    Dallan sighed with contentment. 
 
    Lany tried not to laugh as they approached him. Angus simply moaned in disgust. 
 
    Dallan raised his head as if drunk. “Afternoon, gentlemen. ‘Tis a right fine day, is it no?” 
 
    Angus buried his face in his hands while Lany stood and chuckled to himself. 
 
    “Weel, lads. Ha’ ye seen John anywhere about? I need to tell him something.” Dallan’s head flopped back against the table with a loud thunk. The blow didn’t even faze him. He sat staring at the high ceiling overhead, a contented grin spread across his face, eyes glassy with romance. 
 
    Lany shook his head again. “Oh, great. She’s made him impervious to pain. Shona doesn’t know her own strength.” 
 
    Angus shuffled back and forth as he stared at Dallan, his face a frown. “Disgusting.” 
 
    “Well,” Lany began with a sigh. “I suppose it could be worse.” 
 
     Angus snorted and scratched his head. “Och, aye, Master Lany. How could it get any worse?” 
 
    The Weapons Master raised his head, looked at the two men now standing with mouths agape and began to giggle sounding almost like a little girl. He then began to hum a jaunty little tune, bobbing his head this way and that to the music.
 
    Lany grimaced and glared at Angus. “You had to ask,” he mumbled as he stepped over to grab one of Dallan’s arms. 
 
    Angus did the same. “C’mon now lad, up with ye. Ye’ve gots an appointment to keep.” 
 
    “Appointment?” He squeaked. “Ah, with the lass.” He stood abruptly, dragging Lany and Angus up with him. “We best be off then, eh?” He took off at a quick pace as the other two men groaned and started after him. 
 
    All this trouble, grief and worry, Lany thought, and now to top it off, a love-sick warrior to contend with. Of all the ways to have to save two lives, not to mention the Known Lands. He shook his head as he and Angus followed Dallan through the library in search of John. It just didn’t figure. 
 
    But then, whatever did? 

 
   

 
 
    
 
   Each friend represents a world in us,
 
   A world possibly not born until they arrive,
 
   And it is only by this meeting that a new
 
   World is born.
 
    
 
   Anaïs Nin
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    “Well, Lordy, why didn’t you call and tell me you’d be here? You two know I always come on Friday afternoon.” Tomy blocked Shona and Kitty’s path, her arms folded across her chest. 
 
    Shona raised a brow and blinked as if she wasn’t sure it was really Tomy, not quite recovered from her recent encounter and subsequent separation from Dallan. 
 
    “Shona, girl, are you all right?” Tomy stepped forward and put her arm around her. “What happened? Are you sick?” 
 
    Kitty giggled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Tomy quipped in response. 
 
    Kitty continued to giggle. “She’s better than you think.” 
 
    Tomy shook her head and gave her attention back to Shona. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    Shona captured her in a bright green gaze and smiled. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. I feel good.” 
 
    Tomy drew back. “Say what?” She looked Shona over carefully noticing for the first time her relaxed posture, bright eyes and starry expression. “Just how good we talkin’ here?” 
 
    Shona smiled to no one and glanced at the note in her hand. 
 
    “What’s that?” Tomy eyed the parchment suspiciously before noticing what was in Shona’s other hand. “And where’d you get those?” 
 
    Kitty giggled again. 
 
    Tomy leaned her weight on one foot, crossed her arms and looked from one face to the other. “All right, start talkin’. What’s goin’ on? Why are you two actin’ so funny?” 
 
    Shona and Kitty exchanged a quick look. Shona smiled again, but the expression was… mischievous? Shona? “We are going to the City Garden later. Would you like to come along?” Her voice sounded innocent yet teasing. 
 
    Tomy studied Shona more closely then looked to Kitty who stood with a silly smile on her face. Her gaze slowly found its way back to Shona. “All right, I gotcha. I suppose this ditz finally found you some guy to hook up with. Come on, fess up. What’s his name, where’s he from and do I know him?” 
 
      Shona brought the handful of rose petals to her face and studied them absently. “I do not know.” 
 
    Tomy looked to Kitty, rolled her eyes at the silly grin she still wore then turned back to Shona. “You don’t know what?” 
 
    Shona lazily raised an eyebrow. “I do not know the answer to any of your questions.” 
 
    “What?” Tomy’s face became a suspicious frown as she turned on Kitty. “What have you done to this poor child?” 
 
    “Nothing!” Kitty blurted out innocently. “He gave her the note and the flowers. I had nothing to do with it!” 
 
    “Note?” Tomy’s eyes gravitated to the odd parchment in Shona’s hand. “Shona, girl, can I see that?” 
 
    Shona smiled and handed her the note. Tomy quickly read the brief message. “D K M? Who in blazes is this guy? Lordy, he better not be one of yours, Kitty!” 
 
    “He’s not one of mine. It’s the guy we saw the other day. The good-looking one.” 
 
    Tomy threw a hand in the air and rolled her eyes again. “Oh well, that narrows it down. You think they’re all good lookin’.” 
 
    Kitty sighed impatiently. “I mean the one you said could make your mouth water.” She crossed her own arms and waited for Tomy’s face to rearrange itself back to normal. 
 
    “The big guy.” 
 
    Kitty nodded. 
 
    “With the long, dark hair.” 
 
    Kitty smiled and nodded again. 
 
    “The one with the… eyes?” 
 
    Kitty stood proudly, triumphant at last. 
 
    “Lorrrdy,” Tomy squeaked. 
 
    Neither one noticed Shona leaning against a nearby table, eyes far away, softly humming to herself. 
 
    “Well, what do you know about this guy? Who is he? Does he live here? Does he attend the university? What?” 
 
    Kitty shrugged. 
 
    Tomy’s gaze narrowed, “You mean to tell me, you don’t know who he is, where he’s from, what he wants, anything?” 
 
    Kitty shrugged again innocently. “He wants to meet Shona up at the gardens.” 
 
    Tomy closed her eyes and shook her head. “Heaven help us all.” She turned to Shona and crossed her arms again. “Shona, you’re not goin’.” 
 
    Shona’s humming abruptly stopped. She came away from the table, brow raised in challenge. “Who says I am not?” 
 
     Tomy put her hands on her hips. “I, your friend, says.” 
 
    "And I says I am going.”  Shona gave her a dare of a grin. 
 
    Tomy’s face exploded with bemused shock. “Girl, you can’t go around meetin’ up with some strange man just because he gave you a fancy note and what’s left of a few dead flowers. For all you know he got them petals off some guy’s funeral wreath. In fact, he may have been the one to kill the poor fool needin’ the funeral!” She took a deep breath to calm herself. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you go. Trust me I know a lot more about these things than you do.” 
 
    Shona stood straight, her back now stiff. “I am going.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Shona, listen to me. I can’t let you…” 
 
    “What gives you the right to stop me?” 
 
    Tomy stood dumbfounded, her mouth half-open. “Nothing,” she finally said, caught in Shona’s fierce gaze, “Except my concern for you.” 
 
     Shona smiled and released her. “Come with us.” 
 
    Tomy studied the determined look on Shona’s face. “I’ll have to. Lord knows this bubblehead won’t be any protection.” 
 
    “Hey!” Kitty whined in protest. 
 
    Tomy rolled her eyes and groaned. 
 
    “Kitty,” Shona began her voice a soft lilt. “What time is it?” 
 
     Kitty glanced at her watch. “Four thirty.” 
 
    Shona nodded, humming to herself once more. “It is time to meet my father. We had better go.” 
 
    “Your father? Does he know about this?” Tomy asked. 
 
    “Not yet. He is here somewhere. We have to find him.” Shona started walking. 
 
    “And are you going to tell him?” Tomy inquired curiously. 
 
    “Of course. I have nothing to hide. Why would I not tell him?” 
 
    Tomy stopped short, letting Kitty bump into her back. “How ‘bout ‘cause he’ll tell you the same thing I just did? That you ain’t going.” 
 
    “He will not.” 
 
    “And what makes you say that?” 
 
    Shona smiled and looked to the fragmented blossoms in her hand. “Because these are from the flowers in my parent’s bedroom.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Shona, Kitty and Tomy arrived at the City Garden at ten minutes before five. Kitty fidgeted while Tomy frowned and watched Shona who calmly sat and eyed the envelope her father had handed her as the girls left him at the bottom of the hill. He was to walk home and wait for her. If Kitty and Tomy didn’t return with her within the hour, he would come for her himself. Philip had some evening entertainment planned for the Whittards that night. 
 
    Evan wanted to make sure one more guest was in attendance. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Kitty asked as she took her keys from the ignition and stuffed them in her purse. 
 
    Tomy turned to look at Shona in the back seat. “Shona, girl, you don’t have to meet this guy, even if your daddy does think he’s okay.” 
 
    Shona raised her eyes to Tomy. “Yes I do. I need to meet him.” She lowered her gaze and smiled. 
 
    Tomy shook her head and bit her lip. “All right, but I’m telling you right now that if he tries anything I’ll mace him!” 
 
    Shona again raised her face, a warm smile still held upon it. “You worry too much. He will not hurt me.” Her smile grew as she looked out the window, face locked in remembrance. “Nay, he could never hurt me.” 
 
    “What?” Tomy asked, perplexed. “Nay?” 
 
    Kitty smiled knowingly and opened her door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Well, what happened? Is he with us or not?” Lany asked as he and Angus shoved a dreamy-eyed Dallan onto a nearby park bench. 
 
    “He’s with us. I didn’t tell him everything, and it took awhile to convince him we weren’t with Brennan, but I think he’ll be okay.” John smiled. “He seems to really like Dallan.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    John nodded. “Clever fellow. He caught Dallan and Angus down on the first floor of the library and had a, ah, talk with him about his daughter.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “That man would do anything to keep his daughter safe.” 
 
    “Even as far as letting her marry someone she’s just met?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “He doesn’t trust Brennan now anymore than we do, but he’s afraid to aggravate him too much. He might take the Maiden and be gone without a trace.” 
 
    Lany thought a moment and shook his head. “He’ll have to rely on a regular means of transportation. Remember what Kwaku told us? Brennan’s wife isn’t here to help him. Did you let Mr. Whittard know that?” 
 
    “Not yet. In fact, I’m not sure he knew Brennan had a wife. And if he did know I doubt he knew she was a Muiraran. But, I could be wrong. At any rate, he still thinks Brennan has the power to take his life.” 
 
    “Eaton, one bullet and its all over.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean. Evan Whittard had a disease, uh, ‘cancer’ it was called. Brennan had Lissa remove it in exchange for the Maiden’s rearing and training.” 
 
    Lany nodded to himself. “Ah, and the deal was struck.” 
 
   “But Brennan doesn’t have that power. Lissa is dead. In fact, from what I know about a Muiraran's makeup, I'm surprised Brennan is even still alive.  I wish I understood better how it all worked.” 
 
    “He has what he stole from Dallan.” Lany replied. “Maybe that’s enough for him to go on. He’s still big trouble. I think we should take the Maiden and go. It might be for the best even with the high risk involved.” 
 
    John began to pace. “She’d never survive the doorway, Lany. She’s too unstable, too emotionally fragile right now. If Kwaku can join her to Dallan tonight, we’ll be fine. We just have to make sure it happens.  I’ll go in first and speak with her. I want to make sure she’s completely ready for this. We can’t afford for anything to go wrong now.” 
 
    Lany and Angus nodded while Dallan sat on the bench staring at a bed of yellow roses, blinking his eyes occasionally to chase the sleep from them. 
 
    John searched their surroundings once. “Where is Kwaku?” 
 
    “Zara said he would meet us here once he took care o’ some business.” Angus offered hesitantly. 
 
    John and Lany exchanged the same sage look. Brennan… “I hope he knows what he’s doing. This isn’t some game.” John spoke, more to himself than the others. 
 
    Neither Angus nor Lany made any comment, both knowing the danger involved if Kwaku were to provoke Brennan. They also knew what a risk taker the Time Master could be if given the opportunity. All three men silently prayed no such opportunity presented itself. 
 
    “I’ll start looking for the Maiden. Lany, keep your communicator on so you know where I am. Give me enough time to clear a few things up with her. I want to get one final confirmation before we do this. When I give the signal, send him in.” 
 
    Lany glanced at Dallan peacefully slumbering away on a bench and gave a light chuckle. “Why does this whole thing remind me of one of my daughter’s favorite ancient fairy tales, only in reverse?” He turned back to John. “Are you sure the Maiden shouldn’t be the one to come kiss him? Might wake him up.” 
 
    John laughed, nodded his agreement and started down a nearby path in search of the Maiden. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    She paced. 
 
    Shona had never paced, but she did now and found the action disturbing. She stopped and searched her surroundings. No sign of him. In fact, there wasn’t a sign of another soul anywhere to be found. Perhaps she had chosen too secluded a spot. How would he find her? She glanced at the well-worn path that led to the private island of yet-to-bloom roses, then at the empty park bench sitting alone among the green bulbs. She stepped to the bench and sat wearily. 
 
    What on earth was she doing here? One minute the whole world seemed to be turned upside down, those odd times she found herself in his company. Another minute she questioned her own sanity. What was this man doing to her and, more importantly, why was she letting him do it? 
 
    She shook her head and looked at a large trimmed rose hedge about sixty feet away. Kitty and Tomy were hiding behind it. She couldn’t help but smile to herself. Kitty was such a hopeless romantic and Tomy, well, was much too protective. But that was okay. Tomy had been through a lot and knew much more about men than she did. She had only her best interest in mind. 
 
    Best interest. What was her best interest? What was his, this man who invaded her life out of the blue, who seemed so familiar the more time she spent with him? 
 
    A sound caught her ear, ceasing her thoughts. Footsteps; she could hear footsteps coming up the path. 
 
    Shona stood as John Eaton rounded a tree several yards from where she sat. He looked at her expectantly, as if surprised to find her alone, and stopped up short to scan the area. 
 
    “Hello, Shona. What are you doing here?” His voice was pleasant and friendly, but with a hint of something she couldn’t quite pinpoint. 
 
    “I am waiting for a friend.” Her own voice was just as friendly, her apprehension well concealed. She hoped. 
 
    He approached the bench and sat himself down. “Your mother said I should visit the gardens while in the city.” 
 
    She sat without looking at him. “Yes, most people try to catch them while here. When are you leaving, Mr. Eaton?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    Now she looked at him hard. “Tomorrow? But what about the rest of my interview? Are you through? I thought we were to finish tomorrow.” 
 
    “No. It shouldn’t be necessary.” 
 
    “You are finished, then?” 
 
    He studied her a moment, an odd look of knowing written sharply across his face. “Not exactly.” He leaned slightly in her direction. “Since I'm here, I'd like to clarify one item if that would be all right with you.” 
 
    She searched their surroundings quickly. “I am meeting someone.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Shona turned back to John. “But he’ll be here any minute.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “He’s a friend of mine, Shona.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “He came with us, Mr. Mosgofian and me, to see if you were ready.” 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Shona,” he began, leaning his elbows on his knees. “Your dreams, I need to know something.” 
 
    She threw him a wary look. “Mr. Eaton, I do not understand. Who is the man with you? How did you know he was to meet me here?” 
 
    John sighed. “Let me begin again. My friend will be here to finish the interview with you. I can’t do this particular part myself. But I do need to know something about what we discussed the other day.” 
 
    Shona could only stare at him. Mr. Eaton knew about the man from the library? They knew each other no less? What in the world was going on? And what did Mr. Eaton say about her dreams? 
 
    “Please, Shona. I know it doesn’t make a lot of sense to you now, but it will soon. Your dreams about the little boy. I need to know something.” 
 
     She continued to stare at him while confusion hit full force. The boy, how could he possibly know about the boy? “What is this all about?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean? I do not understand.” 
 
    “Shona, who is the boy in your dreams?” 
 
    She let go a nervous laugh. “Mr. Eaton, why are my dreams so interesting to you? What is going on?” 
 
    “Who is he, Shona?” 
 
    “Mr. Eaton, this is highly irregular. I think the whole thing is irrelevant.” 
 
    “Your dreams make your face change.” 
 
    She sat stunned at the words, unable to speak or even think her mind too busy running circles around what she’d heard him say. 
 
    “I don’t want to be pushy, but I do need to know. Who is the boy in your dreams? Does my friend remind you of him?” He looked at her with such understanding, such compassion, that she nearly fell from the bench. She sucked in a breath and managed to find her voice. “My God, Mr. Eaton, how did you know about my… face?” 
 
    “He is the boy, Shona.” 
 
    “He is?” 
 
    “Yes, he is. The little boy is gone, Shona. He is now dead.” His words cut into her soul causing her voice to escape in short pants. “H… how do you know so much? Who are you?” 
 
    “Who I am doesn’t matter. Who you are, however, does.” 
 
     She swallowed and blinked her eyes as if to clear her vision, her thoughts wandering to the dreams Mr. Eaton sought. The little boy, the mysterious man. They were one and the same? How could that be? She was so caught up in her own confusion she didn’t hear a new set of footsteps slowly approach the bench. 
 
    “Shona?” 
 
    Mr. Eaton’s voice brought her attention to the tall man standing directly in front of her. Shona’s eyes slowly traveled up to meet those of…
 
    “Shona, may I present Dallan Keir MacDonald.” Mr. Eaton stood and motioned to the man standing before her. “Dallan, Miss Shona Whittard.” 
 
    She stood automatically, pulled up by a gaze stronger than flesh and bone, a gaze that would surely be the death of her, just as it was her recent conversation with Mr. Eaton. Or so she thought, until she heard his voice for the first time. 
 
    “I am Dallan Keir MacDonald of Glencoe, Lady.” He bowed before her, stood, took one of her hands in his, and looked her right in the eye. “And I am at your service.” His last words were whispered, his voice silky-smooth and deep. He bent at the waist as he raised her hand to his lips, the action natural, and gently kissed it. 
 
    John smiled. The repairs had begun. He silently slipped down the path and out of sight, leaving the Weapons Master to his work, praying everything went smoothly. So far today it had, for the most part. 
 
    At this point, John thought happily, what could possibly go wrong? 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Shona thought she might faint. The simple gesture was like a bolt of lightning searing across the back of her hand, his lips soft yet hard as steel, an odd combination of sensation cutting deeply into her skin. 
 
    Dallan stood to his full height and looked down at her, his eyes instantly capturing hers. She didn’t know what to do, think or feel. Suddenly she no longer knew him, the magic of previous meetings oddly choosing not to become present at this one. 
 
    She said the first words to pop into her mind. “You are a Scotsman.” Her voice made the statement sound as if he’d grown a horn in the center of his head. 
 
    He merely looked at her, his face a mask of uncertainty. She gathered he was as confused as she. Why did things feel so different? Where was the intimate communication they had shared at the last meetings and why were they now so detached? She met his gaze head on, her own confusion evident in her furrowed brow. 
 
    “And yer not.” 
 
    His voice startled her. “What did you say?” 
 
    He studied her a moment. “And yer not a Scot, I mean. I rather hoped as Shona is a Scottish name that ye’d be the same, lass.” 
 
     She stepped back. Her legs hit the park bench and stopped her. “I am not Scottish.” 
 
    He snorted as if insulted. “Och, aye, lass, that’s a wee bit o’ an under-statement.” 
 
    Her back stiffened as she stood straighter. “And just what is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Ye’ll find out soon enough, I’m afraid. Ye might want to sit yerself down.” 
 
     He still held her in his gaze, the one thing familiar left to them, the one action still concrete. “What is this all about? Who are you? What are you doing here? How are you associated with Mr. Eaton?” 
 
     Dallan held up one hand and took a step back. “Whoa, lass, one thing at a time. I dinna understand much more than yerself. I’m not even sure why I’m here wi’ ye now.” He yawned. 
 
    For some odd reason, his last statement stung, not to mention his action. “And where would you rather be?” 
 
    He raised an amused brow at her. “Och, lassie, ye dinna want to know.” 
 
    That stung even more. “I do not know who you are or what you are doing here, but by all means do not let me stop you from being elsewhere.” 
 
     He narrowed his eyes slightly. “Sometimes ye ha’ to do things that will help another, even if ye dinna like it yerself. I didna say I didna want to be here because of you. ‘Tis other reasons, lass. Sit down.” 
 
    Shona tried to pry her eyes from his and failed, backed into the bench again and fell onto it. 
 
    He smiled lightly at her as if amused. Without releasing her from his gaze, he sat at the benches opposite end and began studying her as if she were an inanimate object, his look assessing, calculating, controlled. A trained eye if she ever saw one. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” she asked trying to keep the nervousness in her voice to a minimum. 
 
    “I can hardly believe it.” 
 
    “Believe what?” 
 
    “That yer… that you could possibly…” He stood suddenly and paced as she had been doing earlier. “Saints.” He stopped and stared at her, as if deciding something. 
 
    Shona gathered her courage, found the rod for her back and rammed it into place. “What do you want?” 
 
    Surprisingly, his face fell. He let out a halfhearted chuckle. “Och, lassie, I dinna ken anymore what I want. The only sure thing is so far away, and I’m told yer the only one can get it for me.” 
 
     She was drawn into the near-helpless look on his face and the rod in her back fell away. “Who are you really?” 
 
    He pulled himself up to his full height and captured her gaze. “A survivor, lass. Like yerself. Call me Dallan.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak but snapped it shut, not understanding the way her heart had become hard toward him. Where was the tenderness from before? The need? The unquenchable hunger? She finally knew his name, heard his voice. She should be ecstatic, not annoyed. 
 
    That was it. She was annoyed for some reason. Almost as if his presence warred with something else inside her, trying to take over. “Why are you here?” Her voice had dropped against her will to a breathy whisper. Perhaps her heart was not as hard as she thought. 
 
    He sat back down upon the bench as he took in the sight of her and swallowed. “I’ve come to find someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “A lass.” 
 
    She shook her head, not understanding any of this, that particular thought the most annoying of all. She was still trapped in his gaze and realized he had begun to tighten it. Now she had to swallow. “How long have you searched?” 
 
    Her voice still betrayed her. He softened his look and shifted on the bench, bringing his body closer to hers. He leaned slightly in her direction. 
 
    “A verra long time.” 
 
    “Why are you looking for her?” 
 
    He shifted again, scooting a few inches closer. “She is verra special, verra important. But she doesna ken who or what she is. I came to find her, to tell her and take her home.” 
 
    Shona found herself staring long and hard at the huge Scotsman seated in front of her. Find her. Tell her. Take her home? Oh… She felt her face turn pale. Her voice trembled. “How… how will you know when you’ve found her?” 
 
    His face became oddly stern, yet gentle. She recognized the look and froze. “Mayhaps I’ll know her by her hair. Hair with all the colors of the sunset.” 
 
    Shona’s face twisted slightly at the way his voice dropped into a dreamy deep whisper. Oh boy. I am in trouble! 
 
    He scooted a few inches closer. 
 
    She scooted a few inches back. 
 
    “Mayhaps ‘twill be her eyes. Eyes that ‘twould surely drown a man if he got too close to them. Fall right into them, he would.” 
 
     She leaned back against the bench’s armrest as he closed the remaining distance between them. Oh no! Trapped! To make matters worse, her mouth wouldn’t work, reigniting her earlier annoyance with the situation. And what was this sunset hair and drowning eyes business anyway? 
 
    Shona leaned as far back as she could, grimacing slightly at the sudden euphoric look on his face. Here it comes…
 
    Dallan leaned even closer. “Mayhaps I came to find you, lass.” 
 
    He was so close his breath brushed her face. She began to sweat, her mouth suddenly dry. What in the world was happening to her? This was ridiculous! She knew what he was up to and she wasn’t about to let him get away with it. 
 
    Or was she? Without thinking, she quickly and nervously pushed out, “What will you do when you find her?” 
 
    Blast! She shouldn’t have asked, she knew she shouldn’t have asked! She was going to pay for that one. 
 
    He scooted even closer and put one arm around her. He pulled her into his chest, causing her head to tilt back, eyes still mercilessly locked with his. He lowered his face down, closer, closer, as his other arm wrapped itself around her, anchoring her in place. 
 
    A tiny squeak of alarm escaped her, too late. 
 
    “This, Flower.” He whispered, then gently, and she sensed with as much human restraint as possible, brushed his lips across her own. 
 
    Shona couldn’t believe it. She’d been kissed! 
 
    For her first kiss, she always pictured the usual things happening to lead up to the event. A date, flowers, friendship, talking, laughing, all the things Kitty raved on about. She was supposed to be heady with emotion, her feet feeling as though they had left the ground. Fireworks were supposed to go off and she would find herself all but swooning in this man’s arms. At least according to Kitty. 
 
    Shona’s immediate reaction, however, didn’t even come close. 
 
    She socked him right in the face. Hard. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Ohhh, direct hit!” Lany had covered John’s eyes the minute he saw the Maiden pull her arm from between bodies and begin to swing upward. The blow she delivered was one of the most beautiful uppercuts he’d ever seen. Dallan sat on the ground at her feet, still stunned from the unexpected punch. 
 
    Angus groaned aloud while a recently arrived Kwaku chuckled low in his throat. The men were hidden behind several hedges a good twenty yards away. 
 
    “What’s going on? Let me see!” John pried Lany’s hands from his face and took in the scene before him. “Oh no! What happened?” 
 
    Lany shook his head.  “Well, you can’t exactly reverse nearly twenty years of the sort of ‘etiquette training’ she’s had in just a few minutes.  I should have seen this coming.” 
 
    “She slapped him?” John asked shocked. 
 
    Lany and Angus both shook their heads. 
 
    “She laid de Boyeee out!” Kwaku chortled proudly. “Every ding will be fine now, yes?” 
 
    Everyone stared at the beaming Time Master with a heavy frown. 
 
    “Someone should have explained to Dallan that at this point, the Maiden is going to be stronger than other women,” John belatedly surmised, then asked, “whose job was it?” 
 
    Once again every eye shifted to Kwaku, who merely shrugged innocently. 
 
    Lany turned back to what lay beyond their concealment. “The Scot has looks that can stop traffic and he can’t even make a decent pass.” He began to nod knowingly to himself. “Creator, help us.” 
 
    Angus continued to frown. “’Tis not Dallan’s fault, Master Lany. Ye said so yerself. She’s been raised as if this were the eighteen, nay, seventeen nineties, not the nineteen nineties.” 
 
    John and Lany exchanged a quick look. 
 
    “Brennan,” John breathed out on a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “De Maiden had a natural reaction to de Boyeee. Dey will be fine, Councilor. Look closer, can you not see it? And behold, he has recovered already!” Kwaku pointed through the hedge to the couple. Dallan still sat on the hard ground, staring up at the Maiden in total disbelief, the same way she was staring down at him. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
    He’d been laid out by a woman. The heathen would never let him hear the end of this! 
 
    Dallan studied her, trying to measure her up. By the Saints! How did she manage to land him in the dirt? She couldn’t weigh more than seven or eight stone. So how did she do it? 
 
    He climbed to his feet, never taking his eyes off her. She stared up at him warily, waiting to see what he would do next. At the moment, Dallan wasn’t sure what that was, still too busy puzzling how she did what she did. “How’d ye learn to hit like that?” He reached up and rubbed his jaw, “Saints, woman, ye’ve the swing of a blacksmith!” 
 
    She straightened herself, obviously proud of her achievement. “My father taught me.” Her voice reached into him, pulling and tugging again. 
 
    Like before. 
 
    He waited a moment, not wanting the odd sensation to stop. But if he didn’t speak, she wouldn’t either. “It seems we ha’ a wee bit o’ a problem, lass.” 
 
    She sat even straighter, still looking at him as though ready to hit him again. “I was not aware there was a problem.” She raised an accusing brow.  “Until you kissed me, that is.” 
 
    Dallan had to fight to keep a straight face. He didn’t want to scowl at her, but laughing wasn’t going to help the situation either. She was frightened, he could see it in her eyes, but not of him. No, it was the situation that scared her. He knew the feeling well. “I wilna hurt ye, lass. I’m here to help.” He slowly sat back on the bench, capturing her in his gaze to hold her, keep her there a while longer. “I’ve come to help get ye back to yer people, yer own kind.” 
 
    That got her. Her hands flew to her mouth, her face paled and she acted as though she would be sick, her breaths now short and quick. “I do not believe any of this. None of this can be real. Do you not understand? None of this can be real!” 
 
    He leaned toward her. “Aye, little one, ‘tis real. By all that is holy, ‘tis all real. I didna want to believe any o’ it myself, and if I hadna seen with my own eyes one of your own kind… to see what ye are, who ye are…” He took a deep breath and waited before letting it out slowly, giving her a moment to collect herself, the color in her face completely gone now. 
 
    Dallan leaned again and inched closer. “M’eudain, listen to me. Yer not safe anymore. There are those that wish ye harm. Let me take ye away from here. Let me take ye back to where ye belong.” 
 
    She shuddered twice as he spoke, her reaction out of place. He couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong and began to recognize the first signs of panic in her eyes. Her mouth trembled when she spoke. “Please, I do not know who you are or what you want. I think you had better leave.” 
 
    He gripped her in his gaze, purposely fusing them together. Nay, little one. I wilna leave. 
 
    She gasped and fell back against the bench’s armrest. “Oh, God.” 
 
     Dallan scooted up to her again, one arm across the back of the bench, half around her frame. He left his other arm free, in case he needed to block a dainty yet lethal fist. Talk to me, M’eudain. Talk to me like before. 
 
    She slumped slightly unable to break the hold he had on her, and shook her head helplessly. 
 
    Try. Please? 
 
    She stopped breathing altogether and stared at him, wide-eyed. He knew what she battled with. If she remained silent, it would be easier to discount everything. If she spoke to him in the special way he knew she could, the whole thing would be undeniably real. 
 
    Try, M’eudain. Ye can do it. Ye’ve nothing to be afraid of. The people I’m with, they ken who ye are. We’ve come to take ye home. Dinna be afraid, trust me. Ye trusted me before. 
 
    She gasped again as her body, against her will, flung itself toward him. He caught and held her gently. She could pull away whenever she wanted. 
 
    But at this point, he didn’t want her to. 
 
    “It’s awake now. You woke it up. I’m hungry all of a sudden. Oh, God, this can’t be happening!” Shona looked frantically about. 
 
    Easy, M’eudain. What’s wrong? Is it yer heart? 
 
    She looked up at him, her face locked in total confusion. “My heart?” 
 
     He gripped her arms, half-holding, half-supporting her as she began to tremble. Yer heart. It’s yer heart that’s awakened, lass. I ken ye need to eat, to feed it. Zara said ye would need to feed it. But I dinna ken with what. What has helped it before? 
 
    She clutched at his arms now, her fingers digging into him. He glanced quickly at her small hands before turning his attention back to her face. By all the Saints, she was as strong as an ox! Her hands were bruising his arms. 
 
    “Please, I need Kitty. She knows.” She gripped him even harder. 
 
    Where is she? How can I take ye to her? 
 
    She looked him right in the eye, sealing them together again. “Kitty…” Her eyes clutched at him with the same helplessness her hands did, gripping him just as hard. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She and Tomy are behind the rose hedge, watching us. I do not know if they can hear anything. 
 
    Dallan breathed a sigh of relief and drew her into his arms. Thank God, lass. There ye are. I knew ye could do it.  He drew away from her. How can I help? 
 
    She took another deep breath. What is happening to us? Why does this happen? 
 
    Dallan looked at her with as much understanding as he could muster. Life sometimes isna verra picky as to who it throws to the wind, to watch how they land. We’ve both been tossed, lass. But with luck we’ll land together. It’s as I told ye. I came here to find ye, to take ye back to where ye belong, where the wind first caught ye up and carried ye away. Just as it did to me one day. 
 
    Shona stared at him in stunned disbelief, as if her entire life had just been ripped from her hands. Or placed in them for the first time. 
 
    He stroked her cheek with the back of a large finger. Ah, lass. I ken how strange this all is for ye. It was for me too, and I wish we had the time ‘twould take for understanding what’s happening to us. But there is no more time. I need to get ye away from here. I need to take ye now. 
 
    Her entire face dropped. No! 
 
    He got as close to her as possible, offering her his compassion and understanding, the safety of his gaze. Yes.  He hooked a finger under her chin and brought her face closer to his. ‘Tis for yer own good. Ye canna survive here any longer, Flower. 
 
    The thing which had bound them together in days past flamed anew, drawing them into each other again. Dallan could feel his strength building, as his heart filled with the Maiden’s. He brought his other arm up and wrapped it around her as he cupped her face with one hand, lowering his lips to within a hairsbreadth of her own. We canna fight this, M’eudain. Not either of us. I’ve tried, and I can’t. It is stronger than we are. Let me take ye home with me now. Let me take care o’ yer heart. 
 
    Her fingers relaxed their grip and her body slumped again. If Dallan had not been holding her, she would have slid right off the bench. She shook her head in confusion. Please, who are you? 
 
    Who am I, M’eudain? Dallan paused, waiting for the words he knew must come. Words the Maiden herself would have to utter in submission to him if she was to survive. He let his eyes bore down into her very core, possessing her, taking full responsibility for her and every aspect of her life. Claiming her. 
 
    I am your future, Flower. I am you protection, your love, your life. I am everything to you that is needed, as you shall be for me.  Dallan brought his face even closer. I am your Master. 
 
    His lips touched hers, leaving no doubt in either of their minds as to the truth of his words. In that moment, during that single, breathless kiss, the Weapons Master and the Maiden recognized each other. 
 
    And neither the bonding couple, nor the company hiding a small distance away, not even Tomy noticed the roses bursting into bloom. 
 
    Only Kitty took in the entire scene and watched not only the odd glow which seemed to generate around the kissing pair, but also stared in rapt awe as the roses around them bloomed row after row after row…
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   A man will leave his father and mother
 
   And be united to his wife, and the two will
 
   Become one flesh. So they are no longer
 
   Two, but one. Therefore what God has
 
   Joined together, let man not separate.
 
    
 
   Mark 10:7-9
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    “Shona.” 
 
    Her father’s voice tugged at her consciousness, pulling her from a breathless wonderland of sensation. She slowly realized the physical contact of the kiss was now broken. The sensational impact, however, was still vibrantly alive. 
 
    She couldn’t bring forth the effort to turn her head in her father’s direction, though she knew he stood somewhere behind her waiting for a response. Hazily she wondered why he offered no protest to her recent action as she’d half expected him to. But she was still too lost between the recent moment and two very separate realizations. 
 
    First, the little boy in her dreams had indeed grown up. Grown into the man who often skirted the outer reaches of her thoughts. The man who meant protection, life and love. The man now holding her as if they’d never been separated by years and lost realities. 
 
    Secondly? Kitty had not raved about first kisses in vain. 
 
    She looked up into Dallan’s eyes, now firmly planted on something, someone, behind her. “My father,” she managed to whisper. 
 
    Dallan narrowed his eyes slightly and held her tighter. “Aye, Flower, I ken who he is.” He lowered his gaze and offered her a tender look. “And I ken he’s come to fetch ye, no?” 
 
    She nodded, not knowing what to say or even think, her mind still half drowned in unfamiliar pleasure. She watched Dallan’s jaw tighten and the small twitch she’d seen displayed in the library yesterday begin its dance. She quickly filed the physical action away: twitch equals concern or trouble. At the moment, she sensed a little of both. 
 
    “Shona,” her father said again. “We have to go home now.” 
 
     Dallan un-wrapped her from his arms and stood slowly, never taking his eyes from her father. He took one of her hands and pulled her up as well, maneuvering her so she was backed against his chest, his hands on her shoulders, his face bent next to her ear. “I dinna wish to let ye go Flower.” His deep voice reached down into her heart to yank away any thoughts of leaving she might have left. “But I wilna disobey yer father either. Yer not mine yet. I canna let ye go against his wishes.” 
 
     She smiled at his words. He knew she didn’t want to go. He also knew what they just shared told her to stay. 
 
    Wait a minute, what did he say? “Yer not mine… yet?” 
 
     He gave her shoulders a light squeeze and whispered, “Nay, Flower. Not yet. Soon, I hope.” 
 
    She took his hands from her shoulders and turned to face him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Dallan glanced to her father, then back, capturing her easily with a fierce gaze. He took her by the arms and pulled her against his tall frame. “I came to find ye, to tell ye…” He lowered his face to hers. “…to take ye home with me, lass. Back to yer own kind.” 
 
    “I do not understand you. If all you say is true, how does any of it make me belong to you?” 
 
    He closed the distance between them and kissed her gently. Shona’s knees gave way and he had to hold her up. When she opened her eyes he was smiling. 
 
    “Ye’ll go back as my wife, lass, or not at all.” 
 
     It took a moment for his words to sink in. By the time she gathered her senses he had turned her around again and was leading her by the hand toward her father. They had barely reached him when her mouth decided to start working again. 
 
     “What!” She spun on Dallan. “Wife? What do you mean wife?”
 
      Evan jumped slightly, startled by his daughter’s abrupt voice. He squinted at Dallan. “Wife?” 
 
    Dallan ignored him and looked right into her eyes, his voice stern. “Wife.” 
 
    “Wife!” Shona squeaked. 
 
    “Wieeefe!” Rang out in a deep male voice from somewhere behind Evan. He turned but no one was there. When he glanced back to Shona and Dallan, the latter was giving a large hedge twenty yards away a dirty look, sucking air through his nose. 
 
    Dallan turned his gaze from the hedge and back on Evan. “She’s not safe.” 
 
    Evan straightened himself and cautiously looked over his shoulder in the direction of the hedge. “None of us are.” 
 
    “I can protect her.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it!” 
 
    “Let me take her.” 
 
    “She’s still my responsibility. And until I understand all of this better, she’ll stay with me.” 
 
    Shona glanced between Dallan and her father. “Will one of you kindly explain to me what is going on?” 
 
    The two men had locked gazes, Dallan still holding one of her hands. 
 
    She watched them battle each other in a heated stare for a moment before one of them finally spoke. 
 
    “Ye ken why I’m here, d’ye no?” 
 
    “I have a pretty good idea.” 
 
    Dallan offered the hand he held to the man in front of him. Evan took it and pulled Shona away from the Scot. 
 
    “Dad, please. What is going on?” Shona pleaded. 
 
    Evan never took his eyes from Dallan’s. “I’ll explain on the way home, sweetheart. Go to the car. I have to speak with this gentleman a moment.” Shona hesitated, her own confusion warring with the fact that no one was going to explain things to her anytime soon. Her earlier annoyance with the situation surged anew. “Why does no one care to tell me what is going on? All I would like to know is if I am crazy or not. Is that really too much to ask?” The sharp sarcasm in her voice was hard to miss. 
 
    Dallan threw her an understanding yet stern look. “I ken what ye go through, lass. Och, I’m still suffering through it myself.” His look softened, reaching out to her. Trust me, Flower. ‘Tis no longer safe for ye. Yer father knows that. He also knows he canna protect ye for verra much longer. He’ll ha’ to release ye soon. He’ll ha’ to let me take you. 
 
    She took a step back, her hand pulling out of her father’s. This is all real isn’t it? 
 
    Aye, lassie, neither of us can deny that fact any longer. Too much has happened to both of us. Too much has passed between us, no? 
 
    She said nothing, unable to speak with her voice or her heart, too stunned at the moment to even think. 
 
    Yer not crazy, lass. Go with yer Da. Let him take ye home. I’ll come for ye later. I promise. 
 
    She slowly backed down the path a few steps in stunned silence, her mind and heart both tangled in a confusing jumble of thought and emotion. She stopped herself as the earlier knowledge of his identity began to hit full force and then walked to where Dallan stood. She looked up into his eyes and searched him with her heart. At last, she let go a moan made up of equal parts rapture and defeat. “You grew up,” was all she could offer. 
 
    He hooked a finger under her chin and stroked a cheek with his thumb. “Aye, lass, as did you.” He looked away for a brief moment as if fighting with a troublesome thought. When he gave his gaze back to her it was filled with an all-too-familiar longing. “Go now. I’ll come for ye later.” 
 
     She forgot how hard it was to leave him. Belatedly she remembered what she was to give him, reached into the back pocket of her jeans, pulled out the white envelope and handed it to him. 
 
    He took it without taking his eyes from hers and placed the envelope into his shirt pocket. That done, he nodded for her to leave. 
 
    Very reluctantly, she did. 
 
    Shona knew she would have the answers she wanted soon. The question now was how badly did she want them? 
 
                   
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan stood, arms crossed over his chest, Evan Whittard helplessly trapped in his penetrating stare, when the rest of the company emerged from behind their earlier concealment. 
 
    Kwaku marched up to the Weapons Master chuckling lightly. “De Maiden, she is willing now, yes?” 
 
    Dallan never let up on the piercing glare encompassing his latest victim. “Ye well ken she isna, ye bloody heathen.” 
 
    Kwaku merely laughed and spun around to face Kitty and Tomy’s own concealment. He grinned and began a purposeful stride down another path. 
 
    John, Lany and Angus approached slowly, all eyes on Evan who still stood chained by Dallan’s stare. 
 
    “Eaton?” Lany began as he studied Evan. “Whittard looks sort of glassy eyed.” 
 
    John took in Dallan’s fierce gaze and smiled. “Dallan’s fully bonded, Lany.” 
 
    Lany let loose a huge grin followed by a whistle. 
 
    John continued to smile as he approached the Weapons Master. “Dallan, loosen your hold a little. You’re stronger now. You’ve taken some of the Maiden’s attributes already. You’ll have to let Kwaku and Zara tell you about a few things before we retrieve her.” 
 
    Dallan rested his weight on his right foot and released Evan from the mental hold he’d ensnared him in. 
 
    Evan’s entire body fell into a slouch as he shook off the after-effects of Dallan’s stare. “What happened?” 
 
    “Wow,” Lany began, still studying him. “Dallan can almost lure. And he hasn’t even been joined yet.” 
 
    “Preliminary bonding, Lany.” John explained as he stepped over to Evan. “You know why we’re here, sir?” 
 
    Evan shook himself again and looked at each man, his eyes finally coming to rest on Dallan. “Tell me you can keep her safe. Promise me.” 
 
    Dallan held his body erect, proud, and instantly captured Evan again. 
 
    “Easy, Dallan,” John reminded him. 
 
    “Ye ken why I’m here, sir. Ye also ken I wilna harm the lass. She’s to be mine, whether ye want it or not. Ye canna change that fact anymore than I can.” He loosened his hold and stepped to where Evan stood. “I’ll take care o’ her and keep her safe. I promise.” He extended his hand to Evan. “And you were right, she liked the wee blossoms.” 
 
    “Shona loves flowers, any kind of flower.” He stared at Dallan’s hand with a delayed sort of uncertainty and swallowed. “She doesn’t like sudden loud noises. They scare her. She was always afraid of thunderstorms and hates sirens. She can’t stand the sight of blood… and well…” He looked up into Dallan’s eyes. “She’s a terrible cook.”  
 
     Dallan’s firm expression never left his face. “She’ll do as she is. Name yer price.” 
 
    “Price?” Evan choked out. 
 
    Lany hurriedly looked over at Angus. “Price?” 
 
    Angus grinned. “Dallan’s being fair wi’ him, Master Lany, granting him his rights as her father. He’s bargaining for a bride price. ‘Tis customary. Let the lad do it his way.” 
 
    Evan stood in stunned silence, not quite comprehending what Dallan was after. 
 
    “D’ye wish gold, land or both? For if ye do, I canna pay it. If however, ye wish the price of honor, trust and duty, then yer in luck.” Dallan grinned. “I just happen to ha’ some o’ that with me.” 
 
    Angus turned away, his mouth buried in one hand. “He’s a MacDonald, all right.” 
 
   John and Lany watched Evan slowly grasp what was offered. He nodded and held his hand out to the Scot. “When?” 
 
    Dallan took his hand and gave it a fair shake. “Tonight, most likely.” 
 
     John stepped forward, caught Evan’s eye and nodded. 
 
    “Mags doesn’t know yet, and I don’t think Shona is ready for this.” 
 
    “Can you help us convince her?” John offered. 
 
    Evan shook his head again. “Boy, am I tired. All these years of waiting, not knowing if my daughter would be in her bed in the morning or gone, never to be seen again. All those nights, pacing, knowing how different she was and yet never understanding why.” He looked to the four men before him. “She was meant to do something special, wasn’t she?” 
 
    John smiled and nodded. “Very special, with Dallan. They are both destined to do a great many things, for all of us.” 
 
    Evan glanced at Dallan who stood as before, arms across his chest, weight leaned on one foot, waiting. “She needs her music. Lots of it.” 
 
     Dallan nodded. “Aye.” 
 
    “You don’t happen to sing, do you? Shona loves to sing.” 
 
     Lany and Angus both unnecessarily cleared their throats, earning a dirty look from John. 
 
    Evan was distracted for a moment then turned back to Dallan. “Where are you taking her?” 
 
    Dallan looked to John who merely nodded. “Home.” 
 
    “Where is home?” 
 
    Dallan smiled lightly. “Here. After a fashion.” 
 
    Evan gave him a curious look before his final decision reflected in his eyes. “Will we be able to see her again?” 
 
    “If it is at all within my power, ye shall.” 
 
    “She’ll miss Mags. They’re, uh, very close.” Evan absently glanced at his watch, his emotions pooling in his eyes. “This is hard. I guess it would be easier if everything wasn’t so unclear. Who do I trust, you or that pervert Philip? How do I know you don’t want her for the same thing he does?” 
 
    “I do.” Dallan’s words surprised everyone; as all eyes widened or narrowed in confusion. “The difference is she’s meant to be with me. ’Tis my heart she holds with her own, not his. I can take care o’ her. He canna. With me, she lives. With him, she dies. Make yer final choice, sir, though I ken ye already have.” 
 
    Evan nodded to him. “I have.” He looked over the rest of the company. “Philip is taking us all out tonight. We’ll be home late. I’ll talk to Shona, help convince her this is as real as it gets.” 
 
    “She knows well it’s real. ‘Tis her acceptance of me and my proposal she must be willing to believe and take. She canna be forced, but I’m afraid there isna any time for lengthy decision-making either.” 
 
    “I hope she’s up to this. And Mags. What am I going to tell her?” 
 
      Dallan put a reassuring hand on Evan’s back. “’Tis hard, man, but for the lassie’s own good. Yer wife will help if ye explain things to her. We need all the help we can get. The sooner I can take the lass, the better.” Dallan removed his hand and looked at Shona’s father with the utmost seriousness. “Ye ken she’s dying, d’ye no?” 
 
    Evan’s eyes slowly rose to meet Dallan’s. “Then save her.” 
 
    Dallan gripped him in his gaze. “I will.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Kwaku slipped silently up behind Kitty and Tomy. The two women never realized he stood watching them from a few yards away, arms crossed over his chest, eyes bright with mischief. 
 
    “Lordy! Did you see all that? Shona let him kiss her!” 
 
     Kitty sighed. “Yeah wasn’t it great?” 
 
    “Great? We don’t even know this guy!” 
 
    “What business is it of ours? Her dad sure didn’t seem to mind. He let him kiss her, never stopped it or anything.”
 
     Tomy huffed. “He didn’t get there in time to stop it.” 
 
    “He got there just before he kissed her the second time and you know it.” 
 
    Tomy snorted at her. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m going back to the car and see what the story is. I still can’t believe she let him do it. She should have hit him again!” 
 
    “Where’s the romance in that?” 
 
    Tomy turned on her with a pleased look. “Exactly!” Without turning around, she headed for the parking lot. 
 
    Kitty watched her go then turned her attention back to what lay beyond her hiding spot. The mysterious man still spoke with Evan Whittard while three other somewhat familiar men stood to one side conversing amongst themselves. 
 
    “Happy day to you, little one. See someding interesting?” 
 
   Kitty tripped over her feet as she turned to face one of the tallest men she’d ever seen. He seemed to go on forever in height and his huge frame literally scared her to death. 
 
    She offered a weak smile. “G… gawsh, sir, you startled me.” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled low in his throat, took a step back and bowed gracefully. “Forgive me, my little treasure. I did not mean to frighten you.”
 
    Kitty moved away from the hedge and looked up into his beaming face. A strange sensation of familiarity came over her and she began to study him with the tiniest bit of interest. 
 
    Kwaku chuckled again and studied Kitty with more than just interest. She suddenly felt as if he’d been able to read her entire life’s story. “I think I’d better go, sir. My friends are ready to leave.” 
 
    He laughed in a tender manner, his voice deep and oddly soothing, then gave her a wide smile. “Your friend, she likes de Boyeee, yes?” 
 
    “De… the boy… eee?” 
 
    He laughed louder, clearly amused at her imitation of him. “Yes little one, de Boyeee. She is attracted to him and he to her. Dey are very hand-some togeder, yes?” 
 
    Kitty looked over her shoulder. Shona’s father was still conversing with the man from the library and the others. She turned slowly back to Kwaku and gave him her own look of assessment. “You know him?” 
 
     He burst out laughing, but not as loudly as she thought he might, almost as if he didn’t want the others to hear. “Of course, my little treasure, I taught him every ding he knows. He pleases your friend, yes?” 
 
    Kitty smiled slowly and nodded still unsure of him. 
 
    “And she will please him as well.” He studied her a moment wearing a father’s tender yet serious smile. “You will miss her. And she will miss you, little treasure. But perhaps her mate will bring her to you now and den.” 
 
    Kitty continued to stare at him, his eyes holding her in a loose embrace of sensation, as if he’d placed a blanket about her shoulders and pulled her into himself. Her breathing slowed and her body became almost weightless. She knew she never moved from where she stood, yet could swear she drew closer to the tall man in front of her. Maybe he was moving toward her? 
 
    His voice dropped in pitch, its sound silkier than before, his face enveloped in complete serious intent. “You want what your friend now has, yes?” 
 
    Kitty knew her mouth moved, yet no sound escaped. The word she tried to push out was “yes.” 
 
    The Time Master nodded and smiled as he bent down to her face. “Soon, my little treasure, you too will have what you hunger for.” 
 
     He got even closer, his voice an irresistible lure. She wanted it, craved it, needed to hear and feel it. She couldn’t get enough and desired more. What was happening? 
 
    “Yes, listen to me, little one. You will have what you need and soon. But you must stay pure, keep yourself white as de whitest snow. Let no man touch or take you, for you are a treasure word far more den de riches of Solomon himself.” 
 
    He bent even closer and put his mouth right next to her ear. “And dis, my little treasure, is what de Creator would have you do.” 
 
    And Kwaku Awahnee whispered to Kitty Morgan her future in a language as ancient as time, one he had not spoken for many years. A language reserved for two people alone, himself and the only other being allowed its utterance. A language he would have to teach to another soon, so that he too could speak and teach with it. A language Kitty had never heard and did not understand yet recognized. 
 
    If one were to ask her, she could never explain what it was, except perhaps that something embedded itself deep inside her while he spoke, his words hiding themselves within her heart. His voice calmed her into mental submission, filling her with the odd tongue of a forgotten people. 
 
    Preparing her. 
 
    But for what, Kitty had no idea, and, after the Time Master finished speaking, would never know. 
 
    Until he wanted her to. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Lany let go a deep sigh. “Well, that about wraps it up. I’m starved, and I can’t think of a better way to celebrate. Let’s eat!” 
 
      Evan Whittard left the small company to take Shona home and hopefully, help explain the bizarre chain of events that had taken place over the last week, not to mention the last several years. At last, he could be counted on as friend against a hideous foe. 
 
    “Aye, I’m wi’ you, Master Lany,” Angus piped up. “I could eat a horse, I’m so hungry.” 
 
    “What do you say, Eaton? Early dinner, pick up the Maiden, have the Sutyne ceremony, get the happy couple some privacy and streak on outta here at dawn?” Lany spoke and rubbed his hands together in satisfaction. 
 
    John ignored him and stared at a seriously contemplative Dallan, who still watched the empty path both the Maiden and her father had taken to depart. “Dallan, everything will be all right now.”
 
    Dallan’s eyes never moved. “Nay, John. ‘Tis far from over. Until I have her safely away from this place and she is fully mine, the lass isna safe. I know it.” 
 
    John threw a confirming look to Lany who caught it with his usual grace. The Assistant Councilor stepped to Dallan and placed himself in his direct line of vision. “You need food and you need rest. You’re no good to her weak and you know it. If things come to a fight between yourself and Brennan, who do you think she’s going to want to win? Certainly not him.” Lany smiled mischievously. “Besides, you uh, well have a long night ahead of you.” 
 
     A Scottish eyebrow rose slowly as comprehension dawned, and was quickly joined by its mate. “A long night, ye say?” 
 
     Lany folded his arms and nodded, his smile widening. 
 
    Dallan too, smiled. “And I suppose I’ll need my strength for more than fighting, eh?” 
 
    Lany’s smile grew even broader. “Dallan, it’s good to know you’re not that naïve.” 
 
    Dallan actually chuckled. “Aye, lad, yer right.” He leaned down and whispered, “And though I ken that was the lassie’s first kiss, ‘twas not mine.” He winked. 
 
    Lany lightly lauged, turned from Dallan and gave Angus a puckish smile and determined wink of his own. Angus made quite a show of clearing his throat. John stepped over to Dallan. “What did she give you?” 
 
    “Give me?” Dallan began, as he pulled the envelope from his shirt pocket. He stared at it a moment, then carefully opened it. 
 
    “What is it?” Lany asked, peering at the small rectangle of paper in Dallan’s hand. 
 
    “I dinna ken.” Dallan handed it to Lany, who quickly scanned the oddity. 
 
    “Oh, living stars.” Lany’s voice was laced with a slight hint of panic. 
 
    John closed his eyes and braced himself. “What is it now?” 
 
    “Eaton, this is a ticket.” 
 
    “Ticket? Ticket for what?” 
 
     Lany caught John’s eyes as they slowly opened. “Tonight’s performance of the Royal Scottish Players of Edinburgh. At the city’s Symphony Hall!” 
 
     John blanched. “Symphony! Great bells, what will that do to the Maiden?” 
 
    “What does this mean?” Dallan asked, warily. 
 
    Angus scratched his head and sighed. “It means we eat now, get ye dressed and go to a concert.” 
 
    Dallan raised a brow. 
 
    Angus smiled. “It also means ye can wear yer kilt, lad.” His eyes narrowed. “And yer weapons.” 
 
    Dallan nodded. Things were indeed far from over. 

 
   

 
 
                  
 
   Place me like a seal over your heart,
 
   Like a seal on your arm;
 
   For love is as strong as death,
 
   Its jealousy unyielding as the grave.
 
   It burns like blazing fire, like a mighty flame.
 
   Many waters cannot quench love;
 
   Rivers cannot wash it away.
 
   If one were to give all the wealth of his house for love,
 
   It would be utterly scorned.
 
    
 
    
 
   Song of Songs 8:6-7
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    “Well, you two look like remnants of the last war. What happened?  A few beasts play tug of war with your clothes?” Brennan’s voice, though amused, came out a hiss. 
 
    Graves took a deep breath. “I’m still not sure.” 
 
   Brennan looked calmly from one black-and-blue form to the other. “Well, I am.” He walked to a table, picked up a newspaper and threw it to land at their feet. “The next time I give you a task to complete, try to be a little more discreet when you fail!” 
 
    Graves and Kent exchanged a quick look before glancing to the paper on the floor before them. 
 
    The front page stared back. 
 
    “Nothing to say, gentlemen? In this case, I should hope not. It’s bad enough you botched this up, but I had my own little confrontation to contend with earlier today, and it would have been nice if you’d been around rather than wasting valuable time being bested by a boy!” 
 
    “He was no boy, sir,” Kent volunteered. 
 
    “I know. I also know you should have been able to handle the situation.” Brennan sat in a chair, crossed his legs and stared coldly at the two men. “I trust you packed evening wear?” 
 
    Graves nodded for both of them. 
 
    “Good. We are to attend the symphony tonight and I don’t want anything to go wrong this time. No interruptions. I will be with the Whittards and Julia. Your job is to keep anyone and everyone away from us until the concert is over.” 
 
    “What about what you said before? The earlier confrontation?” Kent asked, cringing slightly. 
 
    “Oh, that,” Brennan sighed. “An old friend from times past paid me a visit.” He chuckled to himself, “He’s still a fool.” 
 
       Graves, genuinely curious as to why the man still lived, retrieved the paper from the floor and asked, “What do you mean? He may be trouble. Why don’t we take care of him?” 
 
    Brennan grinned, obviously pleased with himself. “He owed me a debt. I decided to collect it. I saved his life once a long time ago. He has graciously agreed as payment not to interfere with what I came to do. A fool’s bargain.” 
 
    “What makes you think he will keep it?” Graves asked, wincing as he took off his torn jacket. 
 
    “As uncivilized as the man is, he still has enough honor to hold up his end. And I will thoroughly enjoy watching him squirm beneath his warrior’s codes and Azurti ethics. I’m going to make him suffer as much as possible.” 
 
    Kent began to painfully peel out of his own 'lion-rent' clothing. “How?” 
 
    Brennan smiled up at him wickedly. “Unbeknownst to him, I’ve already taken almost everything he holds dear. And now, I will take what little he has left.” He smiled again, this time to himself, as he stroked his neatly trimmed beard. “His two most prized possessions.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Gee, I wish I could go with you. I love the symphony!” Kitty zipped up the back of Shona’s dress then stepped back. “Turn around.” 
 
    Shona turned, the green skirt of her dress making a loud swishing sound as she did. 
 
     “Wow, you look great!” Kitty chirped and gave a little clap of her hands.  New clothes, even if not hers, made everything seem normal again. “Do you think he’ll go?” 
 
    Shona smoothed the ankle-length satin and began to look for her shoes. “He will come.” 
 
    “I hope so. Your dad is sure worried.” 
 
    Shona slipped her shoes on and sat wearily upon her bed, her dress rustling loudly. “I know. So am I.” She threw Kitty a hopeless look. “I have never been so confused in my entire life.” 
 
    Kitty plopped down next to her. “Your dad knows what he’s doing, Shona. Trust him.” 
 
    “I do, but he still has not explained to me what is going on. All I know is that something is wrong with Philip and that Dallan is… well… Dad wants me to leave with him in the morning if not sooner. But he has not told me where to or why.” 
 
    “Dallan? That’s his name? Oh that’s a great name. I’ve never heard it before.” 
 
    “Neither have I.” Shona smiled. “He is Scottish, Kitty.” 
 
    “Scottish? You mean with the accent and everything?” 
 
    Shona nodded and sighed heavily. She was tired, weary and… hungry. 
 
    “Where is Dallan going to take you?” 
 
    “Dad never told me. He only said he wanted me to go with Dallan to get me away from Philip.” 
 
    “If your dad doesn’t want you around Philip, then why are all of you going out with him tonight?” 
 
    “I do not know. I did, however, overhear Dad telling Mother he wanted us all to be together one last time, even if it did mean with Philip.” 
 
    “He makes it sound as if you’re never coming back.” 
 
     Shona looked to Kitty again with a worried expression. “Kitty, what if you are right?” 
 
    “How can that be? Why wouldn’t you come home?” 
 
    “I do not know. But I intend to find out.” Shona stood, checked her dress and freshly braided hair one last time, then headed for the door. “Let us go. The sooner this night is over, the sooner I will know what is going on. I hope.” 
 
    Kitty followed her friend downstairs, her intuition already telling her what both women refused to believe. 
 
    Once taken by Dallan, Shona would never come home. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan gave his coat a final tug, adjusted the plaid draped over one shoulder and then stood straight for inspection. Angus eyed him carefully, making slight adjustments to the Scot’s attire where needed, then stepped back to take in his handiwork. “Aye, ye look grand, lad. Verra grand indeed.” 
 
     Lany stared appreciatively at the proud Weapons Master, perfectly at home with the elaborate display he wore. Angus had dressed Dallan in full highland rig-out. “How did you get your hands on all this, Angus?” 
 
   “Zara. She and I thought the lad ought to be married in this. ‘Tis his wedding clothes he wears. He’ll ha’ no time to change, so he might as well wear them now.” 
 
    Dallan looked down at Angus, surprise and pleasure mixed into his expression. “I thank ye, Angus. ‘Tis a fine plaid, a might fine one.” 
 
    “Picked it out meself.” Angus beamed. “Wasna easy to get a MacDonald plaid. Had to go to Glencoe twice.” 
 
    “Twice?” Lany asked bemused. 
 
    “Aye, the blasted heathen kept getting the date wrong. Did ye ken they outlawed the wearing of kilts in the eighteenth century? Forgot all about that.” 
 
    Dallan stood in awe, eyes wide. “Ye went to my home to fetch this?” 
 
    Angus beamed. “Aye, laddie. And it looked fine. Yer grandfather’s house still stood, though he and yer family had been long since gone.” 
 
    Dallan bowed his head a moment and whispered to himself in Gaelic. 
 
    John stepped forward for the first time and smiled. “He’s not over-dressed?” 
 
    “Nay, Lord John. There will be other folk there dressed like the lad. The entire orchestra is kilted. ‘Twas so last summer when they came here to perform.” 
 
    John smiled again, as did Lany. 
 
    Angus shrugged. “I never miss anything from home, gentlemen.” He smoothed his own kilt and brushed the shoulders of his coat with his hand. “Are we ready?” 
 
    John looked around. “Kwaku?” 
 
    “He and Zara will catch up later,” Lany replied. “They’ll be around. Don’t worry.” 
 
    John took a calming breath before looking up at Dallan. “Brennan will more than likely challenge you.” 
 
    “Then Brennan will no longer live, John.” 
 
    “Just make sure the Maiden is kept safe. That’s all you have to do. I don’t think Brennan intends to take her yet. He’s hardly in a position to now, not with a full bonding already in place. But let’s not take any chances.” 
 
    “Kwaku didn’t give any input?” Lany asked his voice heavy with concern. 
 
    “He was too worried about Zara. I think he left the garden before we did. He should be done feeding her by now.” 
 
    “Again?” Lany and Angus exclaimed in unison. 
 
    Dallan took in Lany’s amusement and Angus’s disgust. “Why d’ye always make such a fuss over a man taking a meal with his wife? I grant it’s the heathen, but I ha’ seen the man eat. He’s no a savage with his food.” 
 
    Angus grumbled while John smiled, biting his lip. Lany shook his head, stepped to Dallan and put his arm around him. “Dallan, there’s something I bet you’ve wondered about for years.” 
 
    Dallan glared first at him, then the arm draped across his shoulders. “And what might that be?” 
 
    Lany beamed. “Why do you think Kwaku is always in such a good mood?” 
 
    “Because the man’s a bloody good-for-nothing heathen that doesna ken any better. And he also kens how it aggravates me to no end.” 
 
    Lany pressed his lips together tightly, his face filled with mischievous anticipation. “No.” 
 
    Dallan raised a curious brow. 
 
    Lany leaned closer. “The reason is…” he whispered the rest of the disclosure in Dallan’s ear. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes grew wide and his face fell into a horrific scowl. “Ye canna be serious!” He threw his warrior’s stare at everyone in the room, searching for confirmation. 
 
    John, Lany and Angus all nodded sagely to him at the same time. 
 
    Dallan shook his head in utter disgust. “Och, why the good-for-nothing! So that’s why he runs home to the city so bloody fast! Always wondered why the man could be smiling all the time. I never kent he even had a woman until I met the Lady.” 
 
    He shook his head one last time before his face suddenly lit with an idea. Apparently, a very intriguing idea. He swallowed and put an arm around the Assistant Councilor, giving him a healthy squeeze. “Tell me, Master Lany… what does Shona feed off of?” 
 
    Lany stared up at him. “Wipe that look off your face! It’s not the same thing Zara does!” 
 
    Dallan released him and sighed. “Ye canna blame a man for hoping.” 
 
    Lany threw him a bemused look. “Just how much experience do you have?” He turned to John who was biting his lower lip to keep from laughing. “Eaton, I thought you said he was a… mmm…” 
 
    “I’m no ashamed of my lack o’ experience, Master Lany. As I said before, today ‘twas not my first time to ever kiss a woman and I well ken what it’s like to verra much want more.” 
 
    Lany merely nodded and let his arm fall to his side. “Okay.” 
 
    Dallan however was not through. “Ye never answered my question. With what does Shona feed her heart?” 
 
    Lany looked from John to Angus, both of whom had buried their mouths in their hands. “Well,” he began, his own mouth curving into a smile, his thoughts matching those of his companions. “Can you sing, Dallan?” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes widened slightly. “I dinna ken, I’ve never really tried. Sober at any rate.” 
 
    Angus exploded into a hysterical display of snorts and chuckles. John merely stood silently shaking with suppressed laughter. 
 
    Dallan took in the scene and shot Lany an intimidating glare. 
 
    Lany ignored it and put his arm back around the Scot. “Dallan, you’ll just have to learn.” 
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
    “Shona, sit next to me.” Philip took her by the arm and led her to the front row seats of his private box. The concert hall was nearly full, its occupants in a colorful mixture of evening wear and Highland dress, the latter drawing quite a bit of attention from the former. 
 
    She sat reluctantly, knowing she would be able to search for Dallan among the chattering throng much better if standing. But how to find him among so many? Would he be in a tuxedo or kilt? 
 
    She suddenly smiled. Dallan MacDonald would be in a kilt. 
 
    “Happy you came, my dear?” Philip cooed as he handed her a program. 
 
    She took the program and forced a second smile as her parents took the seats behind them to silently sit and wait for whatever the evening was to bring. She had a feeling whatever it was would be final—no do-over, no second thoughts, nothing. A clear cut line was about to be drawn across all their lives, one none of them would be able to erase. 
 
    “Shona,” Maggie leaned forward in her seat. “See anyone we know?” 
 
    Shona knew what her mother meant. “No, not yet. You?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Shona took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I am sure we will run into someone. We have been doing so a lot lately, have we not?” 
 
    Maggie patted her shoulder. “That we have.” 
 
    Philip seemed to ignore the exchange and busied himself by reading his program. “Ah, Rachmaninoff ’s ‘Isle of the Dead’ is the first selection. Wonderful choice. Have you heard it, Shona?” 
 
    Shona scanned the audience below them, her eyes landing on the still empty box opposite theirs at the other side of the huge concert hall. “No, that is a work of his I am not yet familiar with.” 
 
    Philip smiled slowly and studied her from head to toe. “Well, I’ve heard it. I trust you will find the piece most satisfying.” 
 
    The hint of mockery in his voice confused her. She stilled the warnings flying through her head and continued to search the now-seated masses. Did Philip know about her music, how it affected her? She had not had time to check on the orchestra’s selections until now. And what of the one piece she was unfamiliar with on the program. The first one. 
 
    Isle of the Dead.  Shona shivered. Lovely title. 
 
    The lights suddenly dimmed twice, signaling for everyone to take their seats. Shona noticed how dark it was in their box and feared Dallan would be unable to see her. 
 
    After a few moments the lights again dimmed and stayed that way as the earlier sounds of individual instruments being tuned ceased. An ominous hush settled, wrapping the hall in heavy silence, the only sound that of the curtain rising from the wide stage. 
 
    Applause suddenly shattered the quiet without warning. Shona unexpectedly jumped and had to force herself to wait for her heart to settle before opening her eyes, realizing rather belatedly she’d closed them. 
 
    The conductor appeared on stage, which brought the applause up a notch in volume. He reached the podium and bowed to the audience with practiced grace before turning to the orchestra. 
 
    The music began. 
 
    Shona sat perfectly still during the first few passages. Several cello players plucked notes with practiced precision as the other orchestra members readied themselves for their own parts, the sounds pleasing. She took a steady, deep breath and for quite a few minutes reveled in what they played. 
 
    Suddenly the music began to build. As did her hunger. 
 
    She drew in another breath and leaned forward in her chair, straining toward the onslaught of sound coming from the stage. The music stroked and teased her, building in texture and intensity, only to back off to a lighter, less encompassing tone. Then it started over again, but now the music kept building, climbing higher and higher, taking her and any common sense she might have hidden away along with it. 
 
    Shona had begun to feed. 
 
    Philip watched her from the corner of an eye with interest, a smile planted firmly on his face. He knew what was happening and how to use it to his advantage. He’d heard this particular piece of music many times and knew exactly how the Maiden would react. 
 
    His plan was moving along perfectly. 
 
    Julia belatedly joined the four already seated and sat to watch Philip take control of Shona, her own job as guardian and trainer nearly done, her relationship with him along with it. She stared coldly at the back of his head, waiting for the rest of the evening to unfold.  
 
   Shona, oblivious to Julia's presence began to gulp air, her head moving forward and back in an odd rhythm as her entire body absorbed the music. She had not been to a symphony concert in years, her parents refusing to take her after she reached her teens. 
 
    With what little control she had left, she suddenly realized why. They knew. All this time, her parents knew what she was. 
 
    But, what was that? 
 
    She didn’t know. All she did know was the volumne and vibration of the instruments had become euphoric, the music straining toward a climax, only to fall back to a teasing sensation. It lifted and dropped, ran circles through her mind and around her heart while the thing fed itself. 
 
    The music’s emotion built even higher. 
 
    “Listen to it, Shona, listen well.” Philip whispered in her ear, his voice a seductive timbre. “Let it take you…” 
 
    The music turned stormy, still building, and her breathing became ragged. She began to pull her lips away from her teeth, hands balling into fists in response to a sudden need to express near-violence. She suddenly gasped, eyes wide at the unexpected emotion. 
 
    The music bridged to an even stormier passage. Shona threw her head back and moaned, a total prisoner now. 
 
    Philip leaned again to her ear. “Yes, my dear, listen, feed your self. You will do as I say, will you not? Yes, yes, that’s it, feed off of it, fill yourself!” 
 
     Shona began to pant. 
 
    “You will serve me, girl, and serve me well. Listen to my voice. I am your only master. You will obey only me and the first thing I want you to do is kill!” 
 
    His last word and the music hit her with tremendous force and she snarled like a huge cat. Her whole body tensed, readying itself as a stark, cold, bloodlust began to pulse through her veins. 
 
    Philip grabbed her leg. She instantly shuddered at his touch, her back arching with an evil chill. Her eyes widened and she again moaned helplessly, the sound drowned out by the music, music which suddenly settled, bridging down to a different passage. An even darker one. 
 
    Philip, ready for the change, coldly and seductively threw his next words at her. “Kill, Shona. You will kill for me. The boy, Shona. Kill the boy. He will hurt you if you don’t. Hurt you and leave you broken, unwanted. As will the man he has become. Kill him for me before he kills you!” 
 
     His voice, now an evil lure, burned into her mind, gripping her senses as something inside her again turned violent in response. Her hands clawed at the chair in which she sat, her heart becoming prisoner and slave to the words. She was helpless to fight him, her heart ready for joining, submission. 
 
    Philip smiled wickedly in satisfaction and turned to face Julia and the Whittards. “She is now mine, Evan.” 
 
    Evan merely sat, his hand gripping one of Maggie’s, eyes narrowed in warning. 
 
    Philip laughed at him as he leaned in their direction. “Julia, if either interferes, shoot them.” 
 
    Maggie turned to look at Julia, who held her purse in her lap, one hand placed just inside its opening. She pulled half the gun out to let her see it and then smiled almost as wickedly as Philip. 
 
    Maggie’s panic stricken face spun to Evan, who shook his head for her to do what Philip wanted. He squeezed her hand reassuringly and gave the barest of nods toward the audience. 
 
    Maggie discretely scanned the crowds, her eyes finally coming to rest where Evan’s had. She smiled slightly with relief and let loose the breath she’d been holding. 
 
    The music changed again. Calmer, quieter. Preparing for another passage. 
 
    Philip had turned his attention back to Shona. “You are mine, do you hear me? Mine to do with as I please. Mine to take and devour!” He purposely looked Evan right in the eye, then grabbed Shona with one arm and began to lick and kiss her neck. 
 
    Shona shuddered violently at his touch, her body now a series of twitches. He abruptly released her, and she froze as the music took on a new emotion, building again, soaring. Taking her right along with it. 
 
    A romantic passage began, breaking through Philip’s hold, searing her heart with memories and longing, reminding her of another even as Philip continued his words of vile, lustful destruction. 
 
    Then she saw him. 
 
    Dallan stood in the box opposite Philip’s, his eyes burning with possessiveness, passion, anger and need. She gripped him with her own and suddenly stood, her heart immediately fusing with his. “Dallan?” The name was desperately sung at the height of the music’s passage, streaking across the hall to join with the man who held her by a mere look. 
 
    Shona’s features instinctively fluxed. 
 
    Dallan’s intense stare held her even tighter and his mouth began to form words, words born not of passion, but of a soul-searing, desperate need to be spoken. “I love you.” 
 
    Her features froze and she threw her head back then suddenly forward. She looked to him again, and began to sing. 
 
                  The Call shot across the concert hall, blending with the music already playing, the sound doubling in its volume and intensity, ramming into Dallan so hard he nearly fell over backward. The Call bore into his soul to claim the words he had silently mouthed. It demanded, begged, strained for the real words sought. The words of his heart. 
 
    Dallan braced himself and reached again across the massive hall to Shona, his eyes claiming her once more, his mouth again prepared to speak, his heart open and ready for her. 
 
    “Tha gaol agam ort.”  I love you. 
 
    Shona’s breathing slowed and her head fell forward, her hair coming loose from its braid. She suddenly threw it back and captured him. “Ceannsaich?”  The word flew to him on notes of need, surrounded by the music of not only her voice but the orchestra’s as well. 
 
    Ceannsaich.  Master. 
 
    In that moment, Dallan knew he had won her. 
 
    Philip, suddenly aware he no longer held her attention, grabbed Shona brutally and pulled her back into the chair. His eyes searched the hall, scanning for any sign of his enemy. He had underestimated… a mistake he did not wish to repeat. He saw nothing but an empty box opposite his own. 
 
    The Maiden stared at it with desperate longing. She had sung her final Call, and the boy, now grown to manhood had been the one to answer, not Philip. 
 
    He seethed in anger and abruptly turned to Julia. “We’re taking her out of here. Get Graves, Kent and the car. Now!” 
 
    Julia stood and headed straight for the curtained exit behind her. Kent she knew was just outside guarding the entrance to the box. Graves patrolled elsewhere. 
 
    Philip yanked Shona out of her seat and began to drag her along with him. Evan also stood, his eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Evan. I’ll kill you if you dare interfere.” Philip’s threat made Maggie shrink into her chair and managed to wipe the threatening look from Evan’s face. 
 
    It did not, however, keep Evan from speaking. “You’re a dog, Philip.” 
 
    “I haven’t the time for this. Out of my way!” Philip pushed Shona ahead of him toward the exit. 
 
    Evan stood, his face a mask of indecision. 
 
    His foot, however, had made up his mind for him. It shot out and caught one of Philip’s own, landing him flat on his face. 
 
    “Run, Shona!” Maggie cried as she sprang from her chair and shoved her daughter through the curtained exit. 
 
    The music climaxed, its sound deafening. No one else heard the threatening exchange that followed. 
 
    Philip jumped to his feet in a rage and grabbed Evan. “You stupid fool! 
 
    I’ll kill you for this! She’s to be mine, do you hear me? Mine!” He let go of Evan’s shirt, shoved him back into his chair and ran from the box. 
 
    Too late. The Maiden and her mother were nowhere to be seen. Philip let out a howl of anger and started after them. 
 
    Evan emerged from the box and stared after his retreating form, one comforting thought left with him. “You lose, Philip.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “C’mon, Shona, run!” Maggie hurried down another long hall racing for the stairs leading to the lower lobby several floors below them. 
 
    Shona continued to turn back to the box, her Muiraran features still frozen in place. Maggie brought her to a connecting hall and flattened the two of them against a wall, listening. They hadn’t passed anyone in their escape from the box. The refreshment counters and portable bars were on the floor below them. They were on their own. 
 
    Julia’s voice cut its way up the stairs and down the hall to where Maggie and Shona hid. “Hurry up, Kent. Philip’s waiting. I’ll be in the car.” 
 
    “Oh no, oh no. What now?” Maggie breathed as she looked frantically about. Her eyes came to rest on two separate signs. 
 
    The men’s and women’s lounges. 
 
    “Quick.” She pulled Shona through the nearest door. 
 
    “Julia!” Philip’s crisp, loud voice coiled around Shona and Maggie, both now pressed against the wall near the entrance to the men’s lounge. Maggie began to search the room for something to be used as a weapon, but saw nothing except her own desperate look in the mirror on the opposite wall. 
 
    And the face of Shona. 
 
    Shona stared at her reflection in stunned silence with an odd knowing look. “Mother,” came out a weakened plea. 
 
    Maggie also stared at the mirror before slowly turning her shocked face to her daughter. “Oh.” Her voice was even weaker than Shona’s. 
 
    Shona’s eyes found her mother’s. She slowly shook her head. “Why? Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Maggie brought a hand to her daughter’s face and cautiously touched her. “We didn’t know,” she whispered, still fearing Philip close enough to hear. 
 
    Shona’s face fell into desperate need. “He will kill Dallan. I cannot let him find him.” 
 
    “Philip?” 
 
    Shona nodded slowly. 
 
    “Where is Dallan? Do you know where he is?” 
 
    She searched the area instinctively with the thing inside of her. It shot forth and found him in less than a second. She clearly saw him making his way steadily across the lower front lobby, his eyes intent on the stairs she and Maggie had been making for. Dallan! 
 
     M’eudain? 
 
     We are upstairs, in the men’s lounge, Philip is nearby. 
 
    He did not answer. 
 
    No, no, please. Dallan, can you not hear me? Are you all right? Answer me! 
 
    Still nothing. She threw her mother a panicked look and started for the door. 
 
    “No!” Maggie whispered urgently as she grabbed Shona’s arm. “Philip may still be out in the hall somewhere.” 
 
    The door to the lounge slowly began to open. 
 
    Maggie pulled Shona back to the wall behind the door and prepared to push it into whoever entered. 
 
    Dallan came around the door so fast Maggie nearly fainted. Shona fell away from the wall and stared up into his face, helpless with longing. Their eyes locked, and for several seconds neither could find the will to move. 
 
    “Shona…” Dallan’s voice, laced with relief, reached her as he took her in his arms. “Saints, lass, dinna scare me so.” He pulled away, gripped her arms with his hands and looked at her with barely suppressed wonderment. “Och, lassie, ye change so fast!” He stared at her again, a fierce concern in his eyes, his jaw confirming his current emotions. “Did he hurt ye, lass? What did he do?” 
 
    Shona turned her face from him and looked in the mirror. 
 
    A human face stared back. Her own. “I am fine. Just take us out of here.” 
 
    “Aye, lass.” He turned to Maggie. “Brennan hasna anything more to threaten ye with, Lady. Get yer husband and go where that devil canna find ye. I’ll take Shona and keep her safe. Dinna worry.” 
 
    Maggie glanced between Dallan and Shona. “When can we see her again?” 
 
    “Dinna concern yerself with that now. Get Evan. Ye need to be with him.” 
 
    She nodded slowly then stared at Shona for several long seconds. “I love you. Never forget that. Remember us.” 
 
    Shona swallowed the painful lump in her throat and nodded. 
 
    “Take her, Dallan. Keep her safe.” Maggie moved for the door but Dallan stopped her and slipped out first. After several seconds, he returned and motioned them to follow.     They entered the hall cautiously, Maggie silently heading back to the orchestra box, Dallan and Shona to the stairs. 
 
    All three stopped at the same time, and the last few words needing to be spoken, to be heard, took full advantage of the pause. 
 
    Shona, her hand now in one of Dallan’s, turned to her mother down the long hall, the sounds of the orchestra drifting over all three. “I love you too.” 
 
    Maggie smiled, nodded and motioned them to go, the air around them suddenly tight with warning. 
 
   Dallan pulled Shona toward the stairs. Without looking back, they began their descent. 
 
    When they disappeared from sight, Maggie Whittard knew she would cry. 
 
    And she did. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan and Shona raced down the stairs, the lobby doors closer with each step, their lives now irrevocably changed. 
 
    The Call had been answered. 
 
    Dallan hurried to the doors, the Maiden running to keep up with his longer legs. He slowed his pace enough for her to stay alongside him better and continued on, freedom from the building his only thought. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    Shona let go a gasp of surprise as Dallan’s eyes met those of Kent atop the opposite set of stairs leading into the lobby. They then fell to the gun in Kent’s hand, aimed right at them. 
 
    Dallan glanced at the doors. Twenty feet, no more, no less. 
 
    Kent started down the stairs. “Don’t move, either of you.” 
 
    Dallan hid a smile. The man had fear in his eyes. His hand tightened around Shona’s. He then broke for the doors at full speed. 
 
    Kent fired. 
 
    “You fool!” Philip grabbed Kent’s arm from behind and painfully yanked it down. “You might hit the Maiden. Wait for a clear shot!” Philip ran down the stairs and quickly glanced around to make sure no one saw anything, the gun’s silencer making sure no one heard. He reached the bottom but too late. His quarry had already escaped to the street. He cursed, then paused as if listening, his eyes closed in concentration. 
 
    Kent looked about nervously and waited. 
 
    Philip suddenly grabbed him, a wicked smile on his face. “Come with me.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
    Dallan and Shona raced up the street and around the first corner they came to. The Weapons Master’s intended destination was an alley near the concert hall where John, Lany and Angus waited for him. 
 
    A sudden screech of tires however detoured the couple into a different alley. And a dead end. 
 
    Dallan ran to the end of the alley and quickly scanned the high wall. Too high. Shona would never make it, much less himself. He spun around and started back the other way. Perhaps the car was a coincidence and not chasing them. There was, after all, no sign of it now anywhere. 
 
    He stopped, breathed a short sigh of relief and turned to Shona. “Are ye all right, lass?” 
 
    She nodded to him and scanned the alley. “They are following us.” 
 
    “Most likely. Quiet now.” He began to creep to the entrance of the alley and turned to look down at her once more. “We havena far to go and then ye’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Oh, somehow I doubt that.” 
 
    The voice was cold, sinister, mocking. And English. 
 
    Brennan. 
 
    Dallan quickly shoved Shona behind himself and searched the alley. The voice was close, but how close? 
 
    “Well, well, well. You realize, of course, I’d not expected to be running through the streets after you my dear. I hope you haven’t done damage to your dress. I would hate to see it get torn.” Philip stepped into the alley from a doorway in one wall. “And whom might your escort be this evening, Shona? I thought the privilege was mine.” 
 
    Dallan realized the building Philip had just emerged from was the back of the concert hall. Fate was not in a good mood tonight. Nor was Philip. He had a huge pistol in his hand, one much different from Kent’s. 
 
    The Weapons Master’s eyes narrowed. Ye may ha’ to run lass. Be ready. 
 
    Shona pressed briefly against his back. Please be careful. I sense something from him, Dallan. He is very dangerous. 
 
     Aye, Flower. Now get ready. If I can get him away from ye, run to the alley down the street. My friends are there. 
 
    She gently hugged his back then stepped away from him. She knew he would need the room. 
 
     “What’s the matter, my dear? Has the company of this brute overwhelmed your sense of speech?” Philip took a few steps closer and looked Dallan over carefully. “Mmm. Handsome piece, aren’t you? If not for the fetching morsel behind you, I might be half tempted to try you myself. But alas, I haven’t the time for it this evening.” 
 
    Dallan swallowed back his immediate revulsion and skewered him with a piercing glare. 
 
    Phillip glared right back. He was familiar, very familiar. Dallan pondered briefly where or when he’d seen him before. 
 
    “Let us introduce ourselves to each other. I really do hate killing a man with whom I have not been properly introduced.” Philip took another step closer. 
 
    “Lord Philip Brennan.” He bowed slightly, never taking his eyes from Dallan’s. “And you are?” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed further. “Yer worst nightmare. Let us pass.” 
 
     Philip’s eyes widened in amusement as a slight smile curved his mouth. “Oh my God, it’s a bloody Scot.” 
 
    “Aye, ye Sassenach devil. Now out o’ the way.” He took a threatening step forward to measure Philip’s reaction. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ahhh. Not too close. I wouldn’t want to harm the Maiden when I shoot you.” 
 
    Dallan stopped himself before he took another step. He knew Philip wanted Shona alive and relatively unharmed. He just had to get him away from her long enough to get her out of there. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    The bright lights of a car suddenly turned into the alley, blinding Dallan. 
 
    He grabbed Shona and jumped behind a metal trash bin, his previous experience in a similar alley the night before flooding over him. Suddenly he sensed something was wrong, out of place. 
 
    Shona whimpered and he quickly turned to her. She sat against the wall behind him biting her lip in pain. Dallan cursed to himself in Gaelic as he realized a sound had been out of place. 
 
    The muffled sound of a gun. Shona had been shot. 
 
    “Shona, lass!” He quickly pulled her into his arms. “Where?” 
 
    She looked at him as her eyes glazed over in the alley's dim light. “My hip.” 
 
    Dallan felt the area with one hand. No blood. Odd. Then he found it. A small, strange cylinder about the size of his index finger had stabbed her square in the hip. He searched it with his fingers. “What is this lass, d’ye know?” 
 
    “Merely a small tranquilizer.” 
 
    Dallan’s head spun to look up at Philip who stood over them, gun still in his hand. But this one was different—smaller, black, and from what Dallan remembered from the night before, deadly. 
 
    “Oh, it won’t harm her, I assure you. It will, however, put her to sleep for an hour or two. Don’t worry, I would never harm her. Against the law, you know.” He stared down at Dallan with a mocking grin. “No, on second thought, I don’t suppose you would know that yet.” 
 
     Shona moaned and grabbed at his arms. “Dallan, I feel strange.” She turned on Philip. “You… you… bas… tarrrd…” She slumped to the cold ground, Dallan barely catching her as she did. He inwardly seethed. Had she been harmed? Was Philip telling the truth? 
 
    “Get up,” Philip demanded. 
 
    Dallan looked to Shona, unconscious in his arms, before throwing his warrior’s stare at Philip. “What ha’ ye done?” 
 
    “She’s not been harmed. Kwaku should have told you one cannot harm a Shamaelon without suffering certain repercussions. In her case death. It’s how the Muiraran’s protect those in the royal houses. Nothing worse than several thousand Muiraran inner hearts bound to this one girl’s family coming after you. Thankfully, there are only two in the immediate area I’d have to worry about.” 
 
    Dallan looked to Shona then glared at Philip. 
 
    “Oh calm yourself. She’s been drugged, nothing more. Now be so kind as to get up.” He waved the gun at his quarry. 
 
    Dallan gently laid the Maiden on the ground and got to his feet. The sooner he disposed of this enemy, the better. 
 
    Again, fate was not on his side. Graves and Kent came out of nowhere to stand next to Philip, both armed with the same type of weapon. 
 
    “Now, kindly move away from the Maiden.” Philip cooed mockingly. He and the other two backed up to allow Dallan to step away. 
 
    Dallan glanced at Shona’s unconscious form. The sight of her made his jaw dance. His eyes narrowed even further and his nostrils flared as he slowly turned back to his captors. 
 
    “Oh, you’re a hot one. Itching for a fight, are you? Well, perhaps I can accommodate that fancy. Now step away from her.” Philip waved the gun again. 
 
    Reluctantly, Dallan did. 
 
    “Further, if you please. Keep going.” 
 
    Philip forced him well away from the Maiden, nearly to the end of the alley. 
 
    Dallan’s worst fear had come to life. They were going to take her. Again. 
 
    The nightmare he’d had over a week ago suddenly hit and he growled in frustration. Kent bent to Shona, picked her up, turned to Dallan and offered him a sadistic grin, then laughed at him as he headed to the car where Julia, the headlights cut, stood waiting. 
 
    “Ye canna take her!” 
 
    “Oh, but I’m afraid I can.” His enemy drawled. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed even further. “Dinna touch her.” 
 
     Philip laughed. “My dear fellow, touching her is all I plan. More’s the better as far as I’m concerned. I’m quite sure the Maiden is going to taste as good as she’s going to feel. But then you never got the chance to find that out, did you? Mmm, pity.” His face dropped into a sympathetic pout. “What might I be able to do to ease your frustration of this little predicament?” 
 
    Dallan watched, jaw tight, as Kent put Shona and himself into the back of the car, Julia quickly getting in the front. The headlights came back on as the car backed out of the alley. 
 
    “Say goodbye, old boy. It’s the last you’ll ever see of her,” Philip laughed. 
 
    Within seconds, the car was gone. Along with his lass. 
 
    Dallan turned his seething face back to Philip. “What now?” 
 
   Philip gave him an assessing look. “Now,” he began, his mouth locked in a sadistic grin, “we fight.” 
 
                   

 
   

 
 
                  
 
   There is a time for everything, and a season
 
   For every activity under heaven:
 
   A time to be born and a time to die,
 
   A time to plant and a time to uproot,
 
   A time to kill and a time to heal…
 
    
 
    
 
   Ecclesiastes 3:1-3
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    “Fight, ye say?” Dallan glanced back to the open end of the alley then slowly gave Brennan his full attention, the twitch in his jaw alive with the prospect of killing the Sassenach devil. “What did ye ha’ in mind?” 
 
    Brennan smiled rakishly. “No weapons. Straight hand-to-hand.” 
 
    Dallan raised an assessing brow, “Hand-to-hand. There’s an interesting challenge.” He looked Brennan over carefully. “Yer sure yer up to it?” 
 
    Brennan’s grin changed to anticipation. “I assure you, I am quite fit for the task.” 
 
    Dallan narrowed his eyes and snorted. “Aye, sir, as ye say.” 
 
    Kent reentered the alley, saw the murderous look on Dallan’s face and began to fidget. “Lord Brennan, he’s a lot quick…” 
 
    “Quick as you suspect he is, there are things you don’t yet realize about the situation.” Brennan interjected, stepping away from Dallan. He took off his jacket, folded it neatly and handed it to Kent. “Julia is taking the Maiden to the agreed-upon destination?” 
 
    Kent took the jacket and draped it over one arm. “Yes.” He quickly glanced back to Dallan. “We’ll cover you, sir.” 
 
    Brennan grinned anew. “No need, gentlemen.” 
 
    Dallan began to take off the more cumbersome pieces of his own attire. Never taking his eyes off Brennan, he moved to place his coat on the ground. 
 
   “Oh come now,” Brennan teased. “Don’t soil the thing. Kent can hold it as well.” 
 
    Dallan stopped, his eyes still locked with Brennan’s. “As ye say then, sir.” He handed the jacket to Kent, who took it, eyes darting nervously between Dallan and his employer. 
 
    Brennan removed his cufflinks and rolled up his sleeves. Dallan too removed more clothing, until he stood in only his Sark, kilt and weapons. 
 
    Brennan glanced at the dirk hanging at Dallan’s side and the small, deadly sighna duihn tucked into one high stocking. “Be so kind as to remove your weapons as well, sir.” 
 
    Graves stepped forward and re-aimed his gun at Dallan’s head. 
 
    Dallan slowly removed the weapons, eyes now bright green with anticipation. The sooner he killed Brennan, the sooner he could rescue Shona and be gone from this horrible place and time. 
 
    “Mr. Graves, you and Kent stand over there,” Brennan waved toward the alley’s entrance a good fifty feet away. “He’s not going anywhere. Besides this won’t take long, I assure you.” 
 
    Graves nodded to Kent to cover the entrance while he kept watch on Dallan. “What will we do with the body?” 
 
    “There’s a trash bin, we can just put him in it. No sense dragging him around.” 
 
    Dallan raised a brow, crossed his arms over his chest and sighed impatiently. “For a man bent on killing me, ye certainly are in no hurry. Can we no get on wi’ it, sir? I’ve other matters to attend to this evening.”
 
    Brennan smiled knowingly. “Oh I really wouldn’t trouble yourself with any plans. You won’t live long enough to carry them out.” 
 
    “Ye seem awfully sure o’ yerself. What makes ye think I’m the one who’ll spend the night in the green metal box there?” 
 
    Brennan’s smile turned positively wicked and he let go something between a hiss and a laugh. “Experience, sir. Shall we begin?” 
 
    Dallan let his arms fall to his sides, eyes narrowed to slits. “Aye.” 
 
    Brennan gave a single nod to Graves who slowly backed his way down the alley, never once taking his eyes from Dallan. 
 
    When he reached Kent, Dallan turned to Brennan. “Rules?” 
 
    “The winner lives, the loser dies. How much more simple can it be?” 
 
    “And if by chance ye manage to kill me, what of Shona?” 
 
    Brennan gave a triumphant chuckle. “Ah, I was wondering when you might get around to that. To put it simply, I shall wed, join and master her as quickly as possible. With any luck, in as little as twenty-four hours. Of course I’ll have to give her heart time to figure out that you’re dead, but that shouldn’t take too long. Perhaps an hour or two, no more.” 
 
    Dallan made the first move and stepped to one side. The two men began to circle each other. “And what makes ye think she’ll want to wed ye. She kens yer a Sassenach dog. She‘ll ha’ nothing to do wi’ ye.” 
 
    Their eyes locked, both men’s bodies tense with anticipation. 
 
    “Of course, I can’t force her, but I can give her something to think about. She’d be more than willing to do as I ask should, say, her mother’s life be put in danger. Or perhaps her little friend Kitty. There’s another fine piece. Too bad I don’t have the time to enjoy her as well. The Maiden, however, will be enough to keep me satisfied for a very long time.” 
 
    Dallan went into a slight crouch, as did Brennan, the air now tight with the two men’s mounting tension. “She’ll no ha’ ye. And I guarantee ye, sir, I’ll no be the one left here tonight.” 
 
    Brennan stood straight and smiled. “We shall see, boy, we shall see.” He suddenly lunged at Dallan, caught him around the middle and crashed them both into the nearest wall, Dallan’s back taking the brunt of the impact. 
 
    Never had Dallan been hit so fast and so hard. Brennan was like an avalanche of solid rock forcing him back against the wall. The air knocked from his lungs, he fought to right himself while Brennan moved several feet away, a sadistic grin on his face, waiting. 
 
    Dallan pushed away from the wall and stood to his full height. He knew his back was bruised and wondered if the resounding crack he heard upon hitting the wall had been his bones or Brennan’s. He took a cautious step forward and a sharp pain lanced through his ribs. Definitely his. 
 
    “Very clumsy of you, Boyeee.” 
 
    Both Dallan’s and Brennan’s heads abruptly turned to the sound of Kwaku’s voice. He stood not twenty feet away, casually leaning against the opposite wall, Graves and Kent nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Why, Kawahnee, how good of you to join us! Come to tend the body when I’m through with him?” Brennan asked, clearly amused. 
 
     Kwaku shrugged and looked about. “Why should I do dat? I see a fine place to put him, right over dere.” He pointed to the metal trash bin. “Why do you not use it?” 
 
    Brennan smiled. “An idea already thought of. But really, to what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Dallan, fully recovered, sneered at Kwaku and began to circle Brennan. The same dance started again. 
 
    Kwaku smiled. “I came to see if de Boyeee would use any ding I taught him.” 
 
    “You mean anything I’ve taught you,” Brennan offered. 
 
    “No, Brennan. I did not teach him to use any of your moves. De Boyeee has a style all his own.” 
 
    Brennan kept his eyes on Dallan, circling casually as he waited for an opening. “Yes. Pity I won’t have the chance to see any of them. I’m still quite fast.” 
 
    As if to prove it, he lunged again, but this time Dallan was ready. The Weapons Master’s fist exploded into Brennan’s gut, doubling him over just as his other fist caught Brennan on the jaw. Brennan jerked away and resumed his previous position. 
 
    Kwaku snorted in disgust. “Dat’s de best you can do? What were you dinking, Boyeee? You can do better dan dat!” 
 
     Dallan wanted to sneer again at Kwaku but didn’t dare take his eyes off Brennan. “Why d’ye no go bother someone else, ye good-for-nothing heathen?” 
 
    Kwaku shrugged as he watched the two men circle again. “I do not know where anyone else is.” 
 
    “Och! Ye found me well enough! Go find Shona! This cur has her, ye ken.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    Brennan laughed and charged again, taking advantage of Dallan’s sudden anger with Kwaku. But again the Weapons Master was ready and leapt out of the way as one foot caught Brennan in the head and hurled him into the wall. 
 
    The result was not what Dallan expected. Brennan merely caught himself with his hands to cushion the impact and spun to face him. “Surely you’ve taught him better than this, Kawahnee. He’s clumsy as an ox.” 
 
    Dallan narrowed his gaze at Brennan noting the man still seemed relatively well intact. Fist to the gut, fist to the jaw, kick to the head… by all the Saints, what was going on? The only person who could withstand such powerful blows was Kwaku. He stepped right up to Brennan and balled his hand into a tight fist. “Excuse me, sir. If ye would be so kind as to indulge me a brief moment.” 
 
    Brennan looked at him, then his fist with a bemused expression. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Dallan nodded once and promptly punched Brennan right in the jaw. Brennan’s head snapped around from the impact. He calmly looked back to Dallan and shrugged, unfazed. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes widened slightly and he looked to his hand. “Saints.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Brennan commented and dealt Dallan a similar blow, knocking him across the alley and into the opposite wall. 
 
    Kwaku continued to lean against the same wall, his face a mask of disgust. “Boyeee, you embarrass me! Get up and show him what you can do!” 
 
    Ignoring Kwaku, Dallan shook his head a few times, rubbed his jaw and stood. “Yer no a normal man, are you?” 
 
    Brennan gave him a wide smile. “Of course not. Do you think me fool enough to challenge you if I was?” 
 
    Dallan, knowing he had sufficient distance between himself and Brennan, threw his warrior’s glare at Kwaku. “Ye bloody heathen, ye kent all along, didn’t you? By all the Saints! What are ye about? He’s got Shona!” 
 
    “I know he has de Maiden, Boyeee. But she is fine. Merely asleep. He cannot harm her. If he did he would be killed instantly. It is de law.” 
 
    “Law? What’s all this bloody talk of law?” 
 
    Kwaku sighed as if impatient. “Zara, her heart is bonded to de Maiden for a protection and would seek out anyone who did de Maiden any true harm. It is how Muirarans protect de Royal houses.”
 
     Dallan let go a snort. “Och! A fine time to tell me!”    
 
     Kwaku solemnly shrugged, offering no further comments. 
 
    “There’s no need for that little bit of information. Don’t worry, boy. I’ll dispatch you in short order then take care of your Azurti friend here.” Brennan drawled, obviously pleased Dallan now knew he was outmatched. 
 
    Dallan stepped forward, closing the distance between them. “Ye dinna ken how tempting it is to let ye kill me just so the heathen could get his. But, as I said before, I’ve other matters to attend to this evening.” 
 
     The two men began to circle each other again. “And as I’ve already informed you,” Brennan began, “you won’t get the chance.”
 
     Dallan let go a chuckle, charged, dropped to his knees at the last second and delivered a horrific blow to Brennan’s groin. 
 
    Brennan was not amused by the sudden turnabout, but was in no shape to comment. 
 
    “AHA! Dat is what I am looking for! Magnificent, Boyeee! Truly magnificent!” Kwaku pushed himself away from the wall and moved to where Brennan stood, doubled over in pain, his face stricken with disbelief, bulging eyes full of promised revenge. “See, I told you de Boyeee has a style all his own!” He promptly slapped Brennan on the back. Hard. 
 
    Brennan went sprawling onto the pavement face first. Kwaku happily placed a huge foot in the center of his back. “We go fetch de Maiden now, yes?” 
 
    Dallan was on his feet and stood watching Brennan. “In a minute.” He shoved Kwaku’s foot off his enemy’s back and pulled his face from the ground by his hair. “Saints, Kwaku. Ye knocked the bloody Sassenach out! How’d ye do that?” 
 
    “I dink perhaps your magnificent move caused him to pass out. Den perhaps mine.” He smiled at Dallan. “You are strong, Boyeee, even stronger now from de bonding. But, my wife is Muiraran. Very strong woman. When you join, you become strong like Muiraran man. Brennan, he was once married to Muiraran. Dat is why he is so strong, much stronger dan you. He would have killed you sure.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes widened. “But ye were here. You yerself could ha’ stepped in anytime and laid the bloody man out.” 
 
    Kwaku shook his head. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I made Brennan a promise I would not interfere. I did not. Now de promise is fulfilled. Let us get de Maiden. You still have a long night ahead of you, Boyeee.” 
 
    Dallan stood painfully. “Aye.” He looked back to Brennan. “And what of him?” 
 
    Kwaku glanced to the metal trash bin in the middle of the alley. He looked back to Dallan, a huge grin on his face. 
 
    “Ye want him to live?” Dallan asked, shocked. 
 
    “It is not fitting to kill him now. There would be no honor in it, Boyeee. You would have no satisfaction.” 
 
    Dallan also glanced to the bin. “For once, we agree.” 
 
    Kwaku began to chuckle. “Yes, Boyeee, yes.” He happily bent to the unconscious Brennan and picked him up one-handed. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    John, as usual, paced. “I don’t like this. He’s been in there too long. Lany, anything?” 
 
    Lany sat on a set of concrete steps gracing the alley where he, John and Angus waited for Dallan and Kwaku. “I still can’t feel the Maiden, at least not like before. It’s as if she were asleep.” 
 
    John stopped his pacing and stared curiously at him. “If I didn’t know any better, sometimes I’d swear you were Muiraran.” 
 
    “That’s not funny, Eaton.” 
 
    John shook his head and resumed his pacing. 
 
    “Lord John...” 
 
    John turned to a waiting Angus at the alley’s entrance. Kwaku and Dallan had finally arrived. 
 
    The Time Master strutted up to the men like a proud peacock. “You should have been dere, Lord Councilor! It was beee-yoootiful!” 
 
    Dallan, rather than strut, limped his way to the rest of the company. He took one look at Kwaku’s preening expression and groaned. 
 
    John took in the Weapons Master’s bruised face and the protective way one arm seemed to be holding his ribs together. “What happened?” 
 
    “He laid de fiend out!” Kwaku chortled happily. 
 
    John looked from one face to the other. “How?”
 
    Kwaku burst into full Azurti guffaws. 
 
    “Eaton,” Lany began as he left his perch on the steps. “I don’t think we want to know.” He scanned the area. “The Maiden, where is she?” 
 
    Kwaku continued to grin. “She is fine for now and can be retrieved easily.” 
 
    “Is Brennan still alive?” John asked Dallan, who now limped to Lany’s previous seat. 
 
    Dallan sat gingerly, not wanting to do further damage to his already injured ribs. “Aye, John. Though I wanted to kill him, ‘twas not the time. Shona is more important. We ha’ to get her. Now.” 
 
    Lany began to examine the Weapons Master. “This hurt?” He poked here and there at Dallan’s ribcage. 
 
    Dallan shook his head. “I want to get her and leave this place. I dinna like it.” 
 
    “How about here?” Lany asked, moving to his other side. 
 
    Dallan shook his head again. “Brennan won’t be out for long. And I dinna like the thought of Shona with Julia.” 
 
    “Here?” Lany gave one last guess as to the problem area. 
 
    “Ahhhh! Och, Master Lany, dinna press so hard.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Lany looked over his shoulder. “Cracked ribs, Eaton. One, possibly two.” 
 
    Angus approached Dallan to examine him more closely, and snorted at the bruises on his face. “Got ye a few, did he? I hope he looks worse.” 
 
    “I’m afraid my appearance is a might sadder than Brennan’s.” His smile broadened. “But rest assured, Angus, he got the worst o’ it. The man will no be up and around too soon.” 
 
    All three men looked at him with curiosity while Kwaku again exploded into laughter. 
 
    Dallan gave a sly smile. “He’ll no be with a woman anytime soon either.” 
 
   John stood tight-lipped, his face looking as if it couldn’t decide on amusement or empathetic pain. Lany’s face chose the pain first, then the amusement. Angus’s went straight to amusement, joining Kwaku in complete hysterics. 
 
    “As entertaining as it ‘tis, lads,” Dallan interrupted, “I’d like to get out o’ here and fetch my bride. I may need more than one night to get the job done. The sooner we get started, the better.” He spoke and winced at the same time, sobering the rest of the company. 
 
    Lany sighed and shook his head. “Kwaku?” He turned to the Time Master who still chuckled. “We need Zara.” 
 
    “I know, Mos-go-fi -an. She waits for us at de shop. De Boyeee can make it.” He joined them at Dallan’s side, his face suddenly serious. “But I must warn you, after my wife mends him, she will not be strong enough to take us home. It will be up to de Boyeee and his Maiden.” 
 
    John and Lany exchanged a quick look, then John took in Kwaku’s grave face and Dallan’s bruised one. “So be it. If she doesn’t heal him now, he’ll never be able to save the Maiden anyway. She has to join tonight. The final Call, I assume she sang it?” 
 
    Kwaku smiled proudly and nodded. 
 
    John turned to Dallan, relieved. “Good. We’ll go back to the shop, let Zara tend you then get the Maiden. If all goes well, we leave in the morning.” He sighed again. “Dallan?” 
 
    Dallan looked into his eyes and smiled. “Save yer thanks for later, John. ‘Tis not over. I’ve no managed to save anyone yet.” 
 
    “By answering the Call instead of Brennan, you’ve saved more than you could imagine.” 
 
    “True.” Lany added quietly. “Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
     With Lany’s help, Dallan left his seat and stood with the rest. Remembering the earlier confrontation with Brennan and something he’d missed, he turned an amused face to Kwaku. “What did ye do with Brennan’s trained dogs anyway? I forgot to ask ye earlier.” 
 
    Kwaku grinned. “Dey decided to take a ride in one of dose wonderful yellow and black checkered cars. I gave de driver five green paper currency and told him to take dem as far as de money would go in a straight line.” 
 
     Angus snorted and laughed. “And how many zeros were on the green money, Kwaku?” 
 
    Kwaku gave a sadistic sneer. “I believe de amount on each was one, zero, zero.” 
 
    Lany chuckled. “You knocked them out, dumped them into a cab and gave the driver five hundred dollars.” 
 
    Kwaku shrugged. “Well it was Brennan’s currency.” He dangled what appeared to be a very expensive wallet from two huge fingers. 
 
    Angus had to ask. “What direction did they head for?” 
 
     Kwaku snorted. “Nord, across de big river.” 
 
    Angus laughed again. “They’ll no be back anytime soon. That’ll land them somewhere at the northern end of the next state!” 
 
    Dallan glanced at John who stood with a simple smile and nodded to himself. “Sometimes I ha’ to admit, he does right now and then. Even if he is just a heathen.” 
 
    John continued to smile. Home was but a morning away. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Shona tried to lift her head, the action excruciatingly slow. Perhaps she hadn’t been able to lift it at all. Maybe she’d imagined the movement. To test the truth, she tried again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Her mind seemed to work but not her body. She tried her arm this time. Odd. A strange tugging resulted which confused her further. 
 
    She tried again, with the same result. But nothing tugged at her, she was tugging against something. After several more attempts she realized she was tugging against her other arm.  Oh no. Oh no, not that. 
 
    She tried once more and moaned, the sound cut off at the mouth. 
 
    Shona had been bound and gagged. 
 
    Panic began to course through her, her eyes now wide open with the sudden realization. She struggled against the bonds and wondered what on earth they had used to tie her with. It was smooth, thick and hard, certainly not rope. It also hurt. 
 
    Her ankles fared no better, trussed just as tightly, she fought what held her, realizing that someone had removed the silk stockings she’d worn that evening. Whoever tied her up knew what they were doing. 
 
    Bound, gagged and helpless she thought. Lovely. And where was she? 
 
    It was fairly dark, that was certain. She was lying on her side, her back against something. She looked around more closely, her vision clearing as the drug wore off. 
 
    She was in the back seat of Julia’s car, and from the looks of it, the car was parked in Julia’s garage. A dim light from some unseen source was shining in from the front windshield and she was able to see shelves along one side of the garage’s wall. Julia had different paintings stacked there among other art related paraphernalia. She remembered seeing it all before when she had been to Julia’s house on occasion. 
 
    Shona struggled to raise her head enough to look at her feet. 
 
    Ouch. No wonder her wrists and ankles hurt so much. Someone had tied her up with electrical extension cord. She let her head flop back to the seat and waited for a small bout of dizziness to pass. The drug was not through with her yet. 
 
    A sound came from out of nowhere. Wearily she realized it had come from her. A weak, strangled whimper of hopelessness. 
 
    Dallan.  Where was he? What had Philip done with him? She struggled again with her bonds, as an unfamiliar anger began to rise. If Philip had harmed Dallan, she swore to herself she would kill him. 
 
     Dallan! Dallan, where are you?  Nothing. Her panic rose anew. Please answer me! Where are you? 
 
    She struggled further, the panic turning and twisting within her, and she let out a muffled cry of frustration. 
 
    “Stop that, you little fool. You want to cut your wrists?” 
 
     Shona froze, the voice familiar and close. She raised her head and noticed for the first time some of the windows of the car were down. The distinct clip, clip, clip of high heels on the garage’s cement floor echoed into the car. 
 
    Julia opened the driver’s side door, sat sideways behind the wheel, and draped an arm over the seat to get comfortable. She stared down at Shona with a cold look. “Don’t struggle. I don’t want Philip accusing me of damaging his new property.” Her voice was even colder than the look she gave. 
 
    Shona fought down a shudder and stared back. 
 
    “He’s quite insane, you know, and I strongly suggest you do what he asks. That is, if you want to live.” Julia’s voice had gone suddenly casual as had her face, her eyes roaming Shona’s body with interest. “I ought to just keep you myself. I knew I was right about you. Knew it all along. I should go back into the house, make a few phone calls and be done with it.” 
 
    Shona only stared back, not having any idea what Julia was talking about. 
 
    “I’ve had offers for you before, though for other reasons. If I’d known what you were, I’d have taken you away long ago. But Philip made promises.” She looked away, her eyes unreadable. “Promises he never intended to keep.” Her face abruptly turned back. “What to do now, I wonder?” Julia began to tap the seat back with her fingertips, the sound loud and eerie. 
 
    This time, Shona did shudder. 
 
    “If I give you to Philip, he’ll be out of here without a trace. I’ll probably never see him again. Or, maybe he still needs me. I can handle you better than he can. Besides as you have no choice in the matter, I would assume you’d much rather deal with me than him.” 
 
    She stopped her tapping and readjusted herself in the front seat, placing her chin on the arm resting across its back. “When I saw you change at the symphony—you don’t know how long I’ve waited to see that. You don’t know how many years I’ve been helping Philip. Helping him to make you into the perfect little…” She stopped, her brow furrowed in confusion. 
 
    Shona’s own brow was raised in curiosity at this point as comprehension dawned. 
 
    “What are you, Shona? Why has Philip had you trained the way he did? Languages, fencing, weapons? The archaic speech he insists upon? I don’t get it.” 
 
    Shona looked away, her mind racing over the last ten or so years, the historical studies and other odd areas she’d been tutored in. If she didn’t know any better, she’d say Philip was preparing her for another century entirely. At this point, she’d almost believe he was. 
 
    Julia sat up again and continued to assess her. “Or perhaps I should kill you. Then Philip would only have me. He’d want me then. There wouldn’t be anybody else.” She bit her lip in indecision and nodded her head. “I wonder if you can be killed like a human.” She turned and began to look around the garage from her seat, her face lit with evil intent. After a moment, she slowly turned back to Shona. “Let’s find out.”  
 
    Shona’s eyes widened as Julia left the car to rifle through an area of the garage she couldn’t see. Briefly she struggled but to no avail. Dallan, oh Dallan please help me! She’s going to hurt me, Dallan! Help! 
 
    Julia was doing something at the rear of the car now, the sounds unfamiliar and frightening as Shona’s panic began to block her senses. 
 
    Julia got back in the car, started it and turned to Shona. “Don’t worry, this won’t hurt.” She raised the two open windows, closing one, but leaving the driver’s side opened a few inches, then got out and went to the back of the car again. After a moment she returned, shut off the engine and sat in the front seat, her eyes intense with anticipation. “Now, if you’re Muiraran, then I estimate you’d survive a good fifteen minutes or so longer than a human. If not, and you die quickly, then you really weren’t worth keeping to begin with.” She reached outside the car, picked something up and displayed it to Shona. 
 
    The end of a vacuum cleaner hose. 
 
    “Carbon monoxide poisoning is relatively painless, so I wouldn’t worry. You won’t feel a thing. I’ll try to catch it before you pass out. It’s the timing I’m after. Now that my real memories are coming back, I’ve been so curious to see the differences between your kind and my own.” 
 
    Ignoring the odd statement, Shona shook her head wildly and struggled again as Julia left the car. Dallan, help! She’s going to kill me! Help me please! 
 
    Julia, now outside the car, began to fumble with something out of Shona’s line of vision. She could, however, hear the loud sound of heavy tape being unwound from its roll and ripped. Julia began to run tape across the top of the open window, sealing the opening. Shona watched in complete and utter horror as her tutor of ten years stuck the end of the hose in the middle of the window and neatly taped it in place. 
 
    Shona was gong to die. 
 
    Dallan! God, please let him hear me! Oh Dallan, help! She’s going to kill me! Help me please! 
 
    But Dallan still did not answer. 
 
    Julia reached into the car from the passenger side and gave Shona a calculating look. “I’ll time it on my watch. I give you ten minutes, maybe fifteen. Hmmm, we’ll see what happens.” She switched on the ignition, smiled wickedly and slowly shut the door to lock Shona inside. 
 
    Shona screamed into the gag and fought with everything she had, then suddenly realized what the struggling would do and stopped, not wanting to breathe in the deadly gas any quicker than she had to. DALLAN!  DALLAN! DALLAAAN! 
 
    Several minutes passed, five, ten, fifteen… Shona began to feel sick to her stomach. 
 
    Dallan, oh Dallan…
 
    Something hit the car with great force. Shona saw Julia’s body roll across the rear window. Suddenly Dallan, his face pressed to the window near her feet, was looking in at her, features locked in rage, his companions Mr. Eaton and Mr. Mosgofian right behind him. “Dallan get her out of there!” A voice yelled but Shona wasn’t sure whose. The car shook a few times as Dallan tried vainly to open the locked doors. 
 
    Someone else ripped the hose from the window, stopping death from entering further. 
 
     Dallan, please hurry…
 
    Dallan put his fist through the window, reached in and grabbed at anything that might open the door. He found nothing, then in pure desperation ripped the door not only open, but completely off its hinges. “Shona!” He dove into the car, quickly pulled her out, then carried her to a corner of the garage and gently set her down. “Lass, are ye all right? Did she hurt you? What was she doing?” He glanced at the bonds and cursed in Gaelic as he quickly removed her gag. 
 
    Shona retched right in his lap. 
 
    Dallan grabbed her to him, not caring about the mess. “Saints, Shona, my lass, I thought I’d lost ye.” He rocked her back and forth to comfort her, then reached for his dirk and began to saw through the cords binding her wrists. 
 
    Still stunned from Julia’s actions, all Shona could do was let him hold her in his arms while his hands worked to untie her. After a moment, her hands were free and Dallan repositioned her to free her ankles as well. Now sitting in his lap, she watched him fervently saw away, the look on his face intense and hard. 
 
    Done with the task, he captured her with a look so possessive and fierce that she actually felt sorry for Julia. “Who did this?” 
 
      She searched the garage but saw no sign of Julia. She could only shake her head at him. 
 
    “Shona, lass. Are ye all right? I have to know, Flower. Did she hurt you?” 
 
      His expression had become tender so fast Shona could only concentrate on his face. She blurted out the first words to pop into her head. “I threw up on you!” 
 
    Dallan looked shocked for a brief moment then smiled in relief. “Aye that ye did, M’eudain. But no harm done. What of you?” 
 
    “I… I…” The whole thing caught up with her. She threw herself into his arms and let the tears fall. 
 
    “Is she all right?” John had joined Dallan and was looking at her, his face grave. 
 
    Dallan held her even closer and searched her heart. M’eudain. I must know if you are all right. 
 
     I think I am. I do not think I was in the car long enough. I feel all right. But…
 
     But what, lass? 
 
    But… oh, Dallan, I was so scared! 
 
    He began to caress her back. “Shhhh now, she canna harm ye anymore.” He turned to John, his voice suddenly hard. “Where’s the woman?” 
 
    “Kwaku took her inside.” 
 
    Dallan turned back to Shona. “I’m taking ye out o’ here now, Flower.” He stood without relinquishing his hold on her and carried her across the garage and into the kitchen of the house. “Master Lany!” 
 
     Lany came running from another room, his face masked with anger. “Is she all right?” 
 
    “Aye, I think so. Here.” He handed Lany the Maiden. “Take care o’ her.” 
 
     Lany looked confused for a moment before he took Shona from Dallan’s arms. “Uh, sure, no problem.” 
 
    “Where’s the woman now?” Dallan asked his voice anything but gentle. 
 
    Lany nodded his head to the room he had just entered from, and Dallan stormed out of the kitchen, his dirk drawn. 
 
    Lany sighed in resignation and turned to look at Shona who held a frightened look on her face. He smiled at her. “Hi.” 
 
    Shona offered him a weak smile of her own. “Hi.” 
 
    “Mind if I set you down?” 
 
    She merely shook her head and let herself slide down his arms to stand. 
 
    He continued to hold her, her legs suddenly wobbling. “Easy, easy.  Maybe you ought to sit.” He helped her to a chair and sat with her at the kitchen table a moment before getting her a glass of water. 
 
    She drank it slowly then looked up at him. “What will Dallan do to Julia?” 
 
    Lany drew in a deep breath. “Whatever he and Kwaku feel is necessary.” He sat again. “Better?” 
 
    She nodded her thanks and looked at the doorway Dallan had exited through. “I do not think she meant to kill me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. What does is that you’re safe.” He reached across the small table and put a hand on one of hers. “Julia will get back whatever she’s spooned out. Dallan will make sure she’ll never harm you again.” He removed his hand, stood and offered her a gentle look. “Don’t go anywhere,” he whispered, and then went after Dallan. 
 
    No sooner had he left, an old man in Highland dress shuffled into the room. “There ye are lassie. I’m Angus MacNab. I’ve been watching over ye for some time now. But never mind that, how d’ye feel?” 
 
    Shona sat confused for a moment. The man looked very familiar. “I think I am all right.” 
 
    Angus took the same seat Lany had used. “There’s a good lass. What ye need now is some food and a good stiff … ah, mayhaps some tea would be better.” He pulled his lower lip into his mouth with his teeth a few times, and searched the room. “We’ll get ye to the shop and fix ye right up.” 
 
    Dallan suddenly walked back into the room, out the kitchen door and disappeared into the adjoining garage. Shona’s heart and gaze followed him. Dallan, what are you doing? What is going on? 
 
    A loud grating noise answered her. A moment later he reentered the kitchen, went straight to her, bent at the waist and cupped her face with a hand, acute concern etched across his features. His eyes then narrowed and he showed her what was in his other hand. 
 
    The tranquilizer gun Philip had used on her earlier. Shona shuddered involuntarily. “What are you going to do with that?”
 
     Dallan kissed her gently, then stood to his full height and grinned almost boyishly. “Justice.” He left the room, both Shona and Angus wondering the same thing: exactly what sort of justice? 
 
     “No! You wouldn’t dare!” Julia’s voice brought Shona and Angus to complete attention. They exchanged a quick look before craning toward the opposite door. 
 
    A strange “phnnt” sound came from the other room immediately followed by a loud wail from Julia. “Why you dirty, stinking Highlander, how dare you shoot me there! You have no right! I didn’t hurt her! I only wanted to test a theory! I’ll see Philip kills you for th… this…and…I… I…” The sound of Julia’s body hitting the floor ended the one way conversation. 
 
    Dallan and the others reentered the kitchen, Dallan heading straight for Shona. He reached down, swept her up into his arms and kissed her tenderly on the nose. “Justice served.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes, wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her head upon his shoulder. “Dallan,” she whispered, “What do we do now?” 
 
    Dallan glanced to his companions now assembled around them, the same look of relief on their faces. He gave them one of his own then rested his cheek against her forehead. “We do the only thing we can do at this point. We get married, lass.” 
 
    And with that, the company left Julia’s house to prepare the Weapons Master and his Maiden for the long awaited Sutyne, the Joining. 

 
   

Man knows not love—such love as woman feels,
 
   In him it is a vast devouring flame—
 
   Resistless fed—in its own strength consumed,
 
   In woman’s heart it enters step by step,
 
   Concealed, disowned, until its gentler ray
 
   Breathes forth a light, illumining her world.
 
   Man loves not for repose; he woos the flower
 
   To wear it as the victor’s trophied crown;
 
   Whilst woman, when she glories in her love,
 
   More like the dove, in noiseless constancy,
 
   Watches the nest of her affection till
 
   ‘Tis she upon the tomb of him she loves.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anonymous
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    After a short hour and a thankfully uneventful bus ride—Dallan held himself together for once—the company managed to get back to the relative safety of Angus’s shop. In the back room, a slightly nauseated Dallan sat on the floor with the Maiden in his lap, attempting to coax her into drinking one of Kwaku’s foul-tasting healing draughts while Lany and Angus watched. 
 
    Shona sniffed at the olive-drab liquid and made a face as she took the glass from Dallan. “What exactly is it?” 
 
    Dallan opened his mouth to speak then suddenly snapped it shut as he grimaced at the contents of the glass. “It is… green.” 
 
    Shona smiled. “You are sure this is good for me?” 
 
    Dallan nodded. “The heathen is mad, but he wilna poison ye.” He motioned for her to take a drink. She did, choked, and nearly fell out of his lap. 
 
    Dallan grabbed her and lightly patted her back. “Och, there’s a good lass,” he consoled and caught Kwaku as he entered the room with a mild glare. “Are ye sure she needs this?” he asked, indicating the glass with a toss of his head. 
 
    Kwaku smiled warmly. “Oh, yes, Boyeee. Dough she was not harmed to de point of lawlessness, it is still best to cleanse her of any poison dat may have remained in her body from her recent trauma.” 
 
    Shona lifted her head and got her first good look at the Time Master, Kwaku. “Thank you.” 
 
    Kwaku came and sat on the floor in front of them. He watched the couple for a time, the Maiden watching him in return, before he began to chuckle knowingly. 
 
    Shona backed deeper into Dallan’s embrace. 
 
    “Dinna worry, lass,” Dallan whispered in her ear. “Though I ken he’s frightening to look at, he wilna harm ye.” 
 
    Shona, emboldened by the statement, left the safe confines of Dallan’s arms and knelt before the Time Master. She studied him more closely and instinctively searched his heart. 
 
    Kwaku’s chuckling abruptly stopped. 
 
    Shona smiled. “You feel, um, nice.” 
 
    He nodded regally to her. 
 
    “And you… are not alone. Who is that? Who do I feel inside of you?” 
 
     Kwaku laughed heartily. “My wife, little one. Her heart is joined wid mine.” 
 
    “What is her name?” 
 
    Kwaku leaned forward to within inches of her face. “Tell me, my treasure. You tell me her name.” 
 
    Shona looked over her shoulder to Dallan. He put a possessive arm around her waist and pulled her back onto his lap. “Dinna be afraid, M’eudain.” 
 
    She gave her attention back to Kwaku and searched him again. “She is the wind.” 
 
    Kwaku’s warm smile had returned. 
 
    “She is peace. She is life for you.” 
 
    Kwaku’s smile was replaced with a deep, sincere nod. 
 
    “You cannot survive without her. She is everything, isn’t she?” 
 
     He nodded again. 
 
    “She is your love, your laughter. Zara! That is her name!” 
 
     Kwaku smiled tenderly, and she smiled tentatively back. “Very good, little one. Very, very good.” He turned quickly to Lany. “Fast, yes?” 
 
    Lany smiled and nodded knowingly, his eyes intent on the Maiden who sat, not having the slightest idea what she’d just done. She had read Kwaku’s heart in seconds, something a trained Muiraran would have to concentrate several minutes to do. If this keeps up, he thought, we’re all home free. 
 
    John entered the room, two large white bags in his hands. “Sorry it took so long, but hardly anything is open this late. Not much of a ceremonial dinner, but I’m afraid it can’t be helped.” He set the bags on the table, then knelt next to Kwaku and studied Shona. “How are you feeling? Any dizziness, nausea or headache?” 
 
    She shook her head and leaned into Dallan who wrapped his arms more tightly around her. “She’s verra tired, John. Mayhaps we should wait until morning?” 
 
    “The more time passes, the more tired she’ll get. You must join tonight. Preferably…” John shot Kwaku a confirming look and Kwaku nodded. “Now.” 
 
    Shona looked from one man to the next. “Join?” 
 
    Dallan gently kissed the top of her head. “Aye, Flower. ‘Tis a marriage o’ sorts. Not in the traditional sense I’m told, but a marriage nonetheless.” 
 
    She turned to look at him, her face filled with confusion. 
 
    John stood. “We’ll give you a few minutes, Dallan. When you’re through, come to the fencing room. Zara will tend to Shona.” 
 
    Dallan nodded and watched as John and the others left the room then turned Shona so she could face him. “I ken how ye feel, lass. Ye’ve been through a lot lately, and I wouldna blame ye for doubting some o’ what ye’ve been told. I still canna believe it myself. If I hadna seen all the things that ha’ happened wi’ my own eyes, I’d still be fighting wi’ John about the truth. But the truth is staring me in the face right now.” 
 
    He caressed her cheek with his finger. “And I canna deny ye exist any longer, no more than ye can deny what ye are. Yer no one o’ my kind. Yer a Muiraran from the house o’ Shamaelon, a royal house, I’m told. And yer to join wi’ a man compatible wi’ yer heart, lass. Ye’ve got two in there, ye ken. One for you, and one for me.” 
 
    Shona looked to his chest and touched its center with her hand. “I still have it, then. I still have your heart.” 
 
    Dallan brought his face closer to hers and whispered, “Aye, Flower. I ken ye do. Ye’ve had it for a verra long time.” 
 
   Shona took and released one shaky breath. “I… I need to give it to you. It wants you badly. Sometimes I cannot control it. It is as if it has a mind of its own.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes locked with the Maiden’s for several seconds. He swallowed before continuing, his emotions and heart open, getting ready. “Kwaku says we ha’ to go through ‘the Joining.’ Once it’s done, my heart and yours will be one, and it will live within both o’ us. It needs us both to take care o’ it. Ye’ll still need to feed it.” He slowly brought his lips closer to her own. “Wi’ yer music.” 
 
    Shona let out a tiny gasp as he brought one of his hands behind her head, tangled his fingers in her hair, loosening what was left of her braid, and tilted her head back. “And after the ceremony, we join in a more human manner.” 
 
    She raised a single brow at him. 
 
    “Dinna worry, Flower. ‘Tis needed if we’re to survive, the heathen says.” 
 
     Shona continued to stare up at him, her breath shaky. “I still do not quite understand it all. But I do know I am getting hungry again and my… heart hurts. Too much for me to handle… too big…” 
 
    “Let me take it from ye, M’eudain,” he whispered as he began to lower his lips to hers. 
 
    “Uh, um…” 
 
    Dallan pulled away slightly from Shona to find Lany nervously standing in the doorway, and leveled a pointed gaze at the unwanted interruption. “Aye?” 
 
    “Uh, sorry to bother. Kwaku needs you in the other room and Zara wants Shona.” 
 
    Dallan nodded to dismiss Lany and returned to the Maiden. “’Tis almost time, Flower. Ye understand now what is to happen? Ye understand why we need to do this?” 
 
    Her eyes began to fill with tears. “I do not want to see you harmed in any way. Even if I did not want this, I would still do it to save you. You are all that matters to me now. It is as if my whole life has been a lie.” 
 
    “Then let me give back to ye what Brennan has stolen. I canna change the pain he has caused, M’eudain, but I can help ye mend. Ye need to heal, lass, just as I do.” 
 
    Shona looked at him a moment, her face locked in concern. “I can heal you. I can take it away. You miss your family, do you not?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “You miss your brother?” 
 
    “Aye, Flower. That I do.” 
 
    She stopped and cocked her head, a quizzical look on her face. “I know who you are.” 
 
    Dallan raised a curious but tender brow. 
 
    “I read parts of the book from the library. If I am correct, you were born sometime in the seventeenth century?” 
 
    He nodded. “Fourteenth of January, sixteen seventy-two to be exact.” 
 
    “You are from the MacDonald Clan of Glencoe. Your family was killed during the massacre of the same name. Your brother…” She shook her head. “I do not know what happened to him. I cannot feel him, yet he is not gone like the others.” 
 
    “He’s gone, lass. Like the rest o’ them. They’re all gone and there’s nothing to be done about it now. I’ve been a fool harboring the pain all this time, blaming the heathen for what may ha’ happened if I’d been there or not. A man canna spend his life chasing revenge. Because of my own black heart, I almost lost ye by not wanting to hear what my friends were trying to tell me about how special ye are. How badly ye need me. How much I would come to need you.” 
 
    “Dallan, I…” 
 
    “Shhhh, dinna say anymore.” He drew her closer. “Except that ye’ll be my wife. Can ye? Will ye?” He kissed her tenderly. “Will ye marry me, Shona? Will ye let me care for you and yer heart? Will ye let me wipe away yer wee tears, lass? Say yes, M’eudain. Say yes and let me take ye home.” 
 
    She slumped in his arms, her emotions so alive that he had to hold her up. “But where is home?” She whispered. 
 
    He wrapped her in a warm smile. “Where ever the fair wind takes us, lass. I ha’ a feeling ‘twill be a good many places.” 
 
    “But what of my family, Dallan? Will I ever see them again?” 
 
    “Aye, lassie. I’ll see yer not kept from yer mother and Da. I ken how much I’ve missed my own. I’ll not see ye go through that. I’ll find a way.” 
 
    “And Kitty? What of Kitty?” 
 
    “The wee chirper will be fine. Och, she can take care o’ herself, not to mention a few others in the process. The lass is either charmed or cursed. I’m not sure which. Dinna fash yerself, she’ll get along.” His smile vanished behind a face full of longing. “Ye havena answered my question, lass.” He again brought his lips to hers and whispered into them, “Will ye marry me?” 
 
    Shona raised her mouth to his and tenderly kissed him and eyes closed, mouth still against his, she whispered her answer upon his lips. “Yes.” 
 
   The Weapons Master then claimed the Maiden one last time before heading for the fencing room to prepare for the Joining. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “I brought it in case you had nothing. No Maiden should be joined unadorned. You want to give Dallan a memory to have with him should circumstances separate you for any short length of time.” Zara’s voice was soft and compelling. Shona found it hard not to stare open-mouthed at the graceful woman before her. 
 
    Zara held the dress up in front of her to display it better, and the Maiden reached out to touch the silken fabric. It shimmered and moved when her fingers contacted, and she abruptly drew back her hand. 
 
    Zara smiled. “It is very rare.” 
 
    “What is it made of?” 
 
    “Sariana. A Muiraran silk.” 
 
    Shona wasn’t sure which was more intriguing, the woman before her or the ivory-colored alien silk she displayed. “It is beautiful.” 
 
    “It is yours.” 
 
    “Mine?” 
 
    “Actually, it was your mother’s. She allowed me to bring it with us. She knew as well as I you would likely be joined here.” 
 
    “My mother?” Shona whispered. “My real mother?” 
 
    Zara smiled again. “Yes, Maiden, your real mother.” 
 
    Shona backed up and fell into a nearby chair, her face full of shock. “Do I have a father as well?” 
 
    Zara merely nodded. “A whole huge family.” 
 
    Shona’s look changed to simple curiosity. “Are you like me?” 
 
    “Yes. Would you like to see?” 
 
    Shona swallowed, smoothed back some loose wisps of hair from her face and nodded. 
 
    Zara put the dress on the table and fluxed. 
 
    Shona gasped. The woman was beautiful, more than she had ever seen in her life. It was not so much physical beauty that the Muiraran woman possessed as… a presence, as if Zara’s heart and spirit were fully displayed before her. 
 
    “You look similar to me,” Zara began. “Your features, Muiraran. Your heart, patterned for Dallan. You will become all that he needs, sister. Just as I have for my husband.” 
 
    “How can that be?” 
 
    “Our race is very relational. We cannot survive alone for long. When one of us reaches the age of Joining, we must find a mate, and we become what our future mate desires in his heart. I did not always look like this. The state of our hearts governs our appearance. The bigger my heart for my husband grew, the more I became what I am now.” 
 
    “My appearance will change?” 
 
    “As your heart grows. But because you and Dallan bonded as children, you have a head start. I do not think you will change much in appearance, but your heart will change considerably the stronger it becomes. Dallan will not want to let you stray very far from him. He, like Kawahnee, will probably keep you to himself for a good year.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Kawahnee would not accept invitations anywhere during the first year we were joined. He made sure we were kept busy doing other things."
 
     Shona’s brow raised in comprehension as she blushed. 
 
    Zara smiled. “You and Dallan may be busy for a long time, child.” She picked up the dress. “Let me help you put this on. Then we will join the others.” 
 
     Shona stood, still blushing as she began to remove her soiled, torn clothing. “Where are the others?” 
 
    Zara smiled as if hiding something. “The roof.” 
 
    “The roof?” 
 
    “Kawahnee does not like to be cooped up indoors. Neither does Dallan.” 
 
     Shona stopped and stared at Zara, whose features had melted back to human. “How does that happen?” 
 
    Zara touched her face. “Instinct. Neither you nor I can hold ourselves in Flux for long. It automatically hides our features from humans when surrounded by them, unless we need to use our hearts for other things. One’s heart cannot do two things at once. Our camouflage instinct, for example, will shift to other abilities being used. That is why when we sing, our true selves show. You must be very careful, child, when and where you sing with your heart.” 
 
    Shona removed her dress and threw it across a chair. “I do not understand the difference between singing with my heart and just… well, singing.” 
 
    “After tonight, you will.” Zara said, then drew the silken gown over Shona’s head. The fabric was loose and flowed to the floor in layers that shimmered with the slightest movement. 
 
    Zara, done with that, moved to Shona’s hair and undid what little was left of the braid Kitty had plaited into it before the symphony. “Men like it when our hair is free.” Zara said as she brushed it with her fingers. She then went to a corner of the room and picked up a small brown leather pouch. She reached within and pulled out a circlet of gold. It looked to be a neck or headband. 
 
    “What is that?” Shona asked, moving to get a better look. 
 
    “The symbol of your house, child. And your office. It tells people human and Muiraran, what you are.” 
 
    “And what am I?” 
 
    “The mate of a Time Master, child. A daughter of the house of Shamaelon. It says that you are special.” She held it up for her to see. 
 
    A Celtic knot with emeralds encrusting what looked like a letter T atop a letter M adorned the golden band's center. Nothing seemed to make the letters within the knot stationary.  It appeared as if they floated on air.  How utterly … alien. Shona thought as she heard an unconscious gulp escape her.
 
   Zara smiled, stepped forward and placed it on Shona’s head, adjusting the band until it rested as it should, the knot and letters rising from the center of her forehead. 
 
    Shona looked at her expectantly, then around the room. “I wish there were a mirror here. Do I look all right? Will Dallan like it?” 
 
    Zara gave a light laugh. “You will see yourself mirrored in his eyes. Let them tell you how you look.” She reached into the pouch again and pulled out a golden belt, also decorated with emeralds. She placed it around Shona’s waist, gathered the folds of her gown and anchored them in place, then stepped back to study the Maiden. 
 
    “Is it all right? What is wrong?” Shona asked, noticing the displeased look on Zara’s face. 
 
    “Something is missing. Something Dallan needs.” 
 
     Shona glanced at herself then slowly gave her attention back to Zara. “I know what is missing.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “What d’ye want me to do, John? Wave my hand and get us back to the village that way? Och, I dinna ken how any o’ it works! How am I supposed to get us all to Genis Lee?” Dallan spun to face Lany. “And what o’ Shona? The poor lassie has been through enough already. She’s barely accepted the fact she’s no a human being and now ye want her to do what Zara does? Saints, man! I’ve never even seen what Zara does!”
 
    John tapped Dallan’s shoulder to get his attention back. “The Maiden can do it, Dallan. You only have to do the preliminary work. Once she gets started, your job is over. Don’t worry, she’ll be strong enough after the Joining to make the trip several times in a row.” 
 
   Dallan’s eyes widened at the statement. “But how?” 
 
   Lany put a reassuring hand on the Scot’s shoulder. “The Joining has to take place before anything else can be answered. Claiming your bride is more important right now. Take care of her first. Worry about the rest later.” 
 
    Dallan snorted once and looked at him, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “After all, she’s more important," Lany added, ignoring the Scot's look.  "She’s why you’re here to begin with, isn’t she?” 
 
    Dallan sighed in resignation, turned and wearily sat on a nearby bench, one of several arranged about Angus’s private rooftop garden. He dropped his face into his hands and rubbed tired eyes. “Aye, lad, yer right. She’s the important thing right now. The rest can wait till morning.” 
 
    “Good,” John began. “And don’t worry, Kwaku will guide you through everything and tell you what to do. It will be just like learning how to use a new weapon.” 
 
    Dallan brought his face out of his hands at the remark, his eyes filled with fatigue and slowly nodded. 
 
    “Are we all ready, gentlemen?” Angus asked as he popped out from behind a large fern. “I believe the lass is.” He happily made his way to a marble bench placed in front of a variety of potted flowers, ferns and small fruit trees, all of which seemed to glisten in the moonlight. He sat, his face beaming. “I’ve no been to a wedding in a verra long time. In fact, I’ve never been to this kind. What’s to be going on exactly?” 
 
    John sat next to Angus. “I think it’s a first for all of us. Kwaku and Zara are the experts. I know the basics, but that’s all.” 
 
     Dallan, still seated on the bench next to John’s, looked at the Lord Councilor expectantly. “Saints!” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’ve no a ring for her. Do I need a ring, John?” 
 
    “You don’t need anything tonight. This is very informal. The formal ceremony will take place once you and the Maiden are safely back in Mishna. You may take her shopping for a ring then if you like.” 
 
    Dallan’s voice was no more than a whisper. “In the city?” 
 
     John smiled. “Yes, Dallan, in the city. You and Shona will eventually live in Mishna but much of both your trainings will be done in Genis Lee. You will probably have living quarters in both.” 
 
     Dallan shot him a look of disbelief. 
 
    “Unless there is another place you had in mind. But I do have to warn you that there are stipulations and rules as to how to handle your wife. You can’t pop in and out of places whenever you want. You will take an oath during the formal ceremony to perform what is asked of you by the Elders. And, once taken, you cannot break the oath. Your heart and Shona’s will not let you. And usually they frown on a Time Master returning to his own time. Too much temptation to tamper with things.” 
 
    “What sort o’ things?” Dallan asked, breaking his silence. 
 
    “Changing history, preventing deaths of loved ones when they were meant to die. Causing deaths of others who were not meant to.” 
 
    Dallan stared long and hard at his own hands. “I canna bring them back? I canna interfere?” 
 
    “Time Masters do not "interfere", John began. "They're more like observers sent to record events and gather information which can be used to make sure the same mistakes are not repeated or prevented altogether.  As to any actual interfering on your part it’s entirely up to you, Dallan. The oath can be refused, but if you do, they will take Shona from you.” 
 
    Dallan abruptly stood, his eyes narrowed to slits. “No!” 
 
    “It would be within their rights.” 
 
    “No!” Dallan began again. “How can they take my wife? She canna survive without me! Ye said so yerself.” 
 
    “I know. But the Elders will sacrifice two of their own, if they think it will save multitudes of others.” 
 
    “They would separate us and let us die?” 
 
    John swallowed and nodded. 
 
    Dallan fell back onto the bench. “Great Mother o’ God.” 
 
    Lany, who had stood silently to one side, finally joined the others. “Of course, who’s to say what happens before the oath is ever taken? Say if you happen to be experimenting with Shona’s abilities and just, um, accidentally ended up back in Scotland for a few moments? Could happen.” 
 
    John couldn’t decide whether to grin or glare at Lany. “Could.” 
 
    “Aye, it well possibly could,” Angus stated calmly and added a wink. 
 
    Dallan took a moment to ponder the possibility before nodding. “Aye, I suppose.” 
 
    They all began to chuckle. 
 
    “Ah ha!” Kwaku bellowed from behind a holly bush. “I am happy to hear you all in such good spirits.” He sat next to Dallan. “You have done well, yes? You have had great success wid de Maiden. In time Boyeee, she may even begin to like you.” 
 
    Dallan’s amused expression turned deadly. “Have ye nothing better to do than insult me?” 
 
    Kwaku stopped his chuckling, brow furrowed in serious thought, and looked back to Dallan. “No,” he answered and began to laugh again. 
 
    “Bloody heathen,” Dallan grumbled as he leaned forward to rest his elbows on his legs. He wearily shook his head. “Saints, I’m tired.” 
 
    Kwaku’s laughter abruptly stopped. “Not too tired, I hope!” He slapped Dallan hard on the back. 
 
    Dallan pitched forward and caught himself only by throwing his feet out in front of him. His eyes narrowed to slits as he sat up straight. “I’ll get the job done, if that’s what yer worried about.” 
 
    “I am not worried, Boyeee. At dis point, I know you would do de job even if it were not required of you!” 
 
    Dallan’s gaze narrowed even further. 
 
    Now Angus chuckled. “He’s got a point there, lad. No denying it.” 
 
    Dallan sighed, knowing he was beaten. “Why are women always late?” Now all the men began to laugh. 
 
    Dallan sat up again. “I see no humor in it. I’m a tired man and the lass fares no better. We need to get on wi’ it.” 
 
    “Agreed, Dallan.” 
 
    All heads turned to find Zara standing among the flowers. “Your bride is ready, Weapons Master.” Dallan swallowed once, hard, as Zara made a motion with her hand and Shona stepped out from behind the holly bush. 
 
    A husky moan briefly caught everyone’s attention. It had come from Dallan. He stood, still wearing all but his formal kilt, having replaced it with his old one. His eyes took in the sight of Shona as his mouth curved into a pleased smile. 
 
    Shona had found the Scot’s worn, tired plaid and draped it over one shoulder and around her waist in Highland fashion. Her hair was loose and flowed down her back and over her shoulders, held in place by a circlet of gold similar to Zara’s. The emerald encrusted symbol of the Time Master's matched the color of the Maiden’s eyes perfectly. 
 
    Dallan swallowed again and took an anxious step forward. Kwaku shot an arm out and caught him by his coat. “No, no, Boyeee! Do not touch her!” 
 
    He spun on the Time Master and slapped at the heathen’s hand. “Ye’ll no keep me from my bride!” He started for Shona again. 
 
    Kwaku stuck one foot out and tripped him, dropping Dallan to the hard surface of the roof. “Want to make a bet, Boyeee?” 
 
    “Kwaku,” Lany chastised. “Living stars let him go to her.” 
 
      Kwaku smiled and shook his head. “De Sutyne has already begun. He cannot touch her until de appointed time.” 
 
    Dallan sprang to his feet, hands balled into fists. “Why ye bloody…” 
 
    “Did you not hear me, Boyeee? Your wedding began de moment you set your eyes on her.” 
 
    Dallan stopped and stared at Kwaku, who now stood with his arms across his chest. “What?” 
 
    “Look to her, Boyeee. Do you like what you see? Do you dink you can claim her for your own?” Kwaku stepped over to the Weapons Master and whispered in his ear. “Can you hold her for a lifetime, Boyeee? Can you take care of her? You marry not just a woman, but a civilization. A people. By caring for her, you care for de rest. Can you do dis? If not, go. Go where you will. Now is your chance. I will even take you back to your home, Boyeee. Back to your beloved Scotland.” 
 
    “Why ye bloody heathen, ye well ken I want her. Ye also well ken I canna live wi’out her, nor she wi’out me. Dinna mock me so.” 
 
    “I do not mock, Boyeee. She can still be joined wid anoder. Her heart will not be as strong, but it can be done. And you would be free to return home. What do you say to dat?” 
 
    Dallan slowly turned to Kwaku, eyes narrowed to slits, jaw dancing. “She’s to be mine. I dinna care about anything else now. I’ll ha’ her as my wife and no other. And if ye think to distract me with yer offer, yer wrong.  Now get on wi’ it!” 
 
    Kwaku began to smile. “You claim dis woman for yourself den? You claim rights to her?” 
 
    “What d’ye mean rights? She’s already mine!” 
 
      Kwaku burst into laughter. 
 
    Lany leaned over to John. “Now would be a good time to fill me in on what’s going on.” 
 
    John smiled slightly. “I don’t think you want to know.” 
 
    Lany’s eyes widened. “That bad?” 
 
    “No, but…” 
 
    Kwaku got his laughter under control and strode toward the Maiden who, with Zara, had quietly watched the two warriors confront each other. “You are ready, little one?” 
 
    Shona swallowed, not used to Kwaku’s booming voice being directed at her, and nodded. 
 
    Kwaku’s voice dropped in pitch and became silky-smooth. “He claims you belong to him. Is dis true?” 
 
    Shona shot a quick glance to Dallan, who remained where he was, his eyes drilling holes into the back of Kwaku’s head. “Yes.” 
 
    Kwaku placed his hands on his hips and slowly shook his head. 
 
    Shona’s eyes widened. “No?” 
 
    “How can he claim you, Maiden? You have not given yourself to him. He has no right. You are still free to choose anoder.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Yes, little one. Now is your chance. Do you wish to remain here in dis world wid your family and all dat is familiar? Or do you willingly choose de Boyeee and a world you have yet to see?” 
 
    Shona looked at Kwaku, then Dallan, then Kwaku again. “I will go with him. He cannot survive without me.” 
 
    Kwaku leaned down into her face. “You will protect him den? You will guard, comfort, care for him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you willingly give yourself to him, little one? Are you willing to submit yourself fully to dis man, even so far as to call him Master?” 
 
     Shona’s mouth closed in indecision, confused at his words. Suddenly, her eyes locked with Dallan’s, and her answer was instantaneous. “Yes.” 
 
     Kwaku grinned ear to ear. “Den go to him, my little treasure. Kneel before him and offer yourself. Tell him you give yourself freely and willingly.” He leaned down to her ear. “And offer him back his heart.” 
 
    Shona shuddered at his words and began to slowly walk toward Dallan. 
 
    Lany again leaned over to John. “That wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    John began to glance at their surroundings. “They haven’t gotten to the good part yet. Find something to hold onto.” 
 
    Lany looked quickly to Angus who was already mouthing the words, “Hold onto?” 
 
   John sat on a bench and wrapped his legs around one of its legs, hands gripping the seat, his body tensed and braced. Lany and Angus copied him without question. 
 
   Shona at last reached the Weapons Master, who towered over her as he stood to his full height. A sudden light breeze lifted his hair from his face and shoulders as her own hair wrapped itself around the both of them. She looked up into his eyes. “I… I willingly give myself to y… you and… and…” 
 
    She never got to finish and instead doubled over in pain. 
 
    Dallan instantly reached for her. 
 
    “Do not touch her!” Kwaku and Zara screamed in unison. 
 
    He froze, one hand extended to the Maiden now on her knees before him. 
 
    “Her heart is taking over, Dallan.” Zara told him urgently. “Let this run its course. You will know when you can touch her.” 
 
     Dallan slowly stood, his eyes never leaving the Maiden. 
 
    Shona righted herself, and looked up to him, her voice a painful rasp. “I give myself to you.” 
 
    She suddenly became calm and leaned back on her heels. Her eyes quickly, without warning, turned brilliant green, her features instantly fluxed to Muiraran, her voice now a silken whisper. “I submit myself before you, Dallan MacDonald of Glencoe…” Song began to flow from her in a steady wave, the sound soft, compelling, romantic. 
 
    And in full view. 
 
    John, Lany and Angus sat with mouths agape as a soft white light began to flow and pulse about the Maiden. It rose and circled Dallan, who stood stunned at the phenomenon, his eyes wide with fear and awe. 
 
    The light was the Maiden’s song come to life. It formed itself into images before Dallan, images of his grandfather, mother, step-father and friends. It formed his own image along side the Maiden’s and entwined the two into one, then flashed more brightly and formed into Alasdair. 
 
    Dallan gasped at the sight, but didn’t move as the light continued forming into images of all he knew, all those he held dear in his heart. The Maiden’s voice changed in pitch, her song becoming more emotional as words formed and entered the light. She now sang in Gaelic, and the light formed the images of which she sang. 
 
    The Maiden began to sing of Scotland. Hills and valleys flashed around the couple, people and villages, the courts of the cities. The song covered periods from Dallan’s people to her own as it showed all that was in his heart for his beloved homeland. 
 
    Dallan stood, his eyes locked on the images before him, body relaxed, his heart completely open. She continued to sing, her voice now absent of her earlier words. She closed her eyes and raised her hands, holding them together as if something were there, then looked up to Dallan and lifted her hands to him, bringing herself up off her heels as she did. 
 
    Dallan stood transfixed as his own hands moved toward the Maiden’s. Her closed hands were now inches from his open ones as their eyes locked on each other. 
 
    Dallan fell to his knees, threw back his head and let out a gut-wrenching howl. When at last he turned his eyes back to the Maiden, they were as brilliant green as her own, the light of her song covering them fully. 
 
    The Maiden opened her hands. 
 
    A rush of wind shot into the sky, followed by a blinding light. It soared into the night, lighting up the entire roof and illuminating the walls of the neighboring structures before streaking toward Dallan. The light traced the outline of first the Weapons Master’s body, then the Maiden’s, swirling and growing brighter, blinding everyone but the couple it encompassed. 
 
    Dallan looked into Shona’s eyes, his body completely relaxed, hands still held open before her as he covered her hands with his own. “Yer mine now, lass. Ye belong to me. I take what ye offer.” 
 
    The light suddenly gathered into the area just above the couple’s hands, its brilliance still bearable only to them. 
 
    Dallan leaned forward, his face drawing slowly closer to the Maiden’s. She automatically tilted up her own, eyes brightening. He kissed her passionately, and the light in their hands exploded, swallowing the couple completely for several seconds. Then, growing one last time in intensity, the light gathered into a tight swirling cloud above their hands and formed itself into an image of Dallan. 
 
    The company watched in awe as he faced himself a brief moment, the light forming a mirror image of the Weapons Master, before it began to enter him through his chest and seep its way back to where it belonged. 
 
    The entire building shook with the impact. Dallan gripped Shona’s hands and loudly groaned as her inner heart continued to enter him. It seared into his very core, burning a path to its new home, into the once broken heart of the Highlander. A heart made new by the Maiden and her song. A heart now fully joined with her own. 
 
    The Sutyne had run its course. They were joined. 
 
    The light completely gone, her strength spent, Shona fell into Dallan’s arms. Dallan however, was looking about himself as he held her, head high, eyes intense, and all senses fully alert and ready. 
 
    “Oh, living stars, Eaton, look at him,” Lany gulped as he watched the Weapons Master stare at the collapsed Maiden, his look fiercely possessive and hard as steel. 
 
    “Don’t worry, he won’t hurt her. He’s adjusting to her heart. It might take him several days. He has her full attributes now too, remember.” 
 
     Lany glanced at Kwaku who stood to one side, Zara in his arms, a proud smile on his face. Lany smiled and chuckled lightly to himself. “Right.” 
 
    “Weel,” Angus began as he detached himself from the bench he’d tangled himself in. “Kissing the bride is one thing, but this tops anything I’ve seen. What happens now?” 
 
    Lany stood and approached the still kneeling couple. “Now they go to the room Zara prepared earlier and have their privacy while we all get a good nights…” 
 
    Dallan’s head spun to Lany, eyes narrowed to slits, their color so intense they almost glowed. He drew Shona closer and growled low in his throat. 
 
    Lany stopped in mid-stride. “Then again, maybe not,” he quickly looked over his shoulder to John. 
 
    “Stay away from him, Lany. He’s not quite back with us yet.” 
 
    “Do tell? How long?” Lany drawled as he began to back up. 
 
    “Give him a minute or two.” 
 
    Kwaku began to laugh and approach Dallan from the rear. “He is fine, Lord Councilor. Let us take dem back inside.” 
 
    “Kawahnee! No!” Zara raced to stop her husband. 
 
    Too late. Dallan let out a howl of anger, grabbed Kwaku’s clothing at the waist and threw him into Angus’s sunflower display thirty feet away. 
 
    Kwaku groaned, sat up slowly and let loose a weak chuckle. 
 
    “Stars, Kwaku, you of all people should know better,” Lany commented calmly, fighting back laughter. 
 
     Zara stood with the others. “He knows, Councilor, but he is too curious for his own good.” She turned to where Kwaku sat sprawled. “Satisfied?” 
 
      Kwaku laughed heartily. “He will now be a challenge! Ha! I have not had a challenge in a long time!” 
 
    Zara shook her head and turned to the couple. Dallan appeared to be calmer; his eyes less intense, his arms holding the Maiden gently as he tenderly looked at her. “Dallan, how do you feel?” 
 
    He raised his head and briefly studied the company. “Lady?” he rasped. “Saints, what happened?” 
 
    Zara knelt beside him. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “I… I feel good. In fact, verra good.” 
 
    “And your heart?” 
 
    “My heart?” He thought a moment and looked to Shona who appeared half-asleep. He raised her face to his own, her tired eyes locking with his. “My heart is fine, Lady. I’m whole again.” He looked to Zara. “But she’s tired and weak. What does she need? Does she need her music?” 
 
    “No, Dallan, not her music. What she needs is you. You must now strengthen her. She has given you back your heart. Now share it with her. Join again.” 
 
    Dallan looked to Shona and whispered, “Aye.” He tightened his hold on the Maiden and stood. “Where?” 
 
    Zara smiled. “I took the liberty of arranging the rear room downstairs. You will be comfortable there until we leave in the morning.” 
 
     Dallan looked to the night sky. “’Tis not far off then.” 
 
    “No, Dallan. Morning is not far off.” 
 
    Shona raised her face to her husband’s. “Dallan?” 
 
    “Aye, lassie, how d’ye feel? Are ye all right?” He began to carry her to the stair’s entrance behind the holly bush, the rest of the company following. 
 
    “I am tired. And hungry.” Her voice was breathy, passionate. 
 
    Dallan stopped and raised a single brow at her, then threw a look at Lany. 
 
    Zara laughed and leaned to Lany’s ear. “I am not the only one who feeds in such a manner. Music is passion, Councilor, and though music is her main food, she has the luxury of variety.” 
 
    Dallan shot him a triumphant smile. 
 
    Lany quickly turned to John. “I want to go home. To my wife. Now.” 
 
    John laughed with the rest of the company and followed Dallan downstairs to the ground floor of the shop. 
 
    When they reached the room prepared for the couple, John let go a tired sigh. “Well, congratulations and, have a good night.” 
 
      Dallan smiled as Shona wrapped her arms around his neck. She took in the smiles and bright eyes of the company then looked at Dallan expectantly and swallowed hard. 
 
    Dallan began to carry her through the door. “What is it, M’flur?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Dallan, I… I…” She swallowed again and whispered something in his ear while the rest of the company watched. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes got wide and he smiled, then laughed and kissed her on the nose. He shot the rest a mischievous look before turning back to her, one foot slowly closing the door. “I’ll grant yer an innocent, lass, as am I. But dinna worry, Flower, there’s two o’ us. We’re bound to figure it out by morning.” 
 
   The door closed and the company left, smiles on their faces. In a few hours, if all worked out, they would be going home. 

 
   

On that dark and fateful night
 
   They broke my bower and slew my knight,
 
   Just in my soft and longing arms
 
   Where I believed him free from harms,
 
   They placed his tender gentle breast
 
   And left me with sad griefs oppressed.
 
   And was I not a weary sight,
 
   A maid, wife, widow all in a night?
 
    
 
   A Sentimental Ballad Written
 
   of the Glencoe Massacre.
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    Shona attempted to stretch but didn’t get far. Dallan held her tightly against his body. She welcomed the embrace that until last night she had never known. It was strong, powerful, protective, and safe. A continuation of what the couple shared earlier and would share the rest of their lives. 
 
    Dallan loved her. 
 
    He had spoken, whispered, even cried out those three precious words not hours ago. And though he had given them while deep in the throes of passion, he had also seared her heart afterward not only with his voice, but his heart’s voice as well. 
 
    And she had loved him in return. 
 
    She thought on what happened and realized no words fit, no mortal description was worthy of the experience. All she could think was to thank God He’d made her and her new husband the way He had. For the first time in her life, Shona was fully aware of what she was, a beautiful picture painted by the Creator. A totally unique individual who, as a Muiraran with a mate, became whole. 
 
    Content with the thought, she attempted another stretch and this time was able to free her legs from Dallan’s. 
 
    “Unless ye need to take care o’ some private business, lass, I’ll no let ye go yet,” Dallan’s deep, velvet voice whispered into one ear. “Yer too much a comfort.” 
 
    He loosened his hold enough to let her finish stretching then pulled her around to face him. Their eyes locked and he kissed her gently. Neither spoke, or needed to with voice or heart, their actions and eyes spoke for them. They gazed at each other in the dim light of dawn creeping through the window, both recalling the previous hours, reveling in the thought they were now one. 
 
    After the room brightened a bit more, Dallan propped himself up on an elbow and tweaked Shona’s nose. “Yer a rare sight in the morning, Flower. I ha’ a feeling temptation ‘twould cause me to keep us a-bed long after sunrise.” 
 
    Shona smiled at him. I love you. 
 
    Dallan gripped her with a possessive stare. I know.  He kissed her tenderly and settled down to cradle her in the crook of his arm. “’Tis early yet. Sleep some more. Ye’ll need it, M’eudain, for what’s to come.” 
 
    “What is that?” She asked, finding her voice. 
 
    He tightened his embrace. “The journey home, lass. ‘Tis up to us to get everyone there.” 
 
    “Us? But what are we to do? Where is home? Is it… in another time, Dallan?” 
 
    “Aye, lassie. I’m told we now ha’ the power to split time. Just like the Lady and the heathen.” 
 
    “That is how you came to me?” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “Aye, Flower. But only after ye called me here.” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes. “I am glad you answered.” 
 
    Dallan let go a chuckle. “Yer not the only one, lass. Sleep now. ‘Twill be time to leave soon enough and I dinna want ye tired. I’ll take no chances wi’ ye.” He yawned and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    Renewed slumber came easily for him and soon his body relaxed, his breathing calm and even. Shona fought fatigue long enough to listen to him softly snore, the sound unfamiliar yet comforting. She smiled then snuggled closer and closed her eyes to lose herself in the comfort of his arms and let sleep again claim her. 
 
     It didn’t claim her for long. 
 
    When she woke, Dallan had loosed his hold on her. She still rested in the crook of his arm, but had the freedom to get up without disturbing him. She did, and slowly crept from the bed with a stealth she’d not known she possessed. 
 
    She stood a moment and watched him sleep. He was a striking combination of fierce warrior, peaceful slumber and raw masculinity, and the picture made her smile. She couldn’t believe she was now married to this man. But then, there had been so many things she found hard to believe over the past several days, some so fantastic she had questioned her own sanity. But circumstances, actions and the man slumbering on the bed before her made it all come to life, made it all true. 
 
    Shona reached a hand to her face and traced her features with a finger. She was not human. She was Muiraran. An entire race was her own, one she had never even heard of before. But others knew—Philip, Julia, the men who had helped Dallan. They all knew. What would be in store for them now? 
 
    She continued pondering as she sought her clothes. What of she and Dallan? They were wed, joined, connected in a way no one from her current century would or could ever believe. Well, with a few exceptions. Kitty would believe it. 
 
   Kitty…
 
   Shona threw the Muiraran dress over herself and let it slide down her body into place, not bothering with the belt. She grabbed Dallan’s worn plaid and wrapped it about her shoulders before venturing from the room. She needed to find a phone. She needed to say goodbye to Kitty and perhaps gather a few of her things. 
 
    She ventured out into the hall and paused. What things? What could she take into a world she knew absolutely nothing about? She licked her lips and began to breathe harder than necessary. Swallowing, she realized what she would definitely need, no matter where or when she was. 
 
    She was hungry, furiously so, and knew she needed her music. But it was all at the house. She licked her lips again, ran a hand through her hair and headed down the hall, her breathing shaky now. She had not fed in a long while. The music from the symphony not enough to carry her through the night and into the next day. 
 
    Shona entered the room she, Dallan and the others had occupied the night before, knowing a phone was there. Her hands were shaking as she quickly dialed Kitty’s number. 
 
    “Hello?” answered a sleepy voice. 
 
    “Kitty?” 
 
    “Shona?” 
 
    Shona swallowed, half out of relief, half out of hunger. “Kitty, I am at the weapons shop downtown. I need to talk to you before I go.” 
 
    “Before you go? Shona do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And where are you going anyway? Geez, it’s only six-thirty.” 
 
    “Kitty, I am with Dallan. There is too much to tell you over the phone. I need to see you. Can you come here? I need to get home and get my music to take with me. There might not be any where I am going and I need some, now.” 
 
    “Shona? Are you all right? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “J… just come. Hurry, there is nothing here. No music.” 
 
    “Oh my Gaawwsh, that’s what’s wrong! Give me fifteen minutes!” There was a decisive click as Kitty hung up, the sound lingering in Shona’s ear. Her hunger growing, she set down the phone, sat in a nearby chair and listened to her own ragged breathing. Wrapping the plaid tighter about her shoulders, she began to softly hum, the sound soothing if not satisfying. 
 
    How foolish she was to have let herself go so long. But then what was she to do? How was she to know that the past twenty-four hours would change her life forever? What could have possibly prepared her for the truth as to what she really was? She shook her head, the answer sleeping alone now in the next room. 
 
    Dallan. Perhaps she should wake him? No, he was exhausted. She could listen to Kitty’s car radio if nothing else, run to the house, get what she needed and be back before he woke up. He’d risked life and limb for her; the least she could do was let him get some much needed rest. 
 
    Shona continued to sing to herself as she got up and went to the front display room to wait for Kitty. Once there, she thought about waking one of the others and telling them what she needed. But where were they? She and Dallan appeared to be the only ones in the building. 
 
    Curious, she went down the hall to the fencing room. No one. Where had they all gone? 
 
    She returned to the front display area and continued to wait. After several more minutes and a weary rendition of Mozart’s Concerto in G, Kitty pulled up in front of the shop. 
 
    Shona staggered to the door, fumbled with the lock and quickly went outside to Kitty’s car. “My house, quick,” she rasped as she crawled into the front seat. 
 
    Kitty looked at her, eyes wide. “Geez, Shona. What’s wrong? And what are you wearing?” 
 
    Shona glared at her and reached for the radio. The music came on to hit her full force and she let out a groan, its sounds fast and vigorous. 
 
    Kitty yelped and quickly switched stations. “No way am I letting you listen to Buddy Holly! Not after everything I’ve been told! You’d better stick with classical.” 
 
    No sooner had Kitty spoke, the station she searched for tuned in and Shona immediately calmed. Her brows raised in recognition and she moaned with satisfaction, “Debussy…” 
 
    “Yeah, whoever. Just be sure you watch what you listen to. Your dad called me last night and told me everything!” 
 
     Shona, eyes closed, absorbed the music greedily, her body all but arching with her need. After several moments, she was finally able to speak again. “Everything?” She reached to turn the radio’s volume up. 
 
    Kitty watched concern in her eyes. “Everything. Geez, Shona, why didn’t they tell you?” 
 
    “They didn’t know.” 
 
    Kitty sighed. “They’re both at the house. They’ll want to say goodbye.” 
 
    “I know. Please, let us go. I need to be back s… soon.” Shona turned the volume up even higher. 
 
    The music blaring, Kitty ground the car into gear and started for the Whittards; never once taking notice of the car that followed nor Dallan’s desperate cry of warning from the roof high above. 
 
                   
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan cursed in Gaelic and spun to face a recently awakened Lany and Angus. “Where’s the heathen?” He turned desperately back to the roof ’s edge. Shona and Kitty were at a stoplight half a block up the street, Julia’s car several behind the women. Dallan began to run to the stairs. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lany asked his own voice bordered on panic. 
 
    “Shona. Kitty. That woman is following them in a car.” 
 
    “Car? Wait a minute the Maiden is in a car too?” 
 
    “Aye, with her wee friend!” Dallan tossed out and flew down the stairs, Lany and Angus close behind. 
 
    The men ran out the front door of the shop to the street. Kitty’s car was already several blocks away at the next light, Julia not far behind. Dallan looked up one side of the street, then the other before turning desperately to Angus. “Have ye no a car? We’ve got to follow her!” 
 
     Angus shuffled his feet a few times, drawing in his lower lip with his teeth. “I’m sorry lad, I always takes the bus.” 
 
    Dallan made to sprint after the retreating cars, the light green now. Lany grabbed him and roughly pulled him back. “What do you think Julia will do if she sees you following that way? She’ll pick you off so fast you won’t know what hit you!” 
 
    Dallan’s face was a mix of desperation and murderous rage. “Shona! That woman will hurt her, I know it! I wilna stand here and do nothing!” His eyes scanned the street, the cars now approaching a bend in the road which would put them out of sight. 
 
    Lany followed his gaze and silently cursed the absence of Kwaku and the others. “Okay, you’re stronger now and should be able to keep up with them. But under no circumstances are you to let Julia see you. If she does, she’ll kill you.” 
 
    Dallan nodded and started off again only to be grabbed by Angus. “Stop! Ye’ll no ha’ to chase her, lad. Look! ‘Tis Tomy! We can use her car!” 
 
    Before he’d even finished speaking, Tomika Ashby pulled alongside the curb to deliver Mother MacNab, her eyes wide at the men’s desperate looks.  Angus opened the passenger side doors and hopped into the front seat. Lany jumped into the back, Dallan close behind. 
 
    “What is goin’ on?” Tomy blurted, confused. 
 
     “Quick, lass,” Angus began. “Follow Julia’s car up yonder. There’s trouble!” 
 
    “What? What kind of trouble? What’s goin’ on?” 
 
      Dallan leaned forward in what little space was left, his breathing now ragged, and gripped Tomy’s shoulder. “Go, lass. Shona and Kitty are in danger. Follow them, but stay far enough behind so Julia can no see ‘tis us that’s with ye.” 
 
    Her eyes locked with Dallan’s. “Lordy, you’re serious!” 
 
    “Don’t debate, just go!” Lany told her through clenched teeth, wedged between Mother MacNab and Dallan. 
 
    Tomy’s foot hit the gas pedal hard and the car spun out from the curb. Everyone lurched back, then forward, the motion eliciting a gleeful “Whee!” from Angus’s mother. 
 
    Dallan, his brow now bathed in sweat, his voice shaky, glanced at her and frowned. “Be careful, lass. The old woman canna take the ride.” 
 
    Tomy smiled and whispered, “Wanna bet?” 
 
    Angus turned to the back. “Mother’s fine. Dinna worry about her. How are ye doing, lad? And how did Julia know where we were?” 
 
    “Not too hard to figure out, Angus,” Lany began as he noticed Dallan’s tight lipped expression. “Not if she followed Kitty to the shop. The question is where are Kitty and the Maiden going? Angus, the windows…” 
 
    Angus pressed some buttons on a panel and the windows of the car all opened by themselves. Dallan’s eyes widened slightly as he watched them descend into the doors. His body visibly relaxed as he leaned his face into the open air and took a few deep breaths. 
 
    Lany touched his leg to get his attention. “To Shona’s house?” 
 
    Dallan took another gulp of air, “Aye, most likely. When I woke up and dressed, Shona was wandering about. I thought perhaps she’d gone up to the roof looking for Zara. Then I heard the music coming from the street. Saints I forgot about her music. Her heart’s probably starving!” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that—Kwaku and Zara are getting her what she needs. She was resourceful calling Kitty. She didn’t know where else to get fed.” Lany lowered his gaze and his voice. “We thought she’d sleep longer. Kwaku figured there was enough time to go to Angus’s, get what we needed and be back before either of you woke up.” 
 
    Dallan nodded and leaned into the front seat. “Can ye still see them, lass?” 
 
    “They’re not far ahead. Don’t worry, I know how to get to the Whittards.” 
 
    Lany leaned forward. “Excellent! Take us within a block of the house and drop us off. We’ll take care of things from there.” 
 
    “Aye, lass. Then bring me mother back to the shop and wait for us. Ye’ll be safe there.” Angus added. 
 
    “Safe?” Tomy’s voice squeaked. “What in tarnation is goin’ on?” 
 
    “At this point,” Lany began, his voice wedged between sarcasm and panic, “don’t ask.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
                  
 
     Julia followed Kitty’s car with a broad, sadistic smile. She would have her prize. She’d come too far, been through and done too much to be stopped now.  Most of her real memories had revealed themselves, the false ones Philip's Muiraran wife placed in her head quickly fading.  As a result she realized she'd spent some of the best years of her life working on Shona.  And apparently not just in the current century she was in.  Her whole life had been dedicated to searching out and discovering the Muirarans.  If Philip knew a way to get her out of her own time, her memory of it fairly in tact, and bring her here to guard and train Shona, then he might be persuaded to take her back. Wouldn’t it be something if she returned with a Muiraran? If she had one, she would have full claim to the discovery. 
 
    Even better, she would have Shona to experiment with. Her smile grew as she drove on. 
 
    She backed off a little, not wanting to get too close. She didn’t want Shona to sense any danger or let her know she followed. Nothing to worry about by staying out of sight. She was sure they were heading for Evan and Maggie’s. The Whittards would be no problem once she got there. After all she’d brought the tranquilizer gun, not to mention her own. 
 
    She rounded a deserted corner and stopped a moment to let Shona and Kitty get some distance on her. She wanted them in the house when she got there; all the better for surprise. Julia counted the seconds on her watch. Twenty, forty, sixty…
 
    Julia suddenly spun out, never guessing how all her plans were about to change. 
 
     
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Watch out!” Angus shouted. 
 
    Too late. Tomy rammed into the rear end of the car coming onto the road. There was nothing she could do. The fool had pulled right out in front of her. “Lordy!” 
 
    Angus quickly turned to the back. “Mother? Are ye all right?” 
 
    Mother MacNab peered at him through her thick glasses. “Who was out all night?” 
 
    “He said, are you all right… never mind. She’s fine Angus.” Lany turned to Dallan then followed the Weapons Master’s piercing glare. “Uh-oh…” 
 
    “I’ll take care o’ this. Get to the house. Make sure Shona is safe.” Dallan studied his door, found the handle and pulled. 
 
    Lany grabbed his arm. “Dallan, in all probability she’s armed.” 
 
    “I well ken she might be. But I’ll no ha’ her following us or my wife.” 
 
    “Be careful, lad. After last night, I’d put nothing past the witch,” Angus added as he looked nervously at the car in front of them. 
 
    Tomy, finally done putting two and two together, let out a gasp. “My Lord, Julia? Shona’s Julia? What is goin’ on? Are we talking guns here? Did I hear you right?” 
 
    Dallan glared at her. “Take them to Shona’s. Do whatever Master Lany tells ye, lass.” He then turned to Julia’s car. She had gotten out and was standing near the rear driver’s side, acting as if inspecting for damage. It was not a hard task, as a rear door was missing and the trunk hood askew from the previous night when Dallan pried it open. 
 
    Dallan got out of Tomy’s car and leaned casually against it. 
 
    Julia looked up at him. “I hope you have insurance.” 
 
    “I hope ye no ha’ any kin.” 
 
    “My, aren’t we in a threatening mood this morning?” Julia said sarcastically as she quickly pulled a gun from her purse. “Stand away from the car.” 
 
      Dallan listened to Lany mutter something about ‘knowing better’ and did what she said. Julia smiled with satisfaction and shot Tomy’s front tires, the gun’s silencer keeping any curious ears from hearing anything.  Though no houses could be seen she knew there were a few just around the bend in the road. 
 
    Tomy, however, did manage a healthy scream of anger. “What do you think you’re doin’? Are you crazy?” 
 
    Julia raised the gun and aimed it back at Dallan. “Shut up, Tomy.  You," she raised the gun higher.  "Come here… slowly, and get in my car.” 
 
    Dallan glanced at Lany in the back seat, then back to Julia. Lany could take care of Shona while he took care of Julia. He began to move toward her. 
 
    “Get your hands up where I can see them. In fact, put them behind your head.” 
 
    Dallan hid a smile and followed her directions. Go to the car, back in, take the gun from her and they could be on their way again. He stopped when he reached the missing rear door. Julia, he noted, had backed herself out of his reach. 
 
    “Get in,” she ordered coldly. 
 
    He shrugged. She was too far away, he had to get her closer. “I dinna think yer car is safe to ride in. Cold too, from the looks o’ it.” 
 
     Julia’s eyes narrowed. “I said, get in.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her mouth pressed into a line of rage and she took a threatening step forward. “I want you to get in that car.” 
 
    He looked about himself as if confused. “Now?” 
 
    She took another step and raised the gun higher. “Now!” 
 
    He watched Lany grimacing out of the corner of his eye. “I dinna like cars.” 
 
    “Get in!” 
 
    She wanted him alive that was certain. If not, she’d have shot him by now. Dallan shrugged again and backed into the opening, his hands still behind his head. He sat slowly and calmly watched Julia’s face light with satisfaction, then raised a curious brow. 
 
    “Get all the way in, please,” she ordered, coming closer. 
 
    He complied with her wishes and now sat in the car, his head bent slightly in the closed space. “Now what? We go for a ride?” 
 
    “No.” Julia surprised him and put the gun in her purse, simultaneously pulling out another one. “You take a nap.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed slightly as he recognized what she held. 
 
    She smiled. “If I can’t deliver Shona, you’ll do just as well. And you know something? I love paybacks.” 
 
    “I gathered ye’d be the type that ‘twould.” 
 
    She thought on that a moment then shot him twice. 
 
    Both darts hit him in the left leg, reminding Dallan of the time his uncle had nicked him in the same spot while teaching him how to fence. He made to get out of the car and get her while the deadlier gun was in her purse, but instead pitched forward, his chest hitting the seat in front of him. Funny, Shona was not affected this quickly, why was he? 
 
    Julia had the other gun out now, her voice a cold hiss, “Works fast, doesn’t it? I formulated them for Shona, but two in you will work even more quickly.” She turned to Tomy’s car. “Don’t follow. If you do, I’ll kill him.” 
 
    Tomy shook her head in disbelief as Angus and Lany seethed. The gun in her hand now a deadly annoyance, helplessness a brutal fact. 
 
    Julia shoved Dallan further into the car with her foot. He moaned and landed with a thud against the other door. “Ye wee witch… I hope they dinna let ye d… drive… a… ye…” The thought lost, his body useless, he succumbed to the heavy drug, one last chance in his mind. Shona, she’s coming for ye. Get out o’ the house! Go back to the shop where the others can keep ye safe! Ye need to… to…
 
    But even had he not lost consciousness, it still would have been too late. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “What have you done with my father?” Shona’s voice faltered slightly as she spoke. 
 
    Philip continued to stroke Kitty’s cheek with the barrel of his gun.  “He’s here, if that’s what you’re worried about. And alive.” He smiled icily. “For now.” 
 
    He held Kitty, one arm painfully behind her back, the gun at her face, and studied Shona. They had entered through the front door where he’d been waiting. It was easy to grab one of them, and lucky for him, he got the one he wanted. Shona would do anything to protect her friend. 
 
    “Philip, please,” Maggie pleaded. “Don’t do this. Why can’t you just leave it? You haven’t a chance! Dallan has Shona now. It’s finished.” 
 
    Philip glanced at her, face calm. “Comfortable, Maggie?” 
 
    Maggie glared from her awkward position, on her side on the floor, bound hand and foot to the stubby legs of a sofa. “You won’t win, Philip.” 
 
    “I’d be quiet if I were you. You’re hardly in a position to do anything should I decide to run the water in the bathroom.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she silently cursed him. 
 
   “That’s better. Evan’s quite comfortable where he is. I’d hate to ruin his little nap by getting him wet.” 
 
   Shona stood between her mother and Philip, her face panicked. “Where is he?” 
 
    Philip chuckled. “Trussed up and napping in the bathtub, of course.” 
 
    “What?” Shona looked desperately to her mother. 
 
    Maggie’s eyes went from cold to helpless and back again. “He’s unconscious. Philip tied him in such a way that if the water is run, he’ll drown.” 
 
    Shona gasped then spun on Philip. “You would not!” 
 
    “Of course not.” He stated and smiled again. “As long as you come with me and do as I say.” He tightened his hold on Kitty, causing her to whimper in pain. “Your father and mother will live, and so will this little bit of baggage. The choice is yours, Shona” 
 
   Shona tried desperately to contain her panic. What to do? Dallan! Dallan, where are you? No answer. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I have the power to kill you now.” 
 
   Philip raised a brow in amusement. “Oh my dear, sweet girl, I am well aware. However, I am also aware that you haven’t the slightest idea how any of it works, and I doubt you realize what you’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Zara told me I would be stronger now. I could beat a man easily.” 
 
    He smiled wickedly. “True. But I’m not any man.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was once joined with a Muiraran. I am as strong as one, and therefore stronger than you.” 
 
    “You cannot hold Kitty indefinitely.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t plan to.” He calmly smiled. “I plan on subduing you first, then dealing with her.” 
 
    Shona looked confused and began to shake her head. “You are crazy. Dallan will be here soon and then what will you do?” 
 
   Philip winked at her. “Little… Bo… Peep.” 
 
    Shona gasped as her knees buckled, her body heading for the floor, down, down, while an all-consuming terror rose up out of nowhere to bind her like invisible chains. She stared at Philip, horror sketched across her face. 
 
    He smiled in triumph and pulled Kitty closer as he began to laugh sadistically. “Little Bo Peep has lost her sheep and let this be a reminder. That all lost sheep are naught but meat for any of those that find her!”
 
    Shona, on her knees, doubled over and fell to the floor, helpless. 
 
    “Shona!” Kitty yelped. 
 
    Philip twisted her arm painfully and breathed into her ear. “Shut up, or I’ll see to it you’re tied in the bathroom upstairs!” He dragged her to the sofa where Maggie lay bound and tossed the gun on the cushions. Still holding Kitty, he pulled a length of cord from his pocket, twisted her other arm behind her and lashed her wrists together. That done, he shoved her to the floor and tied her ankles. 
 
    He then looked to Shona, now curled into a ball. He sneered as he crawled across the floor to where she lay, his voice an evil hiss. “Yes. You will be mine, do you hear? I can still take you.” 
 
    Shona struggled to her knees and fought the fear ruthlessly holding her prisoner. “No!” 
 
    Philip smiled boyishly and quickly whispered, “Little Bo Peep!” 
 
    Shona dropped to the floor again. 
 
    He laughed gaily and slapped his leg. “Oh, Julia, you’ve outdone yourself! Superb! Absolutely superb!” 
 
    “Why, thank you, Philip. It’s not often a compliment escapes your lips. What you’re witnessing took five years work.” 
 
    Philip’s head turned to where Julia stood in the sliding glass doorway to the outdoor deck. “Oh, do come in,” he began with feigned happiness. “Join my little party.” 
 
    She left the doorway, not bothering to close it. “You’re losing your touch, Philip. You didn’t even hear me enter.” She glanced at a bound Maggie and Kitty, their features frozen in fearful anger. “Quite the party. Am I allowed to bring a guest?” 
 
    Philip’s brow raised in silent question. 
 
    Julia smiled. “He’s not in much of a festive mood right now, but he’ll come around in an hour or so, I’m sure.” 
 
    Philip’s eyes grew bright, his mouth half-open with pleasure. “Julia…Julia you precious commodity, what have you done?” 
 
    Julia’s own eyes were cold and hard. “Something you should have been able to do last night.” 
 
    “Last night, I unfortunately found myself unwillingly incarcerated.” 
 
     Julia smiled at that. “I was the victim of unsavory circumstances as well. Today is different.” 
 
    Philip licked his lips and glanced to Shona, who still lay helpless on the floor. He reached into his jacket and pulled out an odd-looking pair of handcuff s, then grabbed her, pulled her wrists together behind her back and bound them. “Where is he?” He asked, never taking his eyes from the Maiden. 
 
    “Sleeping like a baby in my car.” 
 
    “Good. You have the gun?” 
 
    Julia reached into her purse and pulled out the tranquilizer gun. 
 
    Philip stood. “Give it to me.” 
 
    She handed it to him without question. “It’s loaded.” 
 
    “Correct formulation?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” He turned and shot Shona. 
 
    Her body jerked as the dart impacted her shoulder, the pain snapping her out of the brainwashed stupor Philip had so easily triggered. “NO!” She struggled wildly, her legs kicking toward him in an attempt to bring him down. Philip and Julia jumped quickly aside as she fought her way to a sitting position, her face a mask of rage. “Don’t you dare hurt him!” 
 
    “Oh, joined to the last, aren’t you?” Philip whispered to himself. 
 
    Shona sprang to her feet and lunged at him. He caught her and threw her back onto the floor. 
 
    “Why isn’t it working?” Julia asked as she quickly ran to close the still-open door should Shona decide to use it. 
 
    Shona was already on her knees by the time Julia returned. “Stay away from him! Or I swear I will kill you both!” 
 
    Julia looked to Philip, confusion her only feature. 
 
    He caught the look and glanced back to Shona who now teetered precariously. “Her instinct to protect her mate is strong. I’d go so far as to wager that if he were harmed, the Muiraran hearts protecting her would kill in the same way as if she were the one hurt. Fascinating. I’ve never heard of it happening. Bartrol was right. This Maiden is unique.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Who’s Bartrol?” Julia demanded coldly as she watched Shona’s head fall to her chest. 
 
    “Bartrol is… an associate of mine. What you’re witnessing is her instinct fighting the drug because she knows you have her mate in your car. Muirarans will kill anything threatening a mate. Quite a fearsome sight.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I’ve seen it happen several times myself.” 
 
    Julia threw him a quizzical look as Shona toppled to the floor, unconscious. 
 
    Philip clapped his hands together. “Well, I’d say this about wraps it up.” He suddenly caught the venomous look in Maggie’s eyes and began to chuckle. “Ah, I’d almost forgotten about you.” He went to where she lay and bent down on one knee as he patted his breast pockets, searching. “You’ve been such a wonderful help all these years, Maggie. I wish we could part on happier terms. But that, at this point, is a complete impossibility.” He found the handkerchief he wanted, cruelly stuffed it into her mouth and then began to fumble with his tie. “I will, however, leave you with a kept promise. I wouldn’t want you to think I don’t keep my promises.” He anchored the handkerchief into place with his tie, gagging her and stood. “So, I will now go to the bathroom and,” he leaned toward her slightly, “turn on the water.” 
 
    Maggie screamed into the gag and began to struggle. Kitty watched horrified, speech failing her. 
 
    “Gag this one.” Philip told Julia, pointing to Kitty. He bent again to Maggie, wiped a tear from her cheek and whispered, “Now, did I not promise that if you failed me in any way whatsoever, I would kill your husband? My dear Maggie, I can’t tell you how disappointed I am. You should never have helped them. You’ve failed me miserably. I really have no choice.” He stood. “After all, my honor’s at stake.” 
 
    Maggie began to sob into her gag as he left the room and after several seconds was forced to listen to the sound of water slowly being turned on. 
 
    As Julia roughly gagged Kitty, her eyes locked with Maggie’s. “I’m sorry, but Philip is more important to me. Be glad he’s at least letting you live.” 
 
    Philip reentered the room, plucked Shona's unconscious form up from the floor and turned to Maggie. “The water is running slow, Maggie. A mere trickle at a time. But in about ten minutes he’ll be dead.” He turned, carried Shona into the kitchen and out of the house into the garage, then came back and bent over Kitty. “I’ll just take this one along for good measure. You don’t want her death on your conscience too. Because if you cross me again, she’s next.” He left her, Kitty slung over his shoulder, Julia following like an obedient servant. The kitchen door to the garage closed with a deadly air of finality. 
 
    The water in the bathroom continued to run. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    John had filled several boxes with Angus’s belongings, each item clearly marked and labeled as to which box they should go. “Is this everything?”  
 
    Kwaku sat on the floor next to him and played with an old deck of cards. “Little brodar takes only his precious dings, Lord Councilor. Most of dis is for his modar. She is…” 
 
    “Kawahnee!” Zara burst into the room, eyes frantic. 
 
    Kwaku jumped to his feet. “What is it?” 
 
    “The Maiden, Dallan. I have lost them. I cannot sense either one. It is like last night when the Maiden was drugged.” She shook her head. “Something is wrong.” 
 
    Kwaku’s face went grave as he pondered and eyed the now dead phone. Angus had shut the service off the day before. He gripped her arms. “You cannot sense de Maiden or de Boyeee? Quick, search for Mosgofian. Find de Councilor, speak wid him.” 
 
    “But, Kawahnee, he is not ready. He may reject my heart’s search.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “As you wish.” She looked briefly at John, catching the worry in his eyes. 
 
    “Forgive me, Councilor. But there is no other way right now.” 
 
    John, still bent over a box, slowly stood. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kwaku ushered him toward the kitchen. “Mos-go-fi -an is sensitive to a Muiraran’s heart, yes? What she does now may open his own heart, making him even more sensitive in de future.” 
 
    “What? More sensitive? What will that do to him? Nothing like yesterday, I hope!” 
 
    “No,” Kwaku began. “But he will be able to read Muirarans better. Do not worry, his heart for his mate will not be affected.” 
 
    John glanced nervously back to Zara, who knelt in the middle of the room, eyes closed in concentration, features fluxing as she began to sing. “As long as it doesn’t affect that, what could it possibly hurt?” 
 
   Kwaku also looked at his wife, his eyes narrowed to two dark slits. “What indeed, Lord Councilor. What indeed.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Kitty struggled to no avail. Philip had tied her too well and her cramped position on the car floor didn’t help. Between the bonds and her current painful posture, she was helpless. 
 
    Philip had laid Shona on the back seat of Maggie’s car, Kitty on the floor. Julia had covered them with the car’s dust tarp. No one would hear or see either of them, and Kitty couldn’t see where they were being taken. All she could do was hear changes in the road, an occasional car passing, and of course, Philip and Julia’s twisted conversation. 
 
    “Why go back to where you came from? Go to the future, Philip. There is more for you there! You could rule!” 
 
    “And I suppose you would rule alongside me? A fit queen sitting next to her dashing king? Charming.” Philip’s voice was flat, emotionless. 
 
    “You need me and you know it.” 
 
    “I need the Maiden, nothing more.” 
 
    “Is she enough to satisfy you?” 
 
    That got his attention.  He briefly glanced at her, silence his only answer. 
 
    “I don’t think she’ll be enough." Julia argued on.  "You’ll still need me, Philip.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Reduced to selling yourself, are you? How precious.” 
 
    “I love you.” Julia’s voice was no more than a whisper. Kitty wondered if she’d heard her right. 
 
    “Enough to kill for me?” 
 
    “I’ve killed for you before. You know that. I’d kill for you again.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the baby. I’d almost forgotten about him.  I see your memory is fully recovered. Well done, by the way. He’d have been trouble.” 
 
    “Why? Why did you have me do away with an innocent child then have your wife hide the memory from me?” 
 
    “He was a future mate for the Shamaelon house, the same house the Maiden is from. If the Maiden couldn’t be found in time, Kawahnee would have had to serve another hundred years or until another Shamaelon child was old enough to be trained, joined and mated. By killing him, you alleviated more of the competition.  And by covering that memory with false ones, you were none the wiser in the long run.” 
 
    “I see.” Julia looked out the window to hide her stricken face.  "I see that I've been a very useful puppet for you all this time."
 
    “By the way, how did you do it?”  Philip asked casually, ignoring her remark.
 
   She looked back to him slowly as the memory made itself known, almost wishing she could have it replaced with a false one again. “Shot him. Made it look like an accident. I also made it look like someone else did it.” 
 
    Julia’s words made Kitty squirm, her stomach suddenly sick. Dread began to creep into her bones, as if something inside her tried to surface, but she quickly batted it down, killing any further attempts. 
 
    Philip sighed. “You’ll kill again for me?” 
 
     Would she, could she?  If it meant keeping Philip then …“I believe I told you so.” 
 
    “Good. After I’ve taken care of our friend in the trunk and joined with the Maiden, I want you to kill your so-called sister.” 
 
     Kitty screamed into her gag, bringing a sadistic laugh from Philip. 
 
    Julia’s voice was calm. “Consider it done.” 
 
    Kitty’s lost memory suddenly broke free and rushed to the surface of her consciousness to join with Julia’s promise. The impact of the two felled her instantly in a dead faint. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Quiet, Angus, we don’t want Julia to know we’re here.” Lany whispered as he crept onto the rear deck of the house and slowly peered around the corner. 
 
    Angus huffed and puffed along behind him. “Her folk should be in the house. Julia will have her hands full. And what of Dallan?” 
 
     Lany motioned for him to be quiet as he tried a door. Locked. He reached into his back pocket, pulled out his communicator and pointed it at the door lock. Angus stifled a gasp when the laser struck the lock, opening the door. “Wow…” 
 
    Lany again silenced him as they entered the house. The family room was deserted and neither of them could hear anything. They exchanged a quick glance and slowly traversed the hall to about midway, stopped and listened. Nothing. 
 
    No, something. Lany looked to Angus to confirm the sound. Angus nodded. He’d heard it too. In fact they heard several different sounds—a muffled sob, a sloshing and the distinct sound of water running. 
 
    Lany quietly continued down the hall, Angus close behind. The sounds grew louder as they approached the front hall, a thumping joining the already existing noises. Lany listened again. Same sounds, one registering as human. He hurried down the short hall to the connecting front hall. The Whittards’ bedroom-bath was off this hall, which emptied into the living room. The room where the human cries came from. 
 
    He headed straight for them. 
 
    Maggie lay on her side on the floor in front of a sofa, her hands lashed behind her head to one of its wooden legs, her ankles tied at the opposite end. Her eyes were red from crying, her face swollen from screaming into a gag. She’d been beating her head against the sofa, probably in a desperate attempt to free herself. Lany rushed to her side and she became frantic. He quickly removed the gag. 
 
    “Bathroom! Hurry!” She screamed at him, her tears running again. 
 
    He sprang to his feet and ran to the bathroom where the water ran, the earlier sloshing sounds stilled. The sight that greeted him made him wail as he dove for the bathtub. 
 
    Evan had been tied in a similar fashion, only face down, his head beneath the tub’s faucet, hands tied above him, ankles lashed together and pulled in the direction of the faucet by another length of rope. His face was underwater. 
 
    Lany pulled out his communicator, severed the ropes with the laser and pulled Evan from the water, slipping as he did. Both he and Evan’s limp form went crashing to the floor. 
 
    “Oh no! Oh please, no!” Maggie screeched as she ran into the room and dropped to the floor. Her hands groped for Evan in an attempt to get him off of Lany. 
 
    Lany helped her get him onto his back. “How long has he been in here?” 
 
    Maggie checked his breathing then began positioning him for resuscitation. “Too long! Call an ambulance! Hurry!” 
 
     Lany ran from the room to find Angus with a knife in one hand, a phone already in his other, the address being confirmed. 
 
    The Assistant Councilor was turning back to the bathroom again when it hit. He fell to his knees, his blood on fire, his vision blurred. For a second he couldn’t think or speak, utterly paralyzed. 
 
    Councilor? Councilor, please. 
 
    Lany wondered for a moment where he was, still unable to see, before he recognized the voice which had melted into him, racing through his veins like lightening. “Zara?” 
 
    Councilor! The Maiden, Dallan. I cannot find them. 
 
    Lany fought to speak, his voice suddenly missing as he screamed in his mind. Zara! 
 
    Yes, do not be afraid. Dallan, the Maiden. Are they with you? 
 
    No. 
 
    Please, Councilor, where are they? Something has happened! 
 
    Yes. 
 
   She did not answer a moment and Lany discovered he could see the wall in front of him and that Angus now knelt at his side. Councilor, where are they? 
 
    Lany climbed to his feet and headed for the front door, Angus close behind. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Master Lany? What is it?” Angus had stopped at the bedroom door, torn between following him and helping Maggie. 
 
    Lany turned, caught the look on his face and motioned him back to the Whittard’s bedroom, then ran out the front door to Julia’s car parked in the driveway. It was empty. 
 
     Councilor? Please, answer me! Do you know where they are? 
 
    He reached into the back seat and picked up a single sheet of paper. 
 
     Please, Councilor! I must know! 
 
   Zara, he thought as he scanned the missive. Come to the Whittards’. Get here as soon as you can. 
 
    He heard nothing for a moment then it came again. There is despair in you, Councilor. I feel it. What is wrong? 
 
    Lany closed his eyes and swallowed back his rising anger. Just come. We need you and the others. Now! 
 
     We come, Councilor. 
 
    His pulse slowed and the odd sensation of fire coursing through him ceased. He again read the neatly penned message, his upper lip curled into a snarl, his heart heavy, thoughts already in prayer. 
 
                  
 
                  
 
                  
 
                   Kawahnee,
 
    
 
                    I win.
 
    
 
                           Brennan
 
                  
 
                  

 
   

For that is the mark of the Scot of all classes:
 
   That he stands in attitude towards the past
 
   Unthinkable to Englishmen, and remembers
 
   And cherishes the memory of his forbears,
 
   Good or bad; and there burns alive in him a
 
   Sense of identity with the dead even to the
 
   Twentieth generation.
 
    
 
   Robert Louis Stevenson
 
   Weir of Hermiston, 1894
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    Dallan’s eyes finally opened, his only thought, Shona. Where was she? Had she escaped Julia? Or was she now locked away somewhere, wounded or worse? The thought made him groan. Saints, but he ached. 
 
    The pain bade him take closer notice of what might be wrong. What he found startled him. 
 
    His heart hurt. His new one. Perhaps when newly joined, even the briefest separation was painful. But what did he know? Neither the heathen nor the Lady had been able to tell him anything yet. He was totally ignorant as to the workings of his new physical state. Useless. 
 
    He struggled to a sitting position and immediately noticed his surroundings were vaguely familiar. The room bathed in semi-darkness, the floor smooth and hard, the smell… he shook himself. “How can this be?” 
 
    Dallan was in the fencing room at the shop. 
 
    He tried to rise to his feet, failed, and fell to the floor in a heap. Cursing in Gaelic, he tried again slowly, his mind racing back to Shona.  M’eudain, where are ye? Answer me, lass! 
 
    Nothing. “Saints,” he whispered to himself as he scanned the room, the only light coming from several small, half-curtained windows high on one wall. The room looked the same as when he had searched for Shona earlier that morning. He wondered briefly how long he’d been unconscious as he haphazardly made his way to a sword display. He took one, checked it for balance and tightened his grasp on the hilt, ready to use it should the need arise. He made his way to the large metal door leading to the rest of the shop. Shona? Are ye hurt, lass? Where are you? 
 
    Dallan weakly tried the door. Locked. He went to the only other exit in the large room, a door Angus said led to the alley behind the building, but it too was locked. Still weary from the drug, his worry for Shona’s safety high, he leaned against the wall and let his head rest against its cool surface. Suddenly dizzy, he began to battle against renewed unconsciousness and realized how helpless he was to search for her. His new heart wrenched painfully with the thought. 
 
    Dallan raised his face to the windows above as an idea oddly struck him. He closed his eyes, bowed his head and began to silently pray. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “It was a mistake to bring them here.” Julia pushed out coldly. 
 
    Philip ignored her as he stared at Shona unconscious on a cot. “Look at her, Julia. In a matter of hours, she’ll be mine.” 
 
    Julia shook her head. “Philip, listen to me! We should never have come here. These people will destroy you. Let’s get out while we still can. Kill the Scot if you must, but do it now!” 
 
    At last, he graced her with his attention. “Worried, Julia? That’s so unlike you. Don’t you want to see my enemies humiliated? Don’t you want me to succeed?” 
 
    “I never said I didn’t.” 
 
    “No, but you were thinking it. Bringing the boy here to kill him is the ultimate victory for me. To kill my enemy’s most prized possession right underneath his very nose is positively delicious! Why wouldn’t you want a taste of it?” 
 
    “My only concern is for you, Philip.” 
 
    “I’m touched, my dear. But enough. I need to secure the Maiden. I don’t want her interrupting my playtime with her soon-to-be dead mate.” 
 
    Julia glanced at Shona. “How? I thought now she’s supposed to have some great strength. Why not keep her drugged?” 
 
    “I want her awake when I kill the Scot. I want her to feel the death of his heart. Then her immediate joining with me will be all the sweeter.” 
 
    “What makes you think this will work, Philip? She’s already joined with him.” 
 
    Philip smiled wickedly as he sat next to Shona on the cot. “The first seven days after joining are normally spent in private, allowing the male time to adjust to his new heart. Separate the couple and kill the male and the female also dies, her heart returned but too powerful for her to handle. If she joins immediately with another who is somewhat compatible, she lives.” 
 
     Julia’s brow furrowed. “She won’t do it, Philip.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She loves him. I know Shona. She would rather die than willingly submit herself to you.” 
 
    “Ah, but I’ve thought of that too.” 
 
    Julia crossed her arms, her voice gone flat. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “First, have some fun. Second, utilize your sweet little sister to make the Maiden more agreeable to the idea. I will have Shona submit to me with the Scot watching—whatever is left of him, that is. Then, I will kill him.” He smiled again. “And while I’m in the delicate process of joining, you may kill your sister. When all is done, we leave.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Home. I want to return home for a time, Julia.” She uncrossed her arms and shot him a questioning look. 
 
    “London, England. Seventeen ninety-four. At least, that’s when I left.” 
 
    Julia backed up a step, her mouth half-open in disbelief, and then smiled, her voice a whisper. “Fantastic.” 
 
    Philip raised an eyebrow as he repositioned Shona onto her stomach. He reached into a bag he’d brought from the car, pulled out an odd looking pair of cuff s and placed them on her ankles. 
 
    “What are those?” Julia asked with mild curiosity. 
 
    “Manacles I took the liberty of removing from a Muiraran holding center many years ago.” He smiled at the audible click of the shackles. “They are made for Muirarans, the metal used unknown to me. As peaceful a race as they are, they still utilize some barbaric methods of control when it comes to the less savory.” He stood. “There are no keys. The only one able to remove them is the owner. I was the first person to touch them with my hands bared. The metal knows my hands, and will respond to the chemicals in my skin. In other words, completely escape-proof.” 
 
    “Let’s go to Muirara. You could be just as powerful there.” 
 
    Philip chuckled. “That’s like asking a thief to return to the scene of the crime.” He reached into the bag again. “Out of the question.” 
 
    “But England?” 
 
    “Home is where I shall go for now, Julia. Either come with me or stay.” 
 
     He pulled out a length of heavy cloth, its center thicker than the rest. Julia stared at it a moment, then re-crossed her arms. “A Muiraran gag?” 
 
     Philip grinned. “How astute.” He began to gag the Maiden. “Always remember, Julia. If she sings while still joined with the Scot, we’re dead. Silencing her is our most powerful ally right now. At least until I’ve made sure of the Scot’s ignorance as to the workings of his new state.” 
 
    “And after you join with her?” 
 
    He stood. “Everyone else is dead.” 
 
    Julia watched as he made his way to the door. “He’s probably awake by now, waiting for you.” 
 
    “I should hope so. Otherwise the game would hold no enjoyment for me.” 
 
    “Game? Is that what all this is to you? A mere game?” 
 
    “Really, Julia. Cease your fretting. I can beat him. After all, I taught Kawahnee much of what he knows, and no matter what he says, I know he’s taught the boy the same.” 
 
    “What if you’re wrong?” 
 
    “I’m not.” He stood poised in the doorway. “Coming?” 
 
    Julia glanced to Shona. “What of the others? What if they show up?” 
 
    Philip closed his eyes a brief moment before answering. “No, they’re still preoccupied with other things, just as I planned. I’ve time enough to toy a while.” 
 
   “The Scot will try to kill you the first chance he gets.” 
 
    Philip laughed. “Why, Julia, I’m counting on it. That, after all, is what makes the game so thrilling!” He turned on his heel and left the room, a sadistic gleam in his eye. 
 
    Julia followed along behind him, her mind repeating a single thought over and over again. 
 
    Philip was a fool. And she still loved him. Why? 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan stood, forehead against the wall, sword held limply in his hand when the sound came. His head spun to the metal door on the other side of the room, a wave of dizziness soon following. He turned and made his way along the wall, using it for support as the door slowly opened. 
 
    Brennan entered and deftly flipped a light switch, immediately illuminating everything. Dallan’s eyes pained him as he quickly went into a slight crouch, sword raised. 
 
    “Really, calm yourself. Why, I’m not even armed.” Brennan’s voice drawled. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes adjusted as he watched Brennan make his way to the sword display, where he took his time choosing a weapon. The Weapons Master lowered himself, preparing for a charge. Best to get rid of this enemy now. 
 
    “I wouldn’t if I were you. The drug hasn’t worn off yet and your increased blood flow will only cause you to lose consciousness again.” 
 
     Dallan suddenly stopped at the words, his face calm. “What ha’ ye done wi’ Shona?” 
 
    Brennan slowly turned to face him. “She’s quite comfortable. Napping. No need to worry. You can’t feel her, can you?” 
 
     Dallan studied him a brief moment, refusing to reply. 
 
    “Ah, of course not. When sleep is induced by chemical means or force, she cannot hear your Call, just as you cannot hear hers.” 
 
    “What d’ye want?” Dallan ground out. 
 
    Brennan chuckled lightly. “I think it’s quite obvious at this point, don’t you? I want you dead.” 
 
    “Yer no verra good at getting the job done, are you?” 
 
     Brennan casually sliced at the air with his sword a few times. “I plan on being exceedingly thorough this time.” His body suddenly tensed and he positioned himself for readiness. “Please don’t delude yourself into thinking you’ll survive again.” 
 
    Dallan stood casually and watched him. “Then why did ye no kill me a moment ago instead of playing wi’ yer blade?” 
 
    Brennan tossed him a wicked grin. “Because you’re not ready. It would be too easy to kill you right now. I’d rather enjoy myself first.” 
 
    “Like a cat wi’ a wee mouse is it?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    Dallan still stood casually, face calm. “And what if yer wrong?” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “I believe that’s what ye said the last time.” 
 
     Brennan’s lips curled into a sadistic sneer as he approached. “I’m tired of waiting. We begin.” 
 
    Dallan’s body tensed slightly in preparation, but not enough for Brennan to see. “I thought I wasna ready.” 
 
    “You’re ready enough to at least present a small challenge,” Brennan answered as he slowly began to circle him. 
 
    Dallan didn’t move or change positions as he was circled. He didn’t have to. His new heart seemed to follow Brennan’s every move, like having eyes in the back of his head, the new sensation unnerving. His heart reached toward Brennan, staying with him, searching. 
 
    Brennan began to laugh. “My, you’re a curious one. But how instinctive, I wonder?” 
 
    Dallan suddenly spun, his sword blocking Brennan’s own deadly blade. Brennan jumped back a few steps. “Very instinctive, I see. Good.”
 
    Dallan faced him now, his weapon ready, eyes narrowed to slits. “Where’s Shona?” 
 
    Brennan lunged, forcing him to fight, the movements spinning the remaining drug throughout his body all over again. He stumbled once and nearly gave Brennan an opening, deflecting a lethal thrust only at the last moment. “That’s it! Fight me, you Scottish dog. I’ll make sure you bleed.” 
 
    Dallan righted himself and took the offensive, driving Brennan back several yards before the drug left in his system challenged his sight and mind with a wave of dizziness. 
 
    Brennan’s blade was quick to slice into Dallan’s left arm. “A bit off -center, are we? I told you this would happen.” 
 
    Dallan ignored the pain and glared at Brennan. “Ye Sassenach devil! What ha’ ye done wi’ Shona?” 
 
    Brennan laughed heartily. “Why, she’s in the next room. But you’ll have to go through me to get to her. You want her badly, don’t you? Hungry?” 
 
    Dallan charged him, his blade eagerly seeking Brennan, the sudden wave of dizziness the worse enemy. The Englishman fought expertly, like none he had ever encountered before, his moves not unlike those of his own time. Didn’t the heathen say Brennan was an ex-Time Master? Could he be from somewhere near the seventeenth century? He’d chosen a basket-hilted broadsword, like Dallan’s, and he knew exactly how to use it. 
 
    They broke off from each other, no openings to be found for either man as Julia cautiously entered the room. Brennan jumped back out of Dallan’s reach. “Is she waking?” 
 
    Julia looked from one man to the other, caution in her eyes. “Yes.” 
 
    Brennan grinned ear to ear with satisfaction. “Excellent.” He viciously attacked Dallan again, his thrusts quick and powerful, letting him know he’d been playing with him earlier. Now the fight was serious. 
 
    Dallan’s dizziness seemed to be fighting right along with Brennan, blurring his vision, his movements not fast enough for efficient defense. The result was more wounds to his body, but none lethal—all meant to humiliate, not kill. Their blades separated and they broke off again. “Why d’ye toy wi’ me like this? Ye ken ye can take me.” 
 
    “And deprive your bride of seeing you bested? I think not. I’ll fetch her to you just as soon as I’ve spilled enough of your blood. I know you’re hungry for her. Your shared heart has not fed in awhile.” 
 
    “To show her what a cur ye are. Canna fight me on even terms. Ye ha’ to keep me drugged. Yer no a warrior. Yer no even a man.” 
 
    Brennan’s only answer was to lunge at him again, the strength of his blows doubled. Dallan wondered just how much of the drug still lingered that Brennan was so much stronger sensing he had the greater strength now, was still the better of the two. 
 
    Brennan obviously knew it as well. The coward. 
 
    Dallan took another slicing wound, this one to his right leg. He stumbled with dizziness and Brennan ignored the opening. Dallan knew his enemy wanted him to die slowly and was afraid to rush the job. His breathing difficult, sight again blurred, he took the opportunity to rest for the brief moment offered. He noticed his wounds were carefully inflicted, placed in such a way that he would merely bleed to death. Brennan wouldn’t even have to finish him with a final thrust. 
 
    The English dog knew what he was doing. 
 
    Brennan, obviously through being generous, attacked again. This time without mercy. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “No! Don’t you do it, Evan! Don’t you leave me!” Maggie screamed as two paramedics worked fervently in a vain attempt at reviving the man. 
 
    “Nooo!” She wailed as she took in the look on the paramedic’s faces, all their attempts now ceased. “Try again! Do you hear me? Do it again!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” one of the paramedics began. “He’s not coming back.” 
 
    She spun to Lany standing in the doorway, his face locked in grave anger. He looked to her, his sudden empathetic eyes filling her own. “They’ve done all they can, Maggie.” 
 
    “What? How can you say that? I’m a nurse! I say when they’re done! Now try again!” 
 
    “Maggie,” Lany began as he knelt next to her on the bedroom floor, his voice dropped to barely a whisper. “Let them go. There’s another way to save him, but you have to trust me.” 
 
    She shook her head, tears in her eyes. “Don’t joke with me. Don’t even!” She turned to Evan. “Oh, God, please…” 
 
    Lany leaned toward her. “Trust me.” 
 
    Their eyes locked and she nodded before turning to the paramedics. “Please don’t take him. Leave him here and send the coroner.” 
 
   They both nodded as one began to cover Evan with the blanket they’d placed over him earlier. 
 
    “No,” she began, shooting out a hand. “Leave him the way he is.” 
 
    “All right, ma’am. We’ll call it in.” 
 
    Maggie’s lower lip trembled. “Thank you.” 
 
    The paramedics left the room after a few more questions and the gathering of equipment, none too soon as far as Lany was concerned. He quickly turned to Evan once they were gone. “C’mon, Zara. Get here.” 
 
    “Zara?” Maggie’s voice squeaked out. 
 
    “She can bring him back. There’s still time.” 
 
    “Bring him back? She can do that? Oh please, yes! Where is she?” 
 
    “Here, Lady. I am right here.” Zara glided into the bedroom and went immediately to Evan, Kwaku close behind. She turned to her husband after briefly examining the still form on the floor, her face grave. “He is deep in death, Kawahnee. Nearly gone. I can heal him but not alone.” 
 
   Kwaku closed his eyes a brief second and nodded before looking to Maggie. “You wish his life?” 
 
    “Yes! Please! Do something if you’re able. Don’t let him leave me! I’ll die without him.” 
 
    “Do you want him badly enough to sacrifice de life of anoder?” 
 
     She stared at him in shock. “What do you mean?” 
 
     Kwaku turned to Lany. “Mos-go-fi -an, you and de Lord Councilor must find de Boyeee and de Maiden.” 
 
    “We don’t know where they are.” Lany reached into his pocket and handed Kwaku the message found in Julia’s car as Zara began to softly sing. 
 
    Kwaku read the brief note, ignoring Maggie’s sudden gasp as Zara’s features fluxed. “If I help my wife wid your husband, de Boyeee and possibly even Shona, will die, unless someone can reach dem in time to stop Brennan.” 
 
    Speech seemed beyond Maggie at his words. All she could do was shake her head then look frantically to Evan. 
 
    “Kwaku, we haven’t the slightest idea where Brennan has taken them.” Lany told him, his voice grave. “Zara can’t feel either one of them.” 
 
    “Dat is good, and means dey are safe for now. Drugged. Brennan will not play wid a dead mouse. He likes his catch live.”
 
    Lany’s eyes narrowed to slits. “How like Brennan. I got rid of the medical people. You have some time before others arrive.”
 
    Kwaku nodded without looking at him, his eyes on his wife’s weary form. 
 
    Lany touched Kwaku’s shoulder. “We can’t risk losing Dallan or Shona. You know that.” 
 
   “Yes, Mos-go-fi -an, I know.” He looked Lany in the eye. “And if it were your mate on de floor, death wrapping itself around her, taking her life, would you have me leave her and try to find de Boyeee? Or would you be like dis woman, desperate for her mate’s survival?” 
 
    Lany closed his eyes as Kwaku patted him on the back. “And I would do de same.” He turned to John, who had just entered the room, Angus shuffling close behind. “Maybe dere will be enough streng-d left for my wife and I to find de Boyeee and de Maiden. But we see if it be de Creator’s will to save dis one first.” 
 
    John dropped to his knees near Lany. “What are you saying? Enough strength left? Couldn’t Zara search for Brennan and find them that way?” 
 
    “He is totally incompatible to her,” Kwaku whispered. “She would be harmed if she searched for him now. My heart will join wid my wife to heal dis man. After dat, we will bode be very weak. I will not be able to help you fight Brennan should it come to dat. We may not even be able to search for dem once dey no longer have Brennan’s poison in deir bodies.” 
 
    John shook his head. “We’ve come so far…” He turned to Lany. “Can you sense anything? Do you think you can find the Maiden?” 
 
    “Eaton, I’m not capable of searching for anything. I needed Zara’s help just to communicate with her!” 
 
    Kwaku joined his wife and wrapped her up in his arms, then, to everyone’s amazement, began to sing with her. John again turned to Lany. “We have no one else now. You’ve got to try.” 
 
   Lany shook his head, “Eaton, I don’t know how.” 
 
   John rubbed his face with his hands. He scanned the room before letting his eyes land on Angus. “Suggestions?” 
 
    “Aye,” Angus began his face grave. “Pray, Lord John. Pray for a miracle.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Julia watched horrified at the savage brutality with which both men fought. At first Philip seemed to be the better of the two, but now the Scot was utilizing a different style, his moves quicker, closer together. Given enough time, he would beat Philip. 
 
    She cringed as the blades collided, the sound ringing with impending death for one or both men. What would she do if they both died? Shona also would die, leaving her with nothing, no one. Alone. 
 
    Julia slowly made her way along the wall, staying well away from the battle waging across the room where both men’s blood was making the floor slippery, the fighting more hazardous. She had to do something fast. 
 
    Reaching the weapons rack, she pulled from it a long staff of wood and slowly crept along the wall again in the direction of the warriors, blades still singing a death song. If she was to save Shona, one of the men would have to live, and she could see that at this point it wouldn’t be Philip. As much blood as the Scot had already lost, he still fought like a savage, Philip now unable to judge his moves and method. Philip had been wrong; he would lose unless she did something to help. 
 
    Julia continued toward them, the smell of blood clear in the air. When she reached her destination, she carefully edged as close to the men as possible, footing difficult, and positioned herself behind the Scot as best she could. She noticed how gracefully he fought and became shocked to realize he had his eyes closed, his face briefly facing her as he twisted away from Philip’s blade. The Scot was battling with his new heart alone, the drug still pulling at him. 
 
    “Amazing,” she whispered in awe. If only she could save both Shona and her mate somehow. What a study they would make for her! She’d planned on helping Philip kill him, but perhaps…
 
    The Scot jumped back into her range and she quickly took advantage. She swung the quarterstaff as hard as she could, the wood connecting squarely with the side of his head. The blow knocked him to the floor and into his own blood. Philip would live! 
 
    “You fool!” Philip screamed in rage as he raced toward her. He wrenched the staff from her hands and threw it across the room to bounce off one wall and onto the floor, the sound echoing loudly. He grabbed her to him and viciously slapped her across the face to send her sprawling. “How dare you interrupt! Do you realize what you’ve done? You’ve ruined it for me, you little witch!” 
 
    She tried to scramble out of reach, the slick floor thwarting her efforts. “No! I saved you! He would have killed you!” 
 
    Philip dropped his sword, grabbed her again and roughly pulled her to her feet. “I had him! He was mine! Now he may die while merely stunned! You’ve ruined everything!” He slapped her again, but didn’t release his hold, one hand now around her throat. “I’ll teach you to interfere!” 
 
   To Julia’s utter horror, he began to lift her off the floor by the neck. She grabbed and clawed at his hand with her own, her struggles useless. Philip was going to kill her. 
 
    “Curse you witch! See that I don’t make idle threats! Do you think I care anything for you? Do you? I don’t care if you live or die!” 
 
    She kicked at the air, held at arms length from him, her feet striking nothing as his grip began to crush her windpipe. She hated him in that moment, hated his words of love from years past, the way he’d rescued her from her own execution and brought her into a world of life again. How he did it she had no idea, and at the time didn’t care. She’d been fifty-two when he took her from her world and struck the bargain that would give her back her youth and a chance to see her life’s dream fulfilled. 
 
    As consciousness left her, death imminent, one thought permeated the rest. Philip wasn’t the fool. She was. 
 
    He suddenly dropped her, the Scot again on his feet if precariously. Philip spun to face him, his whole body prepared to spring. He lunged and caught the Scot round the middle, bringing both men to the floor. They slid to a stop and Philip began to slam his fist into his enemy’s face. 
 
    Julia, knowing this to be her only chance, crawled from the room, one thing driving her, making her ignore the pain. No matter what it took, she would have her revenge on Philip Brennan. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Dallan raised his head slowly, painfully and glared at Brennan. 
 
    Brennan brutally struck his face again. “You fool!” He screamed. “Did you honestly think you could best me? I am the stronger! It is I who will master the Maiden! Not you!” 
 
    Dallan, on his knees, blood oozing from a dozen wounds, clenched his teeth. “Dinna touch her, ye Sassenach dog!” 
 
    Brennan erupted into hysterical laughter. “Why my dear fellow, as I told you before, touching her is all I plan on doing!” He continued to chortle as he bent to Dallan. “So pleasant to have you on your knees before me.” He began to circle him. “Pity it will be the last time.” 
 
   The nightmare from Genis Lee flashed through Dallan’s mind, its reality bent again in front of him. His hands mercilessly chained behind his back, he retorted with what he had and spit in Brennan’s face. 
 
    Brennan calmly wiped away Dallan’s hatred and stood. “She’ll submit to me here, in this room, while you watch. And I may even let you live long enough to see her join with me. If I time it right, your heart will die about the same time I take her.” He smiled wickedly. “Life is glorious, isn’t it?” 
 
    Dallan watched Brennan back away. The man’s eyes were wild and glazed with lust, darting back and forth between Dallan and the door leading to the hall. To Shona. M’eudain? M’eudain, can ye no hear me? He means to harm ye lass. Ye’ll ha’ to fight him. Ye may ha’ to kill. 
 
    Nothing. She still could not hear him. 
 
    “M’eudain? M’eudain, can you not hear me?” Brennan mimicked his voice high-pitched and mocking. He threw his head back and laughed wickedly. “I can hear your heart! Wonderful! This means I’m more compatible to her than I thought. I’ll take her easily.” 
 
    Dallan’s face twisted in an odd combination of rage and shock. “How?” Pushed itself out through still clenched teeth. 
 
    “I was a Time Master, or were you ignorant of that? I may have lost my own mate recently, but not so long ago that I’ve lost my ability to read another’s heart. My wife was very powerful.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed with hatred. “Ye dinna deserve a wife.” 
 
    Brennan chuckled at that. “My dear fellow, I cared very much for my wife. It’s a pity she died.” 
 
    Dallan watched as Brennan’s face began to change from passive remembrance to maniacal lust. His eyes changed as well, darting about the room as his breathing slowed. 
 
    Brennan began to pace. “I did love her, you know. She was everything to me until you took her.” He turned from Dallan, his voice lowered somewhat and pushed out on a rasp. “Then why did you kill her?” Brennan spun to face him again, his voice soft. “Because you told me to, remember? I always do what you ask.” 
 
    Dallan swallowed hard as he reassessed the situation, one thing clear. Philip Brennan was insane. And insane men were totally unpredictable. 
 
    “Lissa was everything to me. I helped her feed her heart in the garden.” He looked right at Dallan. “She fed off beauty and pleasure. A wonderful combination to give.” 
 
    Dallan again watched as Brennan took a few steps back and began to examine the various cuts and lacerations inflicted upon his own body. He wiped some blood from his chest and licked it from his fingers. He repeated the action over and over; his movements frenzied like a starving man feeding himself. 
 
    Dallan’s stomach lurched at the thought of this man with Shona. He closed his eyes and concentrated as best he could, his loss of blood great. Shona, listen to me. Ye must escape this place. He means to take ye, lass. Dinna let him. I am… I am dying, Flower. I’d rather ye die along with me than allow him to make ye suffer. 
 
    Brennan again burst into laughter. “Listen to him, Philip. Hear how he pleads with his mate? He wishes her death rather than see her joined to me. How like a Scot! Well, I’ll tell you something, she will join with me. My blood will become one with hers. My wounds will heal while yours bring you to death’s door!” 
 
    Dallan’s head dropped to his chest. 
 
    Brennan chuckled low in his throat. “Did you know you have the power to heal yourself? I bet Kawahnee never told you, did he?” 
 
    Dallan slowly looked at him, face expressionless, eyes void of emotion. 
 
    “No, I see he didn’t. Just as he never told you how to utilize the power you have.” He began to circle him again. “Did you know you possess enough power to control the planet? Did you know you could rule the world if you chose? And did you know I am about to take it all away from you?” 
 
    Dallan’s heart followed Brennan as he circled. He pushed with it, forcing his way into the heart of his enemy, instinct the only thing guiding him. 
 
    Brennan suddenly screamed and kicked Dallan in his side, knocking him to the floor. “How dare you invade me! Stay out of my heart you rotter!” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes sprang open, his own heart still able to feel what he’d discovered. Brennan was changing inside, aging… dying. His time was almost up. No wonder he was so desperate to join with Shona. If he didn’t, he was a dead man. 
 
    “Save your strength, you filthy Scot. I want you to live a while longer.” Brennan pushed out and kicked him again. 
 
    Dallan’s back racked with pain from the blow and he fought to stay conscious. If he could only figure out how to heal himself, he could still save Shona from this devil. Save them both. 
 
    Brennan stepped away from him and sat casually on the floor. He pulled out a pocket watch and checked the time. “She should be fully awake soon. She can probably hear you now if you call to her. Care to try again?” 
 
   Dallan remained as he was his breathing slowed to conserve energy. He knew how badly he might need it. He glared at Brennan but said nothing. 
 
    Brennan leaned back on the heels of his hands. “Ah, nothing to say? How unlike the Scottish dog you are. I thought once one of your kind got going, you never shut up. Nothing’s changed much in the last two hundred and fifty years or so, I assume. Where, or should I say, when are you from anyway? Myself, I was born November eighteenth, Seventeen fifty-three.” 
 
    Dallan’s only response was a slight furrowing of his brow. 
 
    Brennan snorted. “But when were you born, I wonder? What part of the past did you come from? You were hard for Lissa to trace. She never could find you. Or perhaps, she did and wouldn’t tell me. The good in her was powerful, though not enough to save her when she needed it.”
 
    Dallan closed his eyes, his heart searching, reaching beyond the room to seek out its only other source of life as Brennan continued with his one-sided conversation. 
 
    “I’ll take her to England, back to where I came from. Perhaps we’ll find you in a history book somewhere after all.” He chuckled. “Let’s see, you fight like someone from my time so you couldn’t be far from it. Where shall I look, the Disruption? Or perhaps further back? Ah, the Jacobite rebellion? Hmm, French invasion? Darien Expedition? The Massacre at Glencoe? Maybe…” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes sprang open, their depths filled with fury. 
 
    “Ah,” Brennan began, satisfied. “I seem to have struck a chord. I know the Darien Expedition wouldn’t put that look in your eye, so it would have to be…” He laughed and stood. “How wonderfully ironic! And tell me, were you there? Did Kwaku take you from it? That’s how the Elders like it done. They take you in the midst of calamity and chaos so you won’t be missed or have your disappearance raise any suspicion. And what a stroke of irony! Allow me to introduce myself to you, sir a second time. I am Lord Philip C. Brennan, though my last name was changed to my mother’s maiden name. Too much scandal attached to my own surname. My original name was Dalrymple, I am a direct descendent of John Dalrymple, Master of Stair to your wondrous King William, though you won’t find me in the history books. No one ever finds us in the history books. The Muirarans see to that.” 
 
    Dallan struggled to a sitting position, risking the wasted energy. He wanted to speak from a less vulnerable position. “And what of it? Why should that matter to me?” 
 
    “You were there, weren’t you?” Brennan slowly approached him. “Who are you?” 
 
    Dallan pushed himself up to a standing position. “I am Dallan Keir MacDonald of Glencoe, third in line to the MacIain.”
 
    Brennan stood shocked for a brief moment, then narrowed his eyes and sneered. “This is better than I thought. Why, I couldn’t ask for a better way to end your life and start my own.” 
 
    “And what is that suppose to mean?” 
 
    “It means, my dear fellow, that my ancestor, Sir John Dalrymple, initiated a mass murder. The Elders were right: one cannot escape one’s destiny. I’d wager you were to die during the massacre and Kawahnee botched destiny up.” 
 
    Dallan staggered to keep his balance. “What are ye saying?” 
 
    Brennan laughed heartily. “I’m saying that my great-great-so-on-and so-forth grandfather killed your grandfather. And the beautiful thing is that now I’m going to kill you!” 
 
    Dallan fell to his knees as the thing he’d wondered about for years burned its way into his mind and heart. He now knew who was responsible for the murder of his family and fellow clansmen, and, like that fateful day of so long ago, was helpless to do anything to save the ones he loved. 
 
    Shona…
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    Julia rested briefly at the stoplight, her pain great. She had crawled from the fencing room to the hall and out to Maggie’s car in the alley. After battling with the keys, she’d finally managed to get the door open and climb inside. She had left the alley as fast as she could, the car racing through the streets to the only ones able to help at this point. 
 
    She’d never gone to an enemy before, nor had she ever fully betrayed an ally. But Philip was no longer an ally. Now he was the enemy. Now, she thought, he deserved to die. 
 
    She began the climb into the west hills of the city, her breathing difficult. Philip must have damaged her windpipe, “I’ll get you for this,” she rasped in an unrecognizable voice. She downshifted and continued on. 
 
    They would be at the Whittards. Philip planned Evan’s murder as a distraction to keep them busy while he played with his new toys. But what if it hadn’t worked? What if they had already left the house to search for Philip? What would they do when they saw her? Perhaps she wouldn’t get the chance to plead her case. She might be dead as soon as the big black man spotted her. He was obviously the leader, whoever he was. One thing was for sure, Philip hated him, wanted him to suffer as much as possible. But why? 
 
    Julia slowly brought the car alongside the curb near the house. Her battered car was the only one in the driveway, and at the moment all appeared quiet. She knew it wouldn’t be for long. 
 
    She got out and slowly made her way to the front door. Her breathing labored, she reached for the doorknob, fingers already curled in pain. 
 
    “Don’t move. Don’t even breathe,” a voice whispered into her ear as a hand locked itself onto one arm. 
 
    Julia flinched in pain at the man’s tight grasp and slowly turned to face him. “It’s not what you think,” she painfully pushed out. 
 
    Lany took in the sight of her bruised throat and the sound of her damaged voice, but kept his grip and ushered her through the door. “Eaton!” 
 
   John ran out from the master bedroom to the hall, his face falling into shock. “By the Creator…” 
 
   “Please,” Julia began. “Let me explain why I’ve come. He tried to kill me. He doesn’t care about anyone but himself. He means to kill your friend anytime now.” 
 
    Lany, never loosening his grip, pulled her into the living room and down onto the sofa. “Do you know where they are?” 
 
    She looked from one man to the other. “Yes.” Her voice was nearly gone now. 
 
    John went down on one knee. “Are you here to help us?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and nodded. 
 
    Lany released his grip and his breath then joined his superior. “Then tell us where Brennan has taken them. He’s betrayed you too, hasn’t he?”
 
     Her eyes filled with tears and again she nodded. 
 
    “Tell us, Julia. I’ll see to it you are compensated for your help.” John’s voice, though compassionate, was still deadly serious. 
 
    She shook her head. “He will kill me. I’ve no one, nowhere to go.” 
 
    “Who will kill you?” Lany asked. 
 
    Julia swallowed and searched the room. “The big black man. He’s a Time Master. He has that power. Philip explained a little of it to me.” 
 
    “Kwaku is with us. He’ll see that your sentence is not as severe in lieu of your help.” John explained as he took one of her hands in his own. “Please, where are they?” 
 
    Her head lolled to one side and she moaned in pain just as Maggie came into the room. “You!” 
 
    Lany jumped up and grabbed Maggie as she launched herself at Julia. “No! She’s here to help. She knows where Dallan and Shona are!” 
 
   Maggie’s face was red with rage, her own exhaustion forcing her to the floor. Lany supported and braced her as she landed in a heap. “He almost died, Julia. You did nothing. Nothing! All these years you worked with us. We treated you like family! And what about Shona? Do you even care for her?” 
 
    Julia closed her eyes a moment. “I care for what she is.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes softened. “Where is she?” 
 
    “If I tell you, do you promise to let me live?” 
 
     Maggie’s lip twitched with anxiety and indecision. “Yes.” 
 
    “He took them to a little antique weapons shop downtown. He wants to kill the Scot there and claim Shona as well.” 
 
    John sat on the floor. “By the Creator. Right under our noses.” 
 
    “He planned it that way.” Julia hoarsely commented, then leaned back into the cushions, too weary to care anymore about being on her guard. 
 
    “Julia, were Dallan and Shona both drugged?” Lany asked as he helped Maggie to her feet. 
 
    “Yes. But both should be awake by now. The Scotsman, he’s been awake for a while, but Philip has been fighting with him. He’s badly wounded. Philip wanted to bleed him to death and make him watch Shona submit and… join.” 
 
    Lany groaned and closed his eyes in concentration. All watched as his face twisted with unexplainable silent agony for a moment. 
 
    His eyes suddenly widened in confirmation, and he spun to John. “Eaton, I can feel him! I can! Wow, it’s like… he’s… stars, I can’t explain what’s happening, but something is. Dallan is doing something. Something very… Muiraran.” 
 
    John stood as well. “He must be using his new heart and instinct. I hope Brennan hasn’t figured it out yet.” He looked to Maggie. “Do you have any sort of weapons in the house?” 
 
    “Only Shona’s fencing sabers, but I’m not even sure where they are.” 
 
    “No firearms of any kind?” Lany asked. 
 
    “None. Evan doesn’t like guns.” 
 
    John and Lany both turned toward the bedroom and glanced compassionately back to Maggie, John listening intently. Kwaku and Zara still sang softly, voices locked together as they repaired the damage done to Evan. Their joined heart was acting on its own, healing him. 
 
    John turned back to Lany. “You and me. That’s all there is. You have your laser?” 
 
    Lany nodded and pulled out his communicator. 
 
    “What range do you have programmed into it?” 
 
     Lany sighed. “Very short, I’m afraid. Cari caught Vyn playing with it one day and, well…” he shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll have to get fairly close to get a clear shot at him. If Dallan’s new instinct finds us, he can help in some way. That is, if he’s in any shape to. What did you sense from him?” 
 
     Lany’s face became expressionless. “Eaton, I don’t know. I can’t explain it. Such pure power is just sitting there but… it’s like it’s got no place to go. He did seem to be trying to channel it somewhere.” 
 
   John smiled. “To heal himself, I hope. If his instinct is guiding him completely, and he doesn’t fight it, he may yet win this for us.” 
 
    “Let’s not bet on anything. Let’s go and get this over with.”
 
    John nodded and left the room briefly. When he returned, Angus shuffled along behind him. “Maggie, you stay here with your husband. He’s going to be fine. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “Lany, Angus and I will go to the shop and take care of Brennan. We’ll come back as soon as we can. Tomy will have to take us. We’ll leave Angus’s mother with you.” 
 
   At his last words, a recently arrived sweaty and tired Tomy pushed Mother MacNab into the room. 
 
    “What about her?” Maggie asked as she pointed to Julia. 
 
    John pondered a moment, then smiled, took the wheelchair from Tomy and pushed Mother MacNab over to Julia who began to sit up, wary at his approach. “Mother,” he yelled. “This is an English prisoner. Guard her for us!” 
 
    Mother’s eyes grew wide as she peered over her glasses at Julia who sat with a vague expression on her face. Mother raised her cane, swung it about a few times and screeched a string of Gaelic. 
 
    Angus stood by and cringed at the words. “Let’s go. The she-de’il is no going anywhere.” 
 
    Lany motioned to Tomy. “We'll use Evan's car.  All you have to do is take us there then get yourself back here. How fast can you drive?” 
 
    “I don’t understand any of this, except that I can have you there in less than ten minutes and you folks best not keep standing around here talkin’ about it!” 
 
    “We still have time,” John began. “My guess is Shona’s not fully awake yet. Brennan won’t make a move until she’s coherent enough to respond to him.” 
 
    Lany turned to John, eyes still wide, and swallowed hard. “Eaton, we have to go now. She’s awake and I can feel her searching for Dallan. But he doesn’t answer. I don’t understand what he’s doing.” 
 
    “And I don’t understand how you’re able to do what you do, Lany. I’m just glad you can. Let’s go.” 
 
    Lany stood a brief moment in silence, his own heart torn with two horrible emotional pangs. One of them was that he didn’t understand how he was able to do it either. The other was a powerful sense of separation. Dallan and the Maiden needed to feed each other and soon. 
 
    And there was something else, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on and wasn’t sure how to in the first place. All he did know was that they had come too far for it to end like this. No matter what, they had to save the young couple. If not, they may well all be doomed to die. 
 
    The three men left the house in silence, the fate of the Known Lands now on their shoulders alone. 
 
                   
 
                   

 
   

The wind blew as ‘twad blawn its last;
 
   The rattling showers rose on the blast;
 
   The speedy gleams the darkness swallow’d;
 
   That night, a child might understand,
 
   The De’il had business on his hand.
 
    
 
    
 
   Robert Burns
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    Shona fought her eyes one last time, her refusal to let them close again finally winning. She glanced about as best she could in her awkward position, on her stomach with her head turned to the side. Looking at the closed door leading to the hall, she could feel the presence of others. But who? 
 
    Dallan? Dallan, where are you? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She swallowed to wet her dry throat and bit into the gag someone had placed on her. 
 
    Ceannsaich? 
 
    She strained toward the door as the Gaelic soared from her heart to search for his. There was something there, she couldn’t pinpoint it, but it had to be Dallan. But what was he doing? It was almost as if he’d drawn deep within himself, his heart nearly unattainable. 
 
    Her heart’s call unanswered, Shona twisted on the cot with frustration as an odd sense of power began to build inside her, adding to her confusion. She didn’t know where it came from or what it was doing. It seemed different from anything she’d felt before. 
 
    It was not her heart. No, it was the one she and Dallan shared. And he was doing something with it. 
 
     She rolled herself off the cot onto the floor with a thud, struggled to a sitting position and again strained toward the door. 
 
    Dallan was on the other side. He had to be. 
 
    The odd power she’d felt building earlier surged. Shona groaned into the gag and fought the strange manacles holding her, nostrils flared, eyes wild. 
 
    She suddenly stopped to listen intently. Footsteps! She quickly scanned the room. Nothing to use to free herself, nothing that could help. All she could do was wait. Her eyes flew to the door. 
 
    The knob turned slowly, the click of the handle clear. She scooted herself against the cot, her feet pointed at the door. Even though shackled, they were still her only weapon. 
 
    The door opened. “Ah, awake I see. Splendid.” Philip entered, assessed her position and alertness then stepped to the side of the room, well out of striking distance. The man was no fool. 
 
    Shona glared at him as he dug through a bag by the wall, his back to her, acting as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Could she be mistaken, or was he actually humming? Her eyes narrowed then suddenly widened. 
 
    Blood? Shona fought against a wave of dizziness and refocused. Yes, blood. And it was everywhere. Philip’s clothes were splattered with it. And if his were this bad… Dallan, please answer! What has he done to you? Are you all right? Toilich, M’Ceannsaich. Please, my master…  Again her husband’s language burned a path from her heart to somewhere beyond the room. 
 
    Philip spun, eyes narrowed to slits of warning. “Stop whatever you’re doing or he dies.” 
 
    Shona froze, eyes locked with Philip’s. 
 
    He smiled in satisfaction. “That’s better. I know you wouldn’t want me to get nasty, but rest assured I will if need be.” He returned to the bag. “I have a little surprise for you. I know you’ll like it.” He stood, gun in hand, and exited the room, leaving the door ajar. 
 
    Shona was able to hear the struggles of someone out in the hall. She shook her head in helplessness. Kitty…
 
    The sound of a hard slap followed by a muffled cry caused Shona to lunge at the door. She pushed herself along the floor with her feet, inching toward the sounds, as her heart and the powerful sensation she felt earlier nearly ripped its way from her chest. But she had no control over it. The power reached a barrier within herself, stopped and died. 
 
    She lowered her head to the floor. Dallan, Dallan please…
 
    A hand suddenly gripped her arm and cruelly pulled her to her feet. She teetered precariously due to her fastened ankles as Philip held and studied her with eyes full of lust and an evil she’d never known. Blood stained his open shirt, matted the hair on his chest. But where were his wounds? His sleeves had been slashed, blood clung to the fabric, but she saw no lacerations in his arms, not even a scratch. She briefly looked at his legs and found the same. Fear laid a cold hand on her with the realization that Philip was not entirely human, or at least not normal. 
 
    He pulled her closer and licked at her face. Shona thought she might throw up and tried to pull away, but was unable to. DALLAN! 
 
    “That’s it, call to him. Try to make him come to you,” Philip whispered into her ear. “Would you like to see him? I have him ready and waiting for you. Do as I say and he will be set free.” 
 
    Shona struggled against him before realizing how futile it was. She stopped as he drew away from her and his eyes locked onto her own. What she saw made her want to die. Sadistic pride, evil intent, victory—his eyes told her he had everything now, including her. He smiled again before he threw her over a shoulder and carried her from the room. 
 
    DALLAN! Please, can you not hear me? Why do you not answer me? What has he done to you?  The strange power within her sprang to life again, pushed its way to the invisible door holding it back and beat against it. She screamed into the gag and began to kick in frustration at Philip. 
 
    “Stop it! Do you want me to have to hurt you? I will, you know! Don’t try my patience!” He carried her to the center of the fencing room and set her on her feet, then let her fall to the hard floor. “If you want to see him alive, I strongly suggest you behave yourself!” 
 
    Shona glared as she fought to a sitting position. He surprised her by grabbing her ankles and unlocked the manacles keeping her prisoner, then removed the gag. She choked as the air in the room entered her mouth. 
 
    Philip patted her back. “I’m sure you’ll feel better in no time. Would you like some water?” 
 
    The sudden silky smoothness of his voice unsettled her. She winced at the sound and stared blankly at him, her throat still too dry for speech. 
 
    “Smart girl. Don’t talk until I tell you to.” He turned, went behind the nearby weapons rack and then re-emerged dragging a bound, gagged and wildly struggling Kitty. 
 
    Shona drew in a sharp breath and nearly fell over again. “Kitty!” 
 
       Philip pulled Kitty along by one arm then dropped her to the floor about twenty feet from Shona. “Don’t move, my dear.” Philip snarled as he caught her eye. “Don’t even think of approaching your little friend.” 
 
    “What have you done to her?” Shona demanded, her voice cracking.
 
    Philip glanced to Kitty. “Not half of what I’m going to do to you. Now quiet. I want to begin my little party. But I’ve one more guest to fetch.” 
 
    He turned, gun in hand and strode to a loosely bunched-up dust tarp lying several yards away, the same tarp he had used to hide both girls in Maggie’s car. Philip merely stood and eyed the tarp with a smile then returned to Kitty, grabbed her by the hair and yanked her to her knees. “Now,” he purred, turning to Shona. “I’ve a little proposition for you, my dear.” 
 
    Shona struggled to stand, her eyes never leaving the sight of Kitty with Philip’s gun to her temple. “What do you want?” 
 
    He smiled wickedly. “You, of course.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I do not know what you mean. You cannot have me. Dallan does. What have you done with him?” 
 
    “He’s nearby. In fact, much closer than you think.” Philip gripped Kitty’s hair tighter, causing her to whimper in pain. “Now back to the business at hand. I want you, but the problem is you have to give yourself to me willingly. As I see it you have two choices: submit yourself to me of your own free will, or…” He pulled Kitty’s head back and pressed the gun into one cheek. “… I kill your friend.” 
 
    Shona’s eyes widened and she nearly fell to her knees at the terrified look in Kitty’s eyes. “You are hurting her. Stop it!” 
 
    “I’ll do much worse than hurt her if you refuse.” 
 
    “What of Dallan?” 
 
    “I will set him free, of course. But only if you submit to me. The choice is yours. I strongly suggest you decide quickly. My trigger finger is…” 
 
    He stopped abruptly and looked to a point somewhere behind her. Shona slowly turned to see what had caught his attention. A door was the only thing on the wall behind her, a door that someone was trying to open from the outside. She spun back to Philip. 
 
    “Stay right where you are, Shona. Not a sound.” He pushed the gun further into Kitty as a warning, eyes intent on the door. “More guests.” 
 
    Shona looked back to the door which was slowly being opened with a key. She again glanced at Philip. His eyes were narrowed to slits, his mouth twisted into a sadistic grin. “Do come in, gentlemen. I’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    Shona watched Lany Mosgofian’s face pale in surprise at the statement. He had one foot in the door, a hand on the knob and an odd looking pen which he held like a weapon. 
 
    “Come in, please. All three of you, and yes, I know there are three. I can feel each one. Also, be so kind as to discard your laser, sir. Or I will be forced to eliminate someone. At this point, I don’t care who.” 
 
     Lany entered carefully, John and Angus close behind. Shona could sense the anger and despair in each, and obviously Philip could as well. His face beamed with wicked satisfaction as the three men ushered themselves into the room. “So we meet again, gentlemen. So good of you to come, I knew you would.” 
 
    “Think of everything, do you?” Lany commented dryly. “How like you.” 
 
    Philip laughed. “Oh, you’re a clever one. Discard the laser. Now.” 
 
   Lany made a face and threw the odd pen across the room. 
 
   “Good man,” Philip drawled. “Now up against the wall all three of you. I wouldn’t want you to miss any of this.” 
 
    “You won’t get away with it, Brennan. You know who we are.” John told him coldly as he backed himself to the wall with the others. 
 
    “I’m quite aware of who you are. You are the Lord Councilor of Sutter’s Province, correct? And your witty friend beside you must be one of your assistants. The old man, I haven’t a clue. But none of it matters anyway. What does is a question I’ve posed to the young lady before me.” He looked to Shona. “Tell me my dear, have you had sufficient time to decide?” 
 
    Shona’s resolve to stay calm began to crack at the sight of the men helpless to do anything. Kitty’s life was the only thing keeping the balance. Could Philip really kill? Was he as evil as Julia? He had always taken care of her when she was young. What happened to him? Had he lost his mind? Was he bluffing? She squared her shoulders and looked him right in the eye. “I will not do as you say. I do not think you are serious. You cannot take me. Dallan has already done so.” 
 
    Philip burst into hysterical laughter. “You are so utterly naïve!” He grabbed Kitty by the arm and dragged her to the tarp several yards away. Once there he caught Shona’s eyes and laughed sadistically. “Do you want to see how serious I am? Do you want to see my power?” He threw Kitty to the floor, reached down and yanked the tarp up and over his shoulder. 
 
    Shona screamed and flew forward. 
 
    “Stop!” Philip was already dragging Kitty back to his previous position. “Don’t move. Stay right where you are.” 
 
    She froze several feet from where she’d been and cried out, “Dallan!” She spun on Philip. “What have you done? You have hurt him!” She lost possession of her resolve to be brave as her tears fell, her emotions now a jumbled mess.  If only she could summon the burning anger she'd displayed when Philip had shot her with the tranquilizer earlier.  Where was it now that she needed it?
 
    “There, there girl. After all, he’s still alive. Stop your weeping and give me your decision. I’m tired of waiting.” 
 
    “Dallan?” Shona sobbed. “Dallan, please…” 
 
    John, Lany and Angus watched helplessly as she fought her instinct to run to her husband’s side. He lay on the floor in a pool of blood, his clothes soaked in it. His face was a mask of bruises and one temple housed a horrid gash. He looked very dead. 
 
    All three knew better and began to silently pray. 
 
    Shona continued to plead with the lifeless form. “Please, get up! Can you not hear me? Dallan, please!” 
 
    Philip laughed at her. “You’re wasting valuable time, my dear. I haven’t all day and I’m out of patience.” 
 
    Suddenly feeling a bit more in control, she slowly tore her eyes from Dallan and looked to Philip. “You are nothing. You are dead. I will kill you for this!” 
 
    “Doubtful,” he sighed. “As I recall, I’m the one with the gun, remember? Or have you forgotten that I can kill your little friend here in the wink of an eye?” 
 
    Shona straightened herself, the thing within her building again. “No.” 
 
    “L… lass?” 
 
    She spun to Dallan, eyes wide. He had pushed himself up and looked at her, eyes filled with pain. “Dallan?” 
 
    “Ah, just in time,” Philip began casually. “I knew you wouldn’t die on me.” 
 
    “Brennan…” Lany seethed against the wall, John motioning for him to stay put. 
 
    Philip laughed again. “Oh where is Kawahnee now, my fine gentlemen? Did you know he has betrayed you with his own honor? He won’t even lift a finger to interfere! I have everything, and he and yourselves are helpless to do a thing about it!” 
 
    Dallan struggled to his knees, his breathing strained and weak. He looked briefly to John and Lany. Angus stood helplessly to one side, his caring eyes locked with Kitty’s terrified ones. Each man had a different task in mind. Each was waiting for the Weapons Master to do something. 
 
    Dallan’s eyes sought Shona’s. “Are ye all right, lass?” 
 
    “Dallan!” she croaked and nodded. 
 
    “Let them go Brennan.” Dallan rasped. “‘Tis me ye want.” 
 
    “You? Oh, you’re not that important. You know perfectly well what I want. And I fully intend to get it, with you watching.” Philip walked toward Shona. “I want your decision. You’ve had time. Do you submit?” 
 
    Shona stared at him in utter loathing, turned to Dallan, then back again. “No.” 
 
    “Oh for heaven’s sake, do you honestly think I’m bluffing?” 
 
    Shona stood straight, calmer now that she sensed Dallan’s true physical state. “Yes.” 
 
    Philip stared at her blankly a moment and shrugged. “Oh, very well, if I must prove myself…” 
 
    He took aim and shot John. Twice. 
 
    “Eaton!” Lany grabbed John, whose face was locked in utter shock as his body slowly slid down the wall to the floor, hands clutched to his stomach. Blood escaped through his fingers in tiny red rivulets. 
 
    Shona’s scream caught in her throat at the sound of the gun, her eyes following the barrel’s aim. Speech escaped her, words useless now. Philip was serious; John Eaton was mortally wounded, her husband faring no better. Did she have a choice? She looked helplessly to Dallan who was trying his best to stay on his knees. “Dallan ... I…” She turned to Philip. “No more! Please, no more!” 
 
     He smiled with satisfaction and began to chuckle. “I knew you would see it my way. After all, it’s so simple. Submit, or I kill your friend. You no longer have a problem?” 
 
    Shona, tears streaming down her face, shook her head. 
 
    “Good. Do it now.” 
 
    She again looked at Dallan, her whole body straining toward him. He merely knelt, his gaze locked on John, who, with Lany’s help was desperately trying to staunch the flow of blood pouring from his gut. In a matter of minutes, she knew he would bleed to death, and Dallan knew it too. “If I do this, you will let them all go?” 
 
    Philip sighed impatiently. “Yes, yes, now stop stalling.” He took a ragged breath. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    She shivered and turned to face him, her whole body acting on its own as if she no longer controlled it but was being controlled by something else. Numbly, she took two steps in Philip’s direction. 
 
    “That’s it, come to me, kneel. Submit yourself. Tell me you will serve me the rest of your days.” He began to chuckle and looked to Dallan. “See? I told you she would. I am her master, not you.” 
 
    Dallan caught the triumphant gleam in Philip’s eye and weakly dropped to the floor. Philip erupted into sadistic laughter. He dragged Kitty the last few feet to where Shona stood and let go a lustful grunt. He didn’t see the look on Dallan’s face. He didn’t catch the Weapons Master climbing to his feet. And he didn’t notice that Dallan’s wounds were gone. 
 
    “Now, Shona. Submit! On your knees before me, girl! Do it!” Philip twisted his hand in Kitty’s hair and began to lick and bite at her face. 
 
    Shona fought against the manacles binding her and began to scream at him, “Stop it! Leave her alone!” 
 
    Philip stopped abruptly, his eyes glazed with the same lust now evident in the rest of his body. “Tell me! Say the words. Now!” 
 
    Shona cried and shuddered, her will fighting against the only thing that could save them. Dallan! Quickly! 
 
    Philip struck Kitty in the back of the head with his fist and shoved the gun into her cheek. “Stop that! Don’t talk to him! You talk only to me! Now submit!” 
 
    Her eyes desperately sought Dallan’s. He weaved as he stood, his footing unsure, his eyes as desperate as her own. 
 
    Philip saw only Shona’s half of the exchange and laughed again. He gripped Kitty harder. “NOW!” 
 
    Shona silently cried, her body shaking with suppressed sobs. Dallan fell to his knees. 
 
    “Hurry, Maiden. Can’t you see he’s dying? Submit and I will have you heal him!” 
 
    She looked desperately between the two. John’s labored breathing could be heard from behind, his life slowly slipping away. Shona closed her eyes, as her heart climbed into her throat. “I… I sub…” 
 
    “I said, ON YOUR KNEES!” 
 
    Shona’s eyes sought Dallan’s, but they were closed now. She fell to her knees with a desperate sob. “I s… sub…” Her eyes flew to Dallan. “No, let me say goodbye to him, anything!” 
 
    Philip’s eyes filled with pleasure. “Are you begging, girl?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    He chuckled. “Ah, but you’re going to be sweet. Taking you will be my most cherished moment. And I’ll make you beg even more.” He glanced briefly at Dallan’s helpless form. “Goodbyes are not necessary. Now do it.” 
 
    Shona’s eyes locked with Dallan’s now open ones as she whispered, “I submit.” 
 
    Philip threw Kitty from him and began to laugh. “Good girl!” He turned and shot Dallan. 
 
    “NO!” Shona flung herself forward, forgetting she knelt, the action landing her on the floor. “Dallan! DALLAN!” 
 
     Philip, quicker than the rest, held Kitty again, the gun back at her temple. “Now isn’t this a pleasant picture, gentlemen? I have the Maiden, her mate dying before me and you about to die with him! Have you nothing to say?” 
 
    Lany suddenly stood, about to give Brennan what he had to say when his eyes widened in shock and disbelief. 
 
    Dallan was on his feet again. 
 
    Philip looked surprised for a split second as he followed Lany’s eyes. “What the bloody…?” 
 
    Dallan stood, hands balled into fists, eyes a bright green and full of possessive challenge. “Ye’ll no win today, Brennan. Today, ye die.” 
 
    Philip took in the words and dryly laughed to himself. “Oh, I see you’ve managed to self-heal. How resourceful. But you forget I hold this girl, and your mate has just submitted to me, and I can always put a few more bullets in you. You can’t self-heal that fast, not without the help of your wife, who is no longer yours.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes narrowed further. 
 
    Philip smiled at him. “You don’t even know how to command the Maiden. I know you don’t. I can feel your indecision even now.” 
 
   Dallan took a threatening step forward. 
 
   Philip shot him a second time. 
 
   Shona struggled to her knees, eyes wide, and let out a horrid wail as her heart wrenched in a dozen directions. Her breathing poured out in rapid pants and she bared her teeth at Philip. 
 
    “She still reacts to me. Ye canna deny that. She’s mine and no other’s. She’ll obey only me.” Dallan’s voice was calm, though the first bullet wound in the shoulder, flowed freely. The second, to his side, shot pain through his system at will. He fought now to stand and knew he had to do something. He had a gut feeling what it was, yet…
 
    Lany and Angus took turns holding John’s wound, the Lord Councilor’s face pale as his life flowed from his body without ceasing. Lany lowered his head. “C’mon Dallan, don’t fight it. Don’t.” John, with what strength he had left, joined him in the whispered chant. 
 
    “No!” Philip screamed at the Weapons Master. “She is now mine! And you, Scottish dog, are as good as dead! You don’t know how it works! Kawahnee never told you! He never told you anything!” 
 
    Dallan stumbled and righted himself. “Aye, ye devil. But it doesna mean I canna guess.” 
 
    Philip stood stunned at the words, his face expressionless. “You won’t get the chance. I can kill you right now. She’s submitted willingly, her instinct held at bay by her own words. I’m safe from her. She won’t attack me.” He raised the gun again. “Want me to prove it?” 
 
   Dallan looked briefly to Shona, whose entire body trembled uncontrollably. She stared at him in desperation as if held in limbo, her heart’s power building, pushing its way toward release. Waiting for him. He looked Philip in the eye. “I’m afraid ye’ve misjudged the situation again.” 
 
   Philip laughed. “Oh? And what are you planning on doing?” 
 
   Dallan, the air tight with tension, smiled. “Justice.” 
 
    “Afraid not.” 
 
    Philip aimed for the Highlander’s heart and fired. 
 
    Dallan hit the floor in a heap, the bullet burning into his chest. He was barely aware that Shona had screamed again, that Angus cursed in the background somewhere. He knew he had only seconds to save Shona. To save them all. 
 
    He lifted his face from the floor and glared at Brennan, who had taken Shona by the hair and was twisting her around to bring her face closer to his own. He began to viciously kiss and bite at her throat before using the gun to lift her dress high onto her legs. 
 
    Brennan was going to rape her. 
 
    Eyes narrowed to slits, Dallan struggled to his knees. “Stop, ye Sassenach devil!” 
 
   Philip raised his face from Shona’s shocked one and casually turned to him. “You’re bleeding to death, and you want me to stop. Tell me, dog, what do you think you could possibly do at this point?” 
 
   Dallan began to fall to the floor but stopped himself with one hand. He rasped with pain and pushed himself up again. 
 
    Philip’s eyes widened as the Weapons Master stood. “What I… should ha’… done long ago.” He captured Shona in a fierce gaze, instantly fused them together, and eyes intense upon the Maiden, began to sing. 
 
    Shona threw her head back and flung herself from Philip’s grasp as her heart lurched in her chest. 
 
    Dallan was singing in Gaelic. 
 
    “No!” Philip screamed. 
 
    Too late. Shona was on her knees, her voice filling the room with the same song Dallan was singing. The song Zara had sung to him the day before. The song sung by the Maiden during her final Call. 
 
    The couple sang of Scotland, of family, of love. Their joined heart raced from within themselves to form in the center of the room, the power eclipsing the lights with a brightness no artificial light could create. It raced about the room in seconds searching, reaching, touching wherever Dallan directed it to go. 
 
    He swung the light to John, where it entered his body to sear the wound he bore with raw power, healing him within seconds. 
 
    He sent it to Kitty, covering her in peace and calm, banishing the shock that had tried to drain her life away. 
 
    He sent it throughout the room, unlocked the cuff s holding Shona prisoner and gave her the strength to stand, her song acting totally at his will. 
 
    Dallan stopped singing momentarily, turned to a now-horrified Brennan, gun still in hand, and thrust Shona’s song at him like a sword. The force knocked the gun from his hand and landed Brennan on the floor. 
 
    The ex-Time Master struggled to his feet in rage. “No! You can’t! Stop!” He lunged at Shona, but Dallan was quicker and lashed at his enemy with his new weapon to knock him across the room, into the wall and onto the floor. Brennan lay there stunned, his face stricken in disbelief. 
 
    Lany let go a whoop of joy and jumped to his feet. “Yes!” 
 
      Dallan ignored him and raced to Shona’s side. “M’eudain!”  He grabbed her up into his arms and held her tightly, his blood still flowing. She continued to sing. 
 
    Her song was voluntary now. It wrapped around both of them and through Dallan, closing his wounds, giving back to him the life he’d almost lost. She threw her head back and let out a crescendo passage that made the building shake, her heart’s power just warming up. Eyes bright, her body arching in Dallan’s arms, she sang loudly, the sounds of instruments joining her voice, as if a mass orchestra filled the room. 
 
    John and Lany exchanged a frantic look. 
 
    “Dallan!” John cried as loud as he could above the music, “calm her down! She’ll tear the building apart!” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes widened as he quickly looked her over. Her eyes were closed, mouth open in song, head thrown back. One of the hanging lights on the ceiling shattered, showering the floor with glass and plastering as the wall behind them began to crack. 
 
   The whole building began to shake.
 
    He looked desperately back to John who nodded urgently, then grabbed the Maiden by the back of the head, brought her face to his and kissed her passionately to silence her song, sheathing the weapon until he needed it once more. 
 
    Lany fell against the wall and slid to the floor next to John. “Well, at least he figured out how to start it.” He looked to his superior and smiled. “We can always teach him how to stop it the conventional way later.” 
 
    “It seems to me he’s doing fine this way.” Angus offered weakly, his eyes still wide with awe. He glanced to where Kitty still lay. “Och, the poor wee lassie!” He rushed to Kitty’s side and began to untie her, murmuring words of comfort. 
 
    John examined his stomach, wiped away the remaining blood and vainly sought his recent wound. No trace. He looked at Dallan with excitement, wonderment and awe. “Lany,” he began on a whisper. “Dallan healed me. Not the Maiden.” 
 
    Lany’s eyes widened at the words, truth sinking in. He stood and looked at Dallan who still held the Maiden in a lover’s kiss. “Creator help us all.” 
 
    John nodded silently. “Should we tell the Elders?” 
 
    Lany shook his head. “Let them find out on their own. It could have been the peak emotions that gave him her full abilities. We don’t know anything yet. Let’s not be hasty.” 
 
    “What does this mean?” Angus asked as he helped a shaken Kitty sit on the floor beside John. “There, now lass. Here ye needs to be warm.” He took his sweater off and placed it over her shoulders. 
 
    Lany bent to where she sat. “Are you all right?” Kitty looked at him blankly and nodded. Lany smiled back. 
 
    John sighed with relief. “There’s never been a Time Master who could control his wife’s involuntary and voluntary abilities as well as Dallan just did. And I for one thank the Creator for it.” 
 
    Lany and Angus nodded at John in agreement as they both glanced at Dallan. 
 
    Dallan finally broke the kiss which silenced the Maiden, and captured her in a possessive gaze. “Ye’ve a might fine voice, lass. But I think we need a few lessons yet.” 
 
    Shona reached to the back of his neck, pulled his face back to her own and kissed him. For a very long time. 
 
    Lany sighed. “Well, I think we still have some loose ends.” He retrieved his laser from the other end of the room, checked it and walked to where a stunned Brennan still lay. Lany studied him and shook his head. “‘He mocks proud mockers, but gives grace to the humble,’” he quoted calmly and poked at the still form with his foot. “Paralyzed. Not bad.” 
 
   Brennan’s eyes sought the Assistant Councilor’s. Lany merely smirked at him then walked away. 
 
    “Well?” John asked. 
 
    Lany glanced between the kissing couple and Brennan. “He’s not going anywhere until Dallan wants him to. He’s still holding him somehow.” 
 
    “By the Creator, Dallan can extend beyond the Maiden’s song as well?” He looked desperately up to Lany. “He’s more powerful than any of us thought he would be. The Elders will never want him to leave service.” 
 
    “Tough what they want. He only has to serve for a hundred years.” Lany suddenly spotted company. “Oh, now you show up!” 
 
      John began to stand. “What?” 
 
    “Easy, Eaton. Stay on the ground a while. It’s only Kwaku.” 
 
     As if on cue, the Azurti entered the room from the hall followed by Zara, the Whittards, Tomy, and lastly Julia pushing along a cane-brandishing Mother MacNab. 
 
    Kwaku and Zara immediately went to Dallan and Shona who still held themselves locked in a deep kiss. Zara knelt and began to sing as Kwaku stood proudly, arms stretched out to either side of his tall warrior’s frame. He joined his wife in singing to the young couple as they fed themselves as best they could with what privacy was available. 
 
    Lany’s eyes grew wide. “What’s happening?” 
 
    John managed to get to a standing position again. “I’m not sure. But I think I can guess.” 
 
    Angus shuffled forward as a stunned Evan and Maggie joined them. “Do we want to know, Lord John?” 
 
    “I think we’re about to witness the passing of the guard.” John answered as they all watched Dallan and Shona break off their recent kiss. 
 
    “Oh, my living stars,” Lany began as he took a step back. Evan and Maggie, too relieved to see Dallan and Shona safe, merely stood and watched the odd rite about to take place. 
 
    Kwaku raised his own deep voice above his wife’s and threw his head back. His body lurched and moved as the light from his shared heart shot from his chest to join with Zara’s. The light burned a bright yellow and danced and swooped about the Weapons Master and the Maiden as their shared heart had during the Sutyne. 
 
    Dallan instinctively stepped away from Shona to face Kwaku. Shona went to kneel in front of Zara as Kwaku stopped their song. 
 
    All four closed their eyes simultaneously as Kwaku, now in control of all of them, began to speak. The mysterious words brightened the light of his heart even further, only to be suddenly joined by Dallan’s blinding blaze. The two men’s hearts twined about one another briefly and those watching saw something of Kwaku’s light remain with Dallan’s, embedding itself into the Highlander’s heart to stay. 
 
    Soon Zara began to speak, her words joined by those of the Maiden’s. The yellow and white light of their hearts met and exchanged as one took the gift offered by the older and wiser of the two. 
 
    The gift of wisdom. 
 
    The combined hearts of both couples grew in intensity as all four voices got louder, the story they told the same, all the cadences in unison, all the words alike. But the words were none John, Lany or Angus had ever heard, even from Kwaku. Only Kitty, now held tightly in Tomy’s arms, briefly recognized the words that filled the room. 
 
    After a moment, the strange recital faded, leaving Dallan standing, his eyes brighter than before, face locked in awe as he stared at Kwaku. 
 
    Kwaku laughed. “Now you are de one, Boyeee! Now it is you who controls everyding! Do you know what dat means?” 
 
   Dallan took a step forward, stopped and raised his hands in front of his face, the light of his words and song still swirling about his body while Kwaku’s had retreated. “Ye bloody heathen,” he whispered, but with awe instead of rancor. “What ha’ ye done to me now?” 
 
     He watched the light of his heart roam the room on its own, seeking, touching people in greeting. It swept past the Whittards who stood open mouthed next to a stunned Julia. The light landed upon Kitty and Dallan jerked slightly, sensing something special within her, but not knowing what. It wrapped itself around Angus and Lany in an almost playful manner before releasing them to hover in front of John. 
 
    John reached out to the light in front of him and let it tangle about his hand. The light then began to form. 
 
    Into the image of Dallan’s mother. 
 
    Dallan let out an anguished choke but couldn’t move. 
 
    The image looked into John’s eyes, mouthed to him the words, “thank you,” and disappeared, the light of his heart forming once again into a bright ball. 
 
    It then streaked across the room to where Brennan lay and spread over him like a blanket. “NO!” Brennan screamed, “Don’t let it take her from me! You can’t have her! She’s all I have left!” 
 
    Dallan’s heart ignored the desperate pleas and began to lift something from Brennan’s body. 
 
    A woman stood up out of Brennan, her blonde hair flowing nearly to the floor, eyes a breathtaking blue and clad in a dress similar to Shona’s. 
 
    Zara stood and went directly to Kwaku. “Lissa…” He put an arm around her and nodded, a huge smile on his face. 
 
    The woman walked away from Brennan to where the new Time Master, Dallan, stood. She glanced from one person to the next, her eyes settling on Dallan once more. “His life is in your hands. His fate sealed by your tongue. I am free.” 
 
    She walked to Zara who began to cry as she approached. Kwaku smiled tenderly and stepped away from her to stand next to Dallan. 
 
    The woman took Zara’s hands in her own. “It has been a long time, sister.” 
 
    Zara looked quickly to Kwaku, who nodded. She turned back to the woman before her. “Yes.” 
 
    The woman looked to Shona who still knelt. “This is the twelfth Maiden of the Shamaelon house?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zara whispered. 
 
    “And that is her mate.” 
 
    Zara glanced to Dallan. “Yes.” 
 
    “Teach them what you know you must. Their hearts will not be completely filled until the Creator has them.” 
 
      Zara shook with silent sobs. “I will.” 
 
    “The prophecy has yet to be fulfilled. Time tells many things. For now, rest, sister. Their hearts are pure. The Creator controls all things for reasons known only to him. My death was in his hands and brought you the Maiden. I disobeyed my oath and did not tell my husband how to find the boy. I further disobeyed him by not directing him to all the prospective mates of the Shamaelon house. Their safety is now in your hands. You know what you are to do. My job is finished. Do not let my disobedience disarm you. I disobeyed my mate, but not the Creator. Teach the difference to this Maiden. She will need it for what is to come. I fear hard times come for you and our people.” 
 
    Tears now streamed down Zara’s face and she nodded, unable to speak. 
 
    The woman released her hands and turned to Brennan. “I still love you. But know that I love my Creator more. Your choice of masters was unwise.” 
 
    Brennan’s eyes became frantic. “He told me it would all work! He promised me power!” 
 
    Lissa looked at him, her face calm. “He promised you death.” She turned from him and began to slowly walk away. 
 
    “No! Lissa! Don’t leave me! Don’t go! You know what will happen if you do.” His voice was filled with desperation. 
 
    She turned to him. “Yes, I know what will happen.” She continued toward Dallan again. 
 
    “Lissa! LISSA! Come back! I command you to come back!” 
 
     She reached Dallan and stopped. “I am sorry. I did what I had to do. Lives have been lost because of my husband and myself. I have brought shame to my sister’s house.” She glanced briefly to Zara. “I have caused great pain to those around me. I ask your forgiveness, Time Master.” 
 
     Dallan looked into her eyes, captured and searched her, the light of his heart again within himself and Shona. “My God, lady. Yer real.” 
 
   “No. I only seem so because you are now like me. Muiraran. We do not die; no one does. We go on. I go to be with my Creator, but not before he has me finish the work given me. I need only one thing. I need your forgiveness.” 
 
    Dallan softened his look and shook his head. “But Lady, I dinna need to forgive you for anything.” 
 
    “Yes, Dallan, you do.” 
 
   “What, lass?” 
 
    “It was I who took your father from you. I sacrificed his life in order to save yours. Philip had me kill specific males of a certain line. I killed your father instead of you. His blood saved yours.” 
 
    “My God, what are ye saying?” 
 
    “Philip was to kill all prospective mates of the Shamaelon house. This you know. I did not follow his orders. You are alive, as are the others. That is all I can tell you. You will discover them when the time is right. Your only concern now is the care of the Maiden. She is your love, your life, your protection. Everything for you that you shall be to her.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes widened at hearing the words he himself had spoken to Shona the day before. “Aye…” He grasped the woman’s hands and held them tightly. “Ye did what ye had to do. As have we all.” He captured her again. “I forgive you, Lady.” 
 
    She backed away, nodded briefly and slowly faded from sight. 
 
    Zara lunged forward. “Lissa!” 
 
    Kwaku grabbed her and held her close. “Shhh. Let her go, beloved. Let her go home.” 
 
    Dallan remained where he was, eyes still planted where the woman had stood. After a moment he held an arm out to Shona, beckoning her to his side. She rose from the floor and went to him, her eyes locked on Brennan’s silent, anguished form. The look on her face was one of firm resolve. All she waited for was the command of her husband. 
 
    Dallan held her to him as he brought her face up to his own and kissed her tenderly. “It’s not yet finished, lass.” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes and nodded. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Dallan looked around himself and smiled. “Weel, lass, did ye ken we now ha’ the power to take over the world?” 
 
    John and Lany blanched. 
 
    Dallan caught the look and suppressed a chuckle. 
 
    She cocked her head. “You play at odd times, Dallan. What are you up to?” 
 
    He lowered himself to her ear and tenderly whispered, “I dinna ken, I think mayhaps the heathen gave me a wee bit o’ his mischievous side. The good-for-nothing put something inside me, but I’m not sure what.” 
 
    “He gave you what you will need, Dallan. A part of himself, I think.” 
 
    “Aye, lassie. That’s what I’m afraid of.” He winked at the Councilors who sighed in relief. 
 
    Kwaku began to laugh and crossed the room to where the others still stood in stunned silence. Dallan and Shona watched him before locking themselves into a needful kiss. 
 
    Kwaku marched up to John and slapped him on the back. “See! I told you everyding would be all right!” 
 
    Lany glared at Kwaku in John’s stead. “Why do I get the feeling you knew things would turn out this way all along?” 
 
    Kwaku laughed heartily. “Because I did know, Mos-go-fi-an!” 
 
    Lany, for once, had no response. 
 
    Kitty and Tomy, still huddled together on the floor, climbed to their feet and went directly to the Whittards. A steady flow of jumbled words flowed out of Tomy. “I don’t believe this, this is too much for me, my momma ain’t never gonna believe me when I tell her, no one will believe any of this, I might as well quit school, my job and move into a rubber room cause no one’s gonna ever believe this…” 
 
   Kitty, silent for once, stood by Maggie’s side and watched Shona and Dallan. 
 
   The new Time Master and his Maiden broke off from each other and turned to face the rest of the assemblage. Kwaku laughed and took in the sight of the young couple as they stared at him. “You are one togeder now. You Boyeee are to take us home.” 
 
    Dallan raised a curious brow, unwrapped Shona from his arms, then went up to Kwaku and grinned. 
 
    Kwaku stopped his chuckling and stood as if waiting. “Go ahead, Boyeee. I know what it is you long to do.” 
 
    “Nay, not like this. ‘Twould not be fair.” 
 
    “No? Den let me make it fair.” Kwaku’s fist moved so fast no one saw it coming.  He knocked Dallan to the floor with a single move. 
 
    Dallan nodded, leapt to his feet and sprang at Kwaku, his fist connecting squarely with the Azurti’s jaw to send him into the wall. 
 
     Lany cringed. “Oof.” 
 
    Angus smiled broadly. “Aye, it’s grand, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Stop it, both of you.” John interjected. “Dallan, Kwaku. We still have a problem.” 
 
    Dallan had actually picked Kwaku up from the floor and held him high above his head. “Aye, John?” he replied. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Dallan let Kwaku drop to his feet in a torrent of laughter. Power surged through both men, the light of their hearts shining out from within again. 
 
    Shona and Zara stood to one side, holding each other, their faces filled with odd concern. “Dallan,” Shona began her voice shaky. “Something is not right somewhere.” 
 
   “M’eudain?”  Dallan ran to her side. “What is it, Flower? What’s wrong?” 
 
   She shook her head, eyes frightened and pointed to where Brennan lay. 
 
   Dallan followed her gaze and stood suddenly straight. “Saints…” 
 
    Philip was on his knees, the corners of his mouth covered with foam and saliva, eyes glazed over and turned a hideous yellow, his hands and fingers curled claw-like. His hair had gone dull, gray and wild, his skin slack and wrinkled. He snarled at Dallan like a trapped animal. “He will kill you! He will see you dead!” 
 
    Shona moved to Dallan who wrapped her in a protective embrace. “He canna harm ye, Flower. ‘Tis all right, dinna be afraid.” 
 
    “She was to be mine and you took her from me! He will kill you! He will kill all of you!” Philip continued to rave to anything and everything in the room, occasionally clawing and striking at the air. 
 
    Kwaku moved to Dallan. “You are de one responsible for him, Boyeee. I have given to you my office. You are de Time Master now. It is as Lissa said. Brennan’s life is in your hands, his fate lies on your tongue. What does your tongue have to offer dis man?” 
 
    Dallan’s piercing glare caught first Kwaku, then Brennan. “Justice.” 

 
   

And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven,
 
   Having the key to the Abyss and holding in his
 
   Hand a great chain. He seized the dragon, that
 
   Ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan and
 
   Bound him for a thousand years. He threw him
 
   Into the Abyss, and locked and sealed it over
 
   Him, to keep him from deceiving the nations
 
   Anymore until the thousand years were ended.
 
   After that, he must be set free for a short time.
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    Dallan stabbed Brennan with a cold look, an evil hiss the ex-Time Master’s only response. 
 
    Shona drew deeper into her husband’s embrace, which made his anger at Brennan double. His jaw twitched with the knowledge of what Brennan had done, had been about to do, to his new bride. He stood to his full height and looked to John, eyes intense. “Ye ken I want to kill him.” 
 
    “Dallan,” John began. “As much as he deserves it, there are still certain legalities to look at. The Elders will want to question him first and…” 
 
    “I’ve no taken any oaths, John. I’ll do it my way.” 
 
    “Eaton?” Lany’s whisper had an air of menacing finality. “Let Dallan have him.” 
 
    John, his face stern, sought Kwaku, who looked from Dallan to a panting Brennan. “It is de Boyeee’s right to pass and carry out sentence. Brennan, he has killed, and worse he tried to take control of de Maiden, an act of murder in itself. I agree with Mos-go-fi-an. Give Brennan to de Boyeee.” 
 
    John threw Kwaku a knowing look. “You passed your office to Dallan now on purpose, didn’t you? You could have waited until we returned to Genis Lee or Mishna. Why?” 
 
    Kwaku smiled. “Is it not obvious, Councilor? Brennan has his own destiny laid out for him, as does de Boyeee. Let destiny be fulfilled. Let de Boyeee have what he needs. Brennan belongs to him.” 
 
   John looked back to Dallan and nodded. “So be it.” 
 
   Dallan stood straight and tall, his eyes brighter than before, and released Shona from his arms. His jaw danced as he slowly approached Brennan. 
 
   Brennan hissed again and fought to stand, but couldn’t get past a certain point before being forced to his knees again. He growled and snarled as Dallan approached. “You wish me dead, boy? Go ahead, kill me. Kill me and let me haunt you! If I can’t have the Maiden with my flesh, I shall take her from you with my soul!” 
 
    Dallan stopped several feet away, eyes narrowed to slits. “Seems ye’ve misjudged the situation again.” 
 
    Brennan’s eyes had grown in size, their yellow depths even more frightening than before, as the evil in his heart consumed him. “Kill me, boy. Kill me!” 
 
    Dallan raised a curious brow. “Yer certainly in an awful hurry to die.” 
 
    “Kill me!” Brennan hissed back. 
 
    Dallan searched Brennan’s heart with his own. 
 
    Brennan fell to the floor screaming as he clutched at his chest protectively. “Stop! Get away! Kill me! Kill me!” 
 
    Dallan withdrew as an icy chill raced up his back. Brennan, now totally consumed by his own evil heart, was no longer human. If he killed Brennan here and now Brennan’s heart would not die. It would be set free. He backed away. “No. I wilna be the one to kill ye.” 
 
    “Nooo!” Brennan screamed at him, eyes wild. “Kill me! I hurt the Maiden! I nearly took her! Kill me!” 
 
    Dallan watched him, eyes narrowed to slits, then turned to the others. “I canna kill him.” 
 
    John caught the look in Dallan’s eyes and slowly nodded. “Then do what you have to do. Let your instinct and heart decide.” He turned and cut Lany off before he could speak. “Brennan would be more dangerous in death here, in this place, than in life. This is difficult, Lany. I’ve read of this happening only one other time in Muiraran history.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Lany asked in frustrated confusion. 
 
    Kwaku nodded to himself. “Quiet, Mos-go-fi-an. Let de Boyeee search his own heart for de sentence dat will destroy de beast Brennan has become.” 
 
    Every one watched Dallan, who had walked away several feet and now stood with his eyes closed. Shona looked as though she wanted to go to him but remained where she was, her own heart telling her to stay. 
 
    Dallan began to whisper to himself. “I ken yer real. I ken ye can hear me, God. Ye’ve been with me all this time and I thank ye. But I ha’ to ask: What can I do to keep this evil thing from harming my wife or the others further? Is there no a way to be rid o’ him without setting what’s inside o’ him free?” 
 
    He was silent several moments, the air in the room deathly still, the only sound that of Brennan’s own labored breathing. 
 
    Brennan cackled wickedly. “You can’t kill me, boy. You still won’t win. As soon as you release me, I will kill you. And then I will take the Maiden.” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes sprang open. He slowly smiled and turned to face his enemy. “Nay, ye’ll bother me no more.” 
 
    “You can’t stop me! Kawahnee couldn’t stop me! No one will stop me! I have still won! There’s nothing you can do!” 
 
    “Aye, there is something I can do.” 
 
    Brennan spit at him. “What, you fool? What can you possibly do? If you kill me, you set me free! If you don’t, he will come for me. I sense my master even now! Either way you lose!” 
 
    “Nay. Yer wrong.” Dallan faced Shona. “Lass, come here.” 
 
     She glanced fearfully at Brennan and then obeyed, moving with caution. 
 
    “Dinna be afraid, Flower. I wilna let him harm ye.” Dallan spoke gently, putting himself between his wife and his enemy. Everyone watched as he kissed her then motioned for her to kneel at his feet, her back to Brennan. He closed his eyes in concentration and lifted his arms out to either side of his tall warrior’s frame. 
 
    “Living stars, is he doing what I think he’s doing?” Lany asked nervously. 
 
    John swallowed hard and turned to Kwaku. “He has no training, no instruction!” 
 
   Kwaku slowly smiled. “He has instinct, a warrior’s heart, and an ear now sensitive to de Creator’s voice. He can do it. It is in his blood.” 
 
    “He might bring the whole building down on top of us!” John exclaimed. “Help him. Guide him for the Creator’s sake!” 
 
    Kwaku looked the Councilor in the eye. “No.” 
 
    Dallan tilted his head back and began to whisper to himself, then looked at the wall in front of him and stood braced before Shona. “Shona,” he began his voice stern. “Send this Sassenachh devil where he belongs.” Shona, sitting back on her heels, glanced over her shoulder at Brennan, and then brought herself up, awaiting the true command to be given. 
 
    “NOOO!” Brennan wailed from behind her. “You can’t!”
 
    Dallan ignored him. “Shona,” he began again. “Cuir seo diabhal Sassenach caite esan biun! ” 
 
     Shona’s back arched as her instinct took over, allowing Dallan full use of her heart. Her features fluxed and she began to sing, the room shaking from the power as it began to build. Their heart burst forth, its light blinding, and shot straight for the wall before the Time Master where it stood poised for a brief second before beginning to draw an outline in the middle of it. 
 
    Dallan stood as before, head back, eyes closed in deep concentration as he mouthed the words that went along with Shona’s song. The song of her Call. The song of his home. 
 
    Everyone watched in rapt awe as the light seared its way into the wall and began to trace the outlines of mountains, hills and valleys. It drew rivers, streams, trees and finally the outline of a village. 
 
    Glencoe. 
 
    Julia fell to the floor, her face frozen in wonderment. “He’s going to open a door.” 
 
    Kitty and Tomy held each other, both too bewildered to say anything. 
 
    Kwaku and Zara stood to one side, smiling with pride. 
 
    The song continued, the outline changing again as Dallan narrowed down the location he wanted. A room began to form. The room of a small cottage. 
 
    Dallan began to slowly move away from Shona toward Brennan as her song continued, the outline nearly complete, the light of their heart now tracing the forms of two people, one a child. 
 
    Lany smiled and took several steps forward, swallowing hard. He shook his head in awe. “Way to go, Dallan.” 
 
    John joined him. “He’s doing it. He’s really doing it.” 
 
    Dallan stopped several feet from Brennan and dropped his arms to his sides. His eyes sprang open and he stood, legs apart, one arm rising high into the air. He swept his arm as if tearing out a page and the outline he’d drawn peeled away from the wall, leaving in its wake the living room of his mother’s cottage in Glencoe. 
 
    A kilted Highlander stood and looked at Dallan in horror, a small boy held before him with a dirk to his throat. The boy saw Dallan and began to struggle. “Dallan!” 
 
    Dallan grabbed the writhing form of Brennan from the floor, stood him up and punched him square in the gut. “Ye killed my grandfather!” He swung again, his fist shattering Brennan’s jaw. “Ye killed my family!” One huge fist then struck Brennan in the face to send him sprawling. “Now let justice be served!” He grabbed Brennan by the collar, dragged him to time’s door and stepped through. Brennan in his fist, he walked right up to the man holding the boy and leaned into his face. “I curse ye, Robert Campbell. No good ‘twill ever come o’ any o’ this. Ye’ll be remembered as a dog.” 
 
    Robert Campbell stood in open-mouthed shock and stared first at Dallan, then what lay beyond him: Shona in full Muiraran glory as she now stood and faced them. He croaked in alarm and released the boy, panic now the captor. 
 
    Dallan grabbed the boy with his free hand as he pulled a struggling Brennan forward with his other and shoved him at Campbell. “Ye two devils ought to get along fine!” 
 
    Robert Campbell took one look at Brennan, yelped and raised his dirk in defense. 
 
    “Nooooo!” Brennan screamed as Dallan flung him at the Campbell. 
 
    Robert Campbell tumbled over backward as Brennan’s body met his, both of them landing on the floor in a heap. The Campbell leader screamed and began to struggle wildly to escape from underneath Brennan’s writhing form. 
 
    Dallan took several steps back, the boy held in his arms, crying and clutching at him with every thing he had. “Die, ye Sassenach devil. Die by yer own foul hand.” With that, he backed out of the small room and returned to where Shona knelt once more, her song continuing softly as she held the door open for him. He stood proudly, eyes narrowed to slits. “For you, Grandfather.” 
 
    He raised his free hand, closed his eyes and shut the door, the light of his heart erasing the outlines in a flash, the sound of Shona’s song and their joined heart nearly deafening just before it softened to almost nothing. 
 
    Kwaku fell to his knees shouting praises in Azurti, then laughed boisterously and slapped his knee with one hand. “Ha! I knew you could do it, Boyeee!” 
 
    Dallan hugged the child in his arms, ignoring Kwaku’s boisterous laughter. Tears streamed down the new Time Master’s face as he looked at the boy, his whole body shaking with such emotion it brought him to his knees. He grabbed the boy’s head to his shoulder and let out a gut wrenching howl as years of anguish were released from his heart. 
 
    The boy too, cried, his own sobbing nearly as loud as Dallan’s. 
 
    Shona stood and took a step toward them as she softly began to sing. Her song hit the pair to slow the tears and both became somewhat calmer. 
 
    Dallan’s voice escaped on a choked sob. “Are ye… are ye all right, lad? Did he hurt you?” 
 
    The young boy trembled as he looked around himself, his eyes finally coming to rest on Shona. “Dallan! ‘Tis one o’ the Faerie folk!” 
 
    Dallan smiled and nodded, his tears still flowing. “Aye… tha… that it ‘tis, lad. But she’s a good one. More importantly, she’s mine.” 
 
   The boy looked at him in shock. “Yer own? Ye captured her then? Did she give ye any wishes?” The boy looked frantically about. “Where’s Mother?” 
 
   Dallan’s face fell. “Nay, no wishes o’ the kind yer thinking of. And Mother… she’s where she ought to be, lad.” 
 
    The boy stared at Shona in awe. “D… Dallan, she’s looking at me.” 
 
    Shona, her song stopped, made her way to the pair, head cocked to one side, moving slowly so as not to frighten the boy further. When she reached them, she stopped and placed a gentle hand on the boy’s shoulder, her heart’s instinct searching and calming him all at the same time. “Hello, Alasdair.” 
 
    Alasdair’s eyes widened and he clutched Dallan tighter. “Ye ken my name? Are ye going to put a spell on me and carry me off then?” He took in the sight of the others. “Where… where are we?” 
 
    Shona smiled and walked around her husband, her movements graceful like Zara’s, one hand always touching the boy. “You are where you are safe. And it is I who was carried away, Alasdair. By your brother.” 
 
   Alasdair gasped. “’Tis true, he captured ye then? Ye belong to him?” 
 
    “Yes, Alasdair. I belong to him.” She drew her hand away and he slumped in Dallan’s arms, stilled by the sense of utter calm she’d given him, the wound to his throat, gone. 
 
    Dallan let go a shaky sigh, wiped at his own tears with one hand as he stood and put Alasdair down. John stepped forward and dropped to one knee in front of the boy. “Hello, Alasdair. I’m a friend of your brother’s. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    Alasdair clutched at Dallan as he looked into John’s eyes. “Who are you? Have I seen ye before, sir?” 
 
    John smiled. “No, no, I don’t believe so.” 
 
    Lany stepped forward and also knelt to eye level with the boy. He grinned and offered him his hand. Alasdair looked up at Dallan, who nodded calmly to him, then turned back to Lany, his eyes wide as he grasped the hand before him. “And who might you be sir?”      
 
   Lany’s smile broadened. “A friend of your brother’s and one very happy individual at this moment.” 
 
    Alasdair looked him over carefully before tugging on Dallan’s sleeve. 
 
    Dallan bent to one knee and Alasdair whispered loudly in his ear. “They talk funny here. Where are they from? Are they English?”
 
    Dallan smiled. “Nay, they no be English lad. They be from the…Americas.” 
 
    Alasdair gasped with delight. “The Americas!” He spun back to Lany. “Tell me what it’s like! Are there really naked savages? Can the ships really get that far?” 
 
    Kwaku burst out laughing and sent Alasdair scurrying behind Dallan. 
 
    Dallan now fully recovered, again stood, folded his arms across his chest and glanced over his shoulder at the boy. “Dinna fash yerself, lad. ‘Tis only a bloody heathen.” He held an arm out to Shona who immediately went to him. He wrapped it around her and drew her closely to his side before he brought his face down to her own. He kissed her tenderly as he patted Alasdair on the head with his other hand. “Are ye fine then, lass? Yer no tired? How d’ye feel?” 
 
    Shona looked up into his eyes. “I love you, Dallan MacDonald.” 
 
   His face fell into tenderness and he kissed her again. “Aye, Flower, I ken ye do. And I ken ye need something. What is it, M’eudain?  Does yer heart need to be fed?” 
 
    “I do not know, Dallan. My heart feels fine, but yet…” 
 
    “Yer no hungry, Flower? Then what is it?” 
 
    She shook her head helplessly. “Something is still unfinished. I feel it building inside of me, growing. I do not know what it is!” 
 
    “Easy, lass. Dinna let it ha’ its way wi’ ye like this.” He turned to John, who shrugged, then to Kwaku. 
 
    Kwaku stood proudly, arms across his chest, a knowing smile on his face. “She is hungry, Boyeee.” 
 
    Dallan snorted. “She says she isna.” 
 
    Kwaku chuckled. 
 
    “What is it now, ye good-for-nothing? What else haven’t ye told me?” 
 
    Kwaku burst out laughing. 
 
    “Is that a real heathen, Dallan?” Alasdair finally asked from behind him. 
 
    “Aye, lad. Unfortunately.” 
 
    Kwaku strode to where they stood. “She hungers for home, Boyeee. Her own kind. Her heart will not be fully at peace until she is back where she belongs.” 
 
    Dallan looked into Shona’s eyes. “Then we need to get ye home now, lass. Ye’ll feel better once we do.” 
 
    She leaned into him, wrapped her arms about his body and began to softly weep. 
 
    Dallan brought both arms around her. “There, there now, Flower. What is it?” 
 
    Shona pulled away slightly and turned to look at Evan and Maggie. Dallan followed her gaze and leaned down to her ear, his voice a whisper. “Go M’eudain  and say what ye need to say. Invite them along…” 
 
    John, now on his feet, touched the new Time Master on his arm. “No, Dallan, you can’t. Not without prior permission by the Elders. They would only send them back.” 
 
    Dallan’s face became stern as he gave Shona a warm hug. “I’ll do what I can to see to it ye can come back, M’eudain. Ye’ll not be kept from them, I promise.” 
 
    Shona turned back to him, eyes filled with tears. “Thank you.” She left his arms to run into those of the only parents she’d ever known. 
 
    Everyone watched as the Maiden sobbed and held tightly to the Whittards. The scene made sure there wasn’t a dry eye in the room. 
 
    Except for Kwaku. He stood, his eyes locked in seriousness on a still-bewildered Kitty. He stepped to where she still clung tenaciously to Tomy. “Remember what I told you, my treasure. Remember who you are.” He turned on his heel and strode to join the other men with Dallan. 
 
    Kitty swallowed hard and watched him. Tomy, her senses finally awakened, pried Kitty’s hands from around her waist. “What was that all about? What did he mean remember what he told you? Kitty Morgan, what have you gone and done now?” 
 
    Kitty’s mouth opened and closed a few times in silent answer. “I haven’t the slightest idea.” 
 
    Tomy groaned. “Why am I not surprised?” She grabbed one of Kitty’s hands. “C’mon, let’s see Shona. I have a feeling this show ain’t over yet.” She pulled Kitty over to where Shona and her parents stood. The girls all began to talk at once. 
 
    Angus grabbed Julia and dragged her to Dallan. “Ye’ve still this one to contend with, lad.” 
 
    Lany stepped forward. “I’ll take care of her, Angus.” 
 
    Angus looked to Dallan in silent question. 
 
    “Give the woman to Master Lany. He’ll know what to do.” 
 
    Lany took Julia’s arm. “You’ll be judged in Sutter’s Province or Mishna. I’m not sure which.” 
 
    Her eyes became frantic. “Please you said you would help me if I helped you. You have what you want. Shona and Dallan are alive, Philip gone. Please…” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can, but Eaton is the one with the power to influence.” 
 
    John nodded in agreement and joined the two. “I’ll see to it Kwaku makes a formal statement to the Elders.” 
 
    Julia shook her head. “Elders?” 
 
    “The rulers of our time,” Lany offered. 
 
    Julia swallowed hard. “When exactly, is your time?” 
 
    Lany took a deep breath. “We’re from the year thirty-six ninety-eight.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes locked with Lany’s a moment before they rolled back into her head and she fell to the floor in a dead faint. 
 
    “She took that well.” John commented dryly. 
 
    Lany looked at him, shock written all over his face. “Why, Eaton. You’re beginning to sound like me.” 
 
    John’s face became somber. “Well, how about this for one of your lines? I want to go home!” 
 
    Lany bent to Julia’s unconscious form before returning the look. “No argument here.” 
 
    “Angus,” John began. “We’ll come back later for your things. Right now we need to return to Genis Lee. Secure your building. We’ll leave in a few minutes.” 
 
    Angus rubbed his hands together, smiled and trotted off to lock everything up. 
 
    “Dallan,” John called. 
 
    Dallan came to him, his eyes never leaving Shona, one hand holding one of Alasdair’s. “Is it time then, John?” 
 
    John nodded wearily. “What you did today, Dallan, will be recorded into Muiraran and Human history. You’re a hero, you know. There’ll be quite a fuss over you and Shona for awhile.”  
 
   Dallan’s gaze drank in the sight of the Maiden. “Can I no ha’ some privacy wi’ her first? I’ll no share her just yet.” 
 
    “You will have the customary seven days after joining. After that I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Dallan turned his gaze on him, a slight smile on his face. “Am I free now, John? Can I move about without being watched? Can I go to the city?” 
 
    “Yes, Dallan. You’re free.” 
 
    Lany suddenly walked over to Dallan and nudged him in the side conspiratorially. “And don’t get any bright ideas about taking Shona and disappearing into the Muiraran wilderness. You’re not familiar with it and it’s not the safest place right now.” 
 
    Dallan raised an innocent brow, totally missing the joke. “Now what makes ye think I’d do a thing like that?” 
 
    Lany smiled an accusing smile at him. “I remember my honeymoon. And I had two weeks. You’ve got one.” 
 
    “Two weeks?” Dallan asked surprised. He turned expectantly to John. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” John offered with a smile. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Should we give the Maiden more time?” Lany asked, concerned. 
 
    John shook his head. “We’ll be back in a week. Dallan and Shona will have to bring us. We can wrap things up then. Right now we have to get the Maiden home and let Dallan have her to himself for awhile. They’ll both have trouble adjusting otherwise.” 
 
    Lany nodded, glanced at a now-conscious and very subdued Julia, and then joined the Whittards with Dallan and John. 
 
    Evan and Maggie still held Shona tightly, Kitty and Tomy just feet away crying quietly. Evan looked at Dallan, then Shona. “I think it’s time, honey. I wish it wasn’t.” 
 
    Dallan put a hand on Shona’s shoulder. “John says we’re to be back here in a week. Ye can see her again at that time.”
 
    Shona spun to face him. “Really? We can come back that soon?” 
 
    “Aye, Flower. Angus needs his things and I ken ye’ll want some o’ yer own. Right now we need to get ye home where we can… feed awhile.” 
 
     She raised a single brow at him. 
 
    Evan took in the blush creeping into his daughter’s cheeks and chuckled. “See, I told you, ‘just wait till you’re married!’ And now it’s quite obvious that you are.” He whispered in her ear. “Go with him, sweetheart. He’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes. “Dad, I never wanted to disappoint you. I am sorry I have to go but…” 
 
    “But you love him, don’t you? And your place is by his side.” 
 
     She nodded, new tears in her eyes. 
 
    Maggie took Shona into her arms again and hugged her. “I’ll miss you so much. I don’t know what I’ll do without you.” She began to stroke her daughter’s hair. “I’ll have all your music and things ready when you come back.” 
 
    Shona swallowed hard as she looked over her mother’s shoulder to Kitty and Tomy. She stepped away from Maggie and made her way to her two best friends. “Thank you for all your help, Tomy. I do not know how I can ever repay you for all you have done.”   
 
    Tomy’s lower lip trembled. “Ah, don’t go worrying about none of it, Shona, girl. Wasn’t nothin’. Only bad thing is now I’m stuck with this bubble headed…” She put her face in one hand to stifle a sob. “And you know how she drives me crazy!” 
 
    Shona nodded and hugged her. Tomy’s eyes grew wide at the contact, and her tears immediately stopped. “I will miss you, Tomy. Take care of Kitty for me.” 
 
    Tomy glanced at a teary-eyed Kitty. “Lordy, Shona, you don’t ask for much, do you?” She gave a light laugh. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
   Shona turned to Kitty who shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Shona, please don’t leave me.” 
 
    Shona drew Kitty into her arms and hugged her hard, tears streaming down both faces. “I do not want to leave you! I wish I could take you with me!” She glanced over her shoulder to Dallan who offered her a tender look before shaking his head. She turned back to Kitty. “But I cannot. I do not yet understand why.” 
 
    Kitty choked on a sob and held Shona even tighter. “Nothing will be the same without you! What are we going to tell everybody? What about Julia?” She looked to where Julia now sat stunned on the floor. “She’s…she’s not my real sister, is she? All these years she never was. What am I going to tell my parents? Gaaawsh, I never thought about that! Were they in on all of this, too? Can I even go home?” 
 
   Shona held her. “Shhhh…we will be back in a few days. Dallan and I will think of something for you to tell them. Do not worry. Everything will turn out fine.” She briefly looked at Julia, her own mind full of questions, and then turned back to Kitty. “And you will be fine, too. Seems both of us have lived a lie. But everything is all right now.” 
 
   Kitty trembled in her arms as new tears fell. “What am I going to do when I get a headache? Who’s going to talk it away? And what about Sinclair? He’s going to miss you, too.” 
 
    Shona’s eyes widened slightly at the mention of the cat. “He will be fine. I will see him when Dallan and I return. But now I have to go. I cannot explain what is inside of me. It feels like something is trying to get out, as if I am lost somehow.” 
 
    Kitty sniffed back her tears and shrugged. “You’re homesick, silly.” 
 
    Shona stared at her stunned. 
 
    “The only way to fix it, Shona, is to go home.” 
 
    “Kitty…” 
 
    They hugged each other again as Dallan approached. He gently pulled her away from her friend. “’Tis time, lass. Yer looking tired. I wilna see ye worn out. I’ll take no chances wi’ ye M’eudain.” 
 
    She turned to look up at him, eyes filled with the unaccustomed pain of parting with family and friends. “I do not know if I can do it again, Dallan.” 
 
     He hooked a finger under her chin, tilted her head back and brought his face down to hers. “Aye, ye can, Flower. I’ll help you. I ken how it works now. The heathen’s been telling me all these years and I didna even know it.” 
 
    She threw him a confused look. 
 
   He chuckled lightly. “Kwaku laughs a lot. I’ve ha’ to learn to listen to what he was saying wi’ my heart. ‘Tis the same when I opened the door earlier. I had to listen to my heart first and the voice inside it.” 
 
    She looked deeply into his eyes. “That is how it works?” 
 
    “Weel, sort of. I did ha’ to picture what I wanted in my head. Like looking at a book, ye ken.” He bent even closer. “And now I’ll take ye back to my wee cottage, lass. And prove to ye how well I’ve listened to yer own heart.” He kissed her then, long and tenderly, his heart searching hers, filling it. 
 
    Shona slumped in his arms and moaned softly when he at last broke the kiss. “I love you,” she whispered against his lips. 
 
    “Let me take ye home now, Shona.” 
 
    She let herself be captured by a fierce gaze and, unable to speak, nodded to him. Dallan smiled, swept her up into his arms and carried her to the center of the room. 
 
    Kitty let go a long sigh as Evan and Maggie joined the two girls. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Tomy quipped on a half sob. 
 
    “How romantic. Geez, just look at them. I wish it were me.” 
 
    Maggie put her arm around her. “Don’t worry, Kitty. Someday your prince will come.” 
 
    Tomy rolled her eyes and Evan smiled. “I hope he has good credit.” They mumbled softly in unison. 
 
    Maggie sent them both a glare. “Ignore them, Kitty. They just don’t want to lose you, too.” 
 
    Evan’s and Tomy’s eyes both bulged at the statement before giving their full attention to what was about to take place in the center of the room. 
 
    John and Lany ushered Julia to Dallan while Angus wheeled his mother over as well. 
 
    Kwaku and Zara still stood to one side. The huge Azurti smiled at his wife with satisfaction. “Hungry, beloved?” 
 
    “Oh no!” Angus wailed. “Not in my shop! Ye can do that once ye get yerselves home, if ye dinna mind!” 
 
    The rest of the men laughed at the red-faced Angus. Shona, still in Dallan’s arms, looked first to Kwaku, then to Angus. “Dallan, what is so funny? I do not understand.” 
 
    “Aye, ye will, Flower. Once I get you home.” He set her on her feet and took in the faces all around them. “’Tis time, lass.” 
 
    Shona turned to her parents and friends. “I will be back soon.” 
 
    Evan nodded. “We know.” 
 
    John looked over at Evan. “We return in seven days.” 
 
    Evan nodded again, his eyes welling with tears. 
 
    John turned to Dallan. “Ready?” 
 
    “Aye.” Dallan sought and found Kwaku. “Are ye no coming, ye blasted good-for-nothing? Or do I leave ye here to find yer own way home?” 
 
    Kwaku’s face locked itself in dead seriousness. “Do not dink I am droo wid you, Boyeee. You lack much training.” 
 
    “And what is that supposed to mean, ye bloody heathen? D’ye no think I can do it?” 
 
    Alasdair, quiet all this time, finally spoke up. “Do what, Dallan? What are ye going to do?” 
 
    Dallan bent to his knee. “I ha’ to take us all back now, lad.” 
 
    “Back? Back where?” 
 
    Dallan’s eyes softened. “Back to where we came from.” 
 
    “We’re going home? But how did I get here? The soldiers may still be about, Dallan. ‘Tis not safe there!” 
 
    Dallan ruffled the boy’s hair with his hand. “Nay, laddie. We’re no going to Glencoe. Nay, we’re no going anywhere in Scotland.” 
 
    “But then, where are we going?” 
 
    Dallan stood and looked at the rest of the men, his eyes finally locking with Kwaku’s. “Home, lad. I’m taking us all home.” 
 
   Kwaku burst into loud Azurti guffaws. 
 
    John and Lany smiled and closed their eyes in silent prayers of thanks. 
 
    “Shona,” Dallan called as he motioned her to kneel before him. She looked into his eyes, kissed him and then knelt where he bade her. 
 
    The Time Master planted his feet firmly, his eyes narrowed in concentration, and spoke to his wife gently in Gaelic. “Take us home, lass.” 
 
    Shona opened her mouth as soon as the words were spoken, and began to sing. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    A tall lone figure strolled to a wall adorned with ancient books, a long, crooked finger curled to the massive volumes. The aged bindings were cracked, their titles faded, undisturbed for years. The finger moved along the books, leaving a trail through the thick dust in its search. 
 
    “Ahhh.” The word was partner to an evil hiss. “There you are. Come, my old friend. Come to me.” The finger tapped the title of one of the books, one not so old and worn. The rest of the hand joined the finger and took the book from the shelf. The tall, dark figure blew dust from the volume and, with a wicked laugh, opened the book to the ending pages. The figure studied them, licking dry, cracked lips as he read the last few paragraphs then turned to face the center of the room. 
 
    The figure didn’t walk to the huge ancient desk so much as glide to it like the wraith he was, stirring the dust of the floor with cold. Reaching the desk, the wraith set the open book on its surface and stared intently at the next-to-last page. It was blank. 
 
    Stepping away from the desk, yellow cat-like eyes bore into the empty page as the wraith began to sing in a rattling chain of a tenor. 
 
    The entire room shook. The wraith’s eyes intensified as the book lifted itself off the table. The song increased in volume. 
 
    A dark, blood-red light began to pour from the figure’s chest to the book suspended in the air then began to trace the outline of a man. A cold hiss accompanied the song as the picture began to take on substance. Life. 
 
    The person drawn now replaced the book. 
 
    With a cold hiss and the sweep of a hand, the picture peeled away. 
 
    The person fell upon the desk in a heap, his hair gray and matted, eyes dull, yellow and full of recognition. He got to his knees and reached for the wraith now approaching the desk. “Master,” he whined. “You have saved me! I knew you would never desert me! Oh thank you!” 
 
    The wraith stared down at the man, his eight foot frame towering over him, and gave a tiny smile. “Yes, it seems I have, does it not?”
 
    The sad remains of Philip Brennan writhed upon the flat wooden surface, his skeleton-like hands again reaching for the wraith’s. Philip grabbed one and began to lick and kiss at it in hunger. 
 
    The wraith watched him a moment in satisfaction before slapping the wrinkled form of Brennan away. “You failed me. The boy still lives.” 
 
    “No! I had no choice! I had her! I can still get her for you! She will yet be yours!” 
 
    The robed figure seemed to float to the other side of the room. “She escaped you. The boy now has her in his possession. To me, that is failure.” 
 
     Philip crawled off the desk to kneel before the wraith. “No, no! I can still take her! I will bring her to you as planned! She can still be yours!” 
 
    “And you will kill the boy as well, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes! I promised I would! Did we not have a bargain?” 
 
    “Yes, we had a bargain.” The wraith reached down, caressed Philip’s head then stood again, eyes narrowed to two bright yellow slits. “And you failed your end of it.” 
 
    “No! I will fix it! I will get her for you! She will be yours, I swear!” 
 
    The robed figure’s eyes grew brighter, narrower. “You already swore to me.” 
 
    “I underestimated him! Kawahnee didn’t train him as I suspected he would! I will not fail you again!” 
 
    The figure reached down and patted his head. “You are right. You will not fail me again. Because you will serve me no more.” He suddenly grabbed Philip by the scruff of the neck, holding him at arms length several feet off the floor. Philip kicked and pleaded, but his voice came out only as a strangled gasp. “No one fails me, Brennan. No one.” The wraith turned to the desk, threw Philip onto it and began to sing again, the bloody light piercing Philip’s body. 
 
    The ex-Time Master let out a wail of pain and writhed upon the table’s surface. “Noooo!” 
 
    “You were even careless enough to let the boy find out how to kill you.” The wraith sang the words on a breathy rasp, his eyes now red and full of bloodlust. 
 
    Philip began to cry. “Mercy! Mercy!” 
 
    The wraith stopped singing and glared at Philip. “The boy showed you mercy. I will not.” 
 
    His song continued. The blood-red light deepened in color and began to retrace a picture drawn earlier: a small room of a cottage, a kilted Highland captain in its center, deadly dirk in hand. The wraith reached to the table and grabbed Philip again. “I do not accept failure!” Philip’s pitiful form was hurled into the room as the wraith smiled in satisfaction.  He raised a hand and swept it across the picture, closing it like a door before Philip could right himself, cutting off his screams of protest and the terror stricken ones of Robert Campbell.
 
    The book fell to the desk with a loud thud. 
 
    Bartrol, aged advisor of Muirara and one of the greatest Time Master’s servants ever, picked up the book and caressed the cover, laughing as he replaced it upon the shelf. He stepped back and stared at the title briefly before turning away. Philip Brennan graced the binding. 
 
    Bartrol went back to the desk and picked up another book, this one brand new, and opened it to the first page. It was blank. The wraith closed it and gently stroked the cover, as he cooed to the book and traced an outline on its spine with his finger. “Let us see how you will serve me. Perhaps you will do better than the last.” 
 
    The figure placed the book back upon the table and ran a hand across the newly etched title. Tressa Esperansa. 
 
    Bartrol’s tall, dark form glided to a huge balcony at the end of the room and out into the still, sultry night to overlook mile after endless mile of deep forest surrounding his mountain fortress. “Soon, Maiden” the wraith hissed. “Soon you will be mine.” 

 
   

 
 
    
 
   “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the
 
   Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you,
 
   Plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will
 
   Call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will
 
   Listen to you. You will seek me and find me when
 
   You seek me with all your heart. I will be found by
 
   You,” declares the Lord, “and will bring you back… to
 
   The place from which I carried you into exile.”
 
    
 
   Jeremiah 29:11-14
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: Epilogue]EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    John and Lany walked in silence, the mission at last drawn to a close. People stopped and bowed slightly as they passed, giving John the respect due his new office. 
 
    Lany beamed with satisfaction. “Looks like Sutter’s Province is happy you’re back, Eaton. Too bad they don’t get to keep you.” 
 
    John glanced to his assistant, then to the crowds still going about their business that evening. “I hope I’m as well liked in Mishna. Some of the Muirarans are against human involvement.” 
 
    Lany threw him a chastising look. “You mean they’re against your age.” 
 
    “They would like someone older, Lany.” 
 
    “No. They only think they do. Don’t worry, everything will be fine. Besides, you’ve got Kwaku on your side.” 
 
    John cringed, his face a grimace. “Don’t remind me. By the Creator, my back is already killing me. Anwen doesn’t expect me to last the first quarter without at least a dozen visits to the palace’s healer.” 
 
    Lany laughed and unconsciously rubbed his own always fragile vertebrae. “Yes, Kwaku does need to do something about that slapping habit of his.” 
 
    They reached their intended destination and stopped. The house was nicer than the rest, clean, orderly and well kept, with two acres of gardens and pasture surrounding it. The Eatons’ private residence. 
 
    Lany sighed. “It’s not going to be the same around here without you, boss.” He turned to stare at nothing in particular across the street. “Cari and I are going to miss having dinner with you, and Vyn won’t like not having the girls around anymore. I’m going to really hear about it for at least a month.” 
 
    John stood a moment and watched him. Lany hated getting emotional, hated goodbyes. The parting of the company in Genis Lee two days prior nearly tore him apart, especially when it came time to say goodbye to Dallan. One would never know it unless they knew Lany as well as John did. A short goodbye, a handshake, and Lany would be off. But John knew the quicker the parting, the more painful it was, and the more Lany wanted to get it over with. 
 
    Lany turned to him once more, lips pressed firmly together in a tight smile. “What does Anwen think of having to live in the palace in Mishna?” 
 
   John sighed. “She isn’t thrilled. She likes her privacy. Kwaku said he and Zara would try to talk the Elders into giving us their old quarters. It’s separate from the palace, more like having your own house.” 
 
    “Ah, that would be good.” 
 
    They stood there a moment, neither wanting the other to speak, knowing that when they did, it would mean goodbye. 
 
    John smiled. “I should go in now. Anwen is probably waiting.” 
 
    Lany swallowed and held out his hand. “I’ll be seeing you at the formal Sutyne then, Lord High Councilor.”
 
    John’s smile broadened as he glanced to the new ring of office on his right hand, a large ruby surrounded by flames of gold and silver. Deep within the depths of the ruby was the symbol of the Time Masters, the same as on Zara and Shona's head bands which depicted their positions. “I hope I don’t lose this thing.” 
 
    Lany laughed as they shook hands. “Just don’t let any of your daughters play dress-up with it and you’ll be fine.” 
 
   Their hands parted and Lany took a deep breath. John smiled again. “Paul Dietrich will want to speak with you. He’ll want your help in several matters to start. All the preliminary changes of office, that sort of thing.” 
 
     Lany let out the breath he’d been holding and sagely nodded. “I’ll see he gets everything he needs for his new position. I’m sure he’ll do fine as Lord Councilor. The Elders can’t dispute him. Stars, he’s what, fifty-six now? He’s been on your staff for fifteen years.” 
 
    John had to stifle another smile. “Something like that.” 
 
    Lany nodded uncomfortably to the door. “You’d better go in, and I have to go. Cari’s probably out of patience waiting for me.” 
 
    John let the smile loose. “Yes, you wouldn’t want your celebration dinner to get cold.” 
 
    Lany had turned from John and was already walking away. He stopped up short and looked back. “What was that?” 
 
    “I said you wouldn’t want your celebration dinner to get cold… Lord Councilor.” 
 
    Lany stood a moment in stunned silence, jaw slack as John approached, digging one hand into his councilor’s robes. He pulled out a ring and held it up before Lany, a thick band of gold made into the likeness of flames of fire, the symbol of the Time Masters in its center. John took Lany’s right hand and placed it on his ring finger. “Congratulations. I’ll see you in the morning.” He turned, a huge grin on his face, and began to walk away. 
 
    Lany finally found his senses and grabbed him. “What? Lord Councilor! Eaton, what are you saying?” 
 
    John casually pulled Lany’s hand off and continued on. “I’m saying goodnight to the new Lord Councilor of Sutter’s Province.” He reached the door and stopped. “And now if you don’t mind, I’d like to go inside and have my dinner?” 
 
    Lany rushed to the door. “But Eaton, Dietrich has almost twice my experience. How did I get it?” 
 
    “Lany, you have been working with him for seven years. Paul will be moving to Mishna with me; he’ll be my assistant there.” 
 
    “But still…” 
 
    “It’s the Lord High Councilor’s job to fill the positions of the Lord Councilors.” 
 
    “Well, I, yes, I know.” 
 
    “And it’s also the Lord High Councilor’s job to choose whomever he feels is best for the position.” 
 
     “I… yes, I knew that too.” 
 
    “Lany,” John began in all seriousness. “You are the best man for the job. Paul Dietrich is a good soldier, but you have the firsthand experience. And besides, Dallan likes you.” John opened the door to his house. 
 
    Lany let go a tiny giggle. “Lord Councilor. Me!” 
 
    John smiled again. “I’m going to have my dinner. Go home and have yours. Your family is waiting for you.” He entered and closed the door behind him, leaving Lany standing on the porch in disbelief. 
 
    He didn’t stay in disbelief for long. “What did he say? Besides, Dallan likes you?” His eyes suddenly bulged with the realization of what his new position entailed and he began to yell at the door. “Eaton! Wait a minute! Does this mean I’m going to have to warrior-sit for the next several years? You can’t do this to me! It’s a joke, right?” 
 
    John stood in silent laughter on the other side of the door with his wife Anwen who, with arms crossed, held a bemused expression on her face. “John Eaton, sometimes I think you’ve spent too much time with Kwaku.” 
 
    Lany began to pound on the door and was now spouting something about Scottish tempers and bad backs. John shrugged innocently. “I can’t do this without Lany. And he really is the best one for the job.” John turned to the door and yelled, “Go home, Lany!” A dead silence was soon followed by footsteps shuffling into the distance. 
 
    John smiled again and sighed. “And of course he’s also stuck with the new Time Master for what, oh, let me see, the rest of his life? Yes that’s it.” He chuckled to himself. “At least Dallan won’t be as hard on Lany’s back as Kwaku is.” 
 
    “Yes, but what bad habits does Dallan have?” 
 
    John looked at his wife with a raised brow and shrugged. “Lany will just have to find that out on his own.” 
 
    The new Lord High Councilor laughed heartily, kissed his wife and ushered her into dinner. 
 
                   
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    “Here now, lad, let me ha’ that one so ye can start on the rest.” Angus offered as he took a huge, newly sharpened claymore from Dallan and carefully set it on a nearby rack. 
 
    “Thank ye, Angus, ‘tis nice to ha’ ye here.” Dallan said as he reached for another sword. They worked at a makeshift table set up outside Dallan’s cottage, the early evening air placid and warm. Dallan worked in his faded, worn kilt, his Sark discarded long ago and carelessly thrown across the wooden bench near the cottage’s front door. 
 
    Mother MacNab shuffled out and grabbed the shirt up with a quick sweep of her hand. “And who does this belong to? Ye ken I hates it when ye men leave yer things lying about! Do I has to take me stick to yer thick backsides?” 
 
    Dallan sighed and looked over his shoulder at her. “’Tis mine, mother. I was going to bring it in later.” 
 
    “Aye, sure ye were. I’m an old woman! Ye canna expect me to pick up after ye like this!” 
 
    Dallan smiled and turned back to his sword. “Aye, mother, as ye say.” 
 
    Mother turned on her heel, reentered the small cottage Sark in hand and slammed the door with a loud thud. 
 
   Angus shook his head. “Now that Zara’s healed me mother, there’ll be no peace for any o’ us. Are ye sure ye dinna want to retract yer invitation to ha’ us come live wi’ ye here in the village, lad? She’s liable to drive ye crazy.” 
 
    Dallan turned back to his cottage and listened to Mother talk to a lance propped near the open window. “Aye, she’ll drive me crazy. But I wilna see ye by yerselves. We need to be together, banded like clansmen, Angus. I just wish she’d go home to your cottage rather than spend the day in mine!” 
 
    Angus laughed and nodded his agreement. “She likes you and the lass.” 
 
    “Aye, that she does. No harm done so long as she goes home at night. And she does great with the wee lads. Besides, Alasdair needs to ha’ someone like yerself as well. Saints, I canna be brother and father to him, no more than Shona can be sister and mother. We need ye here. Both o’ you”
 
    Angus beamed. “Ye dinna mind then if I takes the lad and Padric fishing tomorrow? There be a fine stream a mile into the woods. The heathen says the fish are as big as they come there.” 
 
    “Aye, he's mentioned it to us as well.  Go ahead. It’s been a long week, ha’ a bit o’ fun wi’ them.” Dallan glanced about himself expectantly. “Where are the wee savages, anyway? Come to think o’ it, where’s my wife?” 
 
    Angus snorted and shook his head. “Lost her already, have ye? A might fine husband yer turning out to be!” 
 
    “Honest Angus, I dinna ken where she went. I wish she would stay close. She’s a wanderer, that one.” 
 
    “This is all new to her. She has as much adjusting as you yerself do. Ye’ve only been marrit a little over a week, and this is a whole new world for her. She’s curious, lad, nothing more.” As an afterthought he added, “She’s probably with Alasdair and Padric, in the cookhouse feeding the kittens.” 
 
   Dallan cringed. “Bloody good-for-nothing cats. Why did she ha’ to bring back so many? Och, two or three I can live with, but ten? That Kitty Morgan will be the death o’ me. Did I tell you how I got the burn on my arm?” 
 
    Angus chuckled. About thirty times, he thought to himself. 
 
    “The lass hit me with a hot pan! She’s destructive, she is! I hope Shona doesna want to visit her too soon. At least not until I’ve recovered from this last visit!” 
 
     "Ye well ken ye could ha' had yer wife mend it."
 
     "Aye, but I wanted a reminder not to get too close to the wee chirper again any time soon."
 
     Angus laughed loudly and handed him another sword just as Shona appeared with Alasdair and Padric, kittens spilling out of three sets of arms. 
 
    “Look, Dallan!” Alasdair began. “Their stomachs are full now. Shona says we can play wi’ them!” 
 
    Dallan watched as kitten after kitten ran right for him. For some reason, the little things loved him. He did not return the affection readily. “Why, ye nasty wee things! Get away from me!” Several kittens climbed up his soft leather boots, one managing to jump to his kilt and swing from the worn plaid, claws ripping the fabric in its desperate attempt to hang on. 
 
    Shona’s musical laughter reached her husband’s ears, calming his annoyance. “They like you, Dallan. Why do you not play with them awhile?” 
 
    Dallan pried the kitten off and looked at her, capturing her easily in a heated gaze. She was wearing the same dress she had worn during their joining and recent adventures, choosing now and then to wear it instead of her own clothes. He’d not had time to get her any new clothing; they had not yet been to the city and Genis Lee, by John and Kwaku’s order, had been evacuated to allow the newly joined couple some much-needed privacy. Only Padric and his father had been allowed to stay. “Come here, lass,” he beckoned in a velvet voice. 
 
    She put down the kittens she’d been holding and went to him. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her tenderly. At last, the kiss broken, Shona looked at the surrounding weapons. “What are you doing?”
 
   Dallan smiled, “Not what I’d like to be doing.” He looked about, scanning the area, then whispered, “’Tis a fine evening, let’s fetch the blanket out o’my trunk and go to the meadow again tonight, Flower.” 
 
   She escaped his embrace and smiled shyly. “Do you not have to finish here first?” 
 
    “The weapons can wait,” he again whispered to her softly. “I canna.” 
 
    She smiled again, picked up a saber and absently studied it. “It is very warm. Maybe we should go to the stream Kwaku told us about instead?” 
 
    Dallan began wrapping his sharpening stone and was about to agree when he noticed what she was doing. “Nay, Flower. Put the blade down. ’Tis sharp.” 
 
    Shona looked at him with a raised brow. “I know it is sharp.” 
 
    Dallan stood behind her and, wrapping his arms around her, took the saber from her hands. “Aye and I’ll no see ye hurt yerself. Dinna touch them again, M’eudain.” 
 
    Angus drew his lower lip between his teeth a few times and motioned Alasdair and Padric over to his side. “Come, lads. Lets go see what’s left in the sweets barrel.” 
 
    Padric’s eyes widened. “But Angus,” he squeaked. “My father will kill us if we get caught!” 
 
    “Aye, laddie, but I aim to see we dinna get caught. Let’s be off !” Angus grabbed them and ushered them away from the cottage. He looked over his shoulder once to see Shona glaring at her husband’s hands, and began to laugh knowingly. He knew what was sure to happen next. 
 
    “I know how to handle a weapon, Dallan,” she commented calmly. 
 
    Dallan kept his hands over hers and laughed. “I’ll take care o’ my blades, Flower. I dinna want ye to get hurt.” 
 
    She turned in his arms to face him. “I said, I can handle a weapon.” 
 
   He brought his lips within a hairsbreadth of her own. “Aye and ye can handle me when we get to the stream.” He moved to kiss her but she squirmed out of his arms. 
 
    She picked up the saber again. “I can prove it.” 
 
    Dallan threw her a stern look. “Now lass, put the blade down.” 
 
    Shona stood straight, blade in hand and backed up a step or two. “No.” 
 
    Dallan’s face fell into shock for a split second before his eyes narrowed. “Put the blade down, Flower. Now, please.” 
 
    She grabbed another saber from the table and threw it at him. 
 
    He caught it and took a threatening step in her direction. “Saints, woman, what d’ye think yer doing?” 
 
    “Do not get angry, Dallan. I wish only to prove a point.” 
 
    “As do I. Put that blade down!” 
 
    She smiled, stepped away from the table, and assumed a fencing position. “En Garde.” 
 
    Dallan’s face fell. “Ye canna be serious, lass. Come here and give me the blade.” He began to slowly approach her. 
 
    She sensed the predatory air about him and backed up a step, then took on her previous position. “En Garde.” 
 
    Dallan rolled his eyes. “Och, lass, ye try my patience.” 
 
     She smiled and giggled. 
 
    “Oh, yer having a wee bit o’ fun now, are ye? Weel, we’ll see about that.” He began a purposeful stride toward her when she suddenly stood straight and alert, her eyes flying to the edge of the nearby woods. 
 
    Dallan was immediately at her side and took the sword from her. “What is it, Flower? What’s wrong?” He searched the area with his own warrior’s senses, following her gaze, then suddenly relaxed and brought her close to his chest. 
 
    She looked up at him expectantly. “Someone is there.” 
 
    “Aye,” Dallan agreed. 
 
    Shona cocked her head and searched the surrounding woods with her heart. “Oh. That is who it is.” 
 
    “Aye,” Dallan replied. “Blasted, bloody, good-for-nothing heathen.” He began to usher her back to the table. “Probably up a tree.” 
 
    Shona looked over her shoulder once to the woods and smiled. “Why are they here, Dallan?” 
 
    He set the swords on the table, turned and pulled her into his arms. “Better to ha’ the heathen nearby than a passel o’ guards from the city, M’eudain.” 
 
    “I do not understand. What guards?” 
 
    “Seems the Elders deem the two o’ us a rare commodity, and they want nothing to happen between now and the formal Sutyne next week. Yer mother and father here havena returned from wherever it was they went, and they left orders. I didna think ye’d be verra comfortable wi’ all those people around, even if they are yer own kind. I thought ye might like the privacy. I ken I do.” 
 
    She smiled and snuggled closer. “Thank you.” Her hand reached around him and grabbed a handful of his kilt, giving it a light tug. 
 
    “Och, lassie! Not here. Can ye no wait, Flower? Let me get the blanket first.” 
 
    She gave him a huge grin then suddenly jumped away from him, sword in hand. “En Garde.” 
 
    Dallan groaned. “I’ll no tell ye again, lass. Give me the blade and let’s go to the stream.” 
 
    Shona’s eyes became fierce, her body tense and ready. “En Garde.” 
 
    Dallan stood to his full height and eyed her, measuring her up. He shook his head in resignation. “The Almighty says ‘tis better to sleep on the roof o’ yer house than be under it with a quarrelsome woman. He didna say anything about a woman wi’ a sword.” He picked up the other saber. “I’ll no play wi’ ye, lass. Ye’ve used up my patience.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    He stood there a moment in regretful anger. “Have it your way.” He lunged at her and she blocked him expertly and sent him to the dusty ground. Dallan had never seen anyone move so fast. He climbed to his feet and looked her up and down in disbelief. 
 
     She smiled at him. “I told you. I know how to handle a weapon.” 
 
     Dallan began to smile as well. “Aye, little one, I see ye do. Now, let’s see how well.” He circled her, lunged, and for a second time was blocked and thrown to the dirt. 
 
     He shook himself this time, surprised at the force with which she’d landed him and again climbed to his feet. “All right, I’ll no play wi’ ye any longer. En Garde.” 
 
     With that, Shona attacked, and they fought as warriors. 
 
     Kwaku’s laughter boomed from his hiding place in a huge oak as he drew his wife into his arms. They watched the couple battle each other, the new Time Master obviously the better of the two, proving it by occasionally grabbing his wife to kiss her as he feigned a pass or thrust. 
 
    “Dey battle well togeder, yes?” 
 
     Zara curled into his arms. “Yes, Kawahnee, they do.” 
 
     Kwaku held her tighter and whispered into her ear. “Hungry, beloved?” 
 
     She looked up at him as her ebony eyes filled with passion. 
 
     He smiled and kissed her, then looked back to the couple. “Let us go to de stream, den. She will keep him busy here for awhile.” 
 
    Zara glanced to the fighting pair. “Kawahnee, how can you be sure?”  
 
    Kwaku laughed heartily. “Because, beloved, de Boyeee is far too curious, and who knows? Maybe he has finally met his match!” Both began to laugh as he took his wife’s hand and began to lead her down the tree. 
 
     It was indeed good to be home. 
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