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Two teenager's lives become not so ordinary... Caitlin and Leah are content with the slow and steady pace in their small Texan town. 


They have the typical challenges of any American high school - evil girl cliques and oppressive ex-boyfriends. They see themselves as painfully ordinary...but that soon changes.The arrival of two newcomers at school sets Caitlin and Leah on an explosive path of magic, betrayal, secrets and forbidden love. 


The discovery of Caitlin's true identity causes tremendous upheaval in her painfully ordinary life. Caitlin must learn to embrace her birthright and trust in her friends or she risks endangering them all.
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I am deeply
overwhelmed at the number of people who have contacted me regarding how much
they enjoyed Painfully Ordinary. When
I originally started writing the story, I never dreamed it would gain such a
diverse following.


In thanks
for all the support from our fans, my publisher and I really wanted everyone to
have the opportunity to read the book the way it was
originally written.


I think it
will give everyone a better insight into Talon and how he is
affected by the events surrounding him. It will also allow the readers to
learn a little more about Marne and Johr’s history.


As always,
I can’t bring these stories to life on my own. It takes the unending support
from my family, my publisher’s faith in The Lumina Saga and the greatest editor
I could ask for. Any editor, who can work with my crazy ideas and stubbornness,
is a saint.


I am frequently asked if Caitlin and Talon’s story will
continue. I’m happy to say “Yes!” There will be a third book in the Lumina Saga which should release sometime in
December 2012. As far as any books past that – well, who knows? I will continue
to write about Caitlin and Talon (and crew) as long as they have a story worth
telling. You can always see the most up to date information on the Facebook
pages for the various books (Painfully
Ordinary, Family Secrets and New Beginnings).


I hope you enjoy reading this special edition as
much as I enjoyed writing it.












Chapter 1


Beginnings




 


 


The strange
woman glided through the dark to the edge of the bed and stared into my eyes. Her
long, straight, chestnut-colored hair flowed around her face, as she moved with
the grace, beauty, and strength of a Native-American princess. Wearing a fluid,
white dress, she made me conscious of the oversized T-shirt and cheer shorts I
had worn to bed. Truthfully, she could have made Aphrodite feel frumpy. Her
eyes were a breathtaking shade of violet, and while gorgeous, they definitely were
not soothing. I clutched the covers to my chin with shaking hands and shuddered
as she stood, openly assessing me. This was not her first visit. Other times,
she stood just outside my open bedroom door looking in. As time passed, she
became more aggressive. Well, maybe aggressive isn’t the right word—perhaps she
just got bolder. I couldn’t figure out who she was or what she wanted from me. What
terrified me most is that she never said a word. I grew paranoid about doors
being open while I slept—as if closing the door to my room could shut the door
on my dreams. Suddenly, I noticed the shadowy silhouette of a man standing in
the far corner of my room. Had he come with the strange woman? Somehow, his
presence was far more malevolent. I pulled the covers tight over my head, and
when I finally emerged, he was gone. “Ciro”
whispered through the inky darkness of my room. Sleep eluded me for quite some
time after that experience.


“Caitlin…” Mom
said in a singsong voice.


Ugh. Was it
morning already? One thing for certain, the nightmares were getting worse. If
this kept up, I was going to be completely sleep deprived. I had faced the same
dream almost every night for the last few months. They were getting creepier by
the day—or night—whichever the case might have been. I kept waiting for
something even more ominous to happen, and found myself peeking around corners
everywhere I went.


I tried
talking to Mom about the dreams a couple of times, but each time I brought them
up, she would bite her bottom lip and look away. Then she’d turn back to me
with a smile and say, “Oh, Caiti, it was just a dream. You are being so
dramatic,” and change the subject.


But I knew
better.


She only
chewed on her lip like that when she was really stressed
about something. I got the impression she wasn’t comfortable talking about the
woman in my dream. I didn’t know why, but it was so frustrating.


Now, don’t
get me wrong. I absolutely adored my crazy mom. She could be my best friend and
fiercest protector. I guess if I were honest with myself, I’d have to say we do
have a few things in common. People will sometimes mistake her for my older
sister instead of my mom. It is so irritating, but of course, I know she loves it.


“Caiti…get up!
You are going to be late!” Mom yelled from the foot of the stairs.


“Okay, Okay,
I’m up, I’m up.” I grumbled.


I rolled
over on my side and sat up, throwing my legs over the side of my bed, and whimpering.
Pushing my tangled hair back from my face, I glanced up at the large tank that
sat on top of my dresser and watched my turtle happily jetting around his tank.
At least Faffy was happy to be up this morning.


Standing, I stretched,
and dragged myself into the bathroom, which, thanks to my mom’s willingness to
reassign the guest bathroom, I no longer had to share with my little brother. My
phone vibrated on the bathroom counter, and I grabbed it before it fell into
the sink. The incoming text was from my best friend, Leah—the one person
outside my family who really gets me.


r u up yet???


ya, what’s up?


Can u get 2 school early?


Idk… ill try. im not rdy yet


hurry up i have BIG news


Ack!


I unplugged
my straightening iron. My hair, thick and curly, hung halfway down my back. It would
take forever to straighten, and there was no
way I’d have enough time if I was going to get to school early. I dug through the pile of
clean clothes in my papasan chair. Mom was always nagging me about how much
easier it would be to find things if I just put them away. Whatever—that’s way
too much work.


Settling on
a pair of jeans and a shirt from my favorite hockey team, I snatched my bag and
phone off my dresser and ran down the stairs. I could put my makeup on during
the drive to school.


“That was
fast.” Mom said.


I shrugged. “Leah
needs me.”


My mom laughed
as my little brother’s head popped up from his breakfast, his cheeks reddening slightly
at the mention of Leah’s name. He shoved the last bite of his sausage biscuit
into his mouth and jumped off the barstool.


“I’b rebbyy,”
he said around a mouthful of sausage.


 


 


The majority
of the ride to Brady’s school and then to mine, was punctuated with the hum of
incoming text messages. Mom watched me out of the corner of her eye and smiled.


“Is Leah going
to last until you can get to school?”


I had to snicker
at her.


“What is she
so wound up about?” she asked.


Rolling my
eyes, I let my phone drop into my lap.


“I have no idea,”
I said, shaking my head. “But after all this, it better be something really
good.”


We pulled up
to the back door leading to the cafeteria, and I could already see Leah hopping
from one foot to the other. When she saw our car, she waved frantically.


My mom chuckled.
“You two try to stay out trouble today, okay?”


Rolling my
eyes and slinging my backpack over one shoulder, I strolled toward Leah. As it turned
out, she couldn’t even wait for me to get inside, and ended up meeting me
halfway to the doors.


“Oh my God! Oh my God! What took
you so long to get here? Did you hear the news?”


She threw
her long, blonde hair over one shoulder, blue eyes flashing with excitement. She
was talking so fast, she grew breathless.


I held both
palms up in front of me. “Easy, turbo, slow down for a
minute. You are making me dizzy.”


She grimaced
and rolled her eyes.


“Okay, now. What
is this earth-shattering news which made you text me nonstop this morning? My
mom probably thinks you are having some sort of episode.”


Leah raised
one eyebrow and grumbled, “Would you be serious?”


Surprised at
the outburst, I patted her on the shoulder apologetically.


“I’m sorry.
I was just messing with you. So what is the big news?”


Slightly
mollified, she took a deep breath before continuing.


“Guuuurrl…”she
fanned her face with one hand.


I noticed
several brightly colored butterflies flying around her head. Where in the world
had those come from?


“Have you heard
about the two bits of hotness that just transferred? I got a text from Morgan before
I even got here this morning.”


“Huh?” I was
slightly dazed and blinked rapidly. I was so distracted
by her halo of butterflies that I hadn’t even paid attention to what she was
saying.


Leah’s head
shook and acted like she was going to have the episode
I accused her of earlier.


“Caiti? Are you even listening to me?”


“I’m sorry. I’m
just really tired, and I need more sleep. Okay, so we
have two new hotties. What’s their story? I mean, who are they, and where did
they transfer from?” I asked before waving my hand dismissively. “Not that it
really matters, since Tami and her band of Alley Cats will latch onto them soon
enough.”


Leah’s eyes
sparkled again as she patted my arm excitedly.


“That’s just
it! No one knows anything about them, since they seem to kind of keep to themselves. They walked right past that whole group and didn’t
even look twice. It was great! Tami and her entire crew appeared so confused. Wait
until you see them. Daaaaaayum. On top of looking
good, they have the most incredible accents. They sound Russian or something. It’s
totally exotic…,” she paused. ”…and hot.”


I bit my
bottom lip. “Well, what do they look like? How will I know when I see them?”


She shook
her head. “Oh, don’t worry, you’ll know. Whew, girl, will you know!”


I didn’t
even have time to think about what that meant before she grabbed me by the arm.


“Hurry up—we
don’t want to be late!”


 


I stumbled into
geometry in a fog, still thinking about what she’d said. Why did they move here,
of all places?


I plopped
down into my seat and grimaced at the board. I was sure the Alley Cats would gather
and start circling the newcomers in record time.


I tapped my
pencil on the edge of my desk, impatiently waiting for Mr. Von to start class. Sometimes,
I wondered how he managed to get himself dressed in the morning. Suddenly, my
pencil slipped out of my hand, rolled off the edge of my desk and clattered to
the floor.


Crap.


I bent down
to pick it up and found myself staring into the face of the most stunningly
gorgeous guy I had ever seen. He had rugged good looks, instead of being the
pretty-boy, male model type. Vin Diesel might have some competition for my
attention with this guy.


Holy crap! This must be one of the
newcomers Leah described this morning. Whew—she wasn’t exaggerating. No
wonder she was all wound up.


I had no
idea how long my internal monologue went on, but I realized he was still
holding my pencil out to me.


“Thanks.” I
mumbled, blushing to the tips of my ears.


Oh, man! Why
hadn’t I straightened my hair this morning and worn something cute?


Tami twisted
around in her chair, watching me through narrowed eyes. I had never been able
to stand her, so I just stared back and raised an eyebrow in challenge. She glanced
from me to where he was sitting directly behind her, and it wasn’t until that
point I realized he was still studying me.


Tami turned
all the way around in her chair and placed her hand lightly on his arm, showing
him a row of perfectly straight teeth.


“Oh, you’ll
have to excuse Caitlin,” she said in a sickeningly sweet, baby voice and
giggled. “She is just so uncoordinated.”


Oh, no she didn’t! Who
was she calling uncoordinated? Unfortunately, my emotions tend to show all over
my face. When I’m pissed, everyone knows it, and I was all kinds of pissed at her.


She refused
to break eye contact, daring me to do something. Normally, I would just blow
her off. I really didn’t care what she thought, and frankly, she was a waste of
energy. However, this time, something inside me snapped.


Perhaps it
was the whole lack of sleep thing again.


I granted my
total attention to the newcomer, flashing him my brightest smile. He appeared startled
and presented me with a grin in return that took my breath away.


“Oh, ignore Tami.
She’s just mad because someone dropped a house on her sister.”


He stared down
at the floor and, to his credit, didn’t actually laugh, but I saw his shoulders
shake.


Tami glared
at me.


“Caitlin,
you are such a freak.” Leaning closer to me and lowering her voice, she
continued. “You can just forget about him. He won’t want some little nobody like you. He will
be mine. I’ll tell Ryan you were looking at him, and that will be the end of
that, won’t it?”


This was
exactly the kind of thing that always set Ryan off. Ex-boyfriends were the
absolute worst. She fixed a fake smile on her face and carried on watching the
newcomer like he was a juicy steak and she was starving.


Tami always
used the exact same tactics, and he would probably fall for it just like all
the others before him–and believe me, there were plenty before him. I pivoted in my seat just in time to see him
scowl and remove Tami’s hand from his arm.


I laughed aloud,
couldn’t help myself. He bent his head, giving me a conspiratorial wink. Mr.
Von decided to start class at that exact moment, so I never got to see her
reaction, but I could only assume it wasn’t good, since this was the second
time he had blown her off.


Throughout
class, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Someone was watching me,
but the only person sitting behind me was the new guy. Was it him? I really needed to find out his name, so I could stop
referring to him as “the new guy”.


Why would he
be watching me? I was painfully ordinary. Someone like him could have anyone he
wanted.


I couldn’t
figure him out. Then I suffered a moment of sheer panic, remembering how I had left
the house in such a rush that morning.


I seriously
hoped I didn’t have some sort of Alfalfa-thing going on with the back of my
hair.


I rubbed my
necklace between my fingers, as I always do when I’m upset. It’s a dark-gray stone
cut into a unique pattern, like a flame, held on a long, black cord. My mom
gave it to me when I turned sixteen, and made me promise to wear it every day. I
never take it off, except when I’m at tumbling practice. The stone has been
worn smooth by the constant rubbing, and holding it always relaxed me.


The bell
rang, signaling the end of class. I must have completely lost track of time,
but what else was new?


Tami got up
from her desk, placing her arm in new-guy’s. She batted
her eyelashes and said, “Talon, will you walk me to second period?”


I rolled my
eyes.


“Sorry, I am
meeting up with Jace.” His voice was deep and smooth and he had the bluest eyes
I had ever seen. He fixed his gaze on my necklace then grinned, pivoted on his
heel, and left the room.


A trill of laugher
escaped my lips. Strike three.


Tami’s face turned
an ugly shade of purple. She threw her purse over her shoulder and glared at
me.


“I’ll say hi
to Ryan for you.”


Crap. This
is exactly why I don’t normally banter with her. It’s just not worth the
trouble in the end. She was going to make me pay for this encounter.


I laid my
head on my desk and waited for the ground to open and swallow me whole.


 












Chapter 2


New
Arrivals


 


 


I finally
shuffled out of geometry with my head hung low, mentally exhausted from my
latest run-in with Tami. Talon and Jace, huh? At least
I had names for Leah. She’d be beside herself. Leah pounced on me as soon as I
got into the hallway.


“Oh my God. You have one of them in class!” she squealed,
throwing her arms around my neck.


“Yeah, as if
I didn’t have a hard enough time
paying attention in geometry,” I said. “I’m really on a roll today. I managed
to get his name and piss Tami off all at the same time.”


Leah appeared
astonished. “You actually talked to Tami? What happened to your theory that she
is a waste of skin?”


We faced
each other and giggled.


“Okay, I’m
dying to know. What is his name?”


“Talon.” It rolled off my tongue, as if I was singing it.


Leah raised
her eyebrows. “Talon, huh? It fits him, doesn’t it?”


“So…you did all
the recon this morning. Don’t you have a name for our other mystery man?” I already knew it, of course, and was dying to tell her. She
would be thrilled I was able to get his name.


“No. Can you
believe that? I didn’t really want to ask anyone, either. I didn’t want to look
like some sort of stalker. He winked at me this morning, though.”


We dissolved
into laughter again, but were soon interrupted by a voice
that was velvet over steel.


“Laughing
again? You two seem to do that a lot.” We spun around and found Talon leaning
against the lockers, wearing an amused expression.


For once,
Leah was absolutely speechless. She stood rooted to
the spot with her mouth hanging open.


“I’m sorry,
I didn’t mean to interrupt. We haven’t been formally introduced, I’m Talon Raikaa.”


Why yes you are.


“Um, hi. I’m Caitlin, and this is my friend, Leah.”


Leah finally
shut her mouth with a snap before stepping forward.


“Welcome to the
illustrious Edward Marcus High School. You and your friend have certainly created
quite the buzz around here,” she said with a mischievous grin.


I assessed
her with wide eyes. What was she up to? She was the picture of innocence.


Oh no, not
that look. That one usually got us into trouble. Then again, when I thought
about it, some of my greatest memories began with that look.


Talon
cleared his throat.


Wow. Even
that sounded good coming from him. What was wrong with me? I was never
attracted to a guy at first sight like that. So not my style.


“So, where
are you headed?” asked Leah.


“I-I thought
you had to meet Jace?” I stammered.


Leah narrowed
her eyes. Oops, she realized I already
knew both names and hadn’t shared that bit of info with her yet. Boy, would I
pay for that slip up later.


I shot her a
toothy grin.


“Why don’t
you ladies join me? We’ll go meet up with him and then we’ll both walk you to
your next class,” he suggested.


I
agreed quickly out of fear Leah was going to resume that hopping thing she’d
been doing this morning. Panic rose again. Talon made me so nervous. What could
I possibly say to him that wouldn’t make me look like an idiot?


I took a
deep breath and tried to calm myself. “So, what do you have for second period?”
I asked in a voice I hoped sounded casual.


Talon
reached into the back pocket of his faded jeans to pull out a crumpled piece of
paper. “Hmm, looks like I am headed for world geo.”


Oh, dear God. Could anyone really be that lucky? I was going
to end up needing some serious tutoring if he continued to show up in my
classes.


Leah piped
up, “Caiti, don’t you have world geo second period?”


I gave her a
look of pure frustration before answering.


“Yeah, I do.”
I shrugged my shoulders at Talon. “It looks like we have class together again.”


Talon’s lips
rose up in a half-smile. “So we do. It must be my lucky day.”


I tried to
change the subject. “Where are we meeting Jace? What class did he have for first
period?”


Talon fidgeted
with his schedule and his gaze darted the length of the hallway and back. “Actually,
he’s been with the registrar this morning, trying to get his schedule fixed. We’ll
need to run by the office to grab him.”


My eyebrows
drew together creating wrinkles in my forehead. “Fixed? Isn’t today your first
day? What was wrong with his schedule?”


He shrugged.
“Nothing major. There were a couple of classes he
really wanted to take, so he was trying to get his schedule switched around a
little.” He gestured down the hallway. “So, what is the fastest way to the
office from here?”


Leah
motioned for him to follow us. “Come on, we’ll show you.”


Everyone was
studying us as we walked down the commons and cut through the library toward
the office. I mean, Talon was plenty to stare at. He stood
about six foot four inches tall and was extremely muscular, with gorgeous,
thick, auburn hair that spiked up in front. You could completely lose yourself
in his beautiful, chocolate-brown eyes.


Wait a minute.


I studied his
eyes again. They were definitely a velvety brown right now, but I could have
sworn they were bright blue when he was refusing to fall for Tami’s tactics. I
shook my head. Either his eyes had changed colors or I was seeing things. I had
to draw the line at hallucinations. I really needed to get some sleep.


“Ouch!” I
cried.


I gave Leah
a dirty look as I rubbed my arm. “Why did you pinch me?”


Leah’s face
flushed then blanched as if she was going to pass out.


“Shhh. Look,” she hissed. “Is that Jace? He’s the same one
who winked at me this morning.”


She smoothed
back her long, silky, blonde hair while taking shallow breaths. “Do I look
okay? I feel like I’m going to pass out.”


I watched
her, amused. Anxiety was way out of character for Leah. I had never seen her so
wound up over any guy. I wondered if this was how I appeared to other people
when Talon talked to me.


Jace was
another giant. Did we somehow stumble into a Riddick movie? Roughly the size of
the mystical warriors from my favorite Vin Diesel movie, he had to be six foot
three or four inches tall as well, and just as muscular. Yet, there was something about him that was a lot less intimidating than
Talon. He had gorgeous, straight, chestnut hair that hung down to his
collar and strong high cheekbones. His violet eyes crinkled in the corners when
he smiled, which he was doing right now. He seemed like he might have some Native
American in his family somewhere. He caught me studying him and his white teeth
flashed against his perfectly tan skin.


“Hey Talon,
I see you are making friends already, and here I was all worried about you.”


He winked at
us. Leah stood there dumbstruck.


Talon didn’t
appear as amused. “Ha-ha, very funny.” He stared at Jace. “Did you get your
schedule sorted out?”


“Yep, I got
it all taken care of.” He patted my arm playfully. I surprised myself by not
pulling away from his touch. Normally I didn’t like strangers invading my
space, but there was something inviting about Jace.


Leah had evidently
forgotten how to move her feet, so I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her closer
to the group.


“Jace Adair,
this is Caitlin.” Talon put his hand in the middle of my back.


I jumped the
moment his hand made contact.


Invisible
sparks rained down my back where his hand had touched me. I stared at him with
questions in my eyes, afraid to trust my voice.


He jerked away;
his eyebrows drew together as he stared at me.


Did he feel
it too?


Jace cleared
his throat. I quickly tried to regain my composure.


I gave him a
small wave. “Hi Jace, nice to meet you.” I motioned to
my right. “This is my best friend, Leah.”


He took
Leah’s hand and kissed it. I attempted to stifle a giggle. What a ham.


I swear, I
thought she was going to pass out if she didn’t start breathing normally again.


“Um…hi, ni...nice to meet you,” Leah said.
She looked so out of her element. I never thought I would see the day a guy
would be able to render her nearly speechless.


I took pity
on her and decided to help smooth things over. “So, Jace, what class do you
have for second period?”


“Actually, it
looks like I am headed to chemistry.”


Okay, this
was getting a little strange.


“Leah, don’t
you have chemistry during second period?” I asked batting my eyelashes at her
innocently.


She stuck
her tongue out at me. “You know I do.”


Jace brightened
and grabbed her hand. “Great, I hope you don’t have a lab partner already. You
wouldn’t want me to be all by myself, would you?”


I had to put
my hand over my mouth to keep from embarrassing myself. I was surprised that he
was holding her hand, but I chalked it up to his outgoing personality.


Leah gave
his shoulder a small push.


“Oh no, we
couldn’t have that. Although I dare say you wouldn’t be lonely for long,
whether you were my lab partner or not.” Her characteristic smile and playful
nature had finally returned.


I shot her a
look. Nice one, Leah. Let the banter begin.


We all fell
into a surprisingly comfortable silence as we continued down the hall. We
passed by the library, entering the commons, and I noticed Tami talking to
Ryan.


Leah leaned
over and squeezed my shoulders. “Don’t worry, it will be okay. Just ignore them.”


“Oh God.” I moaned and shielded my eyes with my hand.


Talon and
Jace sprung in front of us, as though they were expecting an imminent attack.


What did
they think was going to happen? This was Flower Mound, not the ‘hood. It was a
little disconcerting, but I was more worried about Ryan embarrassing me in
front of them than anything else.


“What is
wrong?” asked Talon.


Oh, not this, not now.
I really don’t want to air my dirty
laundry to Talon. I cringed. Ryan always ruined everything.


“Really,
it’s nothing. Let’s just head to class,” I said.


To my
chagrin, Leah chose that moment to express her feelings about Ryan. “Nothing? “ Caitlin, that’s a bit of an understatement.” She
gestured toward the commons. “You see that girl over there? That’s Tami.”


Talon nodded
and pulled a face. “Yes, I had the pleasure
of meeting her earlier.”


Leah
continued, “Well, the guy she’s talking to is Ryan. Caitlin went out with him a
couple times. However, he can’t seem to get it through his head that she
doesn’t want to have anything to do with him anymore. He follows her around and
harasses any person who even tries to talk to her. Ryan wields intimidation
like a sledgehammer. He’s actually managed to frighten Caitlin. Up until that
point, I had never seen her afraid of anything or anyone.”


I was so
embarrassed. This subject still enraged Leah and she would gripe about it to
anyone who would listen. Talon and Jace exchanged a quick look. To my surprise,
Jace spoke up. “How long have you known him?”


I noticed Tami
and Ryan watching us avidly.


“I guess he
moved here a couple of years ago.” I said slowly


Jace appeared deep in thought. “And
he has stayed unusually close to you since then?”


“Well, yeah, I guess so. He didn’t get really
bad until recently though.” I couldn’t figure out why Jace would even care.


“What do you
mean by ‘really bad’?” probed Jace.


“Well, he
follows me everywhere. He always seems to know where I am going to be and when.”
I threw my hands up in the air. “Oh, and forget about dating. He would never
let anyone get that close to me—not that anyone has really tried.” I noticed
Talon was staring at Ryan, his immense fists clenched at his sides.


Leah grabbed
Jace by the elbow. “We better get to class. Caiti, we’ll meet you guys back
here after second period. Okay?”


What a great
time for her to pick to desert me.


Jace leaned
over and thumped Talon on the back. “Later, man.”


Talon nodded
at him. He stared down at me and said, “Do not worry about that one. We will
make sure he never gets the opportunity to upset you again.”


His accent
was stronger than it had been earlier, but I still couldn’t place it. It was
mesmerizing. Maybe Russian?


But he didn’t
know how resourceful Ryan could be when he wanted something—or someone. For
that matter, why did he care?


Talon moved so
he blocked me from Ryan’s view and put his hand on my back to steer me toward
our class.


Ack! Every time he
touched me, I swore I could feel the heat arc and pulse across the surface of my
body like a sunburn. I stared up at him, and his eyebrows shot skyward. Was it really possible that he sensed it too? I never mustered up the
courage to ask, but he left his hand there all the way to class.


I don’t
normally like people touching me—I am extremely protective of my personal space,
but I had been out of character the entire morning so far. This would be
another in a long string of oddities.


We grabbed a
couple of seats together in the back of the room. My world geography teacher
was an older woman who seemed to love to have us watch movies, and I absolutely
adored her for it. Mrs. Hicks had everyone pull their desks into the center of
the room to make sure we could all see the screen. As she flipped off the
lights, I breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t realized how tense I had been
until that moment.


Once the
lights went out, it was much easier to blend in and become anonymous again,
which made me incredibly grateful. Talon watched me out of the corner of his
eye, then reached over and patted my hand reassuringly.


I don’t know
what I expected him to do, but to have him intertwine his fingers with mine and
hold my hand the remainder to class wasn’t it. Just over Talon’s left shoulder,
I could see Barbie, one of Tami’s Alley Cats, scrutinizing us, her mouth
hanging open.


Oh, man. Really? What
did I do to deserve this today?


Hopefully, Tami
wouldn’t feel the need to escalate things further once she realized I was not actively
chasing Talon. He was simply a nice person who obviously liked to champion the
underdog. I just happened to be that underdog right now.


“Talon,” I
whispered.


He raised
his eyebrows.


“Thank you.”
I was so grateful for his presence but I would have to be careful. I could see myself
falling hard for someone like him. He might be a great friend, but he was never
going to choose me out of all the girls available at our school.


We watched
the rest of the movie in silence. It gave me time to think about the morning’s
events so far.


Eventually
the bell rang and Mrs. Hicks flicked the lights back on, blinding me for a
moment. I always hated that. Talon stood up, handed me my backpack and motioned
for me to lead the way. We strolled down the hall to the commons in silence. As
we rounded the corner, I spotted Leah and Jace standing together. He was
leaning against the wall, and she had her hand on his chiseled bicep.


Wow. Chemistry must have gone really
well.


At that precise
moment, Ryan stepped into view, blocking my path and effectively ruining my day.
Leah immediately straightened up and headed toward me, but Jace put his hand on
her forearm and moved in front of her.


“Well, well.
Caitlin, why don’t you introduce me to your new friend?” Ryan sneered.


I cringed. Why
hadn’t I just stayed in bed?


Talon took a
step forward and glared at Ryan. “I’m sorry. I don’t think we have met. I am
Talon.” Talon’s body language was extremely menacing. Any normal person would
have taken a step back – but then again, Ryan wasn’t normal.


Talon held
his hand out in front of him. Ryan scrutinized the outstretched hand for a
minute and then held his own out to shake.


I winced. Why
didn’t they just pee on each other like a couple of alpha dogs marking their
territory and get it over with? They were squeezing
each other’s hands so tightly their knuckles turned white. Finally, Ryan broke
contact first.


Leah came
over and wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Come on, Caiti, let’s head to
class.”


I let her
lead me away, glancing back over my shoulder as I went. It was a bit like a train
wreck. I didn’t want to witness the inevitable conflict, but couldn’t turn
away.


Talon nodded
at us. “I will join you in a minute.” He waved at us and motioned to Jace. “Jace?”


Jace wrapped
his arms around both of us. “Come on, ladies, let’s go. It appears we all have art
class together.”


How did Leah
and I win the academic lottery by having these two in most of our classes? Who
was arranging all this? One last look at Talon and I decided not to question
our good fortune.


Leah attempted
to comfort me. “Don’t let him get to you, Cay-bear. The only reason Ryan even
said anything to him was because Tami didn’t get her way with Talon and decided
to punish someone for it. She knew if she said something to Ryan it would get
him all fired up.”


I sighed, “I
know, Leah. It’s just, once he gets started, it takes so long to redirect his
attention, and he makes me a nervous wreck in the meantime. Everyone else seems
to be able to ignore me—why is he so
obsessed?”


Jace flashed
his teeth at us. “Not to worry, little pixie girls. Talon
and I have your backs.”


Being called “pixie girls” made me relax. My mom always
called me her little pixie princess when I was younger. How strange that he
would choose that as a pet name. Leah attempted to go around the corner and
proceed to class, but I pulled back. I wanted to remain within earshot of what
was going on between Talon and Ryan. I absolutely couldn’t believe what I was
hearing.


Talon shot Ryan
a murderous look and snarled, “I know your kind. You will not harass her any
further. You have caused her sufficient pain and she is under my protection from
this point forward.”


Ryan
narrowed his eyes but took a silent step back.


Talon
continued to glare at him with his arms crossed over his massive chest.


“I think we
understand each other.” Talon pushed past Ryan and strode out of the commons, heading
down the hall to where we were waiting. I whipped around so he wouldn’t catch
me staring at him. The last thing I wanted was for him to think I was some
stupid little puppy who followed him everywhere.


He patted my
back as he came up behind us, and I almost jumped out of my skin.


Leah stared at
me with wide eyes. “Geez, Caiti. You have got
to chill.”


“I know, I
know. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so jumpy.”


Talon rubbed
his hand up and down my spine. Every muscle in my back was a live wire and it
was doing absolutely nothing to help my nerves.


“You have
nothing to apologize for. You have done nothing wrong.” The deep timbre of his
voice was incredibly relaxing and beyond sexy.


We strolled into
Art and sat at our normal table. Usually it’s just Leah with me at our table, so
there was plenty of room for Jace and Talon. Yet another
coincidence. I twisted to my left to stare out the window and saw Morgan
at the table next to us, grinning widely.


She was giving
me two thumbs up.


Normally,
Morgan would have me cracking up at her antics, but today I was simply too
nervous. I gave her a weak smile and soon found myself biting my lip the way my
mom does.


Leah tilted
her head to one side and furrowed her brow at me. Then she turned and faced Jace.
“Hey, did you two hear about the party next weekend?”


Jace perked up
and leaned across the table. “A party? Now you’re
talking! Where? When? What’s
the story?”


Wow. Leah
and Jace really were a lot alike—always looking for the next party.


Leah was
throwing me sidelong glances. I guess she was still trying to make sure I was
okay. I couldn’t figure out what party she was talking about.


“Things
don’t really get going until around ten p.m. Even though this party happens just
about every weekend, Caiti and I have never bothered going before, but I think maybe
it’s just what she needs.”


No way!


Surely, she wasn’t
talking about the bonfire parties they held out at Goat Man’s Bridge. Had she
lost her mind?


She twisted
in her chair and grabbed my hands. “Come on Cay-bear—what do you think? We can
grab some dinner and then go out to the bonfire. It will be fun!”


Yep. She was
talking about that party.


She, of all
people, knew why I never wanted to go out there. It was one of Ryan’s favorite
places. What was she up to? Now was not the time for her to try to make a
point. Everyone was looking at me and waiting for my answer. Well, she had
effectively painted me into a corner. I really had no choice but to agree or
look like a jerk.


“Sure,” I
said in a weak voice. “It will be fun, right?”


Leah clapped
her hands together and addressed the boys. “Okay, it’s settled. The party is next
Saturday night out in Double Oak at Goat Man’s Bridge. We can meet you out
there around tennish, if you two want to go. Do you know how to get there, or
do you need me to give you directions?”


They glanced
at each other quickly out of the corners of their eyes. If I hadn’t been staring
at Talon just then, like usual, I would have missed it.


Talon spoke
up first “Actually, why don’t you let us pick you up and take you both out to
dinner? You have been extremely kind to us, and that way you can show us where
the party is.”


I was
stunned. “You really don’t have to do that”


Leah kicked
me under the table. Ouch.


Jace gave us
a big, goofy grin. He was clearly enjoying this as much as Leah was. “Oh, no,
you aren’t getting out of this. You have to show us where the good restaurants
are.”


Leah snorted.
“You better hope you like Red’s or Margarite’s, since those are about the only
places Caiti and I ever seem to go.”


Talon
chuckled--such a warm, soothing sound that I relaxed at once. It was almost
involuntary.


“Sounds great! We can meet you ladies around eight. Where
should we pick you up?” he asked.


Leah piped
up. “I’ll be staying over at Caiti’s house, so you can pick us up there.”


She gave
them directions to my house, while I sat there with my mouth hanging open. I
had completely lost control of the situation. Jace winked at me again. I couldn’t
help but like him. He was exactly the kind of person you could be best friends
with and feel perfectly at ease–no matter the situation. He was also a perfect complement
for Leah. They appeared to have some chemistry between them, and I was incredibly
happy for her.


I stole a
quick look at Talon. I had different feelings about him altogether and was not perfectly at ease with him at all.
Instead, I was self-conscious and aware of every move he made. When he was nearby,
it was easy for me to lose track of the fact that there were other people watching.
I could get completely lost in his eyes if I let myself.


Suddenly the
bell rang, and I realized I just had. Was it always going to be like this when
these two are around?


We picked up
our backpacks and headed back down the hall through the commons into the
cafeteria.


It was a madhouse, but what else was new?


We grabbed a
table and sat down. Leah and Jace raced to stand in line, while we saved seats.
Talon sat across the table gazing at me again and it made me nervous. Did I
have something on my face?


Tami and the
Alley Cats flounced by. She flashed Talon a smile, and shot me a dirty look as
soon as she passed from his line of sight. A self-satisfied expression spread
across her face, and she lifted her hand to wave at someone near the door of
the café.


I glanced back,
saw Ryan smiling at her and immediately stiffened. This
did not bode well for me at all. My hands shook in anticipation. I just knew they were going to do something to me, but what?


Unfortunately,
Talon noticed everything. He studied my hands and I quickly pulled them off the
table, attempting to hide them in my lap. Searching for what had upset me, he made
eye contact with Ryan, whose smile quickly died. Ryan joined the Alley Cats at
their table. He and Tami had never really talked to each other before, that I
knew of, but I guess they were brought together by a
common goal—getting Talon away from me.


I let out an
enormous sigh. Talon reached across the table to tuck a piece of hair behind my
ear. My eyes widened at the tender gesture.


Why was he
being so nice, and why did he pick me
over so many others? There really wasn’t anything special about me.


Jace and
Leah sat down with our trays. Leah handed me a bag of Goldfish crackers and a Dr.
Pepper. She knew me so well. I have a hard time eating when I’m nervous. Jace
had two hamburgers on his tray, but only handed Talon a bottle of orange juice.
Wasn’t Talon going to eat?


I kept watching
Tami and Ryan out of the corner of my eye, nervously awaiting their next strike.
Leah grunted and nudged me in the ribs, which was her way of telling me to
knock it off.


Was I crazy?


There we
were, eating lunch with two of the nicest, best-looking guys I had ever met,
and I was stressing myself over two utter douche bags. Okay, that was dramatic,
but also completely accurate. My face heated and I knew I was being bad company.
I made a decision to change things then and there.


I slapped my
palms down on the table. “Okay, so what’s it going to be for dinner next Saturday,
burgers, or Mexican food?”


Leah put an
arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “There’s my Caiti.”


The rest of
the day went pretty smoothly, with no additional confrontations.
By the time the final bell rang, I had genuinely relaxed. Maybe my luck was
finally turning around, but somehow I seriously doubted it.


 












Chapter 3


Because A
Warrior Was There


 


 


After school,
I went outside to meet Leah and catch our bus.


“Hey there, pixie girls.”


We both spun
around to find Jace leaning against a car. He did that a lot. However, if most of
the male population at Marcus High School looked that good while leaning on
things, they would all do it.


“Why don’t
you let us give you a ride home? It’s good practice for Saturday.” Jace asked.


“Sweet!”
cried Leah.


She hated
the bus even more than I did, but until I got around to getting my license, it
was a necessary evil.


“Okay, so
where are you parked?” I asked.


Jace just
shook his head and threw an arm around each of us. “Nope, we provide curbside
service.”


Just then, I
heard an engine growling behind me. I spun around and gasped. Pulling up to the
curb, was a glossy, black beast of a muscle car. It rumbled with what sounded
like barely contained power, perhaps even sexuality. Well, for a car.


Leah gave a
low whistle. “Niiiiiiice.”


Talon
stepped out of the car.


My God, he looked good in that car.


“This is my
new dream car. What is it?” Leah asked.


“It’s a 1970
Dodge Challenger,” I blurted out. Everyone turned their
heads to stare at me in stunned silence.


“What?” I
shrugged one shoulder, embarrassed. “My Uncle Johr is a car nut.”


Talon came
around to the passenger side and held the door open. Jace and Leah hopped in
the back and let me have shotgun. Talon got into the driver’s seat and switched
on the radio, which was definitely not stock. He rummaged around in the console
and pulled out a Zune. He flicked through the tracks, selected one, and soon
the sound of one of my favorite bands filled the car as we thundered away from
the curb.


I faced him.


“Don’t you
have any flaws?”


A brief
shadow crossed his face. “Believe, me, I am not perfect. Not by any means.”


“I’ll
believe that when I see it.” I grumbled.


Talon stared
out his window, but I saw him smile anyway. Jace snorted loudly from the
backseat, and I glanced at them just in time to see Leah poke him in the ribs
with her elbow.


She is lethal
with those elbows.


We didn’t
say much on the way to the house, aside from Leah chirping to Jace in the back
seat. I enjoyed the ride, tapping my fingers lightly on the windowsill with the
beat of the music. We rumbled into my driveway and Talon once again came around
to open my door. My mom would be thrilled if she saw it, since she is always on
Brady’s case about being a gentleman and opening doors for girls. Leah hopped
out of the back as Jace jumped in the front seat and together, we stood in the
driveway, listening as the car growled down the street and around the corner.


She giggled.
“Do you think your mom will give me a lift home? I just couldn’t pass up the
opportunity to ride in that car, not to mention the extra time with Jace. He is
amazing!”


“I don’t
think it will be an issue. I was thinking the same thing—he is absolutely right
for you.” I shook my head. “I keep waiting to find some flaw with those two. Seriously,
no one can be that perfect.”


We went into
the house and filled my mom in on all the details of our bizarre day. Leah danced
around the den while we described our new friends in meticulous detail.


My mom bit
her bottom lip. “Where did they say they transferred from?”


Leah stopped
for a minute. “Hmm, I don’t think we ever even got around to asking.” She giggled.
“Wait until you see them—you will totally understand why.”


Mom rolled
her eyes and strolled back into the kitchen, but I thought I heard her
chuckling as she walked away.


 Leah and I bolted up the stairs to my room,
slamming the door behind us. She threw herself on my bed, while I pushed the
clothes out of my papasan chair and sat down.


“Oh girl, I
think this has been the greatest day of my life!” Leah squealed.


I remained pensive.
“Don’t you think it’s kind of weird though? It’s like
they had some sort of user manual for us. If I could have created the perfect
guy for you, he would have been Jace. And all the sudden I find someone who is
the ideal protector against Ryan, seems to really dislike Tami… and is absolutely gorgeous on top of everything else. You know
me—my luck just isn’t this good.”


She flipped
over on her stomach and cris-crossed her legs in the air. “Caiti, for once,
just go with it and let yourself be happy. You are
always waiting for the dark cloud. Even if it doesn’t last forever, we should
enjoy it while we can.”


I reached
over and gave her a big hug. “This is why I keep you around. You keep me
balanced.”


She suddenly
sat upright. “Now the real crisis—what are we going to wear?”


We ended up
spending every day after school for the rest of the week at The Shops. We knew
we were going to have to wear jeans and tennis shoes, since the whole area
around the bridge is wooded and we have this aversion to bugs.


Leah made it
clear we needed “really cute” shirts to make up for it. I was normally pretty conservative about my tops. I was what you could call
“blessed”, so I didn’t usually like tanks or halter
tops unless I had something to throw over them. Amazingly, I let Leah talk me
into a top that was a cross between a tank and a halter. The collar went all
the way around the back of my neck, like a halter, but it had a back to it,
like a tank. It was mostly black with a really cool
teal pattern on it that reminded me of one of my mom’s Caddo Indian vases. Anyway,
Leah said the color really brought out my strawberry-blonde hair and green eyes.


I went into
my bathroom, took off my makeup and stared in the
mirror as I brushed my teeth. What a day. Leah viewed shopping as an Olympic
event and I was exhausted.


I fed Faffy,
plugged in my phone and climbed into bed. Unfortunately, after staring at the
ceiling for some time, determined I was still too wound up to sleep, so I
rolled over and switched on one of my mellow playlists on the radio. After a
few minutes, I fell into a restless sleep.


***


The dream
started as it always did, but tonight the mysterious woman brought company.


If she brought
any more people, I was going to need a bigger room. This situation was definitely
getting out of control.


The second
woman had thick, black hair that hung to her shoulders. Her eyes were an
unusual blue--extremely bright, almost electric. They reminded me of the tide
pools we saw during our last vacation to Wailea in Maui. Her eyes narrowed and
darted around the room, constantly evaluating the situation before her, never
missing a detail. She stood with her feet shoulder-width apart and her arms
crossed over her chest – like a drill sergeant.


A third
woman was dressed like the previous two, in a flowing white gown. She resembled
pictures of mom when she was younger, and they could easily
have been related. She had the same gorgeous, thick, strawberry-blonde
hair as mom, and me as well, as it hung like a
shimmering curtain down her back. Her eyes were a clear, bright green with a
mischievous twinkle. I liked her immediately.


So strange,
yet they all seemed so familiar – as if I should know them. They weren’t
exactly frightening, but they filled me with such a sense of dread. The women
moved closer to my bed-- one on each side, and the third at the footboard.


I was surrounded.


I squeezed
my eyes shut and clutched the blanket to my face, chanting to myself, “Wake up,
wake up, wake up.”


I cautiously
lowered the blanket and opened my eyes, but to my great frustration, they were
still there, and wearing almost identical amused expressions. The woman on each
side deferred to the red-haired woman at the foot of my bed and nodded. She
opened her mouth and spoke for the first time. Her voice had a graceful cadence
that sounded as though she was singing and I was mesmerized.


“My sioga íníon.” She
said to me, almost lovingly.


I quickly
realized things were not what they appeared. I was awake. I had to be.


What the
hell was going on?


I stared at
her for a long time before I finally found my voice. “What does that mean? Who
are you?” I asked in a shaky voice.


She tilted
her head to the side, letting her hair cascade over one slim shoulder. “My sioga íníon–my fairy daughter, it’s time
for you to awaken your potential. You have been sleeping too long.”


 


I rolled my eyes.
Well, I’m sure glad she cleared that up. Sleeping too long?
Me? She has to be kidding.


The dark-haired
woman leaned forward, her electric blue eyes flashing. “You will be kal’enedral with your ves’tacha and the world will be in
alignment again.”


Huh?


“Exactly
what does ‘calorie drawl to your mufa-cha’ mean? Can’t anyone just tell me in
plain English?”


She drew her
eyebrows together and sighed. “Must you question everything? In your primitive
language, it roughly translates to ‘you will be blood-bound to your beloved’.”


I laughed aloud.
“You must have me confused with someone else? My beloved?
Really? I can’t keep my ex-boyfriend away from me long
enough to even talk to another guy. Well, except Talon.” I mused. “He’s the
first person I have ever seen stand up to Ryan, but that is completely beside
the point.”


In fact,
Ryan hadn’t bothered me at all since Talon arrived. No wonder I’d been so
happy.


The dark-skinned
woman with the shining, violet eyes touched my arm and said, “Ana shuuwi? ta? iyaasa? It’s because a warrior was there.”


I whipped
around to face her.


What did she
just say? What warrior? Did I say that aloud or was I
simply thinking it?


I shook my
head in disbelief. I have got to stop reading my mom’s trashy romance novels. There
are no warriors in Flower Mound, except in books.


I held up
one hand in an attempt to stop them.


“Hold on
just a second. Exactly who are you? After months of keeping me awake at night,
surely you owe me that at the very least.”


The red
haired woman twittered before answering.


“We are the RuneSong, the oracles of our people, and
the chosen protectors of the next Lumina,
who was prophesied to be of Feydall
blood. I am Ael’onwe of the Feydall.”
She pointed to the raven-haired beauty on her right. “This is Freya from the Varyo.” Then she gestured to the woman
from my original dreams “And I believe you know Ta’-Sha from the Lykaios.”


This had to
be a result of food poisoning or something – I must’ve had a bad burrito at
dinner. This couldn’t be real, could it? I took a deep breath, determined to
stay calm until I got all my questions answered.


“So what
about the man from the last time you were here? Who is he?”


“What man?” Ta’
sha asked, obviously startled.


I sighed in
frustration, pointing to the far corner of my room. “You know, the one who
stood there for a while after you left. I didn’t get a good look at his face,
since I had mine mostly hidden under the covers.”


Freya took a
step forward until her face was only inches from mine. “Did he say anything at
all?”


She made me
nervous. All I could do at first was nod. “I’m not sure. When I peeked again,
he was gone, but I heard the word ‘sear-o’ whispered, and then I woke up.”


Ael’onwe’s
green eyes darted around the room. She shot a meaningful look at the other two
women. “My child, are you absolutely
sure you heard ‘Ciro’?”


My eyes were
now wide with fear. “Yes, why?” If it made her
nervous, it should probably scare the crap out of me.


Freya
snarled. “Who does he think he is, interfering? Ael’onwe, she must be protected
at all costs. Our role in this is quite clear.”


Ta’-Sha
flitted around the room nervously. “Freya is right. We must make sure the Triada is unsuccessful in their quest.”


Ael’onwe
stroked my hair until I grew quite sleepy. “Do not worry, my child. You will
come to no harm. We will be watching over you.”


I awoke with
a start when the alarm on my phone went off. 


“Ahh!”


Still
exhausted, I sat up and pushed my hair back from my face. Just once, I would
like to wake up and actually feel rested. I got up, flipped on Faffy’s basking light and walked into my bathroom to heat up my
straightening iron. At least I had enough time to do my hair this morning.


Tomorrow was
the big bonfire party out at the Bridge, and I was nervous, for no good reason.
I guessed I could chalk it up to sleep-deprivation; it sounded as good as
anything else. I sectioned out my hair to straighten
it.


“Knock,
knock?” Mom lightly tapped on my bedroom door.


“I’m in here,”
I called from the bathroom. She came in and handed me a steaming mug of
aromatic liquid. Mom is a caffeine junkie and often makes different coffee
drinks for me in the morning.


“I made you
a latte. I thought you might need one this morning.”


I took the
mug gratefully and deeply inhaled the delicious aroma. Sometimes, I think the
smell of coffee is almost as good as drinking it.


“Ooooh, thank you. How did you
know?”


Mom shrugged
one shoulder and said, “Oh, you know. I was making one for myself and thought
I’d bring one up for you, too.”


“Oooo—kay,” I
said eyeing her suspiciously. She was up to something, but I knew she wouldn’t
come right out with it until she was good and ready.


She walked back
to the door, pausing at the last moment to glance back at me. “You look really
tired. Didn’t you sleep well last night?”


I grimaced. “You
wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


She put her
hand on the doorknob. “You’d be amazed at what I would believe. I’m here if you
want to talk.” She closed the door behind her.


Mom always
knew how to let me know I wasn’t alone, without smothering me. Unfortunately, I
couldn’t see how I could talk to her about this last dream. She had refused to
discuss them when there was one woman. What would she say now that there were
three—not to mention the mystery man?


A headache throbbed
behind my eyes, and I rubbed my temples briefly before I finished getting ready
for school. That would be another adventure altogether.












Chapter 4


Her Eyes


 


 


It had been
a little over a week since Talon and Jace had transferred to our school, yet
they seemed strangely content to spend most of their time with Leah and me. I couldn’t
remember the last time I laughed so freely at school. I was typically so
worried about where the next crisis was going to come from, with Ryan usually being
the primary cause.


When Leah
and I got to school each day, Talon and Jace were there waiting for us. Additionally,
we had at least one of them in each of our classes. We frequently joked about
our super-hot bodyguards.


I noticed Ryan
and Tami seemed to be enjoying each other’s company, which was just fine with
me. Maybe if they focused on each other, they could leave me alone for a while.
It was nice to look forward to going to school.


Thankfully, it
was Friday, and we only had to get through one more day before the party. Leah
and I typically rode to school together on Fridays; it was a symbol of the
start of our weekend.


This morning,
mom was playing DJ, and had set up a special playlist for us. Sometimes that
woman cracked me up. I mean, how many people drove to school in the morning
with their mom, listening to custom “TGIF” playlists?


Leah and I
were sitting in the backseat, bouncing around and enjoying life in general. When
we pulled up, Talon and Jace were doing their usual routine of propping
themselves up on whatever was nearby. They managed to make leaning look
positively hot. Leah and I made eye contact and sighed. Mom glanced over at
Talon, and he bent his head slightly toward her. At times, his mannerisms were
so foreign. It appeared as if he was bowing to her. Leah and I jumped out of
the car before they could come over and open the doors for us.


Talon reached over with one
finger and caressed the delicate skin under my eye. “Did you not sleep well
last night?”


Crap, him too?
I couldn’t believe the dark circles were still showing; I thought I had covered
those up.


I threw Leah
an accusatory look. She should have told me I had bags under my eyes. She examined
me, confused, shrugging her shoulders.


Leah mouthed,
“I don’t see anything.”


I couldn’t
really be mad at her though. Talon always seemed to notice things that other
people didn’t. Jace shot me a grin and threw his arm over Leah’s shoulder. Talon
put his hand in the middle of my back, and the now familiar heat spread
throughout my body, soothing every nerve. He let out a low growl and my cheeks heated.


We’d never
talked about it, but I strongly suspected Talon was completely aware of my
reaction to him, and it was a little embarrassing. I was still very unsure of
myself where he was concerned.


Jace threw
his other arm around my shoulder and said, “All right—so are we on for tomorrow
night? Dinner, dancing and bonfires?”


Leah rolled
her eyes at him.


I answered,
clearly amused. “Yes to dinner and bonfires, but where does dancing come into
the picture?”


Jace seemed wounded,
“You mean to tell me you can sit by the bonfire and do nothing? For centuries,
my people have danced around bonfires to celebrate life.”


Leah was extremely
curious at this point, and I knew her next tactic would be to start grilling
him about his past. They hadn’t offered information on their histories so far,
and I didn’t want to pry. Normally, I would be just as curious, but something
stopped me from asking too many questions.


I made a
decision and quickly stepped in. “Okay, Jace. You got it. I will save the first
lap around the bonfire for you. Who cares what anyone else thinks, right? Leah
says it’s time that I start letting myself be happy. It begins now.” I winked
at him, while Leah beamed at me like a proud parent.


Talon gently gathered me into
his colossal arms and placed a soft kiss on the top of my head. “I’m glad to
hear that. It’s time for you to be happy.”


I was
speechless. He had never shown that kind of tenderness before. He was always
very polite and chivalrous, but tender is not a word I would have ever thought
to use to describe him. Jace, too, was clearly shocked – he stood perfectly
still with his mouth hanging open.


Leah grabbed
me by the hand and dragged me toward the bathroom. “Caiti, let’s go do one last
makeup check before the bell.”


I shot a
glance at Talon and Jace and shrugged one shoulder.


Jace waved
us off. “No worries, we will wait for you here.”


***


He spun to
look at Talon. “What was that all about? You’re always strictly business. You’re the one always reminding me of my duty and
the seriousness of its nature.”


Talon scratched
his chin before letting his hands drop to his sides. “I didn’t expect any of
this. Jace, everything about her speaks to me. Her eyes are the green of the
Highlands and her hair is the red-gold of a newly minted copper coin. There is
definitely strength under her fragile exterior, but she built a wall around
herself to keep people from getting close. Does that sound like someone else
you know?”


What was he
going to do? This was never supposed to have been part of the deal.


Jace choked
back a gasp. “By ah-ah-ha'-ya!  By the gods! You’re speaking in colors.
Talon, do you think she is the one? Is she a true light?”


Talon glanced back over his shoulder in the direction of where
Caiti and Leah had headed.


“I can’t say for sure. All I know is I would lay down my
life for this girl and it has nothing to do with duty”. For once, he found
himself unsure of his own emotions.


Jace shook his head ruefully. “Funny enough, I seem to have
the same problem. I have always enjoyed just existing, but Leah makes life so
much more. You do realize, though, that the longer we stay with them out in the
open, the more danger we pose of exposing what they are?”


Talon sighed. “Yes, and I cannot allow that to happen.
We’ll figure something out. I’m not ready to give up the fight just yet.” But
what exactly was he fighting for?


***


“See? I told you I couldn’t see anything,” Leah said as we examined
our reflections in the mirror.


She was right. I couldn’t find any dark circles either. I really
had done a pretty good job of covering them up. How in
the heck did Talon know I was having trouble sleeping?


“It’s just my luck to find someone who is too observant.” I
grimaced. “Now, I’m going to be paranoid that he’s going to notice every single
blemish, every hair out of place.”


Leah sniffed. “Uh, Caiti, after that little performance out
there, he would probably think any imperfections of yours are charming. It was
so sweet that I felt myself tearing up. You have no idea how long I’ve waited
for someone to treat you that way. You always seem to fall for the wrong people
– like Ryan. Either you feel like you have to save everyone, or you are dating someone
you know isn’t going to be long term. I swear you do it on purpose.”


A wave of guilt washed over me. “I know.”


Ryan had seemed nice at first, but then all he ended up
wanting to do was control me or change me. Conversely, Talon was protective
without being obsessive or suffocating me. I wanted to be with him all the
time, but I was so self-conscious around him. My stomach stayed tied up in
knots because I kept waiting for him to look at me and realize that he could
have so much better.


Leah gave me a bear hug. “Cay-bear, there isn’t anyone
better than you. What would I do without you? You are the best friend anyone
could ever ask for, and I think he sees the same things in you that I do, so he
can’t be all bad.”


I hugged her back just as fiercely. “Okay, you win. We
better get back to them before they disappear back to wherever they came from
in the first place.”


We headed back to where we had left the boys waiting. They
were talking earnestly in low tones. When they saw us coming, they stopped and
moved apart, but it left me wondering what they had been discussing.


That night we got back to our roots and had a girls-only
night. We hadn’t done that in a long time. My mom ordered pizza and we camped
out in my room and watched a marathon of our favorite movies. It originally
started out as Princess Night, then around
age eight we graduated to Barbie Night, and eventually the movies morphed into
a mix of comedies and romances. We would stay up almost all night and then sleep
for most of the next day—or at least until Brady came barreling in with donuts.


***


Saturday evening, Leah met my gaze in the mirror as she was
straightening the back of my hair.


“Are you as nervous as I am?”


I stared at my reflection. “I thought it was just me. I’ve
been looking forward to tonight for a week, but I just can’t shake the feeling
something bad is going to happen. I feel sick to my stomach, but it’s probably just
me being paranoid again.” I smiled but it didn’t reach all the way to my eyes.


Leah shook her head, making her blonde hair dance around
her face. “No, that’s just it. I feel it too. It’s weird, like there is a big
storm coming. Does that sound stupid?”


“No, I learned years ago not to ignore your premonitions.”


Leah had an uncanny knack for knowing when we were in for a
big storm, acting nervous and jittery a day or so before it hit. I always teased
her about her internal barometer. We looked at each other anxiously. Finally, I
broke the silence.


“I know that the problem is.” I gave her a crooked smile. “We
need some music. One sec.”


I plugged my Zune into the dock and flicked it to one of
our playlists loaded with a little bit of everything we loved: all of our
current favorites combined with the guilty pleasures of our past. Scrolling through
the list, I found one of our all-time favorites. I poked my head through the
bamboo curtain separating my bedroom and bathroom and sure enough, Leah was
already bouncing around in time with the music.


“You are truly magical—you know that?” Leah started laughing,
and soon she had her arms wrapped around her sides and was gasping for air.


Sometimes when she got like that, I could almost see twinkles
of light float around her head, like dust motes in early morning sunshine. I
walked back over and sat cross-legged in front of my full-length mirror so she
could finish the back of my hair. When she was done, we traded places.


Then we sat awhile listening to the music. That was one of
the best parts about our friendship; it was simply effortless. Finally ready,
we stood side by side in front of the mirror to assess our workmanship, smiling
at our reflections.


“We did a pretty
good job.”


I nodded “Yes, we did.”


Leah spun, facing me with wide eyes. “What did you say?”


I shrugged. “What? I just agreed with you. We did a pretty
good job.”


Leah’s mouth dropped open. “Caiti, I didn’t say that out
loud. I was only thinking it.”


My reflection looked back at me, shocked. Leah and I stared
at each other until we were interrupted by the sound
of the doorbell ringing.


I took a deep breath. I knew she didn’t want to let it go,
but we would have to talk about it later tonight.


“Okay, well, here we go,” I said


I reached over and flicked off the light before we headed down
to meet our dates. When we got to the top of the stairs, Talon and Jace were talking
to my mom, expressions of great seriousness on their faces. They both bowed
their heads toward her, and took a quick step back. I decided to pretend I
didn’t see that. I didn’t want to have yet another unanswered question bouncing
around my head.


“Hey guys!” Leah called brightly, skipping down the stairs.


Mom smiled before heading back to the kitchen calling,
“Have fun!” over her shoulder as she went.


Leah was already halfway down the stairs by the time I
finally snapped out of it and looked toward the entryway. Talon’s eyes were
flashing an electric blue.


No, that can’t be
right.


I blinked to clear my vision, and when I opened them, his
eyes were the beautiful brown I had come to know.


It was just going to be a really strange
night. There was no way around it.


Leah was looking up at me, her perfectly manicured eyebrows
drawn together in the middle. I gave them all a smile and took one careful step
at a time. I was painfully aware of Talon’s eyes on me as I tried to
concentrate on not falling down the stairs.


“Hey pixie girl, look at you,” chuckled Jace as soon as my
foot left the last step.


Leah giggled and smacked Jace on the back of the head. I raised
my head shyly and looked at Talon. I didn’t know what he was going to think
about the way I had dressed. I had let Leah talk me into something that was
very different from the T-shirt I usually wore to school.


He gazed at me with softness in his eyes and a tender expression.
“You look beautiful tonight.”


I found myself blushing furiously. Talon and Jace opened
the front door and motioned for us to go through.


Leah let out a low whistle. “Wow! We are travelling in
style tonight. Woo-hoo!”


I tore myself away from Talon’s face long enough to find
out what had her so excited.


“Holy cow! Where did you get those?” I pointed my thumb toward a huge
Jeep and a trailer holding two 4-wheelers sitting at the curb.


Jace gasped in mock horror. “You didn’t think we would make
you walk to the bridge, did you? You
can’t drive a car up to it, you know. However, 4-wheelers are a different
story.”


I rolled my eyes. “Well, of course we knew that. I just wasn’t aware you knew.” Where in the world did
they manage to come up with 4-wheelers? There was definitely more to Talon and
Jace than met the eye.


Jace wrapped his arm around my shoulder and gave me a quick
squeeze. “For such a little pixie, you have no faith in our powers of
reconnaissance. You didn’t really think we would take you out in the middle of
the woods somewhere without checking it out first. What kind of escorts would
we be? Sheesh.”


Leah raised an eyebrow at me. Did he just say escorts? Sometimes
they sounded like they belonged in another time.


Talon placed one hand in the center of my back and the
other tucked an errant piece of hair behind my right ear.


“So, where is the ladder?” Leah asked.


Talon was clearly confused, “Ladder? What ladder?”


“The one Caiti and I are going to need to get into this
beast.”


I snickered. Leah caught my eye and winked. Soon we were giggling
so hard we were crying.


Leah squealed. “Quit! Caiti, you are going to make me mess
up my makeup.”












Chapter
5


Bonfires,
Brimstone and Secrets


 


 


The entire ride to the restaurant, Jace joked around with
us. I kept stealing looks at Talon, who was awfully quiet and serious as he
drove, and I wished I knew what he was thinking. I glanced back at Leah and subtly
leaned my head toward Talon. She shrugged her shoulders. I loved being able to
communicate with her without having to say anything.


As we pulled into the parking lot, Talon reached over and
squeezed my hand. Leah and I slid out of the car door to the pavement. It was
definitely easier getting out of the Jeep than it was getting into it. We wandered
through the shopping strip, past one of our favorite stores.


Suddenly, Leah grabbed my hand. “Oh my God, Caiti, look! Isn’t that the dress you were
describing to me the other night?”


I twisted back over my shoulder to look at where she was
pointing and inhaled quickly. “Yes, that is exactly what I had pictured in my
mind.”


We talked about going back to Hawaii all the time. We had spent
our entire summer vacation in Wailea, Maui, and it had been totally amazing. I
had created a dress in my mind that was similar to the maxi dresses that were
so popular, but I wanted it to have a racer back instead of a halter. There it was–the dress I thought I had made up in my head, right in
the window of our favorite shop.


Talon was now standing directly behind us. “Which one?” he
asked.


Leah pointed at the dress in the window.


“What color?”


“Not black,” Leah said, and I clicked my tongue.


Okay, so I wore a lot of black… it was slimming.


“She looks so pretty in blues and greens,” Leah said. Soon
they had their heads together, talking away, and with the way my luck was going,
they were probably planning out the rest of my life.


Jace was leaning against a pillar, not even trying to hide
his amusement and he laughed so hard he snorted. I threw him a look I hoped
would pass for a desperate plea for help, and fortunately, his snorting must
have snapped him back to his senses and he came to my rescue.


He walked over with his hands grabbing at his stomach. “I’m
staaaarving. When do we get to eat?”


I stifled my humor and tried to look concerned. Talon and
Leah turned around; looking so guilty, I couldn’t maintain my serious look.


Talon winked at him. “Okay, Jace. We certainly don’t want
to cause you any undue pain.”


Leah grabbed Jace’s hand and dragged him into the
restaurant, his chestnut hair flowing out behind him. I cast a glance over my
shoulder; Talon wore such an intense expression on his face. I was momentarily breathless as he took several steps forward,
took my hand and gently raised it to his lips.


Wow. It was the kind of stuff I had always
read in Mom’s old historical romance novels, but never in my wildest
dreams did I think I would live it.


Unfortunately, my experience with the male gender was
limited to my time with Ryan and a few others who were nearly as bad, so gallantry
wasn’t something I had come to expect. I was always waiting for Talon’s “dark
side” to show up. At least, that’s how I had tried to explain it to Leah.


She just shook her head, sighed
and reminded me I couldn’t compare everyone to Ryan.


Easy for her to say – but he was my only real basis for
comparison. She was always trying to convince me happy endings were possible in
real life. However, it was really easy to lose sight
of that at times. I blinked away my thoughts and realized Talon was still
holding my hand, patiently waiting for me to come out of my daydream.


“Hungry?”


“Um, sure.” I said.


I wish he didn’t make me so self-conscious. How was I going
to eat in front of him? It would be just my luck to spill something all over my
beautiful, new shirt.


We followed the hostess and slid into the booth. One thing
I really enjoyed about this restaurant was they almost always
had a hockey game on TV. It didn’t matter to me if it was an old game being replayed or a current game—as long as it was hockey, I
was happy. Fortunately, there was a division playoff game on the screen right
above Jace’s head. It definitely gave me an excuse for not being overly talkative.
Leah and I ordered our usual chicken Caesar wraps, while Jace ordered a huge,
triple burger and Talon ordered an extremely rare steak. Even with the
distraction of the game, I was still so nervous I only ate half my meal.


Jace finally broke the silence, as he usually did. “So what
normally goes on at these bonfire parties?”


Leah tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “Well, we
can’t say for sure, since we’ve avoided it in the past. However, I understand
there’s usually loud music and drinking, and of course, the occasional couple
sneaking off for some alone time.”


Jace leaned in to Leah and asked in a low voice, but not so
low that I couldn’t hear them, “I’m curious—why haven’t you ever gone before
tonight?”


Leah grimaced. “Ryan is always at these parties, and as you
know, Caiti tries to avoid him whenever she can.”


Talon raised one eyebrow at Jace, who nodded at him in return.


Leah nudged Jace in the shoulder “Skooch over and let me
out for a sec.”


The disbelief echoed in his voice. “Skooch?”


Leah grimaced. “Yeah, skooch. Like
scoot…move your butt.” She tapped me under the table.


“Caiti – come with me?”


I tore my gaze away from the game. “Yeah.
Yeah, sure.” I gave Talon a little pat on the shoulder.
“I’m sorry. Do you mind? It won’t take long.”


“You know, you don’t have to apologize for everything. It’s
perfectly okay to tell people what you want.” He slid over in the booth, holding
out his hand to help me up. I gave it a quick squeeze in thanks.


Leah grabbed me by the hand, propelling me toward the
bathroom. “Are you okay?”


I was a little confused. “Yeah.
Why?”


“You have been completely out of it and in your own little
world all night.”


I sighed. “I know. I’m so nervous. I can’t explain why, but
I feel really on edge. I’m afraid I will fly apart at the seams if I don’t
completely focus on keeping it together. I’m sorry–I hope it’s not ruining
anyone’s evening.” Now I was worried. I seriously hoped Talon hadn’t noticed. I
ran one hand through my hair. Ugh, who was I kidding? He
noticed everything.


Sympathy shone in Leah’s eyes. “Cay, don’t apologize. I
know exactly how you feel. I told you earlier, I have been uneasy all day. Just
watch, the evening will be amazing. Considering who we are with tonight, how
could it be anything else? When we get back to your house, we can chalk it up
to the full moon, PMS or anything else we want.”


I gave her a quick hug. “What would I do without you?”


As we approached the table, Talon and Jace had their heads
together and Talon appeared upset. His eyes were flashing a bright blue. Jace leaned
across the table and smacked him on the shoulder. Talon quickly tore his gaze
away from us and nodded at Jace. When he met my eyes again, his eyes were a
soft brown. I knew I hadn’t imagined it this time and the shock must have shown
on my face.


Jace jumped up. “The pixies have returned. Let’s go do some
off-roading!”


Leah and I exchanged nervous glances. What exactly did he
mean by off-roading?


Talon squeezed my hand and chuckled. “Don’t worry. I
promise we will take good care of you.”


I gave his hand a weak squeeze in return. We all piled back
into the car, with some help from the boys. The ride to the bridge was filled with the sounds of Leah giggling at Jace’s antics
in the backseat. Laughter was her way of dealing with her nervousness. I tend
to get really quiet when I’m on edge, and that night was
no different. Talon reached over and took my hand, caressing my thumb. The heat
started where our hands touched and radiated all the way down to the soles of
my feet. Funny, I never realized that my thumb was attached
to my toes. My heart raced. I couldn’t allow myself to get close to him, because
it would devastate me when I lost him. I thought I would literally shatter into
a million pieces.


He glanced at me, concern creating deep lines in his
forehead. “What is wrong? Are you unhappy?”


My mouth fell open. “Unhappy? No, not at
all. Why would you ask that?”


He wore a hurt expression. “You have been so quiet tonight.
You don’t seem to be enjoying yourself.”


I didn’t know how to explain to him how I really felt. I
couldn’t tell him that I was more alive with him than I ever had been with
anyone else. He made me feel safe, protected and completely
self-conscious all at the same time. I wanted to be with him all the time. When
he touched me, it was as if someone was holding a warm compress to my skin, and
that heat then spread throughout my entire body.


I suddenly realized the car stopped. The lack of wind
through my hair should’ve been my first clue, but I was so
caught up in Talon I hadn’t even noticed. Jace had already jumped out of
the back of the Jeep and lifted a squealing Leah over the side. Talon came
around and opened the door for me.


I leaned on the doorframe and ran my fingertips along his
jaw line cupping his chin in my palm.


“I am having a
good time, and I’m sorry I haven’t been more talkative. Just a lot on my mind,
I guess.”


He flashed a lopsided smile. “Caitlin, never ever apologize
to me for the way you feel.” He put one hand on the headrest of my seat and
braced the other hand against the dashboard, leaning in to me. I held my breath
in anticipation.


Oh God, he was
going to kiss me. My entire body trembled.


Leah suddenly yelled from the trailer. “Caiti, come here! You
have to see this!”


I narrowed my eyes at her and clenched my teeth to keep
from yelling. What crappy timing. I could have killed her.


Talon held his hand out to help me down from the car. Once
my feet hit the ground, he entwined his fingers with mine and we walked
hand-in-hand back to the trailer. Jace was already unloading the 4-wheelers,
and Leah was standing by, holding two helmets.


As we got closer, I saw what had her so excited—on each of
the vehicles, was a brand-new leather jacket. Where did it end with these two?


Talon met my gaze with a guilty smile.


“I keep trying to explain that you two are in good hands
with us!” Jace exclaimed. “We couldn’t have you getting all scratched up by the
brush along the path up to the old bridge, now could we?”


They really were amazing. I walked over, picked up and tried on my jacket. It fit me perfectly, and somehow
I wasn’t surprised


I faced back to Leah and gave a model turn. “So what do you
think?”


Leah assessed me with big eyes. “Cay-bear you look
incredible. The jacket is absolutely wicked.” She whipped around to Jace,
hopping up and down. “I want to try mine on. I only hope I look half as good as
she does!”


Jace gave her a low growl and pushed his 4-wheeler a few
feet away to where they had a little privacy.


Talon crept toward me. He leaned over and whispered in my
ear. “You look positively edible.”


He then proceeded to nip the skin just below my ear with
his teeth. Like a total moron, my knees gave out, but he caught me before I hit
the ground.


Fortunately, Leah and Jace were too busy appreciating how
good she looked in her own jacket to notice me being a freak. I could see that Jace
had wrapped her in a tender embrace, kissing her softly. Tears gathered in my
eyes—I was so happy for her.


Talon put his finger under my chin and lifted my face until
my eyes met his. “I cannot be apart from you any longer.”


My arms slid around his neck against my will. “I’m sorry,
but I can’t let my guard down,” I whispered. “I couldn’t bear it if you
disappeared now.” I desperately wanted him to hold me, but I was so afraid of
getting hurt again.


He lowered his head to mine. “You are mine to protect. I’m
here as long as you want me.”


My heart pounded. It was so loud, I was sure he would be
able to hear it.


“Forever, then?” I asked.


He buried his hand in my hair and bent down to kiss me. The
moment his lips touched mine, a shock ran through me as though struck by
lightning. His breathing quickened as he pulled me closer and the kiss deepened.
I kneaded his neck with my fingers as he pressed his hands into the small of my
back and my entire body went up in flames of desire. It was a completely new
sensation to me.


I simply couldn’t get close enough to him. Hearing his
sharp intake of breath, I just couldn’t believe I had this kind of effect on a
guy like him. The knowledge made me brave as I pressed my body against his. He
wrapped his arm around my lower back, anchoring me to him. His lips trailed
across my jaw and then down my neck.


“Ahem.”


My eyes were glazed over, completely dazed, as if coming
out of a dream. Talon shot Jace a murderous look and growled deep in his
throat.


Jace’s eyebrows raised in what appeared to be disbelief.
“What’s that all about? You are always strictly business.
You are the one always talking about duty and reminding me of the seriousness
of the task.”


What task
was he talking about? He was making me sound like a
job.


Talon
shrugged and took a step back like a chastised child.


Jace chuckled hollowly trying to lighten the mood. “Are we
going to this party, or did we bring these things for nothing?”


Leah honked the horn of Jace’s 4-wheeler. “Come on
Cay-bear. Let’s see what these beasts can do.”


I took a deep steadying breath and briefly wondered if she
was talking about the bikes or Talon and Jace. Either way, it could be trouble.
I watched Talon roll the heavy machinery back to where I was standing, his
muscles rippling under his shirt.


Hel-lo.


I could sit and watch him all day.


He glanced back at me.


Oh
dear God. Did I say that aloud?


He had his back to me, but his shoulders were shaking with laughter.


Oh, crap. Could he
hear what I was thinking?


If so, I was going to have to start being a whole lot more careful, because my
thoughts were positively decadent these days. I ambled over and climbed up
behind him. Leah had her arms wrapped around Jace and was grinning like an
idiot. Few things ever seemed to truly bother her.


Talon reached back and patted me on the leg. “Are you
ready?”


Goosebumps spread across my leg. Man, was that a loaded
question or what? I had a million different answers to give him. I wrapped my
arms around him and knew his heart raced. Resting my head against his back, I
patted him on the chest, letting him know I was ready to go.


The ride to the party was an adventure in itself. I had
never been off-roading before, and was more than a little apprehensive. Leah,
on the other hand, seemed to be enjoying herself immensely. She squealed as
Jace raced through the brush and jumped the four-wheeler over small hills.


Finally, the ride was over.


“Why are we stopping so far from the party?” I asked.


Jace winked. “We don’t want anyone messing with our stuff. It
also makes it easier for us to slip in and out without making a big scene.”


I pushed him playfully. “Well, you do think of everything,
don’t you?”


He turned around, pulled Leah off the bike, and swung her
around in a circle.


Talon slid off the four-wheeler and I moved to follow him,
but he swept me up into his arms and kissed me gently.


As I responded to him, he stopped me with a wistful expression.
“They are expecting us.”


I gazed into his eyes. “Let them wait.”


Finally, he bent down, whispering in my ear. “Later, we
will find someplace away from that mischievous pup, and you can have my
undivided attention.”


I took a deep breath, rose up on my tiptoes and murmured,
“I will hold you to that,” nipping the skin under his ear as he had done to me.


His reaction caught me completely off guard. He grabbed me
roughly to him and kissed me deeply.


“I hope this is a short party,” Talon muttered and lowered
me to my feet as his breathing reverted back to normal. He strolled over to
park the four-wheeler next to Jace.


Leah bounced over to me. “Wow! That was quite a display. Was
it anywhere as good as it looked?”


I smacked her arm. “Stop teasing me. I honestly couldn’t
help myself. And it was a thousand times better than it probably looked. I
can’t wait for this party to be over so I can see if it’s as good the second
time around.”


The throbbing baseline of the music floated through the woods
and smoke from the bonfire billowed high above the tree line. I could smell the
scent of burning twigs and brush drifting toward us. It wasn’t an unpleasant
smell, just earthy.


Jace and Leah strode toward the fire, hand-in-hand. I gazed
up at Talon through my lowered eyelashes and took a step closer to him. His
breathing became uneven again when I stood up on tiptoe, wrapping my arms
around his broad shoulders and burying my face in his neck. He smelled amazing.
A clean scent, but extremely masculine. He wound his
arms around my back and molded me to his length, while I lifted my head to him,
lips parted for his kiss.


I did not expect what I saw.


His electric blue eyes were blazing and held me with a piercing
gaze. He had the look of a predator. Grabbing me by the back of the head, he
crushed my lips against his. My body exploded into flames as I drowned in his
kiss. It was unlike anything I had ever known before, and if his actions were
any indication – he felt the same way.


“Hey, are you two
coming or what?” shouted Jace.


Leah cupped her hands around her mouth. “Caiiiiitttiiiii,
come on, let’s go! Girl, I can see how red your face is from here, so you two
knock it off and come on!” Talon and
I assessed each other, and I watched in amazement as his eyes slowly changed
back to soft brown.


I placed my hand in the center of his chest. “We better go
join them before Leah has some sort of episode.” I was enjoying my newfound
power.


Talon appeared shaken, but he quickly pulled himself
together. “I am yours to command, Princess.”


I was floating on air as he took my hand in his and we strolled
toward the others. The closer we got to the clearing, the louder the music seemed.
The entire area surrounding the bonfire was wooded and
the circular fire ring, with its stone edging, had been there as long as I
could remember. The bonfire was just to the right of the bridge, in a small
clearing bordering the creek.


“So what should we expect?” Jace asked.


“Well from what I’ve heard people usually gather up dead
branches and twigs to use for the fire.” Leah gestured toward the bridge. “There
are tons of stories and legends surrounding the bridge itself. Most of them
involve the “Goat Man”, which is why most people refer to Old Alton Bridge as
“Goat Man Bridge” Leah continued.


“The span itself is some old red truss bridge from the late
1800s spanning Hickory Creek. Legend says this area had been a favorite spot
for Devil worshipers and that they conjured a creature
from the bowels of the fire itself—a creature that was half man, half goat. Most
people who have visited this area have stories of weird things that happened to
them while they were here.” Her voice dropped dramatically


“Cool!” Jace exclaimed.


I’m glad he thought it was cool, because it was stories
like that which had kept me from visiting the bridge before now.


Even though the bridge made me nervous, I made myself be content
to spend time with Talon.


Well, at least I was, until we got
completely into the clearing and I spotted Tami and Ryan sitting near the fire,
drinking a couple of beers. I immediately stiffened, and Talon wrapped his
arms around me protectively from behind. Jace pushed Leah behind him, and for
once, she didn’t argue. Something in his stance must have made her realize it
wasn’t the time for jokes. At that moment, Ryan looked up, caught my gaze and smiled. He was the only person I knew who could
make it look menacing. He gestured back at Tami, and I shuddered.


Talon gathered me close to his broad chest and whispered,
“I told you. You are mine to protect. I will not allow anyone or anything to
harm you.”


I rested my head on his chest. “I know. I trust you
completely.”


Leah reached over, taking my hand with trembling fingers. “Come
on Cay-bear. I think we need a drink.”


My eyes widened at her reaction. She must
have been more shaken by Jace’s reaction than I had previously thought. She
led me around the far side of the bonfire where they stored the coolers.


She grabbed a couple bottles of water and handed one to me.
I fidgeted with the label and scanned the crowd until I found Jace and Talon,
who were conversing with their heads together, surveying the circle. They were
obviously assessing anything and everyone. I glanced over and realized Tami was
staring at me with an ominous expression. She spoke to a small, thin man with
shaggy, blonde hair and handed him a small package.


There was something wrong with him; his features were
almost inhuman. He murmured something over the package and tossed it into the
bonfire. The flame burned a bright blue as the smoke thickened and poured over
the crowd. Suddenly, the strange little man was nowhere to be
seen and startled applause broke out from the rest of the partiers.


The sulphur smell coming from the smoke was awful, though,
and choked us. Leah and I coughed and waved our hands in front of our faces,
trying to clear the air. Talon’s head snapped up and his eyes detonated into a shocking
blue. He sprinted in our direction. The hair on the back of my neck was
standing on end and nausea washed over me. Leah’s eyes watered and she had a
look of sheer terror, although it didn’t seem to be affecting anyone else as severely.


“Let’s go back to Jace and Talon. We must be standing
downwind or something,” Leah said, her voice tight and shaky.


I nodded. “I’m right behind you.”


We wound our way back through the increasing smoke around
the circle, pushing our way through the people who had begun dancing. Suddenly
a pair of rough hands grabbed me on either side of my waist and yanked me back
away from the fire dragging me toward the tree line.


I breathed a sigh of relief. Talon had found me. I turned
around feeling very grateful, but found myself face-to-face with Ryan instead. My
face fell in fear.


“Hi Caiti, where are your new buddies? I thought they kept
you on a pretty short leash. They haven’t left you
alone since transferring here.”


I started to back away in panic, but he seized my wrist in
an iron grip.


“Didn’t you tell him about us? It would really be a shame if something happened to him,
wouldn’t it?”


“There is no us!” I snapped.


I shook violently in his grasp. This was exactly the reason
we had always avoided these parties. It was my worst nightmare come true—trapped
alone with Ryan, in the middle of nowhere. I couldn’t see Leah, Talon or Jace anywhere, and Talon should have made it to me by
now. My head throbbed. Was it the smoke or something else?


Ryan tilted his face to the side. “Wait around for a while,
Caitlin. I have some new friends as well, and they are dying to meet you. Egan should be here in just a few minutes.”


Wrapping his arm around my waist, he held me tightly. He moved
me closer to the bonfire on the side nearest the creek and nuzzled my neck.


The bile rose dangerously in my throat. I searched for a
way out.


Great, my choices of escape were water or the damn fire.


I struggled, but his grip was merciless. The music silenced
for a moment and everyone began counting down to midnight - when the Goat Man was rumored to appear.


Could it really be that late? How long had I been here with
Ryan? Surely, Talon didn’t think this was where I wanted to be?


I reached up to rub my necklace and it grew warm in my hand.
I immediately dropped it, letting it fall back into place around my neck.  What was causing
that? Were we were standing that close to the fire?


The countdown continued: “Six, five, four, three, two, one.”


I could hear cheers coming from all sides.


“All right!”


“Let’s party!”


“Bring it on, Goat Man!”


The next sound I heard was unidentifiable. There were deep
growls and a high-pitched wailing which made my ears ring. In the bonfire smoke,
I saw the face of what appeared to be a man, but something was seriously off.


Ryan hauled me closer to the fire.


“He’s right on time. Now you will
get to meet my new friend.”


I glared at him through my tears. “Ryan, what have you done?”


He frowned. “Only what you have forced me to do. If you had
obeyed me, this wouldn’t have been necessary.”


Obey
him? Was he serious?


The landscape spun, nausea overtaking me as I fought to
remain conscious. Suddenly, the man in the smoke solidified and stepped through
the fire. All hell broke loose. People cheered and danced around the fire at
inhuman speed as if under a spell.


The stranger beckoned to me with one manicured finger. “You
must be Caitlin. I am Egan. I would have recognized you even without Ryan’s
description—you have your mother’s beauty. Our Ryan has told us so much about
you, and we have been so anxious to meet you.”


My
mother? What did she have to do with all of this?


My necklace was scorching my skin. The stranger’s voice was
quiet and bordered on seductive. It sounded so familiar, like something I had
heard once in a dream. I was terrified and rooted to the spot, my entire body
shaking.


Ryan, who still had one arm around my waist in a vise grip,
towed me toward the unwelcome visitor, but suddenly I heard a rustling sound coming
from the tree line behind me to my right. As I struggled to look, a huge,
chestnut-colored wolf sprang from the foliage and stood between the stranger
and us. The wolf bared its incredibly sharp teeth at the man, growling deep in
its throat and watching with violet eyes.


I knew those eyes.


The man took a couple steps back, and an unseen force tore me
away from Ryan. I didn’t know how much more I could take before I fainted.


The wolf was circling our group, especially Egan, who still
watched me with curious eyes. My vision blurred as I was spun
around. Finding myself in the haven of Talon’s strong arms, I cried
uncontrollably with relief.


Talon swept my feet out from underneath me.


“Hold on, Ves’tacha,
we are going to move fast. Just close your eyes. I have you.” I squeezed my
eyes shut and held on like my life depended on it. As
he picked up speed, I was weightless. Next thing I knew, we were back at the clearing
where we left the vehicles, and I was completely disoriented.


Leah was already perched on a 4-wheeler. She watched the
clearing with frightened eyes and a tearstained face.


“Caiti!” she cried. “Where did you go? I couldn’t find you
anywhere. I thought you were right behind me.”


I turned my attention to Talon. “Where’s Jace? I thought I
saw…never mind.” I rubbed my temples. “My head hurts so much.”


He caressed my face with infinite tenderness. “He is on his
way. It will take him a moment to pull himself back together.” He held a finger
to his lips and his tone told me I was not to share anything else with Leah for
now.


Oh, if he was
telling me what I thought he was… and it was about Jace – I might throw up.


I heard the sound of rapid footsteps and screamed. Jace
trotted out of the woods, shirtless, and headed straight over to Leah, gathering
her in his arms and giving her a kiss.


Talon put me down gently on the seat of the 4-wheeler. “Hang
on. We are going to need to move fast.”


Jace asked Talon. “Sanctuary?”


Talon nodded, and his shoulders sagged. “I see no other
choice.”


Jace revved the throttle and peeled out.


“Wait!” I cried. “What is Sanctuary? What
about my mom? She’s going to freak if I don’t get home soon.”


Talon took my face in his hands. “We can get a message to
her. Please, you have to trust me to keep you safe.”


I could only nod, as the tears flowed again. As smoke from
the bonfire crept out of the woods like fingers and headed toward our small
clearing, Talon revved the engine and took off.


We sped through the trees and over hills, moving in the
opposite direction from where we had parked the Jeep. I squeezed my eyes shut
so tightly that I saw stars behind my lids before we finally shuddered to a
stop.


“Caiti!” Leah ran to grab me in a hug, tears streaming down her
face. “Are you okay? You were right behind me one minute, and
when I turned back around, you had disappeared.
I was so worried about you.”


I whispered one word, “Ryan.”


Leah narrowed her eyes, and I heard Talon clench his teeth
together with an audible snap.


“Talon, all is ready.”


Jace stood next to their Challenger and held the door open.
“Leah, hop in the front with me, Caitlin, in the back with Talon. We must
hurry.”


They had obviously put some serious thought into making
sure we were safe, but why and when?


Talon helped me into the car and climbed in next to me. Leah
hardly had the door shut when Jace took off in a combination of smoke and
screeching tires. I saw Jace reach over and hold Leah’s hand.


To my horror, I felt the waterworks start again. I am not normally
prone to weeping—at least I wasn’t before we met Talon and Jace. It used to
take a lot to make me cry—you would have to seriously piss
me off to bring on the sobbing.


Talon gently wiped away a single tear that was slipping
down my cheek. He lifted me into his lap, cradling me like a baby and let me
cry all over his shirt.


“’Tacha, those
will be the last tears you cry. I only want your happiness.” He smoothed back
my hair, and I grimaced thinking I probably reeked of that nasty smoke. I
thought back to the face within the bonfire and shuddered.


Talon shook his head. “What must I do to make you forget
and be happy again?”


I buried my face in his chest. “Just hold me.” I felt so
lame even saying it, but it was all I could manage.


He groaned and held me even tighter. I don’t know how much
time passed, but eventually the car stopped. Jace hopped out, pulling Leah out
of the passenger seat, and then helping me to my feet. I stumbled, and Talon
was there immediately to steady me.


Jace grimaced. “I’m sorry girls, but we have to move
quickly. We can explain more once we are safe.”


Leah finally snapped. “Dammit, Jace safe
from what? What the hell was that thing we saw in the clearing?”


Jace put his finger across her lips. “Shhh, let’s go, and we’ll
explain everything.”


I finally realized where we were. “The
Flower Mound? Why are we here?”


They nodded solemnly, and then swept us up in their arms, racing
for the tree in the middle of the Mound.


Jace put Leah down, placing his hand on the trunk of the
tree. There was a blast of warm, sweetly scented air, and suddenly my head swam
violently.


Then there was nothing at all.


 












Chapter
6


Sanctuary


 


 


The room was saturated with light from
several strangely glowing, green stones in a beautiful mother of pearl bowl resting
next to the couch. The effect of the stones reflecting off the bowl mesmerized
me. I stretched my arms over my head and enjoyed the sensation of the soft
fabric of the couch against my skin. Instinctively rolling to my right side, I
curled into the warmth I found there.


What a bizarre night. It was a dream, wasn’t it?


I definitely remembered Talon’s strong arms holding me as
if I weighed nothing–that part couldn’t have been a fantasy. Suddenly a muscled
arm reached around me and pulled me closer. My eyes snapped open.


Oh. My. God. Where was I?


Closing my eyes, I did a mental inventory. I had no idea
where I was, but I was on the largest,
most comfortable couch I had ever known, so it couldn’t be all bad. I could
also tell I was still wearing the same clothes I’d worn to the party.


Talon and Jace, the party, the bonfire - it must have been
real.


Taking a deep breath, I peeked through my lashes. I had to
maneuver slightly to see the owner of the arms wrapped tightly around me. I
couldn’t remember ever feeling so secure.


Lifting my head, I was able to gaze directly into Talon’s
warm, chocolate-brown eyes. They were so deep, I could completely lose myself
in them, and for a moment, I did exactly that.


“Hello, Sleeping Beauty. Are you feeling better? We were
worried about you. You fainted and were screaming in your sleep.” His voice was
soft and flowed over me like silk.


Oh, lord, his breath smelled so sweet and fresh. It wasn’t
fair! Couldn’t he at least have steak breath from dinner, like a normal person?


Ahh! Did I have Caesar-wrap
breath?


I clamped my lips together in hopes any foul odors stayed
inside. He gazed gently at me as if I had amused him, sending off a storm of
butterflies in my stomach.


This must be a
dream. Please
don’t let me wake up.


It was too perfect and I was afraid to move or speak in
case it made him disappear. I tentatively ran a single finger down his forearm
and saw his eyes spark blue for a split second.


I wondered what caused that change. It seemed to happen
when he got keyed up, like when we kissed in the
woods. I blushed, and Talon shook his head.


Hmm, if this was a dream, then I could do anything I wanted,
right?


I rolled completely over on my side to face him, running my
hand lightly up his considerable bicep. Talon raised an eyebrow. I decided to
test things a little further by reaching up and locking my hands behind his
neck, pressing my body more fully against his.


His breathing sped up to match mine, and I brought his head
down, fusing my lips against his. Such daring was so unlike me, but the
familiarity of the moment was overwhelming. I pulled away and peered up at him.


Oh,
yeah.


His eyes were blazing blue again. He pulled me roughly
against him, holding me tightly, and kissed me. I gave
in–so tired of feeling nothing but fear and anxiety. His large hands roamed
from my lower back to my shoulders and I sighed in contentment, as he made me
happier than I had been in a long time and did it without putting pressure on
me. I kissed him back until we were both breathless, shivering as he ran his
hand down my back to where my hip curved.


“Talon?” I whispered if for no other reason than to reassure myself
he was real.


I ran my hand down his
back, and he groaned pulling away from me and sitting back on the couch, eyes burning
like sapphires. I sat up as well, pushing my hair back from my face and taking
a deep breath.


He stared at the floor for several minutes.


Something told me I wasn’t going to like what he was about
to say. I tilted my head to the right and played with my necklace. He took a
quick look at my now shaking hands and met my gaze with infinite sadness.


“I guess you probably have a lot of questions for me. I
promise you I will answer them as best I can.”


I bit the inside of my bottom lip as I had seen my mom do
so many times.


Oh, crap! Mom!


She would be furious with me. I needed to call her as soon
as I could. How would I ever be able to explain the events of the last several
hours? I needed more answers before I could even attempt to explain anything to
anyone else. Right now Talon was the only one who could tell me what I wanted
to know.


“Okay. You can start by telling me where we are.” I was surprised by how calm and level my voice sounded. Maybe
I had gone into shock.


Talon gestured around the room. “We are in a place called
Sanctuary. It is a safe haven, and no harm can reach you here.”


“Sanctuary.” I repeated slowly, fighting to remain calm. “Hmm, okay. Why
have I never heard of this place before? Are Jace and Leah here as well? I need
to contact my mom before she calls the police or simply finds and kills me
herself.” My rising anxiety triggered a storm of questions.


Talon exhaled noisily. “Wow. You got on a roll there. Well
first, most people don’t know of the existence of Sanctuary. Its secrets are known only to a select few. Second, Jace
and Leah are in the next room, looking quite cozy the last time I saw them.” He
patted my hand reassuringly. “Also, I already talked to your mom. She knows
where you are and wants you to stay put. She knows I will protect you with my
life.”


I heaved a sigh, pulling my hands from his and rubbed my
temples. “I don’t understand. Why are
you willing to do that? You hardly know me, but our relationship has progressed
faster in the last week than all my others combined. So, what is it about being
with you that makes me feel so alive?” My eyes filled with unshed tears. “You
could have anyone you wanted. Why me? I’m no one.”


He focused on the floor for a moment before meeting my
gaze.


“Caitlin, you have no idea how precious you are. I cannot
explain why. During my short time with you, I have experienced things I never
thought possible. You are the light to my darkness. Without knowing you, I
would have been forever silenced in my own, quiet world.”


I stared at him, speechless. How was I supposed to respond
to that? He managed to put everything I was feeling about him into words.


I reached over, taking his hand in mine. “I have nothing to
offer you. I am not beautiful, rich or brilliant—just painfully ordinary.”


He looked frustrated. “Can you not see how other people see
you? I have to fight to stay in control when we walk in public. You draw the
eye of every male in the area. You are beautiful inside and out, and it shows.”
He sighed deeply and ran his hands through his hair. “You put way too much
stock into the opinion of one completely psychotic jackass.”


I dropped my hands into my lap. “I know. It’s just so much
easier to believe the bad things.”


He grabbed both my hands in his. “One day you are finally
going to realize your potential, and I definitely want to be there when you
do.”


I turned away from his gaze and stared at the table next to
the couch at the bowl that held the stones. They fascinated me. I wondered if
they were hot.


I ran my hand over the glow.


Interesting.


I couldn’t feel any heat coming off them at all. Talon eyed
me as I reached over and plucked a stone out of the bowl. As soon as my hand
touched the surface, it burst into a brilliant emerald glow causing Talon to shield
his eyes from the glare.


I exclaimed. “Awesome!
Did you see that? What makes them
glow brighter when you pick them up?”


Talon inched his way to the edge of the couch and stood up.
“They don’t. They will only glow like that when held in the hands of a Lumina.”


A lump formed in my throat. Why did he look so freaked out?
Was he suggesting that I was one of these
Lumina? What did that mean? Was it a bad thing?


“Talon, what is a Lumina?”


His shoulders drooped a bit. “Unfortunately, this changes
everything. I need to talk to Jace. Stay here for a minute and I’ll send Leah
to you.” He backed out the door.


Actually backed out.


What was that all about? Why did he need to talk to Jace?
What was Jace going to be able to do? I didn’t have any time to think about it
before Leah came streaking into the room, and grabbed me around the neck.


“Caiiiitttiiii!”


She jumped on the couch and almost dumped both of us on the
floor.


“Isn’t this the most amazing
place? It’s like a club. You can order food and drinks, watch TV, surf the Net.
They even have Xbox 360! There are all kinds of mini-rooms with papasan chairs
and everything. But this,” she gestured to the room we were now in, “this is
the only room furnished with an actual full-sized couch and loveseat. According
to Jace, it’s only for VIPs. Woo-hoo. Finally we are VIPs!”


I rubbed my temples. I still had a mild headache. I was
glad Leah was having fun, but then again she could have fun at an insurance
seminar.


“What happened in here? Talon seemed so serious when he
came to get Jace.”


I sighed. “Leah, I have no idea. Things were going really
well until I picked up one of those.” I gestured to the bowl on the table.


Leah nodded. “Yeah, they have those all over the place—some
sort of light. I thought they were so pretty—such a soft, calming glow.”


“They aren’t calming when I hold them.” I leaned over the
table and plucked a stone from the bowl.


Leah’s eyes squinted as the stone grew brighter and
brighter.


“How do you do that?”
she demanded and picked one up for herself. The stone in her hand gave a
brighter glow, but nothing like the sunspot I was able to create.


I shrugged, “I don’t know, but it sent Talon out of here
awfully fast. He said they only do that in the hands ‘of a Lumina’, whatever that means.”


Leah bounced up and down on the couch clapping her hands. “Is
this where we find out we are really princesses?”


I snorted. “Right, and we have
magical powers too. I think we had one Princess Night too many when we were
younger.”


Leah giggled, “If that were the case, I would have changed Tami
into a frog a long time ago.”


There was a knock at the door and Leah bounded across the
room and flung it open.


“Hellooooooo.” She squealed and immediately lurched out the door. I
leaned over to see past the door only to find Leah locked in a bear hug with my
mom.


“Mom!” I ran across the room, grabbing her around the neck and sobbing.
“I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you or worry you. The battery on my mobile
is dead. You wouldn’t believe what we’ve been through.”


She patted my back as she had when I was little, and it was
incredibly calming. Pat--pat…pause…pat--pat…pause – the sound of a mother’s heartbeat. I reluctantly pulled back out of her embrace.


“Mom, how did you know where to find me?” I eyed her
suspiciously. “Have you been here before?”


She nodded silently. I ground my teeth together, astounded she
would withhold information of this magnitude from me. We were in some mystical safe
house and she was perfectly calm like we were just out visiting friends. We got
here through a tree for God’s sake!


I walked back over to the table. “Great, maybe you can
explain this?” I turned back to face
her with one of the stones and slowly opened my hand. The stone glowed brighter
and brighter until it completely illuminated the room. I dropped the stone into
her open palm.


Her face went white. “Oh! I hope this isn’t why Talon was
so upset when he called me.”


I balled my hands into fists and slammed them into my
thighs. “Speaking of Talon, perhaps you can enlighten me as to what the hell a
‘Lumina’ is, since his face went ashen
just saying it? I’ve had enough surprises for a lifetime, and just want someone
to give me a straight answer.” I threw the stone across the room.


She reached over to take my hand, but I immediately pulled
it back. I didn’t want anyone to touch me right now.


She blew her bangs out of her eyes. “It’s complicated.”


I scowled. “Yeah, well, I’ll try to keep up.”


“Caiti, remember all the bedtime stories I used to tell you
about fairies?” I nodded and waited for her to continue.


“Well, those were stories about me.”


Whoa,
whoa, whoa. Wait a second.


I contemplated what she said, amazed. “The stories about
the fairy princess, who defied all the rules, left her home and married a Corpora?” I
shook my head in disbelief. “Seriously, Mom. I’m not five
anymore. Surely, if you had fairy powers, we wouldn’t have to worry about,
well…anything. Next you are going to tell me Leah and I are fairy princesses
and there is an evil power out to get us.”


She shook her head, “I’m not Rumplestiltskin, and I can’t
weave straw into gold. Part of my punishment for marrying your father was being forbidden to use my powers anymore, though I still
have them. They are my birthright, and the Council couldn’t take them from me.”
She reached out to me in supplication. “There are things at work here you
simply don’t understand. There are more dangers than you can imagine.”


I was surrounded by crazy people. I raised one eyebrow at my mom. She knew I was
challenging her. I wanted proof.


Her, voice came through my head, loud and clear. Okay, what kind of proof do you want?


I was filled with surprise, but
suspicion soon took its place.


I tried to project my thoughts as well. ”Can you hear my thoughts?”


She took a step back, and then I heard her voice in my
mind.


Yes, as I suspected,
you can read other people’s. How did you learn to
project your voice into someone else’s mind? This is extremely complicated, and
dangerous.


I snorted. Dangerous? Mother, be
serious.


Leah stared at me and clicked her tongue.


“It happened again, didn’t it?”


My mother whipped around and faced her. “What happened again?”


Leah shrugged her shoulders. “Caiti read your mind, didn’t
she?”


My mother gaped at her. “How did you know that?”


“She did it to me earlier.”


My mother gave us both a dazzling smile. “You two are even
better than I ever dreamed. You truly deserve your birthright and the full
truth.” She glided over to stand directly in front of us. Raising her arms
slightly, she shimmered from head to toe. Slowly, two golden wings lengthened
from her sides, until the tips extended about a foot above her head. They were
exquisite, and for once in our lives, Leah and I were speechless.


Leah extended one hand and approached her like a
sleepwalker. “Can I touch them?”


She leaned her right side toward Leah. “Absolutely, you
can’t hurt me.”


Leah caressed the wing. “They’re unbelievably soft. I’ve
never touched anything like it. It’s almost like touching air.” Her palm was covered with a soft sprinkle of gold dust. She spoke
excitedly. “Pixie dust? Really?
It’s real?”


My mom chuckled. “Yes, but I can’t fly you to Never Land, if that is what you are
thinking.”


I was astounded. Wings?


That’s all I needed. As if I wasn’t a big
enough freak already.


She seemed pensive. “There is really no way of telling if
you will have them. Your father was a Corpora, as you said. You show many characteristics of a “pixie”,
but only time will truly tell.”


I shot her a forlorn look. “That still doesn’t explain why
Talon took off when he saw what I could do with the stone. By the way, what are
those things called?”


She hesitated for a moment and her wings flitted nervously before
dropping back down to her sides in defeat. “They are called ley stones. For
everything else, I’m not sure where to start. What has Talon told you?”


I grimaced. “Nothing except that he is willing to lay down
his life for me, which…by the way, is slightly disconcerting. Isn’t that a
little excessive?”


“Sweetie, he is part of an ancient group called the Turvata. They are the elite guardians of
our world, and are devoted to protecting the royal family of the Feydall. The Feydall are what you would know as pixies or fairies. Talon is
probably very distressed and confused right now.”


I grunted. “Well, he’s not the only one!”


“Caiti you need to understand. If you truly are a Lumina as he suspects, our law forbids
him from having any sort of relationship with you other than the role of your protector.”


My temper flared violently. “On top of all the other shit
that has been thrown at me over the last week, including the almost abduction
by Ryan and some freak last night–you are going to tell me I can’t be with the
first person I have ever felt comfortable with in my entire life? At this
point, I can’t even be certain that he feels the same way. He was sent to
protect me. He had orders to spend
time with me.” I was crestfallen. The stone in my hand pulsed wildly and finally
shattered, falling to my feet in a pile of sparkling emerald dust.


Mom was clearly startled. “Don’t get yourself worked up
just yet. You are only half Feydall. I
am not even sure that our rules pertain to you. I need to talk to Johr.”


“Oh my
God. Uncle Johr is in on all this? Is he a pixie too?”


I giggled. “Hey Leah, can you imagine Johr as a pixie?”


“Yeah, sure – all six foot five inches and about 260 pounds
of muscle of him.” I fell back on the couch cracking up. Leah put her arm
around my shoulders. She probably thought I was losing my mind.


No, I don’t. I heard Leah’s voice clearly in my mind.


Ack! You too?


Leah shook her head slightly and glanced pointedly at my
mom. She obviously didn’t want to clue Mom in just yet.


She continued with our silent conversation. I wasn’t sure. This is the first time I have
tried it. I don’t know if it will work with anyone but you. It’s pretty cool though. We can finally talk in class without
having to stress about detention. It also leaves me with a lot of additional
questions about my real parents. Perhaps we can use our parents’ staggering
guilt to get some answers for me too.


She wagged her eyebrows.
Leave it to Leah to find a bright spot in everything. She was taking all this
much better than I was.


However, no one had called her a Lumina, whatever the hell that
really meant. I mean, come on. I’m only seventeen and not prepared to deal with
something like this.


Mom patted me on the shoulder. “I’ll be back in a minute. I’m
going to see if I can find Johr.”


I sat down on the couch, massaging my temples again.


She was cut off from the door by a
bright explosion of light. The area in front of the doorway filled with sweetly
scented smoke.


As the air cleared, I gasped in recognition. There stood
Ael’onwe, Freya and Ta’-Sha in all their respective glory. Leah was awestruck,
clinging to my arm for dear life. Ael’onwe held out her arms to me.


“Come, mi sioga íníon.”


I had an overwhelming need to make contact with her and sprang
from the couch into her arms. When she enveloped me, an instant sensation of
peace surrounded me. My mother, on the other hand, was clearly going into
shock.


“Mamó?” Mom whispered. “It can’t be. How are you here? Better yet,
why are you here?”


Ael’onwe stroked my hair as you would to comfort a small
child.


“My dear Marne, I am here as part of the RuneSong. Our little Caitlin is in
desperate need of our protection. Ta’-Sha has been watching over her for me. I
was afraid she would become suspicious of me, due to the family resemblance.”


“Family resemblance?” I squeaked.


Mom stared at me helplessly. “Caitlin, this is your
great-grandmother.”


Eyes wide open, I studied Ael’onwe. “You are?”


A serene expression spread across her face. “Yes. You may
have noticed there is a great likeness among the women in our family.”


I gestured pointedly at Freya and Ta’-Sha. “And what is
their story?”


Freya shook her head. “Our story is not important right now–it
will be revealed another time. However, you are quite clever, and it would not
surprise me if you put the pieces together on your own.”


Ta’-Sha took a step forward. “Marne, we have come to warn
you. As Ael’onwe said, the children are in dire need of protection. We strongly
suspect the Accendersi are on their
trail.” She cast a guilty look about the room. “The Triada may have been following us as we were watching over
Caitlin.”


I pulled back from my grandmother’s embrace. “You mean that
Ciro guy?”


My mother jumped like she had been
shot. “Ciro! Where in the hell did you hear that name?”


“Easy Mom, before you have a heart attack. I saw him in my
room after Ta’-Sha left several days ago. He didn’t do anything but stand
there.”


Ael’onwe put her hand on Mom’s arm to steady her. “Marne,
there is a great deal more research to be done. We must go now—we just wanted
to make sure you were aware of the danger so you could make sure she is protected when we are unavailable. We will be in contact
as soon as we know more.


The three women’s shapes dissolved, and they were gone as
quickly as they arrived.


My eyes narrowed to tiny slits as I stared at my mother.


She appeared distinctly uncomfortable under my gaze. “I
must go find Johr. It has become obvious our problem is much larger than we
originally thought,” she said and hurried out the door.


***


Talon shook his head back and forth violently in response
to Jace. How could he have been so blind?


“Jace! She’s a Lumina!! I should have seen it. The way people are
drawn to her was a dead giveaway. I knew it was too good to be true.” He
felt the need to beat his head against the nearest wall.


Jace put his hand on Talon’s shoulder. “Talon, cha-ah…quit. You are tuu'-wi' a tah'-shah, brother of the wolf. We will find a way. You have
searched for her too many centuries, lived in darkness too long, to allow us to
simply give up. She is in good hands here. We will consult with the elders of
the pack for an answer, but we must leave for Emory immediately.”


Talon nodded in agreement.
He had to focus on what he could control.


“I must check in with Johr
and let him know that we are departing. Leaving Caitlin without adequate
protection is completely out of the question. I strongly suspect she and Leah
could get into a tremendous amount of trouble with little to no effort.” He
smiled wryly at Jace.


Jace grimaced. “Now the
hard part is telling them we have to leave. What are we going to say? They’ve
had a pretty big shock already and I’m not sure how much more they can take
before they collapse.”


Talon hung his head. He
had almost made a fatal error at the bonfire due to his inability to focus on
his duty when Caitlin was around.


“Ryan and Egan never
should have been able to get that close to them. I knew there was something off
about Ryan, but I was too caught up in my own emotions
to recognize the signs. By the gods, Jace! The Accendersi were here and within arm’s
reach of her! I am not worthy of leading her security detail.” His shoulders
drooped. “I am afraid I am too distracted by how I feel about her to be able to
identify danger before it is upon us. Yet I am too selfish and possessive to
allow another to take over. This is exactly
why that law was created in the first place.” Talon never dreamed in his entire
life that he would be guilty of breaking one of the very laws he had pledged an
oath to protect.


Jace put his hand on
Talon’s shoulder. “My brother, I will help you find the answer to this. I
believe that the answer lies in Emory with the Elders. The public portals are
too risky. The Accendersi will be
watching them. We will have to drive there.” Jace grinned widely. “The real
question now is do we take the Challenger or the Jeep?” Talon and Jace’s eyes
met and shone with excitement.


“The Challenger!” they
shouted in unison.


Jace walked to the
farthest corner of the room from the door, so the girls wouldn’t overhear
anything and beckoned Talon to follow. He pulled a cell phone out of his pocket
and put it to his ear.


“Beau? Ha'-ah-hut.” Jace spoke quickly
in Caddo, then started smiling and snapped his phone shut. “Everyone will be assembled
by the time we arrive. He’s calling in the entire pack and we are to meet him
at Sonny and Gail’s.”


Talon grinned. He had a
tremendous amount of respect for Beau and spending some time with him would be
a welcome distraction.


“He is calling everyone in? You can always count on
Beau when there is a fight.” Talon picked up his phone and started dialing. “Johr,
the Accendersi made a move
tonight-right out in the open. I need to travel to Emory with Jace. The pack is
assembling to assist us and I need to go as a representative of the Turvata. I will be back shortly, but I
wanted to make sure the girls were appropriately protected.
Can you please send reinforcements to watch over them while we are gone?” Talon
nodded in awe at what he heard next. “Y…yes, I will wait for his arrival, since
he is so close. Thank you. I will not let you down.”


He turned to Jace. “They
are sending Breeg.”


Jace exhaled rapidly. “Breeg? Are you serious? I have heard stories about him my
entire life, but I have never actually seen him.”


Talon looked back over his
shoulder at the door to Caitlin’s room. He couldn’t ask for a better protector
for her, but he was a little concerned about how she would accept the news that
she would have a new guardian. “He was nearby. Apparently, he’s been watching
over her for a while. I’m not sure how they will react to him. He’s pretty
unique.”


Jace was
taken aback. “Unique? That is the best way you can describe a 2,000-year-old
dwarf with untold magical abilities and one of the fiercest warriors the world
has ever known. Not to mention the fact that, in the last 24 hours, the girls
have just found out some fairy tales really are true, that they are part of an
ancient race, and now you are going to introduce them to their dwarf
bodyguard?” Jace started laughing uncontrollably. “I have been privy to this
world my whole life and it almost sounds ridiculous when you say it out loud.”


Talon took a deep breath
and looked at Jace skeptically. Caitlin was probably not going to like it very
much and he wouldn’t be around to help control her temper.


“You’re probably right. Hopefully
they will accept it with as much grace and strength as they have shown with
everything else. It would have been so much easier if they had prior knowledge
of our world and the dangers within. I understand why that wasn’t possible and that
the secrecy was for their safety, but things would be so much easier.” he said with a wry smile. “Ok, now the hard part.
Let’s go tell the girls.”


 












Chapter
7


A Lumina


 


 


Our protectors came back into the room
and told us of their plans to leave. I was still angry they had lied about why
they were spending time with us. I knew I shouldn’t have allowed my heart to
run wild like that.


“What? You are leaving?” I
shouted, jumping to my feet.


Jace and Talon quickly glanced
at each other. I sat back down on the couch dejectedly. “Whatever. Just go. This
is just one more in a growing string of disappointments.”


Talon’s face fell, devastated,
while Leah and Jace simply appeared bewildered.


“Caitlin, I wouldn’t leave
if I had another choice. I am doing this for you. Please understand.” Talon
pleaded.


Whatever.


The green ley stones were pulsing
again. I slowly rose from the couch and stood toe to toe with Talon, poking him
in the chest.


“Yes, that is your job isn’t it?” I sneered. “Your orders
are to protect us—from what I have no idea. But, you are both here because it’s
your job!” I shrieked as the ley
stones popped out of their bowls like kernels of corn. Leah and Jace jumped in
alarm.


“Cay-bear. Please don’t get upset.”
Leah begged. I took a deep breath and the stones slowly resumed their soft glow.
Getting upset really wasn’t getting me anywhere – it was just going to end up
giving me a really bad headache.


Jace walked over, wrapping
his arm around my shoulders as he always did.


“Easy,
pixie girl. Don’t worry, I promise we wouldn’t be going if it weren’t absolutely necessary. Do you really think there is anywhere
else we would rather be than here with you two?” He shot me a charismatic wink.


I scowled at him. “Has
anyone ever told you that you would make a good used car salesman?”


Leah sputtered, trying to
hold back her amusement. By the time he spun around to glare at her through
narrowed eyes, she was the picture of innocence. She had a real talent for that,
and I felt a little better in spite of myself – but I was
definitely still pissed.


Talon was visibly upset,
but I still couldn’t be certain if he was upset because he didn’t want to be
away from us, or due to the fact he didn’t want to
shirk his duty. I probably wouldn’t ever know for sure.


I sighed in resignation. “You’re
going to go whether we like it or not, so there’s really no point in making a
big production–safe journey and all that.” I dismissed them with a wave of my
hand. “We managed to take care of ourselves all these years; I think we can
handle it a while longer. It’s a long weekend anyway, so I am pretty sure we can stay out of Ryan’s way. We don’t really
need a nanny.” I planted my hands on my hips and thrust out my jaw in defiance.


Talon and Jace shared a
strange expression.


Oh hell no.


I snapped. “Now what? I have
been around you two long enough to know what that look means. What else have you forgotten to share with
me? No more secrets!” I demanded at
the top of my lungs.


Ley stones exploded all
over the room and we were covered in a thin layer of
sparkling green dust.


Leah clicked her tongue. “Um, yeah. Did I forget to mention she may have a long fuse,
but at the end of it is a truly nasty temper?”


I avoided looking at Talon
– tears threatening to spill over my cheeks. His eyes flashed a brilliant
sapphire. He strode over and tenderly cupped my face in his hands. I tried to
pull away, but he held on fast.


Leah gently grabbed Jace
by the elbow, leading him from the room.


She gave him a soft kiss
on the cheek and said, “Let’s give them a minute.”


He led me to the couch and
set me on his lap, but I was angry and hurt and certainly didn’t want to be
comforted. Talon wrapped his arms around me and adjusted me so I was facing
him. I sighed, turned my head and focused my attention
on the floor. I knew if I met his gaze, I would be lost.


He reached under my chin, tilting my face so I had no choice but to look directly
at him. His eyes were pulsing like the ley stones I just destroyed.


“Ves'tacha. Do you really believe the only reason I am here is duty?
My people are called the Varyo.”


Wait, didn’t Ael’onwe say
Freya was Varyo? I was so confused.


Talon continued his
explanation. “In English, it means shadow. We have been protectors for more than a millennia. We stick to the shadows and never get
involved with those we protect. Our sole focus is the safety of the ones we are assigned to watch over, and after a couple hundred years,
we tend to lose touch with what you call humanity. We no longer care to focus
on emotion, and our perspective becomes very black and white. I have lived like
that forever.”


I gulped. Had I heard him
right? “Centuries?”


He raised a finger to my
lips, effectively silencing me.


“When you laugh, there is
a rainbow of light which surrounds you, and I am in ecstasy. The red-gold of
your hair, the way your eyes sparkle when you are happy, or the way they darken
when you are passionate–they make my heart pound and I get lightheaded. These are
feelings I never expected to experience for myself. I had given up on finding
my mate. Do you understand what I’m trying to say? This has nothing to do with
duty and everything to do with protecting my sole reason for living another
day.”


My mouth hung open and tears
spilled over my cheeks. Thunder crashed in the background. I had never heard
anything so incredibly beautiful. Was it possible to really
have someone feel that way about me?


Talon cocked his head to
the side and gave me a tentative smile.


“Do you hear that? You are
doing that. Your tears are falling on the ground outside as well.”


I sniffled and faced away
from him, not wanting anyone to see me so weak. I still hadn’t entirely
processed everything.


He shifted me in his lap,
so I was facing him again.


“I swear to you, I do not
want to leave and I will come back as soon as I possibly can. We will only be a
couple of hours away, and I can rush back here if you really need me.”


Didn’t he understand that
I needed him now? My entire world had been turned
upside down. The exhaustion finally caught up with me. I crumpled in his arms
and buried my face in his chest, feeling as if I was coming apart at the seams.
He wrapped his arms tighter around me and rubbed his hand up and down my back
in an effort to soothe me, I thought, but it had a decidedly different effect.


I grabbed him by the back
of the head, pulling his face down to mine. His heart stuttered and audibly missed
a beat as I hovered inches from his face for several long minutes before I gently
pressed my lips to his. His reaction was instantaneous as he threaded his fingers
in my hair and kissed me back.


I turned completely around
in his lap until I had a leg on either side of him, wrapping my arms around his
neck and pressing myself against him. Soon we were
both breathless. I had completely lost my mind.


He tried disentangling himself. “Caitlin, I can’t do this. The law.”


I glared at him. “I don’t
give a damn about some stupid law. For once in my life, I am going to do what makes
me happy.”


I tugged him back to me
and kissed him, letting my hands slide down his arms to his chest. I could feel
the slab of muscle under my hands. Moving slightly, I pressed myself against
his heart. I had never been so alive. The dust from the ley stones bathed the
entire room in a beautiful, green glow.


Just as things started to
get really interesting, we were interrupted by the
sound of someone clearing his throat. It was a gravelly sound, and Talon stood
up so quickly, he almost dumped me on the floor.


Ack! I caught myself and whipped
around to see the unwelcome intruder. I was shocked to find a small man with
long, grey hair and a straggly beard. He resembled a character straight out of World of Warcraft.


I raised one eyebrow at
Talon and shot him an inquisitive look. Who was this man? Talon was still
trying to pull himself together, his eyes changing back to brown. I chuckled at
his reaction, until I saw his horrified expression.


Talon immediately dropped
down on one knee and bowed his head. “Breeg thank you for coming on such short
notice.”


The small man raised one
bushy grey eyebrow. “Ach, perhaps I arrived sooner than ye expected?” He
beckoned to me with one finger. “Come here, lass. Let us have a look at ye.”


I involuntarily took a
step forward.


He examined me from head
to toe. “Ye are such a wee thing.” He addressed Talon. “This be
the one ye say is a Lumina? Wheesh,
this wee one would need protection from her own shadow.”


The anger built up again and
threatened to spill over. Who was he to call me a wee thing? I stood up, trying
to maintain my calm, but not doing a very good job. The ley stones pulsed with
light as my fists clenched at my sides. I was so sick of people talking about
me like I wasn’t there or as though I were stupid.


Breeg let out a slow
breath. “Well, well. What do ye ken? I think ye’d rival even yer muther herself. Ye may be tha first Lumina from Feydall in five
hundred years. It will be an honor looking after ye
whilst Talon and Jace are gone.”


Look
after me? What was he talking about? Did they
think I was five? I didn’t need a babysitter. I’d give him something to look after.


The light pulsed rapidly like
a strobe. Breeg took a small step back, clearly startled, but Talon pulled me
to his side and put a strong arm around my waist. I sighed in defeat and the
light slowly returned to its normal hue.


Breeg stroked his long
beard with a surprisingly meaty hand. “Hmm, very interesting.”
He motioned to Talon. “Son, that might be something in
yer favor. Ye could be tha balance to her light. Remember
this?


 


‘He’s waited
so long


Their love
will be strong


When tha
time is right


An shadow meets Light


 


I'd
finally had enough and threw my hands in the air in frustration. “Exactly what the hell is
that supposed to mean? I don’t mean to be rude, but I have had about all the
cloak and dagger I can stand for one day. Could someone please just give me a straight answer? Where is my Uncle Johr? He’ll
tell me what I want to know, without trying to make it all fluffy and happy.”


Breeg made a deep throaty sound.
“Whesht. She has a temper, no?
This could get quite interestin’.”


I narrowed my eyes at him.
I’d be happy to show him the extent of my temper.


Talon leaned over and
whispered in my ear. “Be careful, he is ancient and very powerful. Do not try
his patience; he has a reputation for being unpredictable at times.”


I planted my feet, putting
my hands on my hips, and stared Breeg in the eyes. “Bring it on.” I challenged,
tossing my hair over one shoulder.


The air surrounding Breeg crackled,
creating static that made my hair stand on end. Regardless of the consequences,
I would not be pushed around any longer. I maintained
eye contact with the little man and raised one eyebrow. Even the ley stone dust
pulsed in time with my rapid breaths.


“Caitlin!” Talon said,
panic in his voice.


“What’s going on in here? Who
the hell blew all these ley stones into dust? Did I miss some sort of battle?”
bellowed a tall, heavily muscled man with bright red hair as he strode through
the door.


I pushed past the other
two men and threw myself at him. “Uncle Johr!”


He caught me and swung me
around in the air as if I weighed nothing. “Hey there, Cat.
I am so glad to see you safe.” He nodded in Talon’s direction. “Good work, boy.
I am looking forward to your briefing before you leave.”


My eyes narrowed at the
reminder of Talon’s official role.


Talon bowed to him formally.
“Yes sir, whenever you are ready.”


Johr noticed the small man
standing near the door. “Breeg,” he said, reverence in his voice. “I am honored
that you would come to watch over my little Cat.”


I gritted my teeth over
his assumption that I needed a handler.


Breeg gestured toward me
and then back to Johr. “Ye need me more than ye ken.” He stroked his beard. “This
one be a latent. I strongly suspect she may also be tha
Lumina Talon suspects. As ye so aptly
put it, she is tha one who ‘blew all these ley stones into dust’. It would seem
she has quite tha fire.”


Johr put a hand on my
shoulder forcing me to face him. “Cat, did you do this?”


I gave him a sheepish grin
and shrugged one shoulder. “Well, not intentionally. However, things around
here seem to have a tendency to blow up when I get mad.” My voice rose. “All I
want is someone to give me a straight answer. No more secrets.” I tried to put
all my anxiety into my gaze, begging him to tell me what he knew. “Uncle Johr,
I know I can count on you for that. Can you please explain to me what is going
on?”


He sighed. “Talon, go get
Leah and Jace–this affects them too.”


Talon bowed and strode
from the room, never once looking back at me. I glanced at Breeg and planted my
hands on my hips.


He chuckled softly. “Gel,
calm yerself. We are on tha same side.”


“Caitlin, mind yourself,” Johr snapped.


I stared at him, surprised.
He’d never used a sharp tone with me before and my expression must have shown
it. He stroked my hair and gave me a small pat on the back. I guess I wasn’t
the only one who was stressed out by our situation.


Talon returned with Leah
and Jace in tow.


“Uncle Johr!” She squealed
and jumped into his arms for a hug.


“Hey
Leah-girl. How have you been? I’d ask if you two were staying out of
trouble, but I already know the answer to that. Don’t I?”


Leah giggled. “Well, you
always said we kept you young with our shenanigans. It’s not like we go looking
for trouble.”


Johr heaved a sigh. “I
know. None of this is your fault. We should have told you both about your
heritage a long time ago. We were just hoping it was never going to be an
issue. Neither one of you had shown any Feydall
tendencies before now.”


I sensed Leah probe my
mind. Did he just say ’neither one of us‘?
Does that mean we are both Feydall?


I shrugged.


Johr motioned to the
massive couch. “Have a seat. This may take a little while.”


Jace and Leah sat with
their hands intertwined in her lap. Talon led me over and lowered me to the
couch. He sat next to me and I laid my head on his shoulder, clutching his
hand. He tried to distance himself, but I was unyielding and held on even
tighter. Johr’s eyebrows came together. He didn’t look very happy.


I raised one eyebrow in
response and reached out to him with my mind.


Uncle Johr, stop looking at me like that.


Johr shuddered and studied
me with wide eyes.


Please understand. I don’t really care about the stupid law. He
makes me happy, and I feel safe with him.


Johr shook his head. My little Cat. You are truly amazing. However,
the law is absolute and we cannot go against it. We will discuss this later, but
now is not the time.


The room suddenly pulsed
with light, causing Johr to take a small step back. Talon reached over and rubbed
the back of my hand and the lights slowly resumed a muted glow.


Breeg chuckled as Johr
exhaled noisily. “Okay. Well, you already know about the Feydall. We are an ancient race who has lived peacefully for
centuries with the Varyo, Lykaios, Osanen and most of the Draíocht.”


I waved my hand in an
effort to stop him. “Wait, wait, wait. The Varyo I understand because Talon and
Freya are Varyo, however the only Lykaios I know of is Ta’-Sha.”


“Ta’-Sha? Caitlin, what do
you know of her? Why didn’t you mention her earlier?” Jace reached across Talon
and grabbed my hand.


Shrugging my shoulders, I
said, “She has appeared to me twice. Based on what Ael’onwe told me, she is
also my protector.”


“Caitlin, we will come
back to your story. Now Jace, have you not told them of your true nature?” Johr
asked him pointedly.


Jace dropped my hand and
shrugged his shoulders. “I honestly thought they had put two and two together.”


Johr nodded. “Well, try
again; I don’t think they are firing on all cylinders today.”


Jace faced us with an
amused expression. “Caitlin, do you remember the wolf that protected you in the
clearing? Was there anything familiar about him?”


I studied him, puzzled,
and then hooted with laughter.


Oh My God. Jace was
the wolf.


Leah seemed confused. “Wait,
what wolf? You completely lost me. Caiti what happened when you were with
Ryan?”


Hearing his name sobered
me and tore a growl from Talon’s throat.


I responded to her,
amused. “Girl, didn’t you wonder why Jace trotted out of the woods by
himself…and shirtless? He certainly didn’t start out that way. Surely he hadn’t
been away from you very long when Talon and I showed up?”


I watched her face,
waiting for her to grasp what I was saying. Her eyes widened and her mouth
formed a big “O.”


Finally, she got it.


She twisted to face Jace
with her lip turned up on side. “No, I still don’t get it.”


I slapped my forehead with
my palm. “Leah, he was the wolf I saw in the woods!”


“Oh.” She responded
quietly.


I was astonished that was
all she had to say. She must’ve been in shock or something.


Jace waggled his eyebrows
at her and she exhaled and relaxed her shoulders.


I winked at him and went
back to listening to Johr. Jace seemed to really understand
how to disarm her fears.


“Okay, we have the Varyo and Lykaios sorted out, but what are the Osanen and Draíocht?”


He gave me an appreciative
look. “The Osanen are a people of
small stature, but extremely adept at wielding Earth magic, like Breeg. They
tend to live in forests and wooded areas. Most of them like to keep to
themselves, but there are some who have entered mainstream
life and have become quite famous for their acting.


“Now, the Draíocht are also known as Magi and they
are powerful magicians. There are two factions within the Draíocht. The white magic users have been our allies for millennia.
The dark magic users have taken an adversarial approach and aligned themselves
with the Accendersi.”


I frowned. “The Accendersi? That
sounds familiar, like I have heard that before. Who
are they?”


Talon snarled. “The Accendersi are exactly what Jace and I
are trying to protect you from. They are Ryan’s new friends.”


I chewed on my lower lip. “Is
that what we ran into at the party? Who was the man who came out of the fire?”


Johr and Breeg jumped to
their feet.


“What man?” Johr demanded.


I held my hand up to
silence them. “I tell you about three mysterious women who continually come to
me in dreams and you are okay with that, but one man is mentioned and you freak
out?”


Talon snuck furtive
glances at Johr while he finished answering my questions.


“Yes. The man you saw was
Egan. He is one of the three leaders who make up the Triada, which is the ruling class of the Accendersi. He is one of the dark Draíocht, and is extremely gifted with an
ability to manipulate fire. He is a very powerful and enigmatic man. He can also
be very charming and is frequently able to influence people to his way of
thinking, without them even knowing what is happening. You have to be on your
toes every moment in his presence.”


Breeg seemed agitated,
while Uncle Johr simply looked livid. His face was bright red as he stared at
Talon and Jace.


“How could you have
allowed Egan to get so close to them? Do you understand the consequences if
they had gotten to Caiti and Leah?”


Whoa, whoa, whoa.


Talon and Jace were
obviously distraught. Leah wrapped her arms around Jace while I stepped between
Talon and Uncle Johr. I had to crane my neck to meet Uncle Johr’s gaze. My
cheeks burned, and I hoped my face wasn’t all blotchy.


“You can just stop right
there. I don’t remember either one of you being present at that party.” I waved
my hand dismissively toward Breeg and Uncle Johr. “If it hadn’t been for Talon
and Jace, Leah and I wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation. God
knows where we would be. They have
taken such good care of us and we have never felt as safe and secure as we do when
we are with them.” All I could think about was how important Talon had become
to me. I wasn’t about to let the two men run roughshod over me.


Johr grabbed me by the
elbow and pulled me aside, reprimanding Talon and Jace. “If you two had been
doing your job, instead of playing house, Egan never would have been able to
get so close.”


Mom glided in and placed her
hand on Uncle Johr’s arm. “Johr, wait,” she pleaded, “Let’s not point fingers
right now. The Accendersi used Ryan
as a cover. The boys were trying to protect her from the little thug, without even
knowing he was hiding Egan. We were all fooled. The
important thing is to have the girls go about their normal routine and not
alert the Accendersi to the fact the Turvata is now involved. They need to go
home as soon as possible. You and Breeg can watch them from the sidelines until
the boys come back from Emory. We can’t afford to fall apart now. The Accendersi are extremely talented at
manipulation. That is how they initially strike, and if successful, they will cause
us to turn against each other.”


Breeg stepped forward. “She
is right. This can be handled at a later time. Right
now we ha’ to do what is in tha best interest o’ tha
gels.”


How about what we thought was best for ourselves?


Johr said, “Fine, but it
will be dealt with.”


Talon and Jace bowed
slightly. “Understood.”


What did Johr mean by that?


Mom motioned for Breeg and
Johr to follow her. “Come let’s plan the security detail you will use while the
boys are in Emory.” She flashed us a bright smile over her shoulder, winking as
she propelled Breeg and Johr out of the room, shutting the door behind her.


Clearly,
Mom was trying to get us some time alone with Talon and Jace, but why? If the law was so clear
about our relationship being forbidden, why would Mom
allow us the time together?


Jace grabbed Leah and held
her tight. They moved to a leather loveseat in the corner of the room and talked
quietly.


Talon walked over, picked
up a remote and switched on some classical music. I
wasn’t aware he listened to anything soothing. I curled up on the large couch
in the middle of the room and wrapped my arms tightly around my legs, trying to
keep myself from coming apart.


Talon was grief-stricken. “Ves'tacha, Johr is very angry with us
and I want you to be prepared. I am afraid he will remove us as your protectors
as soon as you are out of immediate danger. He already believes we are too
emotionally involved with you as it is, and he may be right. There is also that
small matter of the law.”


I sighed deeply. “Let me
say this again - I don’t care about the stupid law. I feel protected when I’m
with you, and Leah and Jace are perfect for each other.”


Talon reached out for me,
and I went into his arms. He stroked my hair.


“Promise me one thing.”


“Anything.”


“Promise me that you will do
what Breeg tells you while we are gone. He will do everything in his power to
protect you, but you are going to have to help him out. You and Leah seem to
have a natural affinity for attracting trouble.”


Ugh. He had to ask for that.


I pulled back from him and
placed my hands on his chest, feeling the slabs of muscle underneath. He raised
his eyebrows and his eyes slowly changed color. I turned my face to him, and he
didn’t disappoint me. He cupped my face in his large hands and kissed me
tenderly. I threw my legs over his, snuggling into his lap. By this point, his
eyes were blazing. I leaned over, nipping the skin just below his ear. He
growled deep in his throat, pulled me to him and nuzzled my neck while nibbling
along my jaw line.


“You realize I could be
banished for what we are doing right now?” he murmured.


I ran my fingers through
his thick, auburn hair. “I would like to see them try. I’m curious if I have
any other hidden talents.” I mused.


If someone tried to pull
him away from me at that exact moment, they would’ve
had a hell of a fight on their hands.


Talon cradled me to his
chest and tucked me under his chin. “I wish I could explain to you how much you
mean to me. I cannot find the words to describe it, even to myself. Everything has
happened so quickly. I had long since lost hope that I would find you- the
light to balance my darkness. I am afraid that I am too distracted to properly
protect you, but I am too selfish–and more than a little jealous–to allow
anyone else to take my place.”


I ran my fingertip up and
down his heavily muscled bicep. “Not to worry—there   isn’t
anyone who could take your place. I have never had anyone affect my emotions
this way in my entire life. I rarely allow people to get close and I usually don’t
like being touched. With you, it’s different–there is
unmistakable solace in your arms. I know—it sounds a little cheesy, doesn’t it?
Right now, I guess I am just one, big, walking after-school special.”


Leah sighed contentedly
from across the room and Talon grimaced. “Regrettably, that is going to be
another issue.”


I sat up and blinked at
him, bewildered. “What do you mean?”


“Well, there is an ancient
set of laws dictating which races are allowed to intermingle. Unfortunately,
relationships between the Feydall and
Lykaios are strictly
forbidden. The Lykaios are not
magic users, and thus are not permitted to intermarry
with magical races. There have been a couple of rare cases where marriages have
occurred, but the Feydall involved was
required to leave their own kind and live amongst the Lykaios. The fact Jace is a respected member of the Turvata may work in his favor, but there
is no guarantee.”


“Yes, but neither one of
us is full-blooded Feydall. As a
matter of fact, neither one of us even knew this world
existed. Leah was adopted as a baby, so I guess it is
entirely possible she could also be of both worlds. We simply don’t know. Mom
said that she wasn’t sure that the laws would actually apply to us.” I frowned.
“Anyway, why would it be such a big deal for a magic user to marry a non-magic
user? Why does it even matter?”


Talon ran his hand from
the crown of my head to the middle of my back, stroking my hair. “We are not as
large in numbers as we once were, due to the constant warring between the Ethereal and the Accendersi. We are desperately trying to keep the strength of the
bloodlines alive. We can always hope for Jace and Leah, but the chances are
very slim. However, if you are a Lumina, then the amount of Feydall blood in you will no longer matter. They will promise your
hand to a member of one of the other royal families.” He crushed me against
him. “I cannot bear the thought of you belonging to another.”


I snuggled into his chest
and held on tight. “I am yours. If they think they can separate us, let them
come.” I pulled his head down to mine and kissed him until we were both
breathless. I loved to see his eyes sparkling blue in response to me, heady
with this newfound power. I allowed my lips to part and felt him breathe into
me. My entire body burned with the intensity of my emotions. Every nerve was
raw.


Talon trembled as our
passion grew and I grew dizzy. I nibbled at his lower lip and, in my excitement,
accidently bit him. A small bead of blood formed on his lip, and without
thinking, I ran my tongue across the drop.


Talon reared his head back
and dumped me unceremoniously on the floor. “Caitlin, no!” He sounded aghast. “How
could I have been so stupid? I am constantly putting you in danger. Perhaps it would be better for Johr to remove me as
your protector.”


What was he talking about?


I was embarrassed as the
tears started up again. He was going to think that was all I ever did. I was normally
much tougher than this.


“What did I do wrong now?”
I asked.


Talon helped me up and paced
the room, muttering to himself in a language I couldn’t
even begin to understand.


Jace’s head snapped up and
he jumped to his feet. “Talon, what is it?”


Talon faced him and a
single red tear slipped down his cheek. Jace’s face crumpled, obviously horrified
and Leah rushed to my side, wrapping her arms around me as I burst into tears—again.
Talon cursed under his breath and strode from the room.


Leah shrugged her
shoulders at Jace, baffled. “Exactly what just happened here? Did I miss
something?”


Jace sounded uneasy. “I
hope it’s not what I think. I need to go find him. You girls stay here and watch
out for each other until I come back.” He sprinted in the direction Talon had
gone.


“Cay-bear. Don’t cry,” Leah said. “It
will make your eyes all puffy. You know what we need? We
need a vacation. Thankfully, spring break is just a few days away, so let’s
just sneak off to Hawaii.”


The idea of lying on a
beach far away from all the chaos here definitely had its merit.


Mom came in with a determined
look on her face. “Okay girls, we have been cleared to go back home. Brady is
with Austin at hockey, and I need to go pick him up.”


Okay, I was utterly
confused now. “So, we are just going to go home like nothing ever happened?”


“Yep, except Leah is going
to stay with us for a couple of days.”


Leah beamed at her. “Yes—s!”


“You girls grab your stuff.
Your Uncle Johr is waiting to drive us home, and Breeg is already there,
watching over things.”


I jumped up from the couch,
panic-stricken. “We can’t leave yet. We have to wait for Talon and Jace. We
promised.”


She shuffled nervously.


I sighed. There was no way
this was going to end well.


“Um, actually, Johr sent
them on ahead to Emory.” She replied softly


I hit the ceiling. “What? Are
you kidding me? They left without even having the courtesy of telling us? When will they be back?”


Mom was decidedly
uncomfortable with the situation. I clenched my fists at my sides and took deep,
steadying breaths, trying to hold back the anger I could feel rising inside me.


“You still haven’t
answered me. When are they coming back?” I demanded.


She looked away. “I’m not
sure. They were going to talk to the pack Elders.
I have no idea how long it may take. It’s only fair to forewarn you--Johr isn’t
happy with the intensity of your relationship with Talon.” She sighed. “You have
to understand that your Uncle Johr is completely uncompromising when it comes
to the law. His entire existence has been driven by the need to protect and
uphold our culture.”


My hands shook violently. “I’m
so sick of being held to something I didn’t even know existed until a few hours
ago.” The light in the room crackled. “I will not let my life be controlled by it. Period!
I hate having someone trying to direct every aspect of my life. It is like
being with Ryan all over again.”


The dust sparked
erratically and the room went dark. Leah laughed and the air around her head
sparkled and glowed. Mom silently made her way to the door and opened it wide,
allowing light to spill in from the outer room. She motioned for us to go precede
her out. As I went out, I glanced over my shoulder at the cozy chamber, knowing
my life would never be the same again.


 












Chapter 8


Now What?


 


 


Talon threw the Challenger
into fifth gear and pounded the gas pedal with his foot.


“Jace,
how could I have been so careless? Maybe Johr was right to send us away.” He slammed a
meaty fist into the steering wheel hard enough to make Jace wince. “I’ve tried
so hard to keep her safe, but I am constantly putting her in danger. He’s right
- I should have sensed Egan’s presence before he got so close. I let my guard
down and it almost cost us everything.” He brought one hand up to rub his
temple. “I will do anything to make sure she is safe, even if it means I have
to leave.” He was so stupid to have let his guard down.


Jace rubbed the back of
his neck with his hand and dropped his hands into his lap in defeat. “Talon, seriously. There is no way you could have
anticipated something like that.”


Talon was in a state of
shock. What was wrong with him? Couldn’t Jace understand the danger that faced
them? “You realize what could happen if she ingested more than a couple drops
of my blood?”


Jace shook his head in
disbelief. “Good God, she accidentally bit your lip. You act like
the two of you committed a murder. It was one drop - nothing more. Maybe it
wouldn’t be such a bad thing. It would solve several problems you two are
currently facing.”


Talon gnashed his teeth
together. Had Jace lost his mind? “I would never bind her to this life.” He
spat furiously.


Jace sighed. “Talon, man,
I really don’t see what would be so terrible. She will already have the
longevity you possess. She also seems to have some magical ability - how much,
still remains to be seen. Hell, even Breeg suspects she is a latent. Who knows
what will show up in the near future?” He scratched his head and paused a
moment before continuing. “You say you wouldn’t bind her to your life. Did you
ever stop to think about what she may want? I think you might find your way of
life would be very different if she was with you. You would take her love and
her light with you. It would no longer be a world of nothing but shadow.”


Talon stared straight
ahead whipping through the traffic and mumbled in response. He had to get
himself together and look out for Caitlin’s best interests – even if he hated
his own choices. “It doesn’t matter what I want – it never has. The law is
finite and she deserves more.”


Jace was exasperated and
flopped against the back of the seat. “Dude, screw the law. I do not intend to
allow it to keep me from what will make me happy. Anyway, do you really think
she will be happy with you gone? Did you stop to look at her face when you
walked out?”


Talon’s eyes flashed blue
and a deep line creased his forehead. What kind of question was that? Of course,
he had seen it and it killed him. “Yes, and it will haunt me the rest of my
life. I swore to protect her and I have caused her more pain than anyone.”


Jace turned in his seat
and threw his hands in the air. “Brother, did you ever stop to think about why
that is? It hurts her when you leave because she cares for you. Understand?” He
rapped on Talon’s head with his knuckles.


Talon was
incredulous. It really hadn’t occurred to him to think about her reasons behind
being so upset. “I have never had anyone care for me that way. It’s all very
new to me and I don’t know how to act or what I’m supposed to do. I only know I
can’t stand to see her unhappy.”


Jace grinned
like a lunatic. “Woo--hoo. You aren’t
perfect! Welcome to the normal world with the rest of us.”


Talon made a
face as he pressed harder on the gas and rocketed them
closer to Emory.


***


Uncle Johr
pulled up to the ice rink in his custom SUV.


Did we
really need to ride in a car with bulletproof windows? The entire vehicle was reinforced with steel. It was the kind of car normally
reserved for foreign dignitaries or royalty.


I frowned,
still coming to terms with the fact that this morning, I was just plain Caitlin—junior
at Marcus High School, average student, and favorite target of Tami’s Alley Cats.
Now I had to struggle with my new identity—part Feydall, prospective Lumina,
daughter of a fairy princess, and primary target of an evil clan called the Accendersi. It made my head throb just
thinking about it. It was as if I were trapped in a bad
movie. I had to get out of the car before I lost my mind.


Swinging the
door open, I hopped out of the car and called over my shoulder, “I’ll get him.”
I motioned for Leah. “Come on!” 


We jumped
out of the car with me dragging Leah behind me.


“Caiti! You are going to pull my arm out of the socket.”


“Sorry. I really
needed to get away from everyone for a while. I feel like I can’t breathe.”


“I
completely understand. It’s been one hell of a wild day,” she said.


This was one of the reasons why I adored Leah—she understood me
without being judgmental. I linked my arm in hers.


“Come on;
let’s go find the little fart.”


“Hey. That
is my future husband you are talking about,” Leah giggled.


We found
Brady and his pal Austin playing bubble hockey in the corner of the rink. It
looked like a foosball table with a big plastic dome over the top. They were
like a couple of monkeys on crack, jumping all over the place, yelling and spinning
the handles. Their antics always cracked me up.


“Brady! Dude,
we have to go,” I yelled.


“In a
minute, I wanna finish this game. Oh, man!
Woo--hoo. Score!”


“Yoo-hoo, Brady,”
called Leah.


Brady spun
around and blushed. The color spread all the way to the tips of his ears, and I
shook my head. She loved to make him blush.


Austin
waved. “Hey Caiti, hey Leah!”


They
finished up their game and sprinted over to where we were standing. Austin ran
right up to me and gave me a big hug. Brady came over to my other side and
leaned on me. I reached over and squeezed his shoulders.


“Hi Leah,”
Brady said and stared at the floor. His face got even redder.


“Hey, where
did you two get the tokens to play?” I asked him.


Brady
shrugged, “Aunt Kimmie.”


I shook my
head. Of course, who else?


Kim was Austin’s
mom and she was like another mother to me. My mom and Kim had been great
friends for as long as I could remember.


I glanced around
the rink. “Brady, where is your gear, bud?”


“It’s in Aunt
Kimmie’s office. I’ll go get it.” He took off running
with Austin on his heels.


Kim emerged
from the office behind the boys, came over, and gave me a quick hug. “Hey, kiddo. What’s up?”


“You
wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” I said.


You would be surprised at what I know. She
watched my face as her voice floated into my mind.


Really? You have got
to be kidding me? Don’t we know any normal people? Can I communicate with everyone this way?


Kim laughed aloud. “Normal is completely overrated. We’re way too twisted to be normal. Seriously, though–are you okay? You two have had a pretty big shock.”


Leah was
looking at me with questions in her eyes and her head cocked to the side.


I nodded. “Yes, her too.”


Leah burst
into hysterics, creating a halo of sparkles around her head. I’m glad someone
thought all this was humorous. Kim raised her eyebrows. “I can see we are going
to have to teach you two how to control that. ‘Normal’
people are going to notice if you are surrounded by sparkles anytime you think
something is funny.”


Leah jerked
her thumb at me. “At least I don’t make things explode when I get mad.” She
went off into another peal.


Kim shook
her head. “Nice. Of all your mother’s traits, you pick the temper.”


My eyes
opened wide. “Like I had a choice in any of this? Yesterday, I was just hoping
to pass my geometry test. Now, I find that I am part mythical being, forbidden
to be with someone I really care about, and some legendary Lumina on top of everything else.”


Kim stared. “A Lumina? Who
called you that?”


I sighed. “Who
hasn’t called me that?


She paused,
seemingly deep in thought, as the boys bounced up with Brady’s hockey gear in
hand.


She waved us
outside. “Go on. Tell your mom I will be by later tonight. I need to do a
little research first.” She gave me a quick hug, tousled Brady’s hair and disappeared.


“Later Austin.” Brady gave him a high five and ran full
speed to the car, waving like a maniac at Mom and Uncle Johr.


“Uncle
Johr!” Brady bellowed, waving his hockey stick as the big man stepped out of
the car and came around to take his gear and toss it in the back.


“What’s up,
buddy?” Johr gave him a quick hug.


“You comin’ over to our house? Wanna
play Halo when we get there? Please, please, please?”


“You bet. We’ll
order some pizza and hang out late, since you don’t have school tomorrow.” Johr
replied


Brady was
absolutely beaming. He adored our Uncle. Johr was the closest thing to a dad
that my little brother had ever known, since our father had passed away before he
was even born. Johr opened the door for Brady, and then waited for Leah and me
to get in the car. It was so embarrassing–he acted like a chauffeur.


“Johr, you
don’t have to wait for us. We can open the door for ourselves,” I groaned. “This
is so embarrassing. People are staring at us.”


He frowned,
creating deep lines in his forehead. “So? Let them look. Cat, I take my job
very seriously. You two will not come to any harm while I am here.”


I could see
there was no way I was going to win this battle. I surrendered and gave a mock
bow to Leah, indicating she could go on ahead. “After you, Your
Highness.”


“Oh, you are
too kind,” Leah simpered.


Johr didn’t
look amused at all, which sent us into hysterics. Mom just shook her head, while
Brady joined us in the backseat.


It took a
while for us to sober up, but once we did, the remainder of the ride was spent in silence. The quiet was unfortunate, as all it
did was give me more time to think about Talon’s
absence. By the time we turned into our subdivision, I was downright depressed.
Mom kept sneaking furtive glances in our direction and I knew she could sense
something was up. Leah and I were never quiet in the car.


We pulled
into the driveway, and Johr appeared at our door before we could even get it
open.


Whew. That
kind of speed must be nice.


He motioned
for us to stay put while he walked up to the front door to unlock it.


“Mom,” I asked,
“is he really going to make us sit here while he checks out the house? If there
were someone else there, Harley would be barking like crazy. Don’t you think
this is going overboard?”


Harley is my
little Parson Russell Terrier. She is a bit hyper, but a really
sweet dog. She used to sleep with me, but anytime I had the strange dream,
she would go absolutely berserk and start barking and
snarling. She got to the point where she was waking Brady up, so I started
having her stay in her crate at night.


Maybe I
would let her sleep with us tonight, since no one had to go to school tomorrow.


Mom sighed.
“Please don’t be difficult. He is just trying to keep you safe. He really cares
about you, you know? You and Brady are the children he
never had.”


Leah nudged
me with her elbow.


“Okay, okay.
We’ll stay in the car until he comes back.” I whispered to Leah, “This is
stupid.”


Leah nodded
quickly and responded in a low voice. “I know, but let’s just do this one thing
to make him happy. Think about it. It’s probably in our favor if we behave
ourselves and stay on his good side. Do you really think he is going to give us
what we want if we do nothing but give him a hard time?”


I shrugged
at her. “I guess I see your point.”


I jumped in
the seat as I heard Leah’s voice in my mind. Have I mentioned recently how utterly cool it is that we can talk
without anyone else knowing what is going on?


We both giggled.
Mom glanced over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow as we returned her gaze with
complete innocence. She sighed deeply before looking back toward the front door.


Johr came back
out the front door with a wry expression, walking over to our car door and opening
it.


“No sign of
any danger, other than you drowning in the sea of clothes on your floor.”


“Oh, Caitlin!” Mom exclaimed.


I shrugged a
shoulder, and Leah and I giggled again. No one asked him to go into my room.


We darted
out of the car and sprinted up the stairs to the shelter of my room. I shut the
door behind us, grabbed the TV remote and switched the
set on. We went through the menu looking for something good to watch that would
take our minds off everything that had happened the
last couple of days.


There was a
light knock on the door and Mom poked her head in the doorway. “Johr is going
to order pizza. What do you girls want?”


“Talon and
Jace,” I said sarcastically.


“Ha, ha. Very funny. Trust me in
this–if you follow my lead, you'll be a lot more likely to get what you want in
the end. Your father and I had many happy years together before his accident.”
She gave me a sad look.


“Sorry, Mom. I don’t mean to be difficult. My nerves are
just completely raw, and I haven’t slept well in forever.”


“Okay, so
back to pizza. The usual? Pesto
pizza?”


Leah and I
nodded enthusiastically and Mom left, shutting the door behind her. Leah was disconsolate.
“I wonder if Jace and Talon made it okay to…where was it they were going again?”


I stared at
her thoughtfully. “Wait. Didn’t they say they were going to Emory?”


Leah jumped
up. “Hey! Your Aunt Gail lives in Emory!”


I couldn’t
believe I hadn’t thought of that before. “Yep, remember we used to go there
when we were little?”


Leah clapped
her hands together. “Oh yeah! It was so much fun out there.
I remember there were always tons of people hanging around the house. There was
always something going on.” She watched me strangely. “You don’t think?”


I threw my
hands up in surrender. “Who knows? I don’t think anything would surprise me at
this point. I just wish we could talk to Talon and Jace. I never even thought
to ask for a cell phone number, because anytime we wanted them, they were
already there.” I could feel the depression setting in on me again. “I wouldn’t
mind visiting my aunt again,” I sighed. “Things are just so much easier out there.”


Leah seemed
to agree. “I remember her little white house with the blue trim, and all the
trees lining the street so they created a canopy over the road.”


I tapped her
on the leg excitedly. “Yep. Remember the last time we
were there, how we sat cross-legged on the floor of her den and tried to
convince her she needed a two-person hammock in the back yard?”


She grinned
back at me. “Now that you mention it, I do. We talked about getting one with
green and white stripes.” She clapped her hands together. “Let’s make a deal. When
we go back, and it will be soon, we will buy her the hammock and take it with us.
It will look awesome in the back yard.”


“I totally
agree. I can just picture it there.”


Suddenly, I
noticed something going on in my mirror. An image shimmered into focus as
Ael’onwe appeared and put a finger to her lips. With a wave of her hand, she
disappeared and we found ourselves staring at the front of my Aunt Gail’s
little house in Emory.


I grabbed
Leah’s hand. I couldn’t believe what we were seeing. She stared openmouthed at
the mirror.


“I wish we
were there right now.” I said wistfully.


“Me too.” She whispered.


There was a
flash then everything went black.


 


Talon pulled
into the narrow gravel driveway at Sonny and Gail’s house. It was a cute little
white house with blue trim. The yard was full of various trucks and looked like
everyone had already assembled by the time the boys arrived. Talon glanced at
Jace and exhaled noisily.


“Well, here
goes nothing. Let’s hope they have good news for us.” He had such great
memories of this place, maybe it would be good luck for him.


Jace grinned
and gestured toward the yard. “There certainly are enough of them here. I
haven’t seen an assembly like this in decades and am curious to see what
information they have. They usually have a unique outlook on things.”


Talon
started laughing and dismissed him with a wave of his hand. “What you mean is
they have a special talent for being able to get around the rules.”


“Dude. Call it what you will. As long as I get my way, I
don’t care.” He chuckled.


Talon rolled
his eyes skyward. “Spoken like a true Lykaios.”


He put the
car into park and cut the ignition. The screen door swung open. Holding the
door was a small woman with graying hair and bright eyes who was grinning from
ear to ear.


“Jace! You rascal! Where have you
been? You’ve been gone for much too long.”


Jace walked
forward quickly and wrapped his arms around the small woman. “I’m so sorry. I
know, and I promise not to stay away for so long again. You remember Talon,
don’t you?”


Gail smiled,
her eyes twinkling. “How could I ever forget my sweet Varyo with the sparkling blue eyes?” She reached one hand out to Talon.
He immediately took her hand, kissed it and pulled her into a mighty bear hug.
This tiny woman reminded him of Caitlin and he couldn’t resist hugging her.


“I am so
glad to see you again. I cannot thank you enough for hosting the assembly
here.”


 She winked at him. “Like there was any other
option?” She gestured toward the house. “These are my family now. Anyway, who
else could keep them all in line? If I wasn’t around, they would all simply act
like a bunch of wild animals.”


Jace lowered
his voice. “How many have arrived? Who’s here?”


Gail took a
quick look back at the house and let the screen door close quietly. “Well, Beau
was the first one here other than our pack: Sonny; Scott; Todd; Bub and Ronnie.
Shortly after Beau got here, Shine, Bunk, Benson and
Burl all arrived within a couple of hours of each other.”


Jace was
visibly impressed. “All of the Elders are here? I cannot remember the last time
I saw them all in the same place“. He shot her a big grin. “Actually, now I
think about it a little, I think it was your wedding.”


Talon bowed
his head with the humility he felt. He couldn’t believe Beau had called in so
many of his clan. “I am humbled that they would all come to offer their
assistance in our time of need.” He felt slightly better knowing he and Jace
weren’t in it alone. Maybe they would be able to put their heads together and
come up a solution that would benefit them all.


She looked
deeply concerned. “Exactly what are
they pledging their assistance for? Everyone has been very tight-lipped around
here, and for this group that is quite a feat. They are not known for their
silence.”


Talon nodded
and held the screen door open. “Yes, perhaps we should go inside with the
others and I will explain things further.” There was no point putting it off any
longer.


Jace wrapped
his arm around her narrow shoulders and led her back to the house. Inside it was filled to the brim with pack members.


A great cry
went up.


“Jace”!


“Talon“!


“It’s about
time you guys got here.”


“What did
you two do, walk here? It took you long enough.”


Jace
grimaced and punched the closest pack member, Todd, in the arm. Todd threw his
head back and laughed. A small man with salt and pepper hair slowly rose from
the couch and the entire room silenced.


Talon and
Jace bowed their heads.


“Beau, we
are honored” said Talon.


Jace stepped
forward and got down on one knee in front of Beau without making eye contact.
Beau put his hand on the top of Jace’s head and spoke, “Rise brother. We
welcome you back into the open arms of your pack.” Jace stood up his entire
face alight with joy.


Beau
inclined his head to Talon. “Tuu'-wi' a tah'-shah. Brother
of the wolf. You are always welcome here. We are happy to offer whatever
assistance we can.”


Talon looked around the
room at the faces he had known for generations. “Well, I’m not sure where to
begin. There is so much to tell.” He might as well jump in with both feet.


Beau walked back to his
place on the couch.


“Have a seat and start
from the beginning.” He gestured around the room with a wave of his hand. “We
are all ears for as long as it takes.”


Gail strolled back to
where Sonny sat in a chair near the doorway of the kitchen. She whispered into
his ear, patted him on the shoulder and disappeared
into the kitchen. Sonny watched her walk away with a smile on his face and Talon
felt a pang of sadness as his thoughts began to stray to Caitlin.


What was she was doing
right now? Was she still angry with him for having to leave? Did she understand
that he didn’t want to go?


Jace sat cross-legged on
the floor a few feet away from the couch and cleared his throat. Talon snapped
out of his daydream and realized that everyone was waiting for him to begin.


“Let me start at the
beginning” he said. “We were sent, as members of the Turvata, to protect two
children of the Feydall, one of royal
blood. The four of us got along quite well – actually far better than we should
have.” He should have known that would set them off.


Several men around the
room began hooting.


“Silence!” demanded Beau. He
motioned to Talon “Continue.”


“We were out with the
girls one evening when the Accendersi
tried to abduct them with the help of a boy they knew from their school. We
were able to foil their attempt and took the girls into Sanctuary…that is where
things became complicated.” 
His face heated and took a deep breath to calm himself before
continuing. Friends surrounded him – he could get through this. “We realized
that our problems were much greater than we originally suspected when she was
able to almost blind us with ley stones.”


Beau moved to the edge of
the couch. “A Lumina?
Truly? There hasn’t been a Lumina of the Feydall for centuries.” He looked at
Jace, who simply nodded. “ And your relationship with
this girl?” he asked Talon.


Talon squirmed in his
seat. “Problematic.”


He was still very
uncomfortable with trying to explain his feelings about Caitlin to someone
else. Hell, he was still trying to figure them out himself.


Jace turned from Talon to
Beau and spoke quietly. “Beau, he described her by the rainbow in her laugh,
and the color of her hair and eyes.”


Beau narrowed his eyes and
looked at Talon. “Truly? Perhaps the legend will come
true in my lifetime after all.” He raised his face skyward and chanted.


 


“He’s waited
so long


Their love
will be strong


When the
time is right


And shadow
meets light”


 


Talon was
shaken to his very soul. That was the second time someone had referred
to that same prophecy.


“Amazing. Breeg recited the same
thing.” Jace said in awe.


Beau’s head snapped up. “Breeg? Where did you see my old friend? How is he?”


Talon wasn’t surprised the
two men were friends. Their world was vast, but very close
knit at the same time. “He was brought in to watch the girls while we came here
to meet with the Elders. When we left, he and Johr were taking over our duties
as their protectors.”


Beau scratched his head. “They
must be confident that she is a Lumina if they called Breeg in for protection. I take it
Johr wasn’t very pleased with the relationship you two had formed with these
girls, and you are hoping that we would know of a way around things?”


Talon cringed. If Beau
only knew how unhappy Johr had been.


Jace grinned widely. “Well,
now that you mention it - yes. She is the first girl I have ever been around
where I don’t feel like I have to hide my true nature. I know it didn’t bother Caitlin
in the least, so there is hope for Leah…when she finally figures it out. We
understand they are only half Feydall.
Surely there is way around the ancient laws?”


Talon looked at Beau
unhappily. “I’m not so sure my problem will be solved as easily. They believe
her to be a Lumina
and you know how unyielding they are about the Law.” If only Caitlin hadn’t
picked up those ley stones. Maybe no one would have ever noticed her powers.


Beau gave a dismissive
wave of his hand. “Rules were made to be broken and this is one area where we
excel. There is also the old prophecy, which may work in your favor, my old
friend. Regardless, we have been able to arrange marriages between Feydall and Lykaios before.” He looked pointedly at Sonny as Gail came around
the corner and placed her hand on his shoulder. Sonny took it and raised it
gently to his lips, looking at her lovingly.


Talon had to look away
from this show of tenderness. It made his heart ache
for Caitlin and her bright smile. He was a warrior – how was it that such a
small girl could cause so many problems? Why had he chosen now to lose control
of his own feelings?


Bub, the Beta of the pack,
spoke up. “So, who are these girls? Who is this half-Feydall they profess to be a Lumina?”
He snickered. “I’d really like to meet the girls who managed to get the two of
you so wound up.


Suddenly there was a
blinding flash of light and the room filled with smoke. The men jumped to their
feet and prepared to attack. When the smoke finally cleared, Gail was the first
one to react.


 












Chapter 9


The
Assembly


 


 


“Caitlin!” my aunt gasped,
running forward to grab me in a bear hug. She then reached for Leah and pulled
her into the circle as well. “How in the world did you get here?”


I shrugged my shoulders
and shook my head in disbelief. “I have absolutely no idea. We were sitting in
my room talking about the last time we came here for a visit and how much we
wanted to see you, and…,” I gestured around me, “…here we are.” I shook my head
trying to clear the fog.


Ho-ly crap!


Leah stared at me
completely bewildered.


I slowly stood up looking
around the room. My eyes locked with Talon’s and I squealed and ran into his
arms. He lifted me off the ground and held me close.


I no longer cared how or
why we were here, only that I was with Talon again.


Leah’s head whipped up and
sought out Jace. He gave her a huge smile, holding his arms open. She
immediately jumped into them and he swung her around the room. She squeaked,
engulfing them both in shimmering air.


Beau stood
up from the couch. “Caiti-baby! How have you been?”


I broke away
from Talon’s embrace and examined the room. “Pops! Oh my God. I have missed you so much!” I ran over and gave
him a big hug. I buried my face in his neck and inhaled his familiar scent. He
always smelled earthy, like he had been out in the sun. Absolute security
existed here in my Pops’ arms, surrounded by his brothers and the cousins I had
known my entire life. It brought tears to my eyes.


“Pops?” Jace raised an eyebrow. “You don’t mean to tell me…”
he let the sentence trail off. He glanced around the room in confusion.


The Elders were whooping and bellowing, shoving
each other around to see who could get to me first. “There’s our girl! Hey Caiti! Where have you been hiding? We thought you had
forgotten about us.”


I found
myself being passed from one uncle to another. The
weight on my shoulders simply melted away and I laughed so hard I was soon
crying.


Wiping the
tears from my eyes, I noticed the room was now filled
with colorful butterflies. I looked about in amazement and caught Leah’s eye as
she mouthed the word “awesome.” I was utterly content, and the butterflies
swirled around me as I spun around the room.


Finally, I
was able to do something other than
blow things up.


Talon,
leaning against the far wall, gave a low chuckle. “What are we going to do with
you? You are either blowing things up or covering us in butterflies.”


Obviously,
the irony hadn’t been lost on Talon either.


Happiness
filled the room and everyone’s spirits were high.


Beau signaled
for attention. “Ok, now that we have our little reunion out of the way, we need
to get back to business. Talon, please continue with your report.”


A wide grin took over
Jace’s face.


Bub, the Beta of the pack,
spoke up. “I was beginning to think we would have to marry you and Jace off to
each other.” He nudged Ronnie in the ribs and they both howled with laughter.


I stared around the room
in shock as a realization knocked the wind out of me. I finally understood why
Talon and Jace had come to Pops for help. They were Lykaois.


Benson rose from
his chair, walked over to Talon and clapped him on the
shoulder. “If this little pixie-girl is the half-Feydall you wanted help with, you’ve got it. She has been a
favorite of ours ever since she was a ‘lil thing. I’m willing to protect her
from anything and everything.” His face became very serious and a claw extended
from the tip of his finger as he pressed it into the center of Talon’s chest. “Consider
yourself warned, though, if you hurt her in any way, you will face the fury of
the entire pack. Understood?”


Talon stepped
back, cradled me to his chest, and said, “I would expect nothing less.”


I positively
beamed at my extended family. I absolutely adored them all and they didn’t seem
to have a problem with my budding relationship with Talon. I had forgotten how
happy everyone was here - maybe there was hope after all. I squeezed Talon as
hard as I could, and he placed a kiss on the top of my head.


Burl picked
up a pillow off the couch and hurled it at Jace. “That goes twice for you, you
mischievous pup. We have known Leah since she and Caiti were babies, and I
think you know the consequences of wounding a friend of the pack.”


Jace gave
Leah a bear hug so fierce she squealed. “I’m definitely not as dumb as I may
look. However, I’m trying to figure out how we missed running into these little
pixies before now. Anyway, I’m depending on you all to help us find a way to keep
them.” He gave Scott and Todd a roguish grin and they all doubled over.


I asked
Talon shyly. “What are you doing at my Aunt Gail’s? I never expected to see you
here. Then again, I really didn’t expect to be here myself, for that matter.”


He tucked
the usual piece of hair behind my ear. “I’m so glad you are here - no matter
how you got here. Clearly, you do have some more hidden talents. I wonder what
else you might have up your tiny sleeve.” He winked at me, and then his face
suddenly became serious. “Wait, did you just say your
Aunt Gail? Do you mean that as in a friend of the family or an actual relative?”


His question
caught me off guard. “Why do you ask? She is my mom’s aunt. Leah and I used to
spend a lot of time out here when we were younger, and we have a lot of great
memories of this place. I always begged my mom to move out here, but she would
always look sad and say that it just wasn’t possible. You know, I always
wondered why, but I never really pressed her on it.”


Talon glanced
over at Beau, beaming. “So, you have arranged ‘marriages between Feydall
and Lykaios before’, huh?” He snuck a
look over at Sonny and Gail. “Anyone we might know? What are the chances it
could happen between a Varyo and a
half-Feydall who might be a Lumina?”


Sonny pulled Gail into his
lap, cradling her head on his shoulder and wrapping his arms around her
securely.


“Who knows?” Beau said. “Stay
close and you will learn that within this family, anything is possible.” He
reached out one hand stroking my long hair as he had done when I was little. “What
has you so troubled, my Caiti-baby?”


I shifted my weight from
one foot to another. “Well, it’s complicated.” I hesitated.


Pops gave me a wry smile. “Seems
like I heard that somewhere before.”


I decided to lay it out
all on the table for him.


“Uncle Johr is pissed, to
put it very mildly. People started throwing around the term ‘Lumina’, and he became completely
overprotective and unreasonable.” I got really wound up as the memories came
flooding back and started pacing. “He wouldn’t even let us out of the car until
he had checked out the entire house. Can you believe that? Ugh!” I clenched my
fists at my sides and the lights in the house flickered wildly.


Talon
reached over and placed his hand on the small of my back. As always, there was
an initial shock, and then calming warmth spread throughout my body. I gave his
other hand a squeeze.


Pops studied
me with bright eyes and threw us what my mom would have called a “shit eating
grin”. It usually meant he was up to something.


Uncle Shine
thumped Talon on the back and walked into the kitchen, chuckling to himself. Uncle
Bunk walked over and threw his arms around our shoulders. “Talon, my boy I
think we might be able to help you out after all.”


We watched
as the men went out the back door to the porch for one of their infamous smoke
breaks. Scott stuck his head back in the door and motioned for Talon and Jace
to join them. Aunt Gail crooked her finger at us, beckoning us into the
kitchen. I always loved her kitchen. It was a warm, cheery place full of
wonderful smells.


We plopped
down on a couple of worn wooden stools at the breakfast counter. She pushed a
bowl of green beans toward us and motioned for us to start snapping them. She watched
me out of the corner of her eye. “I guess it’s pretty safe to assume that your
momma doesn’t know you are here?” she asked.


I barked
with laughter. “Yeah, prolly… especially since I wasn’t really planning on
visiting, myself. I’m still not sure how the hell we got here anyway. Man, is
Johr going to be mad. I can just hear it all now. Mom will probably just kind
of shrug her shoulder. She’s pretty easygoing most of the time, and it doesn’t
hurt that you are her favorite aunt, either.” I gave her a wide grin.


Leah’s head
jerked up from the bowl in alarm. “Surely they can’t blame us for this? I mean,
how were we supposed to know we could do that…whatever that was?” She stared off into space. “You know, I wonder if that
will work with other places too.” She wagged her eyebrows at me. “Think about
it. What if we could go anywhere we want, just by imagining
it together? Woo hoo! Hawaii, here we come!”


“If you girls
figure out how to do that – I’m all in.” Gail joked.


Ronnie stuck
his head in the back door. His hair was almost completely
covered in brightly colored butterflies. He winked at me. “Okay, what
did we miss? What’s so funny?”


 We had to hold on to each other for support. I
could hear Pops from the back porch as he shouted, “Okay, you two. Knock it off
before you completely cover the backyard.”


We could
hear the rest of the men laughing along with him. We peeked out the kitchen
window and watched them waving their hands in the air trying to clear away the
butterflies.


Gail was
able to pull herself together long before us. She leaned on the counter and put
her chin in her hands.


“Sweet-pea,
you know we are going to have to call your mom before she realizes you are gone
and they mount a full-scale search for the two of you. The last thing you want
is for Johr to call in unnecessary reinforcements.”


I crossed my
arms on the counter and laid my head down. “Reinforcements?
What kind of reinforcements?” I sat up and waved my hand in front of my face. “Ugh.
Never mind, I don’t want to know but I also don’t want to leave. I haven’t been
this happy in a very long time. I feel like a huge weight has been lifted off
my shoulders, and I don’t have to hide who I am here. Uncle Johr and Breeg will
come flying in here, guns blazing --like the cavalry… well,
so to speak. Please say we don’t have to go.”


The back
door shut with a bang.


“Who said
anything about you having to leave?” demanded Pops. “Surely you don’t think we
can’t protect you? We have the strongest pack anyone’s seen
in generations. No one is going to mess with you while you’re here. Anyway, I’m
not ready to let you go just yet. I don’t get to see you often enough,” he said,
with a sparkle in his eye. He nodded at Gail. “Give her momma a call, and we’ll
sort this out. Put the phone on speaker so we can all hear.”


Gail toddled
across the kitchen and began dialing.


 












Chapter 10


Emory


 


 


“Hello?”


“Hi, sweet baby. How are you?” Gail crooned.


“Gail! Oh my gosh. How are you?” Mom said excitedly. “I have been
thinking about you a lot lately. You wouldn’t believe the things that have been
going on around here. I need to come out there and fill you in on everything. I’m
afraid our worst fears are coming true.”


Aunt Gail hesitated.
“Sweetie, you should know you can always talk to me. However, I called you for
a reason. I just had some company pop in for a little visit. I thought you
might be interested.”


“Gail, did Talon and Jace make it there okay? Did anything happen to anyone from the pack? Who arrived for
the assembly?” Mom sounded worried.


Gail gave a
small chuckle. “Yes, the boys are fine. I’m glad they are here. It’s been too
long since the last time they visited. As far as the assembly goes, we have Beau,
Bunk, Shine, Benson, Burl, Sonny, Bub, Ronnie, Scott, Todd and a couple of surprise
guests. Everyone is all safe and accounted for.”


Leah I
covered our mouths to stifle any noise. The anticipation was making us a little
slap-happy. I knew how mad Johr was going to be, but I
didn’t want to leave.


“Surprise
guests?” Mom sounded confused.


“Well, you
know, that is the interesting part. I don’t really think they were planning on
coming either,” Gail said gently. “Talon was in the middle of explaining things
to Beau when there was a blinding light and the entire room filled with smoke.”


“A portal?”
she yelped.


I heard
scuffling and Johr’s voice, his tone demanding. “Where?”


“Gail, who managed to portal into the assembly?” Mom asked.


“Your
daughter and Leah,” Gail said proudly. 


“They…did…what?”


Johr took
over the call. “Gail! What happened? Who portaled into the assembly?”
His voice was all business.


“Caitlin and
Leah,” Aunt Gail said.


“What?” he roared. “Gail, I want to talk
to Caitlin immediately!”  Gail’s shoulders
slumped. “Baby, he wants to talk to you.”


I shrugged
my shoulders and sighed. “I knew this would happen.” I said sadly.


Pops patted
me on the back and gave me an encouraging smile.


“Hello Johr,”
I said quietly.


“Caitlin! Have
the two of you lost your minds? What the hell were you thinking, portaling into
the middle of the assembly? The pack could have attacked you both, thinking you
were with the Accendersi! Speaking of
the Accendersi–you have very likely
gotten their attention with that little stunt. They are no doubt monitoring the
ley lines for portals as we speak. Get your asses back here right now!”


My anger
roared to the surface. “Hold it just a minute! First of all,
we had no intention of creating a portal in the first place—especially since we
didn’t even know they existed! Quite
frankly, I don’t remember ever taking Portaling 101
in school!”


Pops stifled
a laugh as I continued my rampage.


“Furthermore,
I have no idea how to recreate what
we did even if I wanted to… so stop yelling at me!”


Johr took a
deep breath, obviously trying to regain control of himself.
“We are on our way to Emory to pick you up. Be ready to leave as soon as we get
there.”


“No! I screamed. Thunder rattled the
windows of the house and Talon burst into the house with Jace right on his heels.
Talon wrapped his arms around me and rocked me like a small child.


Beau took over
the call. “Johr.”


“Beau?” he
asked. “I apologize for all the drama. She should have known better.”


“How could
she know better? Did anyone ever teach her about the existence of our world? To
quote Natsias, ‘Kon mangel te kerel
tumendar r oburen 'ci 'soxa phenela
tumen o 'ca'cuimos pa tumare perin tonde.’”


I leaned
over and whispered to Talon. “What does that mean?


He
responded, “He who wants to enslave you will never tell you the truth about
your forefathers.”


“Ouch,” I
said.


Beau
continued, “You cannot blame her for what happened. No need to apologize to me–we
couldn’t be happier our two favorite little pixies have dropped in for an
unscheduled visit. I have missed them.”


Johr paused.
“I’ll be there as soon as I can to pick them up. Breeg and I can be there
within a couple of hours.”


Beau shook
his head at the phone. “No need. Why don’t you let them stay here a day or two?
I think it would be good for the girls.”


Johr was adamant.
“No, it’s my duty to see that they are safe.”


“Are you
suggesting these girls are not safe when they would be protected by the entire
pack?” Beau questioned menacingly.


Hope
blossomed in my chest. Maybe Johr would listen to Pops, ‘cause
he sure as hell didn’t listen to anyone else.


Johr
yielded. “No. You are right. They should be quite safe with you. I will be
there Monday night, as they have to be back at Champion in Southlake for cheer
practice no later than Tuesday. Marne is adamant about them continuing with
their regular routine so as not to draw any unnecessary attention to them.”


“Understood,”
he agreed. “We will see you Monday night. Goodbye.”


He placed
the phone gently back in the cradle, spun around slowly to face us, jumped into
the air, and whooped for joy.


“Stubborn
old fool. He thought he could strong-arm me into making you go home. No way! We are keeping you. I think a couple of days in the
country are exactly what you need. There’s nothing that some fishing and good
food can’t fix.” He squeezed my shoulders as he headed for the back porch to
share the good news. Moments later the air was filled with hoots and yelling.


“All right!”


“That’s
right, Beau. You tell him!”


“Suggesting
that she is not safe with us? How ridiculous!”


“This calls
for a party!”


“Gail! Let’s
barbecue!”


Gail shook
her head. “I guess we better start pulling things together. Caiti, can you
please grab the veggies from the ‘fridge? Leah, see if you can find some
potatoes and onions in the pantry. We will have to come up with quite a spread
for this crew. Whew, they can eat!”


Leah and I made
eye contact and grinned as the air in the kitchen sparkled around us. At the
same time, a cry went up outside.


Finally,
something was going our way. It was about damn time.


“Hey! Enough with the butterflies! Can’t you girls conjure
anything else?”


I couldn’t
remember the last time I was so happy.


We sat in
the kitchen, peeling potatoes and chopping veggies while Gail prepared the meat
for the grill. We didn’t have to talk–we were perfectly content in each other’s
company. The back door opened and the smell of smoke from the burning hickory poured
into the kitchen. Jace poked his head in the door. He had pulled his glossy
chestnut-colored hair into a ponytail at the base of his neck.


“The grill is
ready anytime you are, Gail.” He flashed a wide grin and winked at us.


Gail walked
over to the door with a large platter full of various cuts of meat. “Here is
the first of them. Take that one out and come back for the other pan.”


Leah seemed
surprised. “The other pan? Are you expecting more
people to show up?”


How quickly
Leah had forgotten about Jace’s true nature.


 Gail and I snickered. “I know it’s been a long
time since you were here with Caiti. I guess you were too young the last time
to notice.” She continued, “No, we aren’t expecting anyone else. These boys
will devour everything I set out for them.”


Leah stared
at me and I gave her a mischievous grin. “What else would you expect from a
bunch of animals?”


After a
minute, she grimaced and gave a nervous twitter. “Oh, yeah.
I kind of forgot about all that.”


The screen
door opened with a bang and Leah squealed, jumping off her barstool. Jace wore
a strange expression.


“What’s
wrong? Did something happen?”


Leah shook
her head at him embarrassed, while I giggled. Jace was obviously bewildered. Talon
came in the back door shaking butterflies out of his hair.


“Jace, I
thought you might need some help.” He winked at me. “So, I figured I’d come in
and see what was so funny.”


Leah jerked
her thumb in my direction. “Ask Caiti. She’s being quite the comedian today.”


I covered my
mouth with my hand and tried to stifle my amusement. It didn’t work very well,
since Leah made eye contact with me, started sputtering herself, and proceeded into
full-blown laughter. Jace growled at both of us, but it only made it worse.


Talon sauntered
over to me. He had that predatory look again. Instinct took over and I squirmed
on the barstool, looking for escape.


“Making
trouble again?” He murmured. “You really have quite the talent for starting
trouble don’t you? Perhaps we need to find a way to curb this impish nature of
yours.” He shot me a menacing grin. I yelped and leapt off the barstool, bolting
out the back door. I shot through Beau and the rest of the pack.


As I darted past,
Bub hollered “Caiti, where’s the fire?”


I heard the
screen door slam shut behind me and Talon was right on my heels. I squealed and
scurried through the trees in the backyard.


Ronnie laughed
and pointed in the direction Talon had run. “I think we know where the fire is.”
He nodded approvingly at Talon. “I think he may be the one person in the world
who could truly make her happy without trying to hold her down.” The pack
nodded in agreement.


Talon had
gotten close enough that I could hear his steady breathing. Here I was panting
like some sort of animal, and he probably hadn’t even broken a sweat. By the
time I circled back through the trees toward the rear of the house, I stopped
dead in my tracks.


There was
the hammock, which had, in a roundabout way, brought
us here. Talon didn’t see me stop fast enough and crashed into me sending us flying
headlong onto the hammock. It swung wildly from side to side as our weight hit
the canvas.


Talon held
me to his chest with a vise-like grip to keep the hammock from flinging me to
the ground. Finally, it slowed to a gentle rocking, which was
sustained by the breeze that blew through the yard. He shifted me to my
side, so we were lying face to face, as we swung gently back and forth.


He kissed me
on the tip of my nose and rolled to his back. I rested my head on his shoulder
and wrapped one arm around his chest. My breathing finally returned to normal. Well, as normal as my breathing ever got around Talon. I glanced
across his chest and noticed there was another hammock just a few feet away.


Wait until
Leah saw this. I gave a satisfied sigh as Talon reached up his right hand and stroked
my hair.


“Ves’tacha.” He sighed. “I don’t know how
much longer this can go on. You are so much more than I ever hoped for. I keep waiting for someone to come and whisk you away
and tell me I am not fit to be with you. You realize it is bound to happen
sooner or later.” He tipped my chin with one finger so he could see into my
eyes. “I wonder if it would be better to distance myself now, to reduce the
amount of heartache we will undoubtedly have later. I just can’t seem to walk
away.” He gave me a small squeeze. “My world is so much brighter with you in
it.”


Tears gathered
in the corners of my eyes. I wiped at them with the back of my hand and pushed
away from him slightly so I could see his full face.


Talon appeared,
horrified. “Please don’t cry. What is wrong? Why are you sad? Do you wish me to
go now?”


Why didn’t
he understand? I shook my head fiercely.


“No, that’s
just it—can’t you see it? I am happier than I have ever been and it’s because
of you. You make me comfortable being
myself. You have seen my weaknesses and faults and for some reason,” my voice
dropped to almost a whisper, “you seem to want to be with me anyway. I never
really felt like I fit in anywhere. I was always on the edge of everything, and
now I understand why. How is anyone else ever going to understand me and why I
am the way I am? The rest of the world is lost to me without you. I would
always have to pretend to be something I’m not.” To my absolute horror, I
collapsed against him and sobbed.


Why couldn’t
I ever talk to him without completely soaking the front of his shirt?


Talon gently
pulled me back and cupped my face in his hands.


“Caitlin,
stop. It hurts me when you are upset. I know you are unfamiliar with the Varyo. I want you to understand I am
keenly sensitive to your emotions. We are very closely tied
already and I feel your distress as unmistakably as you do. It causes me
physical pain when you are upset.”


I
immediately jumped up. “I’m sorry–I had no idea. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I
promise to try to get a better grip on myself. It’s not fair for you to be in
pain when I fall apart.” I continued, mumbling to myself, “Considering it seems
to happen way too often these days.”


Talon
grabbed me by the shoulders and gently shook me. He had his teeth clenched and
his eyes were flashing a dark blue.


He slowly
relaxed his jaw and spoke, “I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to
say. I am not concerned that you are causing me pain. If you weren’t my Ves’tacha, I would feel nothing… all the
time. And duty would be my only concern. When I am with you, it always seems to
be my last. I will keep you safe, even at the cost of my own life, but know
this–it has absolutely nothing to do
with duty. I treasure everything about you…even your seemingly never-ending
supply of tears. We are going to have to see what we can do to banish those
tears for a while.”


He eyed me
and closed the short space separating us. I playfully grabbed a handful of the
thick auburn hair on the back of his head. His eyes exploded with blue sparks. He
put one hand at my lower back and one on the back of my neck and pulled me
close.


“Hey! Cut
that out,” yelled a masculine voice. It was Todd with Scott close behind. “Gail
told us to come get you and let you know we were just about ready to eat.”


Talon was
practically gnashing his teeth in frustration. This always seemed to happen to
us. Things definitely never worked in our favor. The soft breeze that had been
gently rocking us in the hammock now carried the mouthwatering aroma of freshly
smoked meats.


How long had
we been out there? My stomach growled loud enough for all of us hear.


Oh man! How embarrassing.


“Geez,
Talon. What are you trying to do, starve her to death?” teased Scott.


“Yeah, maybe
if she is weak with hunger, it makes it harder for her to escape from him.”
Todd elbowed him.


Talon sighed
and lifted me over him, setting my feet gently on the ground. As he sat up and
swung his legs over the edge of the hammock, Todd and Scott glanced at each
other, giving a little nod. Scott ran over and pushed Talon backward into the
hammock. While Talon struggled to sit up, Todd grabbed me throwing me over his
shoulder and taking off running toward the house, laughing like a maniac. I
heard Talon’s unmistakable roar close behind us. Scott was bringing up the
rear, as he was hooting too hard to run very fast. I kept slamming against
Todd’s back and it was knocking the wind out of me.


“Todd, put
me down you idiot!” I demanded as I pounded his back with my fists.


Talon was gaining
on us. I reached out to him while gasping for air. His eyes were flashing blue,
but not with the passion I was accustomed to. He seemed
angry. Well, more than angry… he appeared positively dangerous.


Todd chose
that moment to look back over his shoulder and tripped over an exposed root
just as we came into view of the back porch and the rest of the pack. We went
down in a ball of flailing arms and legs. I rolled to my side temporarily stunned.
There was nothing worse than having the wind knocked out you. Todd immediately sprang
to his feet.


“Oh crap! Caiti,
are you okay? We were just playing. Caiti! Caiti,
answer me!”


Beau walked
up and smacked him on the back of the head. “Boy, what have you done? I told Johr
we would take care of her, not cripple her. Caiti-baby.
Are you okay?”


I had
finally caught my breath and was shaking. Talon got to me at that moment and
cradled me in his arms.


“Ves’tacha. Please speak to me. Are you
well?” He sounded frantic.


I turned over
and rolled my eyes at Todd while laughing hysterically. “Todd, are you trying to kill me? I think I was safer
in the hammock with Talon.” I sat up and put my hand over my elbow gingerly. It
was stinging. I bent my arm and lifted it up so I could survey the damage. It
was bleeding and beginning to swell.


“Well,
that’s going to leave a mark. I owe you one.” I narrowed my eyes at him while
trying to keep a straight face. I wasn’t doing a very good job.


Talon was
glaring daggers at Todd. I put my hands over his eyes and kissed him soundly. His
heart stuttered against my chest, and I peeked under my hand to make sure he
had calmed down. He grabbed my face and kissed me thoroughly, then picked me up
and carried me toward the kitchen.


“Let’s go
get some ice for that elbow.”


Sonny walked
past where Todd was still trying to catch his breath and thumped him on the
back hard enough to make his eyes water.


Talon used
his foot to open the screen door and carried me over the threshold. Gail dropped
the spoon she was using to stir the potato salad.


“Oh my goodness! What happened?” she cried out and rushed
over to us.


I wrinkled
up my nose and showed her my bloody elbow. “Todd happened.”


Leah giggled.
“When are you two going to grow out of that? Who started it this time?”


I shrugged
my shoulders in mock indignation. “I was just minding my own business, gently
rocking in one of the hammocks out back. Suddenly, I was
attacked and thrown over Todd’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Next
thing I knew, we were crashing to the ground and I got
this.” I held up my elbow for Gail to examine. She clucked her tongue and went
to the freezer for some ice.


Jace raised
one eyebrow at Talon and then winked at me. “So, Caiti, did you hurt your legs
too?”


“Huh?” His
question completely threw me off guard.


The corners
of his lips twitched while he talked. “Well, I just assumed you must have hurt
your leg since Talon carried you in here and still hasn’t bothered to put you
down.”


My cheeks bloomed
scarlet, and Talon shot him a dirty look. It only made Jace whoop with laughter.
Gail glided back over with a damp dishtowel full of ice and placed it on my
swollen elbow.


“Yikes! Man that hurts. It’s really going to be sore tomorrow. I am
going to get him,” I growled.


Talon strode
into the den and sat on the couch, settling me in his lap while I held the ice
to my elbow. Talon ran his left hand up and down my back. “Are you really okay?”


I nodded.


He ran his
other hand through his hair absentmindedly. “So, you and Todd have done this
before? I thought he had lost his mind.”


I shrugged
my shoulder. “Yeah, we were always getting into stuff when we were younger. He
would trip me, and I would throw things at him. I was quite the tomboy back
then. Running, jumping, climbing trees–you know, that kind of stuff. I just
liked being outside and feeling free. The only part I didn’t like about being outside was the bugs.”


“That is
part of your nature.” He took the ice pack from me and examined my elbow. “I
think you are going to want to take something for pain before that elbow gets
really angry.” He gently placed the ice pack back on my elbow. “When I saw you
gasping for air and reaching out for me to help you, I almost lost control.” He
shook his head ruefully. “All my emotions are raw when I am around you. I have
trained for centuries to learn to control my emotions and my control has always
been flawless… until I met you.”


I rubbed my
cheek against his chest. “I told you I am trouble—just ask Leah. Heck, ask Todd
for that matter—we have gotten into plenty of trouble together.”


Leah was
suddenly in my head. Caiti, are you really okay?


Yep. This is minor compared to some of the
stuff Todd and I have gotten into in the past. At least nothing is broken.


I just wanted to check with you. Jace was a little freaked out at how protective Talon was acting.
He was about to come in and explain things to Talon. Gail was telling him
stories of all the trouble you and Todd used to get into.


You two can come in here with us. We are
just sitting on the couch. 


Hey, um one more thing. Did you say you were in a hammock?


Ha ha. Yes, I did. Looks like she bought two of
them since the last time we were here and they are absolutely
perfect. I plan on going out there and getting back into it as soon as
Talon will let me get up.


Talon watched
me curiously.


“Sorry,” I
murmured. “Leah said Jace was getting worried you might be a little upset.”


He gave a
low chuckle. “He knows me too well. I know sometimes I seem overly protective
of you, and I will try to show more restraint. However, I cannot promise that
will come quickly.”


I wasn’t
entirely sure I wanted him to show more restraint. I liked knowing that he
wanted to take care of me.


I gently
slid my legs off his and placed my feet on the floor. “We better go back and join
them, or they are going to think you had me for a snack.”


A look of
distress briefly flitted across his face. He quickly recovered and gave me a
tender smile.


I wandered back
into the kitchen and Talon followed closely behind. Gail came over, gave me a
big squeeze, and handed me two pills with a small glass of water.


“You think
of everything, don’t you?” I teased her.


“No, just too
many years of you and Todd’s antics. I know what to expect when you two are
together.”


“I’m going
to get him. You just wait.”


“Later. Right
now, it is time to eat. Let’s get these bowls and plates outside and enjoy the
beautiful weather, great food and even better
company.” She said happily.


As soon as I
got outside, the Elders came by one
at a time, each giving me a quick hug before they grabbed a plate of food. Bub
moved to my side and whispered, “Get him.”


Ronnie
chuckled as he went past, and Scott gave me a sympathetic look, for he too, had been victim to Todd’s pranks plenty of times.


I scowled at
him instead, since this time he had chosen the dark side and ganged up on me
with Todd. I would decide his punishment later.


Todd came
close and placed his arm around my shoulder, giving me a baleful look.


“Cay. I’m really sorry. I didn’t
realize how fragile you’d become.” He winked at me. “You used to be so much
tougher.”


I shot him
an angelic look. “It’s okay. I forgive you.”


Uncle Benson
glanced at Shine and they shook their heads. They certainly weren’t buying my
innocent act. To my sheer delight, Todd seemed to buy every word. We all sat
around reminiscing and telling stories about the past.


Not a single
word was spoken of the impending trouble or of Johr
and the rest of the Turvata guard.


I timed my
next move very carefully. I waited until Todd got up to throw his plate away and
shot Leah a quick look while nodding my head in his direction. She gave a sly grin
and nodded back. Jace and Talon stared at each other in alarm.


Leah
sauntered over to throw her trash away and winked at Todd. Todd was momentarily distracted as she threw her long hair over her
shoulders.


I quietly snuck
up behind him, giving him a swift kick in the back of his right knee. He
flipped over and landed in the garbage. The entire pack whooped it up.


“Todd, you know not to mess with them,” Uncle Bunk
warned. “They will gang up on you every time.”


Todd emerged
out of the garbage, wiped a streak of barbecue sauce off his forehead, and glared
at us menacingly.


“Oh, it’s on
now.”


Leah and I screamed
and took off at a dead run. We attempted our normal tactics, and criss-crossed
back and forth through the yard, trying to throw him off.


Jace and
Talon jumped off the porch.


Pop’s deep
voice boomed across the yard. “Easy now,” he cautioned catching Talon by the
elbow. “They’re teasing each other, like they’ve done for years. Don’t let the
reckless pup hurt them accidentally, or Johr is going to skin us all alive.”


Leah and I
had already changed course and were charging headlong toward the porch with
Todd close on our heels. Talon and Jace braced themselves for the impact. Unfortunately,
Leah and I didn’t do the same.


We slammed
into them and landed temporarily breathless on our butts in the dirt. Just as
Todd took a dive for us, I mentally screamed at Leah, Roll! We both rolled to the outside and Todd landed flat on his face
in the dirt. He spun around to pounce again, but Talon and Jace crouched over
us in a defensive stance.


Leah and I laughed
so hard we cried. Once again, the yard filled with butterflies in the now shimmering
air.


“Ha, ha! Safe!” taunted Leah


“That’s not
fair,” Todd complained. “You called in reinforcements.”


“B.S.!” I peeked at the pack from underneath Talon. “Did
anyone hear us calling for help?” They all shook their heads. “See? We don’t
have to call for backup. They adore us and will come to our aid without being
called.” I smirked at him around Talon’s massive bicep.


Ready? I pushed the thought to Leah’s mind


Oh yeah. This keeps getting better and better.


On three? Okay, one, two…three!


We shoved
Talon and Jace with all our strength and they went flying backward into the
dust.


Leah and I
scrambled to our feet and raced toward the hammocks, squealing like fools. We
jumped into the hammocks and yelled “BASE!”
in unison.


For a few
moments, they sat there in the dust, with stunned expressions, like two colossal
walls of muscle. Then they gave each other a wicked grin, leapt to their feet
and raced toward us.


They hit the
hammocks so hard they had to anchor us with their bodies to keep us from
flipping over into the grass. We squealed and yelled. After a few moments, the noise
subsided and all that could be heard were soft whispers
passed between us.


“This impish
streak of yours comes out quite often around your extended family, does it not?
I think I kind of like it. You have a fire in your spirit
that is very appealing. “Talon said with sparking blue eyes.


“Appealing
in what way?” I teased, while running my hand down his back coming to rest just
above his hip. I knew I was playing with fire, and I was thoroughly enjoying it.


He sucked in
his breath and his eyes met mine. I wondered if they would burst into blue
flame. I trembled, and the air around us shimmered and danced.


Caiti? Leah’s mental voice.


You know your timing really sucks. What?


Are you still here?” she asked.


What? What do you mean?”


What are you doing? I can’t see either one
of you anymore. It’s like you disappeared. Her
voice trembled.


What do you mean, we “disappeared”?


Exactly that. I can’t see you anymore – just your outline
in the hammock.


Considering what I’m thinking, being
invisible is not a bad idea, but I’m not sure how I’m doing it. Let me know
when you can see us again.


I focused
back on Talon.


Finally! I could have some time with him without the
constant interruptions.


Music floated
across the yard from the porch. My uncles had brought out their instruments and
were playing to finish up their night. It was a family tradition, and I knew
that at any moment they were going to call us back to sit around the fire pit
and listen to music.


“Caiti-baby! Come here and spend some time with us before
these old farts have to get home for the night,” called Beau.


I let out a
deep sigh and shot Talon a frustrated look. “I swear, we’re going to have some
alone time if I have to create another damn portal to do it. Of course, I’ll
have to figure out how I did it the first time.” I giggled. “Come on, let’s
make them happy and then we’re going to have some time to ourselves.” I pulled
him by the hand.


I reached
over and rocked the hammock next to us.


“Leah! Come
on–that means you too.”


“Ugh. You
picked now to show up?” she groaned.


I rolled my
eyes at her. “Whatever. You do it to me all the time.”


Jace groaned
too and rose out of the hammock. He pulled Leah onto his back and carried her piggyback
all the way to the circle that had formed around the fire pit near the base of
the porch.


“Wow. That
looks like fun. I sure wish someone would give me a piggy-back ride.” I cut my eyes at Talon to see if he would
catch my hint. His eyes slowly reverted to their normal color.


“I think we
can arrange that for you, ves’tacha.”
He knelt down so I could climb onto his back, and then lifted me if I were
weightless. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed myself against his
back, nuzzling his neck. I inhaled deeply; he always smelled so good.


He took a
deep breath. “Careful, love. Do not start something we
cannot finish.” My heart skipped a beat in a combination of fear and anticipation.


We sat
together within the glow of the fire and listened to the music of the Elders. Eventually things wound down,
and soon we were walking them out to their cars. I made sure to hug each and
every one of them before they left. I wasn’t sure how long it would be before
I’d be able to come back again, and I would miss them all horribly once I was
home.


“Good bye,
Caiti girl.”


“Behave yourselves
until we can get back here tomorrow.”


“See you
ladies in the morning. We’ll bring you some breakfast.”


“Love you,
baby girl.”


Beau was the
last to go. “Jace, Talon, I expect you to watch over them as if your lives
depend on it… because, quite frankly, they do.”


They folded
us into their arms. “Upon my honor, so will it be done,” said Talon seriously. Jace
kneeled in front of Beau, presenting him with the top of his head.


Beau nodded
and briefly put his hand on top of Jace’s head. “I will hold you to that
promise.”


“Love
you, Pops,” I said wrapping my arms tightly around his neck, deeply inhaling
the smell of soap and tobacco. “I love you too, Caiti-baby.” He walked to his
car and slowly drove away.


I walked back
into the house and put my arms around Sonny and Gail.


“Don’t worry
about cleaning up. There are still four of us here, and I think we can handle
it. You’ve certainly done enough for me already. You can go watch TV or
whatever. We have this covered.”


Sonny leaned
over and kissed me on top of my head. “You always were my favorite, kiddo. I
think I’ll take your Aunt Gail to bed.” He waggled his eyebrows like a cartoon
villain. She blushed and slapped him lightly on the arm. “Sonny, behave.” I
noticed she didn’t argue with him. She leaned over and gave me a squeeze. “Are
you girls going to sleep in the usual place, or are you going to use those
hammocks Sonny got for you?”


I stared at
Sonny in shock. “They look brand new. It’s like you knew we were coming.”


He chuckled
and squeezed Gail, who was the picture of innocence.


I would have
sworn she knew we were coming.


She quickly
redirected our attention. “So what is it: hammocks or the usual spot?”


“Hammocks!”
we shrieked in unison.


Jace’s voice
dripped with disbelief. “You girls—sleep outside? Really?
I wouldn’t have pegged you as the outdoorsy types.”


Leah elbowed
him in the side. “We used to sleep on the love seats on the back porch when we
would come to visit. There is always a breeze in the back yard, so it never
really gets too hot. Now that Uncle Sonny has hooked us up with the hammocks… well,
there is no competition.”


I hung back
slightly as we walked out the door. I wanted to ask them something, but was
afraid of what their answer might be. “You two boys don’t have to go, do you? Can
you stay here? We can put you both up on the couch or something.


Jace
chuckled, “Really Caiti. Do you think we would let the two of you sleep outside
alone after all that has happened? Are you crazy? We have spent many years sleeping outdoors. I think we
can manage.”


Talon’s eyes
changed color again as he said, “I will not be far from you. You should have no
worries.” He reached over and grabbed a backpack off the porch. He opened it
and pulled out a Zune and speakers. He plugged it in and set it to a song I had
known for years, from previous visits to Emory.


I shot him a
wry smile. “Don’t you go anywhere without your music?”


“No, it’s
the one thing which has always provided me with some semblance of comfort,” He
said.


Once again I felt sorry for Talon and the loneliness he must’ve
felt before we met.


As the wind carried
the deep voice of Travis Tritt through the trees, he held his hand out and I
went willingly into his arms. Jace pulled Leah gently into his arms as well,
and we all swayed to the music. I buried my face in his chest as he stroked my
hair, resting his cheek on top of my head.


Soon, I
heard Leah’s mental voice whispering softly in my head. Caiti?


What’s up, Leah-poo?


There is a storm coming. I can feel it and it’s
starting to make me jumpy.


I faced her
with wide eyes. A
storm? Are you sure that is
all it is? You don’t think something bad is going to happen, do you?


Nah, it just feels like we are going to get
some rain.


Leah pulled
back and addressed our company. “It’s only fair for me to warn you we are about
to be in for some rain.”


Jace stared at
her skeptically. “How do you know that?”


She shrugged
her shoulders.


I tried to explain,
“She’s always had an extra sense when it comes to the weather. I’ve learned not
to argue with her about it. She’s never wrong.”


Talon appeared
concerned. “Isn’t that going to throw a wrench in your plans for sleeping
outside?”


“Nope.” I continued. “No way will I let anything get in the
way of that. I have looked forward to those hammocks for way too long. Leah, is
it going to rain all night?”


She shook
her head. “Nah, I think we are just in for a short shower. We should be okay later
tonight.”


I heard
thunder far off in the distance and raised my eyebrows at Jace. “See? I told
you so.” The first fat raindrop hit me directly on top of my head. I raised my
face toward the sky and let the rain fall on my face.
The drops were soothing – washing away all my stress.


Talon tried
to shield me from the rain. “Come on, let’s get you
inside out of this rain.”


I pulled
away from him and danced around the backyard. Leah flitted her way out to where
I was whirling. We danced in a circle around the fire pit, swaying our hips and
raising our arms over our heads. Something primal had taken over, and instinct
was driving our actions. The faster we danced, the harder it rained. Soon, our
hair was soaking wet and clinging to our backs, and our clothes were plastered to us.


Talon and
Jace stood frozen in place in the pouring rain, watching us in fascination. I
noticed that Talon was far from unaffected by our dancing. His eyes were
blazing blue in the night air.


Jace was
staring at Leah with a large, almost primal grin. They slowly walked toward the
pit as if they were under a spell.


I held one
hand out, motioning for them to stop, and they both complied immediately. Leah
and I slowly moved toward them, swaying our hips and moving around them in a
counterclockwise fashion.


Jace obviously
lost the grip on his control before Talon. He grabbed Leah by the upper arms,
crushing her to him.


I stood
directly in front of Talon with my back to him and rolled my hips toward him in
time with the music. I snapped out of my trance when I heard him groan. He spun
me around to face him. I saw his eyes and a shudder of anticipation rocked my
entire body. I stood on tiptoe snaking my arms around his neck. He placed his
hand in the curve of my lower back pulling me tightly against him. I raised my
face to his and kissed him gently. The kiss grew more passionate as the rain fell
harder. I pressed by body fully against him as a growl tore from his throat. I
threw my head back and whispered his name.


“Talon.” What had taken over me? I knew I was playing a
dangerous game and just didn’t care.


He ran his
mouth across my jaw and down my neck to my collarbone. My entire body shook and
the air around us shimmered. We stood like that for quite some time, completely
oblivious to the pouring rain.


 












Chapter 11


Limitations


 


 


“Caitlin,” Talon
murmured, “we need to slow down. We simply cannot do this.” He pulled back
slightly and the rain stopped.


“What? I
don’t understand.” I blinked rapidly to clear my vision. “Are you saying you
don’t want me? Did I do something wrong?”


“No, you
have done nothing wrong,” he assured me. “It’s another drawback of what I am.”
He caressed my cheek. “I have to be very careful when I am with you. We can never have any sort of blood exchange,
even in the heat of the moment. To do so would bind you to me and the life of a
Varyo forever. I cannot allow that to
happen.” He shook his head sadly.


Blood exchange? That sounded so incredibly vampiric. The
conversation brought me out of my reverie, and I noticed Leah and Jace had
disappeared. I wasn’t sure if they had simply walked away or if she was able to
hide them as I had done earlier. Either way, I was going to give them some much
deserved alone time and I needed to focus on the conversation at hand.


I was so
confused. What exactly did he mean “the life of a Varyo”? Right now, I was having a hard time seeing the downside of
being with him forever. It looked pretty good from
where I was standing.


I pulled
away and sunk to the wicker loveseat on the porch, motioning for him to join me.


“Okay, what
exactly did you mean by that? You cannot allow me to be bound to you forever?”
I bit my lower lip and picked at the flaking paint on the armrest. “Do you mean
you don’t want to be tied down, or are you anxious to get back to the life you
had before we complicated things? I’m confused.”


He shook his
head. “I was afraid of that–you misunderstood me.” He rubbed his face and stared
at me with red-rimmed eyes. “Caitlin, what do you know of the Varyo?”


I shrugged
my shoulders. “Not much really. Just what you have told me.”


He sighed. “This
complicates things slightly. I was really hoping you knew something of my
people. I’m afraid you won’t look at me the same after you know more about us.”


I cocked my
head to one side. Could Talon possibly have a flaw? Now, I was extremely
confused and deeply curious.


“Honestly,
do you really think I’m so narrow-minded? Give me a little credit. I think I’ve
shown a great aptitude for taking things in stride over the last couple of
weeks.” I tilted my head to the side. “I’ve been exposed to the unbelievable,
and I still haven’t run from the area screaming. Have I? I like you for who you
are, not what you are. Although, I
have to admit, the flashing blue eyes do help.” I winked.


He grimaced.
“Ha, ha, very funny.” He took my hands in his. “Seriously,
there are many dark things in the nature of my people. We have been the
guardians of the Ethereals for many
millennia.“


“Ethereals? Johr
said something about them as well. Who are they?” I quizzed.


Talon explained
patiently. “The Ethereals consist of all
the various races: Varyo; Lykaios; Osanen; and most
of the Draíocht. We were the first
and only line of defense for the various races against the Accendersi and the dark Draíocht.
The warriors of my people ultimately strive to become part of the Turvata, as they are the elite
protectors of the royal families. The Turvata pledge to put duty over everything, including their own physical
safety and personal happiness. We would gladly give our lives for those
we’ve pledged to protect. We burden ourselves with nothing and no one, only
duty. After many years, our world becomes very black and white… right or wrong.
Actually, it becomes grey…literally. We lose all sense of color, emotion, and self-preservation
– duty is all that matters. We eat only to survive, and our diet is extremely
limited.”


“Limited? How?” I asked cautiously. Now we were getting somewhere, and
regardless of what had been said earlier, I had a
feeling I wasn’t going to like his answer. I took a deep breath and waited.


His face contorted. “I was
afraid you weren’t going to let that one go. Promise me you will keep a firm
grip on that ‘open mind’ of yours.”


I nodded quickly. “I
promise.” The apprehension was making me slightly sick to my stomach.


He lingered before
continuing. “Our diet consists mostly of blood. We can eat some meats on
occasion, but they have to be extremely rare, or our bodies will reject it, and
that rejection is extremely painful.” He watched for my reaction.


It sounded like bulimia in
its most vicious form. I took a deep breath. “Okay. I guess that leaves only one
real question. Talon, where does the blood come from?” I paused briefly. “Are
these willing donors? Are you like vampires?” I couldn’t believe I said that aloud.
I rubbed my temples. “Wait. Perhaps that is a rude question.” I waved my hands
dismissively. “I’m sorry–forget I said anything.” Regardless of what I had
promised, my brain wasn’t processing this news very well.


“No. I want to know what
you are thinking. I could not bear for you to be afraid of me or hate me
because of a misunderstanding about what I am. If you have questions, I want
you to have the answers.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “The blood is
usually ‘donated’ as you put it. There are many humans who
are more than willing to supply us, when there isn’t an Ethereal nearby. However, Ethereal
blood is preferred since it’s much more potent and we require fewer feedings–not
to mention the fact they aren’t in danger of the conversion.” He waved his
hands dismissively. “Luckily, humans are naturally drawn to us. However, we
don’t dare take from the same human source more than once during the same
month.” He shook his head sadly. “To do so could begin the conversion and this
is an extremely painful process–not to mention irreversible. More importantly,
not all humans make the conversion successfully. The result of an unsuccessful
conversion is quite simply…death.”


I continued to bite at my
bottom lip fighting to stay in control of my chaotic emotions. “Is this why you
didn’t want to get too close to me–for fear I might go through this conversion,
and it could go badly?” I shrugged my shoulders. “What about these donors? How
is this transfer normally done?” I glanced at him, embarrassed. There was one
question nagging me. I needed to ask, but wasn’t sure I wanted to know the
answer. “Is it like the vampire stories? They always seemed to be in a state of…well…um…arousal.”


He gave me a crooked smile.
“Is that what you are worried about? You aren’t disgusted by my controversial
diet, but you are worried I might desire someone else?”


I’m glad he thought it was
amusing. I really wasn’t finding the humor in it at all – it was really distressing me.


He chuckled softly. “Actually,
it does help if we are ‘aroused’, as you put it. It makes it a very enjoyable
experience for the donor. If they struggle, it can become quite painful, and
once we begin feeding, we cannot break contact until the transfer is complete. It’s
all very simple really.”


Simple? That is
not the word I would have used.


I cocked my head to one
side. “Um, wow. Huh. I’m not sure how to respond to that.” The thought of Talon
with his mouth on someone else made my stomach churn.


Talon’s mouth slowly turned
down at the corners, forming a frown. “This is exactly what I feared. You
promised to keep an open mind.”


This went way beyond
having an open mind.


I held my hand up to
silence him. “Don’t misunderstand me. I do have an open mind. However, that
doesn’t mean that I will blindly accept everything I hear…especially when the
things I hear disturb me to the very core. You tell me you have to feed on
blood to live. Fine, I can live with that. You say you will not take blood from
me. Okay, I can even deal with that.” I threw my hands in the air. “Then you
tell me you get this blood from ‘willing sources’ and there is this small side
effect where you both become aroused during the process. That, I cannot handle.” I shook my head fiercely.


He reached his hand out to
touch me. “Caitlin, there is nothing emotional about it. It’s simply a matter
of feeding. The ‘side effect’ as you call it, simply ensures we cause no pain
to those who are willing to allow us to feed.” He raised his palms skyward. “What
would be the draw for them if it was not a pleasant experience? Our food source
would quickly run dry if that was the case–no pun intended. We would have to resort
to forcibly taking the blood, which would make us no better than the vampires
of your nightmares.”


I took a deep breath. “Just a minute. Try to understand this from my point of
view.” I looked him squarely in the eyes. “What would your reaction be if I
told you I required feeding off another to survive, and I became highly aroused
when I did so? Imagine me also telling you I would never be willing to share
this with you.” My voice grew husky. “Would you be able to sleep at night while
thinking of me holding another in my arms–my mouth pressed to their throat—green
eyes smoldering with the arousal brought on by the feeding? Could you bear the
sound of my ‘willing donor’ moaning from the pleasure of the feeding? You can
honestly say it wouldn’t bother you, because I told you it was ‘simply a matter
of eating’?”


Talon’s eyes flashed blue,
then he hung his head and put his face in his hands. “No,”
was his muffled reply.


I shrugged my shoulders
and a single tear slid down my cheek. “Then we are at an impasse.”


Talon’s look was tortured.
“What would you have me do?”


I pulled my knees up and
rested my chin on them. “I really don’t know.” I turned my gaze to the concrete
slab of the porch and watched Scott’s kitten pounce on the June bugs that had been driven out by the rain.


We sat there in silence. After
some time, Leah and Jace walked back toward the porch with their arms wrapped
around each other. It was almost more than I could bear to watch. Leah took one
look at both of us and clearly knew there was something wrong. I knew it was
only a matter of time before her voice would begin probing the edges of my
mind.


Cay? Are you okay?


Yep, there it was, right
on time.


No, not really.


What happened? You look awful.


Nice. Thanks.


Caiti-poo, you know what I mean. I’m worried about you. What the
hell happened while we were gone?


I shrugged my shoulders. I guess you could say we hit an impasse.


Jace glanced at Talon and then
back to me. “Hey there. What’s up? What did we miss?


Talon snapped, “Nothing.”


I recoiled at his
reaction. If anyone should be upset, it should be me.


Jace stared at me with
wide eyes. Leah put her hand on his arm and shook her head.


Talon abruptly stood up. “You
two better get some sleep. The Elders
will be here in the morning. Jace and I are going to do a thorough perimeter
sweep and check things over. We’ll head your direction as soon as we are
finished.” He dismissed us with a wave of his hand.


White-hot anger raged
through my body until I thought I might blackout.


How could he set me aside so
easily? So much for him wanting to know how I was feeling.
The first time I tell him what I think and it’s not all sunshine and roses…or
butterflies…he gets up in arms. Who the hell did he think he was?


Lightning flashed violently
in the night sky.


Jace raised his eyebrows
and threw a sidelong glance at Leah.


Leah wrapped her arm
around my shoulders. “Come on Caiti-poo, let’s go inside
and grab some pillows and blankets. I’m so ready to jump into those hammocks
and just swing in the breeze.”


I followed her into the
house silently. I didn’t trust myself to speak at this point, afraid if I
opened my mouth, even for a second, I would burst into tears. There was no way
I was going to let anyone else see me cry from this point forward. Over the
last several days, I had shed enough tears for a lifetime.


Leah continued to watch me
out of the corner of her eye as we walked down the hallway to the linen cabinet
where Aunt Gail kept the extra bedding. She grabbed a couple of blankets and
tossed the pillows in my direction. She patted me on the back as she passed me
on her way to the back door. That one gesture was almost enough to bring me to the
brink. This was one of the many reasons why I adored Leah.
She understood when I didn’t want to talk…or simply couldn’t. I reluctantly
followed her out the back door.


Unfortunately, the
hammocks didn’t hold the same appeal they had just a few hours ago. All I could
think of when I stared at them was the brief time I had spent
there with Talon. I should’ve listened to my instincts from the start and not
gotten close to him. I had suspected that it was going to tear me apart if it
didn’t work out…and I was right.


The pain in my chest deepened.


“Cay? I’m here if you need me,”
Leah whispered


“I know, and I love you
for it. I just don’t know if I can talk about him right now.” I choked up.


“It’s okay. I just wanted
you to know I was here if you need someone to talk to.”


“Thanks, Leah-poo. Just
knowing that makes me feel a little better.” I gave her a fragile smile.


Leah put one hand on the
hammock. “Oh man, they are still wet from the rain.” She groaned.


“Great. That just tops off
my fabulous day.” I swept one hand over them in frustration. Suddenly, we were caught off guard by a gust of warm air. When the wind
died down, we realized the hammocks were completely dry, as were our clothes.


“Wow! When did you learn
how to do that?” Leah asked in amazement.


I just stood there with my
mouth hanging open. “I have no idea. I wasn’t planning on doing that—it just
happened.” I rubbed the hem of my shirt with two fingers.


We settled down and tried
to get comfortable. At any other time, I would have found great solace in gently
swaying back and forth in the cool breeze. Tonight, I was restless, and I was pretty sure why.


Was I being so terribly
unreasonable? He said himself that he couldn’t stand the thought of me feeding on
another that way. Why should my feelings be any different? I hated feeling so
conflicted. There had to be another way to get him what he needed. Yes, I was part
human, but I was also part Feydall…an
Ethereal. Who was to say I would even
be subject to the conversion? Ugh.


I was never going to get
any sleep at this rate. I climbed out of the hammock, walked back to the porch
and flipped through the music on Talon’s Zune. As I flipped through the
playlists, I found something that stopped me dead in my tracks.


He actually had a playlist
called ‘Caitlin’. I pressed ‘play all’ and walked back to my hammock while the
soft strains of the music gently floated through the cool night air. Swallowing
against the lump in my throat, I climbed back into the hammock more confused
than ever.


***


Once they cleared the tree
line and were well away from the girls, Jace quickly stepped in front of Talon and
stopped him.


“Talon, stop for a minute.
What exactly happened?”


Talon refused to meet his
gaze and attempted to step around him. He was still too frustrated to put his
scrambled thoughts into words.


“Nothing. Let’s just finish our
patrol. We have a job to do.”


Jace put a hand on Talon’s
shoulder and shook his head. “Man, we have been through way too much together.
You are not being honest with me. You and Caitlin were fine when I walked away.
Well, fine is a bit of an understatement, I would say. What happened?”


Talon’s shoulders sagged.
He would eventually have to talk to someone
and he knew he could trust Jace completely. “I let my guard down – that’s what
happened. I made the mistake of allowing myself to believe that she, or anyone
else, could accept me for anything less than the monster I am.”


“Monster?” Jace asked. “What are you
talking about?”


“Jace, she started asking
me why I was so adamant that we had to go slowly. She thought I didn’t want
her.” He shook his head. His heart constricted at having to relive the
conversation with Caitlin. “Can you believe that? She still doesn’t understand
she brings light and laughter to my world. She insisted she was open-minded and
she could handle whatever I had to say. I made the mistake of telling her what
I am, how I feed. She was disgusted.”


“Disgusted? Wait, Talon.
What exactly did she say?” probed
Jace patiently.


“She said she couldn’t
handle it. I believe her exact words were ‘That, I cannot handle’. I tried to
explain to her the things that occur while feeding have nothing to do with
emotion and it’s quite simply a means to an end. If the donors don’t find it a
pleasurable experience, then why would they ever agree to be a donor? She got
very upset and asked me if I could handle it if she had told me the same. Jace, by the gods! The picture she drew with her words was a
scene of pure seduction. The thought of her holding another in her arms, and
hearing the donor’s cries of pleasure while her beautiful green eyes smoldered
with passion, ripped my heart to shreds.”


His voice rose as he felt
his self-control slip. Why did she always seem to have this effect on him?


“I was angry at a donor
who doesn’t even exist! What happened
to my control? I worked for centuries to achieve that level of discipline.” Talon
shook his head in shame. It was so embarrassing for him to have to admit even
that small weakness.


Jace looked at him with a
sad smile.


“I’d say love happened to
your control.” He patted Talon on the shoulder. “Give her some time. She’s been forced to deal with so much in such a short time.
We’ll find a way to work through this. We have faced much larger challenges and
come out victorious. Are you really willing to give up on your newfound
happiness so easily?”


Talon dropped his head and
looked at his feet. Hell no he wasn’t ready to give up– but was it selfish of
him to continue to fight for his own happiness?


“I really don’t know Jace. I would fight my way to the
ends of the world and back again for her. Yet, I have to wonder if the right
thing is to just let her go. I cannot change what I
am. I have to feed to survive and stay strong enough to protect her. If she
cannot accept that for what it is -- simply feeding—not love, then I’m causing
her pain by trying to make her stay. Do you see what I mean?”


Jace threw his hands up in
the air.


“You really want to know
what I see? I see two extremely strong-willed people
creating a great deal of unnecessary pain for themselves
over a miscommunication. You both have some misguided notion you don’t deserve
to be happy. Talon, give her time. She’ll come around. We will figure out a
solution to this. Give her a little space and let her come to terms with the
changes in her life. If you try to force her to accept everything right now,
you are going to lose.”


Talon looked up. He was
relieved that he had shared his concerns with Jace. Perhaps Jace’s solution
would be best for everyone.


“Maybe you are right. I’ll
take myself out of the equation for a while. I’ll be here to protect her at all
costs, but will give her the time and space she needs to sort things out.”


Jace clapped him on the
back. “There you go. I’ll be here for you, as always. Who knew such a tiny girl
would be able to cause so many problems?” He chuckled.


 












Chapter 12


The Real World


 


 


I awoke to the sound of
birds singing. Funny, I didn’t even remember falling asleep. I rolled over and
saw Leah sitting cross-legged in the middle of her hammock. Jace and Talon were
nowhere to be seen.


Ugh. Talon.


Everything from last night
came flooding back to me.


What was I going to do? I
just couldn’t stand the thought of him holding someone else in his arms. Obviously,
he didn’t feel the same way since I hadn’t seen him since our argument last
night. There had to be a compromise. Otherwise, whatever we had would end just
as quickly as it began.


“Caiti, stop getting all worked up.”


“What?”


Leah sighed. “You know
what? Jace told me a little of what happened with you and Talon last night. Why
didn’t you tell me? Cay-bear, he’s still the same person. He cares for you.” She
grinned. “He cannot help what he has to eat any more than you can control how
much you hate macaroni and cheese.”


I shrugged my shoulders. “Logic
tells me the same thing. Problem is, when I think of him feeding on someone, it
reminds me of how Tami watched him that first day at school. Leah, it makes me
sick to my stomach. I get so angry I shake all over. I tried to explain it to
him by putting himself in my shoes. I asked him if he would be okay with it if
it was the other way around, and he said no.”


Leah came over and sat
next to me, throwing her arm over my shoulder. “Cay-bear, sounds to me like you
are both suffering from a little jealousy. I’m sure we can come up with a way
around all this. First, we need to figure out how, and if, these rules apply to
us. Once we have that part sorted out, the rest will fall into place. The way I
see things, we’ve a larger, more immediate problem. Johr will be here to pick
us up tonight. We only have a few more hours here before we have to go back home.
Tomorrow we will be back at cheer trying to act like none of
this ever happened. The worst part is we may be doing it on our own. Who
knows if Johr and the rest of the Turvata
will even allow them to return with us?”


I groaned. “Crap. I hadn’t
thought of it that way. That’s just great. I have to face Ryan and Tami again. Wow,
there’s something to look forward to.”
I said sarcastically.


Leah giggled. “Yeah. Doing a little hand to hand combat with the Accendersi looks pretty good when you
compare it to high school.”


I rolled my eyes. “Here’s
to hoping I won’t be constantly making the lights flicker every time I get
mad.”


I chuckled and soon we
were laughing like fools and covering the majority of the backyard in
butterflies. I felt an instant relief. That is until my gaze lit on the back
door of my aunt’s house.


Talon and Jace were
watching from the back porch. Talon wore a pained expression.


“Good morning, pixie
girls!” Jace called, waving at us.


Leah beamed at him. “Good morning yourself!”


Talon stood next to him
with his massive arms crossed over his chest and a confused look on his face,
but he remained silent. When he spotted me looking at him, his eyes flashed a
bright blue and he quickly glanced away.


Leah elbowed me in the
ribs. “Morning, Jace,” I mumbled. None of this was Jace’s fault, so it wasn’t
fair to take my frustrations out on him.


Jace quickly glanced from
me to Talon. He punched his friend lightly in the arm and Talon snapped back to
attention and faced us.


“Morning,
ladies.
Hope you slept well.”


Leah nodded emphatically. “Slept
like a baby.”


I murmured, “I wish I
could say the same. I didn’t sleep very peacefully last night.” I hadn’t slept
well at all and I placed the blame squarely on his shoulders. Leah frowned at
me. “Must have been all the excitement,” I continued lamely.


Jace strode over and
whispered into my ear. “We’ll figure it out. He’s my brother, and you’re my
little pixie princess. I promised to take care of you, right?
He’s stubborn, but he’ll come around. You’ll see.”


I nodded and stared into
his eyes for a moment. Suddenly, I threw my arms around his neck, kissing him
on the cheek. Jace had given me the hope I so desperately wanted.


“I absolutely adore you,
but you know that, don’t you?”


Jace’s grin threatened to
split his face in half. Leah had her hands planted on her hips and stared at us
like we had lost our minds. I caught Talon’s gaze out
of the corner of my eye. His eyes were blazing, and he clenched his teeth. He
stared at Jace, still not speaking directly to us.


I released Jace and gave
Leah a quick squeeze. “I’m going to go inside and see if Gail needs any help
with breakfast.” I was certain Talon could hear how hard my heart was pounding,
and I walked away as quickly as I could without breaking into a run.


 I could feel Talon’s gaze burning into my back,
and I knew I was being a coward, but I just couldn’t handle facing him yet. Confrontation
would be inevitable before the day ended, but I wasn’t ready to tackle it first
thing in the morning. I needed to find some coffee, and fast. I peeked around
the corner in time to see Talon stalk off into the woods. I turned and sat just
inside the kitchen while listening to Leah and Jace through the screen door.


“Wow! That went well.
Don’t you think?” Leah asked sarcastically.


Jace sighed deeply.
“Neither one can see the forest for the trees. They are causing themselves
unnecessary anxiety.”


“Wait. Last
I checked the trees don’t normally get off by feeding on each other. Can’t you
see how hard that is for her to accept?”


Wow she was
getting wound up, I could almost picture Leah planting one hand on her
hip and waving the other in the air.


“Seriously?” Jace sounded astonished.
“It doesn’t mean anything at all. If you eat a steak and you really enjoy it,
does it mean you are romantically involved with the cow?”


Leah’s voice rose. “No,
but I’m also not normally listening to the cow moan in pleasure at the time!
You are talking about two totally different things! It’s the
intimacy of the entire process that bothers her. Think about it for a
minute, Jace. How would it affect you if I told you I had to feed that way,
with someone else in my arms and both of us got completely hot and bothered
during the entire procedure? You would just accept it blindly and it wouldn’t
bother you at all?”


“That’s different!” His
voice rose. “This is Talon we’re talking about. He couldn’t care for another at
this point even if he WANTED to.”


Leah was yelling. “How? How is it different? You’re making no sense at all!”


Jace’s voice dripped with
disbelief. “You really can’t see it? I give up!”


I peeked around the
doorframe to see him turn on his heel and stalk across the yard after Talon.


Leah just stared at him
with her mouth wide open. “What?” She yelled at no one in particular. “What the
hell!” Leah screeched.


I opened the door a crack,
poking my head out. “What’s the matter?” As if I
didn’t already know.


“They are both wrong in
the head.”


“Huh? What happened?” I
worked hard to keep from smiling at her.


“They just don’t get it.”
She muttered.


“Well, I could’ve told you
that! What do you think caused all the tension last night?”


“Come back outside so we
can talk. I don’t want to be yelling across the yard.”


I chuckled and stepped out
the back door. “Okay, so what happened that has you so fired up? I can’t
remember the last time I saw you so frustrated.”


She grumbled. “I tried
explaining things to Jace as simply as I possibly could without using puppets! He
still didn’t understand why Talon’s ‘eating habits’ bother us. I swear I’m
going to have to grab someone and bite them on the neck to make him understand. He admitted he
didn’t like the idea of me feeding
that way. However, he says it’s ‘different’ and ‘this is Talon’ we are talking about. Then he said something about the fact that at this
point Talon couldn’t care for anyone else even if he wanted to, whatever the
hell that’s supposed to mean. When I told him I didn’t see what the difference
was, he threw his hands up in the air and walked away from me. He walked away! Can you believe that?”


I glanced at her
innocently. “Puppets? Really?
Maybe you should try it next time. Maybe it would help.” I was fighting back my
amusement.


Leah’s eyebrows came
together. “Knock it off. I am being serious. I swear, if you start …”


Just then, a trill escaped
my lips. I quickly stared at the ground. I knew if I made eye contact with her
at this point, I was going to be completely lost.


“Caitlin,” she warned. “I
mean it. I may just kill you.”


I made the tactical error
of looking in her eyes and burst into laughter.


“That’s it! You better run.”


I took her at her word and
ran for the hammocks, jumping into the first one I came to. “Base!”


Leah was laughing so hard
she could hardly stand, and collapsed into the hammock next to me. “You freak. You
lose it at the worst times. I was trying to be serious.”


I had to take a minute to
catch my breath. “It’s your own fault. I was picturing you trying to explain
things to Jace with puppets. I couldn’t help it.”


Leah grinned. “Okay, you
got me there. It does make a pretty funny picture. Seriously
though, I wonder if it would help.” We burst into hysterics again.


“Two lunatics–not exactly
what I was planning on finding in the back yard,” Pops said with a wink.


We both sat up. “Pops! Did you bring breakfast? We are starving!”


“I promised, didn’t I?”


We hopped out of the
hammock and followed him into the house to grab our share of breakfast before
the rest of the pack appeared.


***


Jace stomped over to where
Talon was standing staring deep into the woods. “I am beginning to think this
whole thing is a test,” he snarled.


Talon turned from the
woods with unfocused eyes. He was so caught up in his
reaction to seeing Caitlin this morning that he hadn’t heard Jace approach. He
blinked several times before he responded.


“What’s a test?”


Jace motioned toward the
house with his hand. “Being assigned to protect these two and
all the insanity which comes with it. I tried to explain things to Leah
in the simplest of terms, but she just couldn’t grasp the concept.”


Talon raised an eyebrow. Jace
was normally so happy-go-lucky. Leah must have said something that really got
under his skin.


“So what happened?”


Jace started squirming.
“Well, um, I was sort of trying to explain to her why Caitlin really doesn’t
have anything to worry about. There is nothing romantic about the feeding
process. It is a matter of survival, not seduction.”


“How did she react? Did
she understand it at all?” Talon asked. He was afraid to hope that Leah had
understood.


“Hell
no! She
was as stubborn as the other one. I even asked her when she eats a steak and
really enjoys it, does it mean she is romantically
involved with the cow?”


Talon chuckled. He
couldn’t even imagine how Leah would have looked at that statement. “What did
she say to that?”


Jace shrugged. “She
started yelling at me – something about not usually listening to the cow moan
in pleasure while she ate it. She just didn’t understand. I finally threw my
hands up in the air and walked away.”


Talon looked surprised. He
had only seen her temper flare once or twice and wasn’t sure how deep it ran. “Wow. I bet that didn’t go over very well.”


“I couldn’t tell you. I
never looked back.”


Talon cringed. That
probably wasn’t the best choice. “Ouch. You may pay for that one later”.


Jace looked at him
sideways. “You know, you may be right. We don’t need both of them mad. Who
knows what could happen?”


***


Leah and I were sitting at
the kitchen counter when the rest of the Elders
arrived.


“Hey
girls!”


“How did you ladies
sleep?”


“Did those boys take good
care of you last night?”


I winced at the last
question. Gail watched me with sympathetic eyes. Sometimes I wondered how many
things she already knew about, but didn’t let on to everyone else.


“How about
some juice?” Gail asked brightly. She set about counting how many glasses she
would need.


I was grateful for her
change of subject and vastly relieved…that is, until Bub asked the next
question.


“Hey, where are Talon and
Jace?”


I popped most of a sausage
roll into my mouth to keep from having to answer. I wanted a moment to think
before I tackled any questions about them.


Leah, on the other hand,
had no such problem. “Who knows? They are probably lost in the woods somewhere,”
she said sarcastically.


I gently poked her in the
ribs. There was no need to air out our dirty laundry with everyone.


The men studied us with
narrowed eyes. “What happened here last night? Is there something we need to
know about?”


I shook my head
emphatically. “Nope. Just a small misunderstanding–no
big deal really.”


“They are just being
stupid men,” Leah piped up, grinning mischievously at them.


Bub winked at us. “Oh, is that all?”


 












Chapter 13


Duty


 


 


We spent the rest of the
day out at the lake, fishing and just hanging out with all my uncles. This was
always one of my favorite things as a child. I was perfectly content to float
around the lake soaking up the sun, although there was not a lot of
conversation between us and Talon and Jace. In fact, things were very tense
throughout the day, despite Pops’ attempts to lighten things up. Ronnie finally
navigated the boat back to the dock. I knew Johr and Breeg would be here
shortly to pick us up, and it was definitely not something I was looking
forward to. I wasn’t ready for the potential
consequences that might come out of a conversation with Talon, but I didn’t
want to be separated from him yet either. I had been
in a daydream for most of the afternoon, lost in my own denial.


I took the hand that was extended to help me off the boat. Looking up to say
thank you, I found myself staring into Talon’s chocolate eyes.


“Um, thanks.” I couldn’t
avoid him any longer.


Talon put his hands on
either side of my waist, lifted me from the boat and set
me on the dock. I noticed Jace was doing the same for Leah.


“Can we talk?” Talon asked
in a husky voice.


“Yeah, I guess we probably
should.” I replied staring at my feet. This was the moment I had been dreading
all day, and I wasn’t really sure what I was going to
say to him.


We walked to a grassy knoll
that overlooked the water. The sun was beginning to set, transforming the lake into
liquid gold. It was beautiful. We sat on the grass, side by side. I was
thankful he hadn’t sat facing me. I wasn’t sure I would be able to get through
this if I had to sit there and stare into his eyes. We lingered for a while,
not saying anything, and I became more anxious by the second. I put my hands
under my legs in an effort to hide how badly they were shaking.


Talon took a deep breath
and we watched the gentle, rolling waves of the lake before speaking.


“Caitlin, I want to
apologize for the way I’ve been acting. I’ve been trying to do what I think is
right. I cannot help who or what I am. I wish I could change the way things
are, but I do not see how and I don’t want to hurt you.”


I pulled up blades of
grass one at a time.


He faced me. “Are you okay?
I honestly hope I’m not the sole cause of your current frame of mind. As I
said, all I want is for you to be happy. That desire is what has been keeping
me away from you all day. I can’t help but think you might be better off
without me.”


I exhaled slowly; it was a
lot to process.


“Talon,” I said softly.


His eyes gradually changed
color.


“I’m not sure what you
want me to say. I have been happier in the last couple of weeks than I’ve been
in the last several years. I deeply appreciate how considerate you’ve been. Today
you allowed me to do some serious soul searching. I was able to take some time
to think about what happened last night.”


He faced the lake. “I
understand. You don’t have to say anything else.”


I put my hand on his
colossal forearm. “Talon, wait. You didn’t let me finish.”


As soon as my hand made
contact, a shock ran through my body, down to my feet, creating a river of
warmth in its path. He shifted to face me with brilliant blue eyes and the heat
flowed freely to my cheeks.


Great. I hadn’t blushed all day.
Why couldn’t I stay cool in situations like this?


“You make me feel like a
precious possession that should be treasured. I hope you understand what a feat
that is. I’ve always seen myself as painfully ordinary and an
easy target for people like Ryan. I am so much more when I’m with you. Please
don’t think I don’t care about you. I’m extremely careful about whom I allow to
get close to me—with you, it was effortless. However, if I’m completely honest
with you, and myself, I have to admit there are things about our current situation
that I’m having a great deal of trouble accepting.” I waved my hand in Leah’s
direction. “Leah thinks it has everything to do with jealousy, and she may be
right. I don’t really have any experience with it firsthand, other than what I
have seen from Ryan.”


“You were jealous?” he
asked incredulously, while absentmindedly running his hand through his hair.


Geez, was he really going
to make me say it? I blushed to my roots. “I guess I was.”


Talon’s eyes were
practically pulsating by this time. “Jealousy, I can understand. When you described
the feeding process from your viewpoint, I found myself wanting to tear apart a
donor who didn’t even exist.” He admitted.


“Really?” I asked, studying him
through lowered lashes.


“Yes, really.” he said. “Jace
was giving me a hard time about it too. He was really beginning to get on my
nerves.”


“I had no idea. You know, Leah
had a really interesting theory. She thinks our Feydall blood could shield us from the
conversion. My mom had the same idea. She said she wasn’t sure the rules even
pertain to us. There has to be a way to test her theory
without actually putting anyone in serious danger, right? There’s nothing
which would make me happier than being able to provide you with what you need.”


“Are you serious?” He
cried out, horrified. “You would ask me to use you as a donor? Do you completely lack a sense of self-preservation? I can
never allow that to happen.”


I looked away and pulled
up grass again. “I hate the idea of you having that sort of relationship with
anyone else. It just makes me sick to my stomach when I think about it.”


Talon hung his head low
and sighed.


I bit my bottom lip. This
really wasn’t going very well and we were wasting precious time. I had no way
of knowing what to expect when Johr arrived. I strongly suspected he was going
to make things much more difficult. I touched the back of his hand. When he glanced
up, I gave him a sly smile.


“Isn’t Jace considered an Ethereal?” I asked innocently.


Talon appeared aghast, and
laughed so hard he was soon wiping the tears from his eyes. “You…want…me…to…feed…on…Jace?”


I nodded. “Why not?”


Talon shook his head in
disbelief. “Remember, they need to be willing. I can assure you Jace will never
be willing unless it was that or my death. Even then, I wouldn’t ask it of
him.”


I tilted my head to the
side. “Okay, I see. You won’t allow the people who care about you to help take
care of you. You would prefer to have the proverbial one-night-stand? Talon, you aren’t making any sense.”


He picked up my hand and rubbed
my knuckles with this thumb.


It was so difficult to
concentrate when he did that. When did I become such a flake?


“Ves’tacha, you are missing a critical point here. I look at these
donors as an anonymous source of food. Like a food bank. I don’t know them and
thus I’m not constantly worried about them facing the transformation. It may
sound cold to your ears, but if they unexpectedly begin the transformation and
it goes badly…it is unfortunate…but my world isn’t destroyed.” His eyes were
flashing again. “If something were to happen because of a feeding to someone I
cared deeply about–it would devastate me.”


I stared at him in awe. “You
really do care for me, don’t you? It’s not about duty, is it? You actually care for me.”


“Duty may have brought me
to you, but it is certainly not what makes me stay.”


It was all I could’ve
hoped to hear and so much more. In one quick move, I threw my arms around his
neck and we rolled through the grass. I rained kisses all over his face. His
eyes were pulsating with light. He shifted so I was lying under him and took my
face in his hands.


“It’s you, and no other,”
he breathed against my lips.


I held tight to him, kissing
him passionately in the warm glow of the setting sun, which was now level with
the lake. A soft breeze blew across the water and tousled his hair. I ran my
hand through his unruly locks as he nibbled on my jawline and down my neck. I
nipped the skin beneath his ear and then bit down piercing the skin. Talon
roared.


He studied me as a
predator assesses his prey. He moved his body over mine in a seductive manner. My
breathing sped up to match his until I was almost panting. I had never
experienced anything like it and had no idea what to expect. His eyes had
glazed over and he nudged the edge of my tank down, piercing the skin just
above the top of my bra line under my collarbone. I reared up into his mouth. The
pleasure was blinding and I whimpered his name. 


“Talon.”


***


“What in the HELL is going on here?” howled Johr.


He started running toward
us, but Breeg snapped out a hand and caught him by the back of the shirt.


Breeg hissed. “Are ye a
complete fool? Ye could kill her if ye try to separate them now. Ye must wait
until the feeding is complete. Ye ken?”


Jace’s head snapped up and
he jumped to his feet and began running with Leah close behind. He gasped when
he saw what was going on.


“Oh my
GOD. What
have they done? Johr will have our heads for this!”


Leah looked at him puzzled.
“What do you mean ‘our heads’? You did nothing. I have a strong suspicion
Caitlin pushed him to do this. She can be extremely determined when she wants
something.”


Jace put his face in his
hands. “It will not matter how it came about. It might not have even been a
huge incident if anyone else had found them like this. You might not know, but Johr
is completely dedicated to protecting our laws and following them to the letter.
I will be guilty for not being here to watch over them when I was well aware
this was a possibility.”


“Slow down for a second. What
exactly does the law say? From what you told me last night, it is perfectly
acceptable for a Varyo to feed from
both Human and Ethereal. We are both.”
Leah turned her palms face up and shrugged her shoulders. “ What
is the problem?”


Jace caressed her hair. “Your
innocence is one of the things I like best about you. I wish it were only that
simple. Unfortunately, Caitlin has been named a Lumina. No one is allowed to feed
from a Lumina,
except their chosen mate. Hell, no one is even allowed to have any sort of
romantic relationship with them either, unless it has
been approved by the Council.


Leah formed an O with her
lips and looked around worriedly.


***


My breathing returned to
normal and I fought to clear my vision so I could see his reaction. I was
completely sated. I had never experienced anything like it in my entire life. Talon’s
eyes cleared, too, and refocused. He looked down at me with bright red tears
running down his face.


“Caitlin, what have we
done?” he asked in horror.


I gazed at him with soft
eyes and wiped away the tears. “I love you. Everything will be okay.”


I glanced around and
suddenly realized people surrounded us.


“What in the HELL is going
on here?” howled Johr. “Get up now.” He said through gritted teeth.


Talon immediately jumped
to his feet. He held his hand out to help me up, but Johr knocked it away.


“Don’t touch her. I think you
have done enough already,” Johr snarled. He grabbed me by the arm and hauled me
to my feet. I cried out as he wrenched my arm. Talon growled and stepped
forward. Jace jumped between the two, his face a naked cry for help.


Breeg stepped forward. “Johr, let the gel go.” He patted my shoulder kindly. “Go on
wi’ ye, Little Fire. Go wi’ Leah and get ready ta go home.” He put his arms
around our waists and propelled us toward the house.


Leah put her arm around my
shoulder, and I reluctantly let her lead me away from the lake. I could feel
them all watching us walk away. I took one last look over my shoulder at Talon
with tears in my eyes. He gave me a sad smile and touched his fingers to his
lips. I knew this wasn’t going to end well for us. Not at
all.


Fortunately, I didn’t have
to wait long to find out. Johr had a really big mouth
and we could hear his voice ringing, but couldn’t make out every word. Leah
wore her anxiety all over her face as we attempted to listen from just inside
the house.


***


“Do you want to tell me what in the HELL you thought you
were doing?” Johr bellowed. “You were ordered to protect her, not put her in
further danger. Do you realize what could have happened? What STILL might
happen? I can no longer feel confident in your ability to stay neutral and
protect her effectively. You’ve gotten too close to her. You KNOW the law—you
know a relationship with her can never be. It is forbidden!”


Talon’s tone was
respectful. He was wrong. He knew it and would take any
punishment Johr doled out. “There’s no excuse for what happened. I
should never have let my guard down around her. My lack of discipline and
control was unforgivable.” He paused a moment before continuing, then finally
voiced what had been running through his head all night. “You are right about
another thing…I’m completely unworthy of being her guard.”


“Wheesht,
boy.
Dinna go about sharpening yer blade affore you fall upon it. Ye need to calm
yeeself affore you say somethin’ ye not be meaning. I suspect yer gel had just
as much ta do wi’ it as Talon. I ha known him for many
a century and his discipline and control be legendary.
I ha not known the like.” Breeg cautioned


Johr sounded shocked. “Are
you trying to say Caitlin instigated all of this? Even if she did, does it
somehow excuse his actions? He’s a senior-ranking member of the Turvata and the head of her security detail!”


“Dinna raise yer voice at
me, Johr. Best be remembering who ye are dealing wi’.”


Johr sounded contrite.
“Forgive my temper, old friend.”


Jace took a step forward. “If I may? Caitlin has been extremely agitated since early
yesterday.” Jace said diplomatically. “She would not be happy until Talon fully
disclosed the details surrounding a Varyo
feeding. She had a very difficult time accepting the idea of a donor and kept
hounding Talon why she could not share this with him. I’m not suggesting this
as an excuse, but merely a tool to help you better understand
the events leading up to this point. Considering their relationship, I cannot
imagine a better protector for her. If anything, he’ll be overprotective to the
extreme. I’ll vow to stay with him as part of the detail to ensure all is well.
To remove him now, will raise suspicions at the school. I’m sure this Ryan will
be reporting everything back to Egan.


“As things stand right
now, he’s unaware of our position within the Turvata. They know a wolf showed up in the clearing, but don’t know
it was me. They see Talon as the overprotective new
boyfriend…a nuisance and nothing more. There’s also the small issue of this
mild temper she has. What’s going to happen if you try to present her with a
new guard? She almost destroyed an entire room at Sanctuary when you introduced
her to Breeg.”


Talon grimaced at this
reminder, but was impressed at Jace’s diplomacy. He had never seen this side of
him.


“Tha
pup has a good point. There be no telling what tha
little fire might do if provoked. I will also stay nearby if she should need
extra help. Ye can be sure of it.”


Johr grunted. He had been painted into a corner and he knew it. “Fine. I will leave her guard as it stands.”


Talon felt a small spark
of hope.


“However, there will be no
relationship with the girls aside from your duty to protect them. Am I understood? The penalty for breaking this agreement
will be swift and harsh.” Talon immediately regretted allowing himself to hope.
He should’ve let him finish first.


“Understood.” Jace agreed. Talon was
speechless. How could Jace agree so easily?


“Oh, and
one more thing.” Added Johr. “You will NOT tell the girls
you’ve been forbidden to be in a relationship with them. I won’t have them defy
me at every turn because they think I’m trying to make things difficult. You
will begin distancing yourselves immediately. Is it clear?”


“Clear.”


Breeg cleared his throat. “Johr, me friend. Methinks this will backfire on ye. Mayhap it will backfire on us all.”


 












Chapter 14


Home


 


 


We walked into the den to
say our goodbyes to my extended family. Pops studied me with sad eyes.


“Goodbye Caiti-baby, I’m
sorry you have to go so soon. We will find a way to get you back for a longer
visit.”


The Elders rose as we went through and hugged each one of them. Scott
gave me a sympathetic look and a quick hug. I walked over to tell Todd goodbye.


He gave me an appreciative
glance. “Way to go, Caitlin. That was quite a show on the beach…”


I didn’t even give him a
chance to finish his sentence before I punched him in the face, knocking him
completely out. Bub and Ronnie laughed so hard they had to lean on each other
to keep from falling down. Unfortunately, it was the exact moment Johr and
Breeg chose to walk in, with Jace and Talon right behind them.


“Caitlin! What has gotten
into you?” demanded Johr.


Breeg stood behind him,
trying to stifle a chuckle. Jace and Talon appeared stunned.


I stared at Johr
defiantly. “Just doing something I should’ve done a long time ago. He needed to
be taught some manners, that’s all. I refuse to be
bullied anymore.”


Breeg chuckled aloud. “Never
say I dinna warn ye.” And he waddled out the front door to Johr’s car.


We grabbed Gail in a bear
hug. “I promise we will be back soon.” I assured her. “Thank you for
everything.”


Johr held the door open, motioning
for us to go through. I peeked at Talon out of the corner of my eye and walked
out the door. To my complete disappointment, it appeared that he was going to
follow Johr’s letter to the law. I wasn’t about to let that happen. Perhaps we
would get a chance to talk on the way back.


Breeg was already at the
car by the time we got outside; he had the door of Johr’s SUV open for us.


“Really,
Johr? You
seriously need to get a less conspicuous car. It’s embarrassing to have to ride
in this tank.” I said.


One side of his mouth turned
up in a half smile. “I simply can’t take any chances with such precious cargo.”


Thankfully, his anger
toward me seemed to have dissipated a lot.


I grimaced while Leah
giggled. Breeg motioned for us to get in the car. “Yer chariot awaits ye Little Fire.”


Leah pivoted back toward
the porch. “Are you two coming with us?”


I followed her gaze my
face flushed with anticipation but Talon and Jace seemed distinctly
uncomfortable.


Jace cleared his throat. “Um, yeah. Actually, we’re going to be following you in our
car.” Talon was staring at the ground and my smile quickly disappeared. I
couldn’t believe they were going along with Johr’s ridiculous order.


“I understand. Come on,
Leah. Let’s go home.” I headed back to the car. “I should have known better
than to let my guard down…again,” I mumbled staring at the ground kicking at
the rocks in my path.


Talon cringed and slowly
walked to his car.


As I approached Johr, I paused,
putting my finger in the center of his chest.


“I suspect you had
something to do with this. I certainly hope I was wrong.”


Thunder crashed in the
distance as the sky was punctuated with streaks of
lightning.


Leah gawked at Jace with
big eyes and flashed a quick glance at Talon. He appeared to be in pain. She
hurried to follow me into the car.


Johr backed out of the
driveway and headed down the street. I watched Gail and Sonny’s house slowly
disappear through the rear window.


“Cay, are you okay?” Leah
whispered.


“I will be fine—just like
always. We know Johr had everything to do with the change in them. Did you see him?
Talon couldn’t even look at me, and Jace was uncharacteristically quiet.”


“Yeah, I wondered about that.
Maybe since Johr really tore into them, they are just laying low?”


“Maybe. We’ll have to see what
happens once we are at home. I have a really bad feeling about it, though.”


“At least we know they are
coming back with us. I mean, they are right behind us in their car.” She
gestured toward the back window. “Take a look.”


I twisted in my seat to
look out the back window. Sure enough, there was their black Challenger. Jace
gave me a small smile and waved. I gave him a little wave in return. Talon, who
was sitting in the driver’s seat, stared at me with sad eyes and briefly
touched his fingers to his lips. I immediately found my nose running. Leah
handed me a tissue from a pocket in the backseat.


“Don’t let Johr see you
crying,” she warned in a whisper. “I don’t think he should know we are
communicating with Jace and Talon. I’m getting a weird feeling.”


“See? I told you this was
stupid. I’ll play it cool for now, but I’m going to get some answers for us.”


We spent the rest of the
drive home in silence. I would occasionally steal glances out the back window. Each
time, Jace would gently shake his head, while Talon wore a pained expression.


They were clearly warning
me against trying to talk with them.


“Leah?” My voice was
barely a whisper.


“Yeah?”


“What do you think really happened
back there? Jace is shaking his head at me when I turn around. As if he is
trying to let me know I shouldn’t be looking at them or trying to communicate
with them.”


“I don’t really know, but
I feel it too. We knew Johr was going to be pissed when Beau talked him into
leaving us there. Even then, he allowed us to stay against his better judgment.
He didn’t want us out of his sight. Imagine his shock when he came to pick us
up and found…well…what he found.”


I found myself blushing
again. “Okay, I see your point. He probably took quite a blow to his ego. Seriously,
though, how far do you think he will be willing to take it?”


Leah shrugged. “Who knows?
He’s a very proud man. It may take him some time to get over it. I expect he’s
going to be pretty overbearing for a while. We’re going to have to suck it up
and do what he asks, for now. He’s bound to become even more
heavy handed if we give him grief.


“Are you suggesting we
fake it? You want us to pretend to be sweet, obedient children?
Do you think anyone will believe it?”
I chuckled.


“What’s so funny back
there?” asked Johr.


Leah poked me in the leg. “Nothing
really” she replied. “Just some guy in a car who passed us.
He looked like he was singing an opera.”


This might be easier than
I thought. We could manage it as long as we stayed together. Leah and I made a pretty formidable team. Anyone who didn’t believe it could
always ask Todd. I giggled again and Leah soon joined in. The landscape was
becoming very familiar, and we knew we were moments from home.


Breeg glanced at Johr
sideways and spoke in a low voice but loud enough we could hear him. I
suspected he did it intentionally and I was beginning to like him.


“Are ye sure this be what ye want? They be laughing now, but how long kin it
last? Tha gel has a fire in her. It is not going ta change. Ye must allow her
ta spread her wings, whilst keeping her safe at tha same time. Do ye think ye
can handle that?”


Johr pulled into the
driveway and puffed up. “I know my duty and I’ll protect her at all costs. I
let her spread her wings, and look what happened!”


“If ye try ta hold ‘em down, they will be fighting ye every step o’
the way. Tha extent o’ her latent abilities is still unknown. Tha last time she
was crossed, they accidentally created a portal and ended up in tha middle o’
the Assembly. Where dinna ye think they will end up next time?”


Johr exhaled slowly. “I
can only do what I think is best. It seems we are besieged
from all sides. I not only have to worry about the very real threat of the
Accendersi, but now I have a secondary concern about her relationship with her
guard. Breeg, who knows what would happen if she began
the transformation? Talon, of all people, knows the dangers. Why would he ever
allow it to happen?”


Breeg clicked his tongue. “Tsk,
tsk. I think yer gel had much ta do wi’ tha’. He would
have fought her wi’ his last breath. Did ye no notice tha
bite mark jus under his ear? How di ya think tha’ came ta be?” He raised
one eyebrow and waited for Johr’s reaction.


Johr appeared like he had the wind knocked out of him. “What did you say?”
His voice came out a whisper.


Oh crap. This was about to land in
my lap.


Breeg simply nodded “Yes,
ye heard me a’right.”


Johr was horror-struck.
“She wouldn’t! Surely she’s not that foolish!”


Breeg motioned toward the
car pulling up to the curb in front of the house. “Ye best be
asking the source hisself.”


Leah and I jumped out of
the car and sprinted into the house toward the second story window in Brady’s
bedroom so we could see and hear what was about to unfold. I wasn’t about to
give Johr the chance to confront me just yet.


I breathed a sigh of
relief to see the Challenger pull up to the house. I had half-expected they
would simply disappear on the way back from Emory. Talon and Jace got out of
the car and slowly made their way up the driveway. Talon appeared leery.


Johr was
still quite obviously shaken. “Talon, we need to speak with you for a
moment.


Talon bowed. “Yes, sir. My time is yours.”


Talon looked exhausted. I
could see the dark smudges under his chocolate brown eyes from where I was
watching. I longed for the flashing blue from earlier. Jace stood slightly
behind Talon and kept his eyes focused on the ground. Would we ever be able to
catch a break?


Johr ran his hand through
his hair and cleared his throat. Talon faced him expectantly. They just stood
there staring at each other. My nerves were raw, and I was probably on the
verge of some sort of nervous breakdown.


Breeg waved his hands in
the air in frustration. “Whesht man. Talon, me boy. Would ye mind showin’ us yer neck?”


Talon and Jace glanced at
each other with concern. Talon sighed deeply, shrugged
and pulled his collar to the side.


“Oh crap!” I exclaimed.


I had forgotten about what
started the whole feeding episode. Johr was never going to let me out of his
sight again. I’d be lucky if he didn’t sleep at the foot of my bed and sit in
on all of my classes.


Leah gawked at me with
wide eyes. “Oh, Caiti!
You didn’t? What were you thinking? We’re really in
for it now.” She suddenly laughed. “Well, when you decide to do something, you
really go all out, don’t you? I can’t believe you bit him. No wonder he completely lost control with you. Are you
crazy?”


I gave her a cheeky smile.
“Well, let’s just say I got a little caught up in the moment. I’ll tell you
this…I don’t regret one second. It was the most incredible experience I have
ever had. Whew. But, you’re right. Johr is going to positively kill me.”


Johr sucked in his breath
when he saw the crescent shaped mark I had left just below Talon’s left ear. “Did
Caitlin do this?”


Talon was immediately on
the defensive. “It doesn’t matter. Even if she had, it would not excuse my
actions or my blatant disregard for her safety.”


Johr looked him in the
eye. “You still haven’t answered my question. Did she do this?”


Talon’s eyes flashed. “What
difference does it make? The result was still the same. It was my duty to
protect her and I failed.”


“I will ask you one last
time. Did she do this?” He asked through clenched teeth.


“Yes.”


“Caitlin!” Anger was rolling off him in waves.


I shook as the wind whipped
through the trees outside and the sky darkened. I could see light radiating
from Johr.


Oh man, was he pissed.


I wasn’t sure which one of
us was causing the abrupt weather changes, though. I was hoping it was him, since I really didn’t need any more trouble. Suddenly
my mom appeared at my elbow.


“Caiti,
is there something you want to tell me?” she asked.


“Not really. Though, I
think Johr is about to start screaming loud enough so the entire neighborhood
is going to hear, so I might as well tell you.” I took a deep breath. “Talon
and I had a small misunderstanding about Varyo
feeding habits while we were in Emory. I couldn’t stand the thought of him
sharing the process with someone else. We ended up fighting about it and didn’t
talk for the better part of a day.”


“Uh huh. Continue,” Mom said.


“Well, we got off the boat
close to sunset. Talon wanted to apologize and make peace before Johr and Breeg
came to pick us up. That’s where things get complicated.”


“Complicated how? Caitlin,
get to the point.” She was clearly getting frustrated.


“Oh,
Caiti!
Just tell her,” Leah said impatiently.


“Well…that is when I bit
him,” I finished quickly.


Mom burst out laughing. “Oh my God. You didn’t? Johr is going
to have a coronary. Caitlin, you know what you did is totally against the law,
not to mention being potentially dangerous. It’s not just dangerous to you, but
also to Talon. Talon could be removed from the Turvata, which is something he has
worked centuries to attain. Regardless, you better be ready to face Johr. I
doubt he’s just going to let this one go. I strongly suggest you don’t give him
a hard time and just be a little submissive with him. Tell him what he wants to
hear for now, and things will go much smoother for you. If you fight him on
this…you will lose.”


I let out a deep sigh.


Crap.


I have a very difficult
time hiding what I’m feeling. I also have a small problem with authority
figures.


“Caitlin! Get down here!”
roared Johr.


Mom patted me on the
shoulder. “You better get going.”


Leah gave me a sympathetic
look. “Caiti-poo, I’m right behind you.


I took a deep breath and
headed down the stairs, knowing I deserved everything I was about to get.


 












Chapter 15


Consequences


 


 


I opened the front door, and
made eye contact with Talon. When I gave him a dazzling smile, the sky cleared.
Butterflies of various colors danced around the yard, and Talon’s eyes pulsated.
Jace subtly shook his head and gestured pointedly at Johr’s back.


“Stop that! Caitlin, have
you taken complete leave of your senses? Are you trying to call attention to yourself? You’re going to have to learn
self-control, or you might as well deliver yourself to the Accendersi!” Johr said.


The sky darkened and the
wind picked up again. “I won’t have to, if you don’t quit screaming. You are
the one who is calling attention to us by roaring at me in the front yard!” I
shrieked.


His face reddened. “I see
you’re going to have to be watched like a hawk! Obviously, you cannot be trusted to care for your own safety. You used to
be an agreeable child who would listen to reason.” He spun around and pointed
his finger at Talon. “I blame you for the change in her! You’re a negative
influence on her. I hereby remove you from her guard. Return
to Sanctuary immediately!”


Talon’s his hands were clenched at his sides. “As you wish, sir.” he replied
through gritted teeth.


“Who do you think you are?” I screeched. “I will not be handed
around like a small animal! Why doesn’t anyone think to ask me what I want?” Lightning
crashed down, striking the tree to the right of where Johr and Breeg were
standing, causing it to burst into flame.


“Hootie!” exclaimed Breeg.
“Gel, mind yerself afore ye kill us all.”


Talon jumped back. “By the Gods!”


Jace was speechless. I was
not so lucky with Johr.


“Thank you for proving my
point so eloquently. I’m only doing what’s best for you and your safety. I’m
not trying to be difficult or ruin your life, contrary to popular thought.”


“You could’ve fooled me.”
I mumbled as a single tear rolled down my cheek. When the tear hit my chin, it
began raining. The downpour quickly put out the burning tree.


Jace gave a low whistle. “Nice, pixie girl. Well done. What do
you do for an encore?”


I smiled at him through my
tears. “Just another reason why I adore you.”


Mom opened the front door.
“Perhaps you two could finish screaming at each other inside, before you level the entire block?”


I shrugged my shoulders at
her sheepishly. “Sorry.”


Leah put her hand on my
arm and I almost jumped out of my skin. I’d forgotten she had followed me
outside. “Come on, Cay. Let’s go inside.”


Johr refocused his
attention back to Talon and Jace. “Come on. This isn’t finished—not by a long
shot.”


Talon and Jace nodded, following
him toward the front door where Johr and I stopped in the entryway, engaged in
a silent standoff. The frustration was coming off both of us in waves.


“Whesht. Enough
already. Dinna think ye two can stop long enough ta get a bite ta eat? I’m fashed.” Breeg faced Mom. “Marne, luv, do
ye think we can find somethin ta put together ta feed this crew?”


Mom straightened up. “You
bet.” She grabbed Johr by the hand. “Come on. You are in charge of the grill.”


He gazed at her lovingly,
always putty in her hands. I had to wonder what their history really entailed. I
couldn’t believe she was going to be able to engineer time for the four of us
to be together after my little episode in the front yard.


Johr faced Talon and Jace
with his arms crossed over his chest.


Ugh, I spoke too soon.


He narrowed his eyes. “I’ll
be just outside that back door. If there is one mishap…if one of them even
stubs their toe…that will be the end of it. Am I clear?”


“Absolutely
clear.”
Jace grinned like a madman.


I swear he had no decorum
at all.


Johr addressed Talon
pointedly. “And you?”


Talon bowed to Johr. “I’m quite
clear in my responsibilities. I will not falter again.”


I couldn’t understand why
things had to be so complicated. I wasn’t even sure why the Accendersi were such a threat.


“Any ideas?” I asked Leah through our mental connection.


She leaned in closer. “Funny, now you mention it, I can’t remember
anyone actually saying what the real problem is. I mean, okay, I understand being caught by any enemy of your family is probably a bad
thing. It would make it a lot easier to follow their instructions if they could
give us some background.”


“Seriously! Maybe Mom
can give us some insight later tonight after everyone leaves. Then again, we
may never get rid of Johr. He may be a permanent fixture around here. I don’t
know where he gets off talking to me like he’s my father or something.”


“Speaking of which, what’s the deal between your mom and Johr? She seems to be able to manage him better than anyone else. It’s
like he’s always trying to make her happy. Did they
date when they were younger or something?”


“I have no idea. I’ve wondered the same thing lately. Maybe we can
get that story from her as well.”


I suddenly realized
everyone was looking at us. We returned their stares with wide-eyed innocence. Breeg
chuckled and walked into the den, leaving Mom to tow a frowning Johr to the
kitchen. 


Jace held his hand up to
give me a high-five. “Nice little nature show there, pixie girl. That was an
impressive bit of work. It would be really beneficial to have on the
battlefield.”


I rolled my eyes. “Glad I
could amuse you. I don’t think Johr appreciated it nearly as much as you did. I’m
still waiting for the hammer to come down on me. Luckily my mom is good at
running interference with him.” I chucked. “I think his duty has gone into
overdrive though. He’s going to have a heart attack or something if he doesn’t
learn to relax.”


Leah assessed me, Talon
and then Jace, who simply shrugged. I sighed. This was really becoming awkward.
I could tell Leah was struggling with the situation and her deep-seated desire
to fix things.


I put my hand on the
banister and placed my foot on the first step.


“Come on, everyone. Let’s
play some pool while they work on dinner. I think we could all stand to blow
off some steam.”


As we went upstairs, I glanced
back over my shoulder at Talon. He wasn’t making eye contact with anyone,
simply staring at his feet as he slowly trudged up the stairs.


Great.


My nerves were already on
edge. This wasn’t going to help things at all.


When we got to the top of
the stairs, Leah jabbed her thumb toward Brady’s bedroom door. “Where is my
future husband?”


I gave a short snort. “Hockey, probably. Where else?”


“What? Your
future husband? Are you tired of me already?” Jace asked with mock
distress.


Leah playfully pushed him.
“Yep, you have competition. Brady is my first love.” She winked.


Jace shot me a roguish
look. “So, do you have a secret love as well? Anyone you want to tell us
about?”


I knew he was doing his
best to get some sort of reaction out of Talon.


I glanced at Talon. He had
a murderous expression on his face, and his eyes were flashing. His reaction
startled me.


“Maybe.” I shrugged. The intensity
of Talon’s gaze sent a shiver down my spine, causing me to look away. “Actually,
I don’t really have a lot of luck in that arena. I just want to get through the
next twenty-four hours without ending up on a Johr-imposed house arrest.”


Talon hadn’t spoken a word
since we had come inside the house. He refused to make direct eye contact with
me. If it didn’t change soon, I was going to force his hand. Fortunately, he made
the first move.


“Johr is only trying to do
what he feels is in your best interests. He’s committed to his duty to protect
you two at all costs. It’s the honorable thing to do,” he said quietly.


“Well, we certainly
wouldn’t want anything to get in the way of duty or honor, would we? Certainly not anything as trivial as a personal relationship.”
I grimaced at the worried expression on Leah’s face and sighed. “Guess it’s a
good thing I’m perfectly happy being by myself.”


I really didn’t have the
luxury of being selfish--there were too many people involved. I had to suck it
up for the sake of everyone else.


I winked at Leah. “As long
as I have Leah around, I can push through anything.”


I met Talon’s eyes,
issuing a silent challenge. He refused to take the bait and simply moved away.


Leah and Jace glanced at
each other worriedly.


“Alright,
pixies.
Be prepared to get owned in a round of pool. I’ll take
Talon. Leah, you get Caiti,” Jace challenged.


“Like there was ever any
question of that. She has always belonged to me,” Leah said.


Talon racked up the balls.
I sauntered over, grabbing my favorite cue and picked up the remote to my
speakers as I went by. I flipped through my Zune until I found our favorite
playlist and switched it on. Leah grinned and gave me a thumbs-up sign.


I was determined to get a
rise out of Talon, refusing to let him wallow in his misplaced sense of duty. I
strolled to the end of the couch and leaned over the table. “I’ll break.”


“Oh, man. You two are in
for it now. Prepare to be schooled,” Leah taunted.


“Oh, I think we can handle
it. Bring it on, pixies.” Jace challenged.


Talon and Jace perched on
the arms of the couch and waited for me to break.


The cue ball hit the
others with a thunderous crash, sending them flying across the table. Several
dropped into the pockets at the opposite end. I walked around the far side, swishing
my hips.


I purposely stopped in
front of them and bent over, stretching across the table for my next shot. I turned
around as the ball dropped into the intended pocket, giving them a slow smile
while looking at them with hooded lids.


Jace let out a low
whistle. Talon’s eyes blazed.


I walked around the table,
assessing potential shots. I made a decision, standing across from Talon and bending
over until my chest was lightly resting on the felt. I ran my tongue around my
lips wetting them, raised an eyebrow at Talon and
slammed the ball into the pocket closest to him.


“Daaaaammmnn,” drawled
Jace.


I knew my behavior was way
over the top. Normally I would never act that way, but I was determined to get
some sort of reaction from Talon.


Leah gave a deep chuckle. “No
one said we play fair.”


I purposely missed the
next shot. Leah knew I was up to something and attempted to hide her amusement.


I shrugged. “I guess you two
are stripes.”


Talon got up to take his first
shot, while Leah watched for my reaction. I slowly walked over and stood at her
side, leaning over and whispering in her ear.


“Leah-poo, I’m tired of Talon
ignoring me. Can you bear with me for a minute? I promise I’m not moving in on
your man. I just need to see something for myself.”


“Oh good
lord. What are you up to? You
have my blessing, though, since whatever you do is bound to be entertaining.”


“Okay, just remember. I’m
not, I repeat… not interested in
Jace. He is like a brother to me.”


“Go for it. I’m dying to
see what their reactions will be to this.”


I walked over to where
Jace was now sitting, plopped down into his lap and ran my fingers through his
hair.,


“Jace, you have the
softest hair. I’m so jealous. Men shouldn’t be allowed to have hair like
yours.”


Jace gawked at me, momentarily shocked. He glanced quickly at Talon who looked
up from his shot with a murderous expression and let out a low growl.


I twisted around in Jace’s
lap so my back was to Talon and winked. Understanding suddenly lit up Jace’s
eyes. He knew what I was up to and seemed completely willing to play along with
me. Jace wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me in closer.


I peeked at Leah from the
corner of my eye and reached out to her with my mind.


Ewww, Leah! This is so weird. It’s like cuddling with my brother. He’s
totally in on what is going on and is playing along. Does it even look
believable?


Even Leah’s mental voice
came across dripping with sarcasm.


Girl, if you were anyone else, I would’ve already dragged you out
of his lap by the hair. Hell, yes, it’s believable. Just don’t get crazy and
push Talon too far.


Jace caressed my hair as Talon
had done so many times. “What are you talking about? I’m no fairy princess. You
have a red-gold waterfall running down your back.


I draped one arm around
his neck and leaned against him. “You are quite the charmer, aren’t you?” I
giggled.


Talon looked like he was
going to snap the pool cue he was holding.


“Would you ladies like
something to drink?” Jace asked.


“That sounds great,” I
said.


“Do you need some help?”
Leah asked innocently.


He lifted me off his lap,
setting me gently on the floor. “I sure could. Especially since you know where
the drinks are around here, and I don’t.” He bounded down the stairs behind
Leah, leaving me alone with a very angry Talon.


“What exactly do you think
you’re doing?” he demanded.


“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t
realize you were talking to me again.”


“Caitlin, be reasonable. All
you’re going to do is bring more trouble with Johr down on your head.”


“What are you talking
about? Anyway, what difference does it make to you? Obviously you feel what
happened at the lake was a mistake. That’s fine. Don’t worry I’m not going to
force my attentions on you.” I snapped.


A muscle twitched in his
jaw. “You’re right. What happened at the lake was a mistake. I never should
have allowed it to happen. It was inexcusable to put you in danger like that. I
failed in my duty to protect you.”


My entire body shook with
anger. “You know what? Screw your duty. I’m sick to death of hearing about it. It seems to be the only thing you truly care about. One
minute you’re telling me I bring light to your world, and the next minute you’re
pushing me away, using duty as an excuse. Either you care, or you don’t. I’m
tired of being confused all the time. I feel like I’ve been sleepwalking my
entire life, oblivious to a world I never even know existed.”


“Duty is all I had to keep
me company for centuries.” He sighed. “It’s not so easily cast aside. Duty has
always been the one constant in my life and the central component of being a Turvata.”


“Well, I hope you and your
duty are very happy together. I, for
one, am sick of constantly having every aspect of my life managed for me.” I
walked over running a fingernail down his tense bicep. “From this point
forward, it’s my life to live. I’m going to start enjoying myself. You can
either join me, or stay out of my way.”


“Caitlin, please don’t do
anything rash. The danger you’re in is very real. I’m only concerned for your
safety.”


I continued running my
finger around the back of his arm and slid it down his back. I heard his sharp intake
of breath as I brought my hand to rest at the base of his spine.


I massaged the base of his
spine and studied him thoughtfully. “Tell me something, Talon. Why are you so
concerned about my safety? Is it inexplicably tied to your sense of duty or is
something else altogether?”


“How can I make you
understand?”


I gazed into his flaming
blue eyes. “Show me.”


He grabbed me and slammed
me against his length, lowering his face to kiss me, and I heard the abrupt intake
of my own breath, as his lips were just a fraction of an inch from mine.


“Hey people. Dinner will
be ready in about 5 minutes. We brought up some peach tea,” Leah said as she
came up the stairs.


Talon, horrified at being caught almost allowed me to fall to the floor. I
stared daggers at him as lightning flashed outside the window.


 












Chapter 16


Out of Control


 


 


Leah stared at us with wide
eyes. Talon’s eyes were slowly morphing to a soft brown. Thunder and lightning continued
to rumble across the now dark sky.


Always the peacemaker,
Jace piped up. “So, whose turn is it now?”


“It’s Talon’s. I’m done
playing games.” I stormed down the stairs.


Leah headed back down as
well. “I’ll be right back” she called over her shoulder.


She caught me by the
shoulder. “Caiti, stop. What happened?”


“He makes me so mad! I
wish he would just make up his mind already. Either he wants to be with me, or
he doesn’t. Why do they have to make things so complicated? It just frustrates
me.”


“I know. I think he’s just
as confused as you are and he uses his duty as a shield. He wants you to be safe,
and sees himself as a threat to you. I don’t think he knows which direction to turn
at this point. If he gives in to you, Johr will turn around and banish him. He’ll be forbidden to see you at all and I suspect he would
rather appear to keep his distance emotionally, and still get to be around you.
Does that make sense?”


“Ugh. Yes. When did you
become the logical one? I’ll tell you this. He needs to pick a damn side and
stay on it. Either we are friends and that is all…or we are more. He can’t have
it both ways. I can’t continue to switch back and forth and remain sane.”


***


“What the HELL happened up
here?” Jace demanded.


“What always happens when
I am around her? I can’t seem to keep it together. If Leah hadn’t come up when
she did, I would’ve had Caitlin bent over the pool table kissing her
thoroughly.” Talon couldn’t believe his complete lack of control where she was
concerned. He wasn’t an untried youth – he was a centuries old warrior.


“Yeah, Leah has bad timing
that way, doesn’t she?”


“Jace. This isn’t a joke. In the
last couple of weeks, I have broken multiple laws I pledged to protect
centuries ago. I cannot be with her. The fact we keep finding ourselves in
compromising positions is only going to prolong the pain. Not to mention it
puts her additional danger…both from me and Johr.” He still was waiting for the
other shoe to drop with Johr – he knew Johr was furious.


“Wait. I think this is
less about duty and more about being afraid of hurting her. What
about the legend Breeg and Beau were talking about? Maybe there is some
truth to it? If I were you, I would think it would be worth checking out.”


“Seriously. Do you really think some
ancient legend is going to be talking about ME? I wouldn’t even know where to
begin to look.” Jace had to be crazy to think Talon was the subject of some
ancient prophecy.


“Why not? Why can’t it be you? Try
starting with Breeg—I think he wants to help. I’m not
sure why, but I wouldn’t be looking a gift dwarf in the mouth. What we need to
do is keep them calm. They are unstable right now. I think if you push her away
one time too many, she is going to do something stupid.”


“There is one slight problem
with that line of logic. We have been forbidden to have anything to do with
them other than our duties as Turvata.”
Talon couldn’t figure out exactly what Jace was trying say.


“So we just need to keep
them close in the ‘spirit of protection’. Right?”


“Caitlin is right. You
would make an excellent used car salesman.” Jace had done the impossible, and
filled him with a renewed sense of hope.


***


We stopped in our tracks
at the sounds of Mom and Johr’s raised voices. We flattened ourselves against
the wall so we could watch and listen without attracting attention.


“Marne, she’s out of
control. Why can’t she see the danger she’s in?” Johr slammed his fist on the granite
that covered the kitchen island.


“Johr, has anyone
explained things to her? You know I’m unable as it was part of my exile. I’m
unable talk to her about anything of home or the Ethereals. I can only tell her about the things that affect me…like
showing her my true nature in Sanctuary. She’s capable of being reasonable, if
you will just take the time to explain why you’re asking these things of her.
As you may have already noticed, she doesn’t take well to being
ordered about. She’s a lot like her father that way.” She mumbled.


What the hell were they talking about? My
father was the calmest man I had ever known.


Breeg twisted around on
the couch behind Johr pointing at her and then back to Johr mouthing, “Tell
him.” Mom simply shook her head.


I glanced at Leah. Tell him what?


Johr’s eyebrows came
together. “I didn’t know Jason all that well, but he never seemed to have any
sort of temper. Every time I saw him, he was quite content.” He gave her a big
grin. “To be honest, she reminds me a lot more of her mom at that age. Do you
remember some of the knockdown, drag-out fights we had back then? You used to
keep me in line with that temper of yours. You never took any crap from me.”


She chuckled. “Well,
someone had to do it. You can get a little overzealous. You were always so
concerned about your duty and wanting everything to fall in line.” She said
wistfully. “Sometimes, I used to feel like you put your duty ahead of me.”


That certainly sounded like Talon.


“Marne,
why didn’t you ever say anything to me? Is that why you left?”


“Oh, Johr, it was a
million years ago. There’s really no point in rehashing it now.”


“There is to me. Please
tell me.”


“Johr, your lifelong dream
was to become part of the Turvata,
and ultimately rise through the ranks to the top. If you were with me, you
never would have been accepted. I
have the same tendencies as Caitlin, and was of royal blood. They never
would have allowed it. I wasn’t going to be the reason you were
denied entry into the Turvata.
It all worked out in the end. You achieved your dream and we were able to stay
close friends.”


“You didn’t have to leave.
Marne, I would’ve given it all up for you.”


Oh my God!


“I know. That’s why I had to leave.” She stared down at the
counter and peeled potatoes.


Johr ran his hand through
his thick hair. “I don’t understand. You weren’t gone but a month or so before
you met and married Jason and then Caitlin was born before a year was out. How
could you forget me so quickly?”


“You were in my thoughts
often. I just wanted you to get everything you had dreamed about for so long.
It’s not like I went away and never came back. You’re
here now and we’ve stayed very close friends all this time. You were there when
my children were born and have been a strong presence in their lives.”


“I love them as if they
were my own. By god, Marne. You were
exiled to this life because of the choices you made. You haven’t been
able to use your true form and celebrate life in Feydall as you were born to do. Now Caitlin and
Brady know nothing of our home and the beauty within.”


“Johr, the best parts of
my life are still with me. I have you and my kids. I get to see Breeg, Gail and
the pack from time to time. So I can’t portal at will without causing a major
scandal…I can drive anywhere I want to go. Someday, I’ll find a way to take the
kids to Feydall and they’ll know of
their home. If nothing else, having my children and seeing you achieve all you
dreamed of, makes it worth it.”


 


He closed the distance
between them and pulled her into his arms gently. “There has never been anyone
but you. When you left, I buried myself in my work. I always held on to the
hope you would come back to me. It was so difficult to be here with you and Jason
knowing you belonged to someone else. He was a good man and took good care of
all of you…I couldn’t hate him, as much I may have wanted to.”


I couldn’t believe what I was seeing and hearing. This explained
so much about Mom and Johr and why they were so close.
I reached
out and tentatively touched Johr’s mind with mine and jerked back at the images
that assaulted me.


 


She rose up on tiptoe gently
pressing her lips to his.


Johr saw Mom flitting through the meadows of wildflowers in Feydall
with him close on her heels. The next vision flashed to the day she left
Feydall, tears in her eyes as she hugged him goodbye. There was a flash and the
vision changed again. Mom was sitting on the edge of the bed with a hand on her
slightly swollen stomach holding a photo of Johr in the other hand, tears in
her eyes.


Johr jerked back and held
her at arm’s length.


“Marne, was Jason
Caitlin’s father?”


She appeared flustered and
refused to make eye contact. “Why would you ask me something like that?”


Yes, why would he ask her something
like that?


She glanced over at Breeg
and he nodded encouraging her to continue.


I just couldn’t figure out what he was trying to get her to do.


“Was he?”


“I can’t believe you would
suggest I had cheated on him. How could you think so little of me?” She pulled
away and busied herself with getting place settings out in preparation for
dinner.


“Ok, have it your way—for now. We aren’t done with this
conversation, Marne. I still want an answer.”


She inclined her head and
walked over to flick on the lights over the island. When her hand made contact
with the switch, the flights flickered on and off, matching her nervousness.


Nice to know I’m not the only one who has that problem.


Johr headed out the back
door to pull everything off the grill. Breeg walked over and took her hand.


“Marne,
luv.
Ye are gunna have ta tell him eventually. He deserves to ken. They both do.”


Leah and I exchanged
wide-eyed looks of disbelief. What exactly was the relationship between Mom and
Johr? We walked into the kitchen and found Breeg perched on a barstool watching
Mom desperately trying to uncork a bottle of wine.


“Is there anything we can
do to help?” I asked.


Mom narrowed her eyes at
me. “Are you really offering to help? I thought you girls would be hanging out
upstairs until dinnertime.”


“Nah. It’s easier to think down
here.”


Breeg chuckled under his
breath. “Like muther like child.”


I turned around, stuck my
tongue out at him, and proceeded to take lettuce, tomato
and cucumber out of the fridge for a salad.


The four of us sat in
comfortable silence for quite some time.


Johr opened the back door
with a bang, causing mom to jump practically out of her skin. It startled her to
the point her wings sprang out, scattering sparkling dust all over the kitchen.


Johr audibly sucked in his
breath. I couldn’t blame him–they were spectacular. Her wings flitted around rapidly
as she drained the remainder of her wine before slowly returning to their
hiding place.


Johr watched her
intensely. “Really?”


Mom hurried around the
kitchen putting everything on the table. “Um, why doesn’t someone tell the boys
dinner is ready?”


I threw Johr a smart-ass
look and said, “They’re your boys. You can tell them.”


Leah gasped while Breeg laughed
aloud.


Johr grunted and muttered
under his breath, “Temper like her father…yeah right.” He stood at the bottom
of the stairs and called, “Dinner.”


Jace and Talon instantly
appeared in the kitchen. Jace had his hands over his stomach and Talon stood at
the far end of the kitchen.


Figures.


Mom was already pouring
herself another glass of wine, but at least her hands weren’t shaking so badly
anymore.


I gaped at the table,
pleasantly surprised. Johr had made my favorite…his famous teriyaki pork chops.
Breathing in deeply, I savored the smell. I couldn’t help myself and shot him a
big grin. He appeared shocked and stared at me as if he had never seen me
before. I shrugged one shoulder before Leah and I claimed our spots at the
table.


It was extremely quiet as
everyone sat down to eat. The tension was awful. Johr glanced around the table
and took a deep breath.


“So, what were you kids up
to?” he asked.


I was stunned. He was
trying to make small talk? Really?
It was so completely out of character for Johr that even Jace and Talon were
looking at him with their mouths hanging open.


Leah grinned.
“Playing pool.”


Johr
surprised us again by chuckling aloud. He gestured to Talon and Jace from
across the table. “You idiots fell for that? Let me guess, they talked you into
playing doubles and then completely owned you?”


Jace snickered.
“Yeah, something like that. I don’t think we’ll be
underestimating them again.”


“Smart boy,”
said Breeg.


“Uncle Johr
taught me to play pool years ago. We used to play for hours at a time. He
always teases me about shooting left-handed, even though I’m normally
right-handed, because he does the same thing. I guess we are both freaks.” I
dissolved into giggles.


Johr snapped
his head back in Mom’s direction. She immediately toyed with the charm on her
wine glass and refused to make eye contact with him.


I studied
the two of them and narrowed my eyes. “Did I miss something here?”


Mom seemed
shocked. “No—why would you ask that?”


Johr studied
Mom’s face and then dropped his gaze to his plate. “No, but apparently I did.”
He muttered.


I stared
pointedly at Breeg. I figured he had to know something. I probed at the edges
of his mind. He looked astonished as my voice broke through his consciousness.


Breeg, I know you know what is going on. What
happened down here?


Gel. Yer powers are impressive. Ye shounna be able
ta get inside ma head so easily.


I have to admit it’s getting easier, not to
mention being DAMN convenient. But, you’re avoiding my question. What is going
on between my mother and Johr?


Child. Give 'em time ta sort it out betwixt tha
two of ‘em. This has been a long time comin’. It will make sense later. They
both be stubborn as hell


I knew it!


Breeg
flinched slightly as I shouted in his mind. I glanced around to see if anyone
had noticed our silent conversation before continuing.


They do have a history together, don’t they? They must have dated seriously when they were younger.
What happened?


Aye. They have history. I will leave it ta yer
muther ta tell ye tha story. Try ta be patient. This
may take some time. There be some old wounds needin’ ta heal and they need ta
learn ta be honest wi’ each other. All will work out,
if’n they can keep their foolish pride from gettin’ in tha way.


Wow. I always suspected something. I never thought to ask Mom about it.
It didn’t seem to matter—Johr’s been around my entire
life. He’s the one who taught me to play pool and poker, which drove my mom
crazy. Brady adores him. Well, there’s one positive thing about all this: if he’s all caught up in some argument with Mom, maybe it’ll get
him off my back for a bit.


Ye do have a bit o’ an imp in ye, don’t ye?


I
gave Breeg a dazzling smile. Talon raised his eyebrows at me, probably
wondering what I was up to. I watched his eyes slowly
begin to change colors and faced away from him, giving all my attention to
Breeg. I was still angry at Talon, and as far as I was concerned, he could
suffer for a while.












Chapter 17


So Close to Home


 


 


The rest of
the night passed without any major drama or fanfare, which was a refreshing
change of pace. We all went upstairs and played a couple of games of cutthroat.
I was perched on the arm of the coach next to Leah and yawning deeply. All of
the men watched me apprehensively like I was a time
bomb ready to go off.


“Good Lord. You
people act as if you have never seen anyone yawn before.
I’m just tired.”


Breeg
pointed over my head.


Leah sputtered
before breaking out into full-bodied laughter.


Oh, that was
just great.


There were
dozens of tiny stars over my head.


“Crap! I’m
getting a little tired of all these surprises. How am I going to get through an
entire day of school without doing something crazy like conjuring butterflies
or stars, making it rain or blowing something up? This is hopeless.” I plopped
down on the couch and fell over on my side.


Leah patted
me on the knee. Mom came over, wrapping her arms around my shoulders.


“You’ll be
fine—you are tough. All you have to do is not let your emotions run away with
you. You’ll have to keep an iron grip on them. When you feel yourself starting
to lose control, use your necklace.”


She
surprised me with her advice. I took my necklace between my fingers and rubbed
the smooth stone.


“Yes, Caiti. This is exactly why I gave the necklace to you
and told you never to take it off. It’s been in our family for generations. You
can consider it your lifeline. I’ll tell you the story behind that necklace
some other time when we are alone. You’ll also have Leah, Jace
and Talon there to help you keep things in check.”


I burst into
hysterics. “Is that supposed to make me feel better? Jace and Talon are going
to be there to help me keep my emotions, not to mention my temper, under control? That’s a good one, Mom.” I got up from the couch
and paced around the room slowly.


Johr came
over, grabbing me in a tight hug. “You’ll be okay, baby. You’re stronger than
you realize. I suspect you’re a lot like your father.”


He looked
pointedly at my mother, the question clear in his eyes. She quickly whirled away.


He exhaled
slowly. “Alright, we need to let these girls get some sleep. Kim had Brady
sleep over last night and she should be here any minute with him. I’m sure he’ll
be ready for bed too, if he didn’t already fall asleep in the car.” He motioned
for us to go into my room. “You girls go ahead. We aren’t going anywhere. We’ll
be downstairs sleeping in shifts.”


“All of you are going to sleep here? Are you serious?” I asked.


Johr winked
at me. “Don’t worry, you’ll sleep just fine. No one is going to bother you. We’re
here to make sure you’re safe.”


I grunted
and walked into my room with Leah, pulling the door closed behind us.


“Can you
believe this? I can’t get away from them. I know you’re probably thrilled with
this setup, but I was hoping for some time to myself.”


“Don’t
stress, Caiti. It’s bad for your complexion.” Leah joked. “Seriously, they’re
downstairs. What are you so freaked out about? They
aren’t coming up here. We can still do whatever we want in your room.” She
opened the door and came back with my speakers. “Club Caiti is open for
business.”


“You know
what sounds good? Some fresh air. Let’s go take Harley
for a walk before bed. I really need to unwind a bit before I’ll ever be able
to sleep.” I said.


“Do you
think they will let us go?”


“I don’t
really care if they like it or not. I need to get out for a minute. I feel like
I’m slowly suffocating. I’m talking about walking around the block, not running
a 5k. If we really need them, they could get to us in, like, a minute.”


We put on
our shoes and headed downstairs. I opened up the pantry door and stepped in.


“Surely you
aren’t hungry? We just ate,” Mom said.


“Nope. I’m looking for something. Aha! Here it is.”


I came out
of the pantry with Harley’s hot-pink leash and collar. I played with the links
as I walked over to her crate.


The group of
men that had gathered in the den eyed me with great concern.


“Um, what
are you planning to do with that?” Jace asked cautiously.


“Don’t
worry. It’s not for you.” I replied sarcastically.


Johr, Talon and Breeg sputtered with their
amusement.


“Very funny,”
Jace called at them over his shoulder.


Johr took a
couple of steps forward. “Seriously, though. Caiti, what are you doing?


I dropped my
hands to my sides, exasperated. “Are you really serious? Haven’t you ever seen
someone walk a dog before? Sheesh.
Harley needs to go out before I take her to my room for the night, unless one
of you is planning to clean up the mess in the morning?”


“Talon, Jace, you go with them,” Johr instructed.


“Oh, come on!” I wailed. “I’m going to walk my dog
around the block, not to the next county. If we need you, I’ll yell. We’ll be
close enough you’ll be able to hear it from here. I need to wind down some
before I’m ever going to be able to sleep.”


Johr
silently stared at me for a while before looking at Mom and giving her a loving
smile. She seemed momentarily surprised, then her lips
turned up.


“Okay,” he said,
relenting. “No longer than fifteen or twenty minutes though, or we are going to
come looking for you.”


I ran over
and threw my arms around his neck. “Thank you for understanding, Uncle Johr,” I
whispered.


He kissed me
on the cheek “I love you, baby-girl,” he whispered back.


When I
pulled out of his embrace, I could have sworn there were tears in his eyes. I
patted him on the arm and walked over to Harley’s crate.


Harley burst
out of the open door with a wagging tail. It made me feel guilty for not
walking her more often. As we passed through the den, I noticed Talon staring
at me with a frown on his face. Now, what was his issue? I was so thankful Johr
had chosen that moment to be understanding. I really needed to get away from
them for a little while.


We stepped out into the warm
night air. Taking a deep breath, I relaxed a little. We walked on in silence,
watching Harley as she stopped to sniff each blade of grass and I sighed
contently. Leah and I proceeded down to the end of the street and cut across
the block. As we headed down the other side, I became agitated. I peeked over
at Leah and found her staring back at me with big eyes.


“Crap. Do
you feel that?” I mouthed at her.


“Yeah, it’s
the same feeling I got before the bonfire,” she whispered. “I feel like we are
being watched.”


***


Talon paced
at the front door. He couldn’t shake his feeling of dread, so he went back into
the den and stood before Johr.


“Sir, I mean
no disrespect, but do you think they should be out walking alone? I feel very
uneasy about this.” Why was he the only one freaking out about this?


Johr
frowned. “Talon, if you feel that strongly about it, then go after them. I
trust your instincts.” He wore a faint smile. “She is your responsibility.”


Talon was
surprised. What exactly did Johr mean by that? Was he simply restoring his
status as the lead on her security team, or was it something more? He didn’t
wait around to find out. He headed for the front door with Jace right on his
heels.


 


***


“This can’t
be good. Oh…ugh. Leah, do you smell that?” I covered my
nose with my hand.


“Ewww. Yeah, it smells like rotting eggs. That’s nasty.”


“Oh crap!” I shouted. “Look over in the
bushes across the street, but try to act like you aren’t looking.”


Leah turned
her head slightly and shook. “What the hell is that? It looks like… glowing red
eyes.”


“Okay, then
I didn’t imagine it. What are we going to do? We have to cross over to that
side of the street to get back home.”


We weren’t that
far from the house, I could see our porch light and what appeared like figures
pacing outside. I was too afraid to make any sudden movements, since motion could
definitely call the creature’s attention to us.


Leah didn’t
get a chance to answer me. At that moment, a hissing came from the bushes, and
Leah and I screamed.


“I knew it!” I heard Talon shout. I
turned and saw Jace as he kicked off his shoes in the front yard and morphed. He
could definitely run much faster in his wolf form. I only hoped it would be
fast enough.


Harley was
snarling and barking at the form in the bushes. Leah picked her up as we ran
blindly toward the house. The creature was picking up speed
and quickly gained on us.


We were
rounding the corner to our house when a huge wolf jumped out in front of us. Harley
leaped out of Leah’s arms and bolted for home. Leah continued screaming as the wolf
took an aggressive stance next to her.


I shook her
by the shoulders. “Leah! It’s Jace. Calm down.”


The bushes rustled
furiously, and a grey-skinned creature with a canine-like face and huge fangs emerged
from the shadows. It hissed and screeched, showing its forked tongue.


The creature
was making me sick to my stomach and Leah seemed rooted to the spot. I didn’t
think she could move if she wanted to. I backed away slowly. Suddenly, I was grabbed from behind, just below my elbows. I screamed
and thrashed until I spun around to face my captor.


Talon’s
beautiful eyes, which were—of course—electric blue was all I could see. He was extremely
angry. I was so happy to see him that I didn’t even care if he was mad at me.
He pushed me behind him and growled deep in his throat. The creature leapt over
Jace, heading directly for me. I grabbed Leah’s hand and we both screamed.


“No!”


There was a thunderous
crash followed by a flash of light and the creature was gone.


Jace slowly morphed
back into his human form. He was shaking his head at us in obvious disbelief. “Damn.
What did you two do?”


“They
created a portal to who-knows-where and sent the beast through it.” Talon
sounded impressed.


I pivoted, threw
my arms around his neck and rained kisses all over his
face. He picked me up, holding me tight to his chest.


“I was so
scared, but you came for me.” I said. No matter how angry I had been with him
before, he had come to my rescue when I needed him.


“Of course I
came for you. I told you before, you are mine to protect.”


I hesitated
before speaking, not sure I wanted the answer to the question I was about to
ask.


“Is that
duty talking or you?”


“Against my
better judgment, it’s me. I heard you scream and simply couldn’t get here fast
enough. I want you to be prepared though; the portal you two just created may
have set off an alarm with the Accendersi.
We need to get you back to the house immediately.”


The
adrenaline was wearing off and I trembled and found myself blacking out. Talon
caught me before I could hit the ground. He cradled me in his arms and carried
me back to the house. Jace wrapped an arm around Leah’s trembling waist and
followed close behind.


Johr and
Breeg were already bursting through the front door by the time we came around
the corner of the house. Breeg’s bushy eyebrows drew together in concern at the
scene in front of him and Johr ran out to greet us with panic in his eyes.


“Dear
Oberon! Is she okay? What happened?” His voice rose in alarm. He reached over trying
to take me out of Talon’s arms.


Breeg stared
at the sky and put a hand on his arm. “Johr, we must get inside right away.”


Johr nodded
and propelled us all toward the door while he brought up the rear.


Jace held
the door open so Talon could carry me inside. He went directly to one of the
couches in the den and gently laid me down. Breeg quickly walked to the
fireplace and quickly lit a cheery fire. He reached into his pocket, pulled out
a handful of bright green dust and threw it into the flames while muttering in
a strange language. Soon, the room was bathed in a
soft green glow.


I blinked
several times trying to clear my vision. Mom walked in with an armful of clean
laundry. She gasped, immediately dropping it on the floor and making a beeline
for where I was lying. She pushed the two men out of her way, grabbing me in a
tight hug.


“What
happened?”


Johr studied
Talon with admiration in his eyes. “Talon saved her.” Talon stared back at him,
stunned. Jace and Leah were standing behind him, smiling, with Jace’s arm still
firmly around Leah’s waist.


Mom whipped
around to Talon. She let me go and grabbed him about the neck, hugging him.


“Thank you. I’m
forever in your debt. I never dreamed she would be in any real danger so close
to the house.” She turned back to Johr with soft eyes. “What exactly happened?”


Johr
motioned for Talon to relay the story.


He glanced
from Johr to Mom and uttered a single word, “Chupacabra.”


Her hand
flew to her throat. “Here? Johr! What if the boys
hadn’t been in time?” Her hands trembled.


He took her
hands in his, gently kissing her knuckles. “I promise you no harm will come to
her while we are here.”


She gazed at
him with adoration in her eyes. Leah raised an eyebrow and I nodded in return
as I slowly sat up on the couch, not wanting to disturb the unusually tender
moment between them. As I swung my legs over the edge of the couch, the springs
on the pullout bed creaked under me.


Ugh.


Everyone’s
attention turned toward me, and I cringed.


Mom spun toward
Talon, her hands still in Johr’s. “How did you know
where to find her?”


Johr pulled
her closer to his side. “He became extremely agitated as soon as she crossed
the threshold. He came to me, told me of his unease and desire to go after the
girls. It wasn’t long after they left when Harley showed up trembling on the
front steps. Breeg and I sensed the portal and ran outside to find Talon and
Jace coming back with the girls.”


Mom gaped at
me. “Portal? Caitlin?”


I took a
deep breath. “Well, we were out walking Harley. The weather was beautiful
outside and it relaxed me, so I was able to start thinking clearly again. When
we came around the corner to head back home, there was an awful smell and we
saw red eyes watching us from the bushes. It hissed and we ran away. That’s
when Jace and Talon came to our rescue. When that thing tried to jump over Jace,
Leah and I grabbed each other by the hand. The next thing we knew there was a
horrifically loud noise and a flash of light. After which, the creature was
gone.”


Mom buried
her head in Johr’s massive chest, while he stroked her hair down her back in an
effort to soothe her.


“Johr, it
was so close. It would’ve torn them apart. I don’t want them to leave the house
without Jace and Talon by their sides.


Johr addressed
Talon and Jace sternly. “You heard her. You know what your assignment is,
correct?”


“Yes sir.”
They replied in unison. Jace was grinning at Leah like an idiot again. Talon eyed
at me while a predatory expression played across his face.


I glanced at
Johr, confused. He winked at me, and I realized what Johr meant. He was going
to allow us to remain with the boys. I gave him a brilliant smile, in thanks. Mom
pulled away from Johr, looking at us with a sparkle in her eye.


“Well,
nothing like a little danger to make people hungry. Who’s
up for dessert?”


Breeg
immediately stood up walked toward the kitchen with a guilty expression on his
face. Johr and I grinned at each other.


“Brownies!” We were pushing each other in an effort to be
first to the kitchen. Leah leaned in to Jace, and they both made a dash for the
kitchen as well.


Thankfully,
the den was open to the kitchen, so Johr and I sat at the bar with our brownies
and I was still able to watch Talon. I had to admit it was becoming my favorite
pastime.


Mom caught Talon
by the sleeve as he walked past.


“Talon, wait.
I’d like to talk to you.”


“Yes, Your Highness. What can I do for you?”


She
grimaced. “Please don’t call me that. Just call me Marne.”


“Okay, Marne.”


“Talon, I
need to know something. How did you know the girls were in trouble?”


“I didn’t
know for sure. I just had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. The desire
to go find them at that moment was overpowering. I couldn’t wait.”


She appeared
thoughtful. “The Blood Bond.”


Blood Bond? What did that mean?


He stared at
her in disbelief. “Surely you don’t think…”


“Talon, I
can’t see any other explanation.”


“Marne. We only had the one exchange, and it was at the
lake. There’s no way enough blood exchanged to make her blood bound to me. I
fought so hard to ensure it would never happen.”


She gave him
a knowing look. “Have you forgotten about the prophecy? You shouldn’t
be so tuned in to her after only one exchange. Talon, I think you may be
the One. There are too many coincidences with you two. If she’s indeed a Lumina, the only
one she could be truly happy with is the One from the prophecy. Spend some time
with her alone, without Leah or Jace around and give it some serious thought.”


She left
Talon alone in the den as he stood there shaking his head. He seemed lost so I
went in to check on him. I was getting really irritated with people having
conversations about me within my earshot. Right now, I was more concerned about
Talon’s current state of mind than my minor irritation. 


“Are you
okay?” I asked, concern deep in my eyes.


“I’m not
sure.” His voice was thick with wonder.


“I never
really did get a chance to thank you.” I said to Talon. You have no idea how grateful
I am you showed up when you did.” I tilted my head to one side. “How did you
know we were in trouble?”


He shrugged
his shoulders. “Just a hunch.”


I stared
down at the floor. “Oh, okay.” It wasn’t quite the answer I
was looking for.


Talon
sighed. “Caitlin, come upstairs with me. I think it’s time we talked.” He held
his hand out to me.


I took it,
and he led me up the stairs to the couch near the pool table. The last time
we’d had a talk,
things didn’t turn out so great.


I sat warily
and he sank down beside me. . “Okay, you
wanted to talk…so talk.”


His mouth
turned up on one side. “You aren’t going to make this easy for me, are you?”


I shrugged one
shoulder. “You make it sound like I go out of my way to make things difficult
for you. I can assure you that I don’t. Now, what did you want to talk to me
about?”


Talon
grimaced. “I guess I deserve that.”


He put my
hand in his and rubbed my knuckles with his thumb. I wish he wouldn’t do that
when we have these little talks. It makes it almost impossible for me to
concentrate on the conversation at hand.


“I’m sorry. I
wasn’t trying to take a dig at you. Please continue.”


“Caitlin,
there are still so many things you don’t know about our world. I wish you knew
more about the Ethereals going into
all this. Unfortunately, I just don’t have enough time to fill you in on everything
you need to know. Have you ever heard the legend of the Blood Bond?”


I tilted my head
to the side. “Only in dreams, at least I think they were dreams.”


He seemed
concerned and slightly confused. “What dreams are you talking about?


“Well, I
have been having the same one for a couple months. There are
three women who keep giving me these cryptic messages. The dreams are
when I was introduced to Ael’onwe, Freya and Ta’-Sha. In one of the last
dreams, someone named Ciro followed Ta’-Sha into my room.”


Talon clenched
his teeth and leaned in closer. “What do these women tell you in your dream?”


“They
frequently speak other languages. Freya–now that I think about it, she reminds
me of you—told me, ‘You will be
kal’enedral with your ves’tacha
and the world will be in alignment again,’ the last time I saw her.”


Talon reared
back. “Are you absolutely sure that’s what she said?”


I snorted. “Like I could make something like that up.”


“You
mentioned two others. What are they like?”


“Hmm. One looks a lot like me – for good reason… she is my
great-grandmother. Her name is Ael’onwe and she kept calling me ‘Mi sioga íníon’. The other looks like
she could be Native American, and she had the most beautiful, violet eyes. She
was introduced to me as Ta’-Sha. I was talking about the fact Ryan hadn’t
bothered me since you and Jace started school and she said, ‘Ana shuuwi? ta? iyaasa’. Something like that,
anyway.”


Talon‘s eyes
glazed over. “It’s because a warrior was there.”


I was
surprised. “You knew what she meant? They had to explain it to me.”


“Yes, I’ve
heard it since I was a small child. It’s part of the
legend I was just referring to.”


“I guess I
don’t understand. Talon, what are you getting at?”


“Your mom
pulled me aside tonight. She believes the reason I could sense you were in
danger was because we have the Blood Bond. If it’s the case, I’ll be able to sense
any time you’re in trouble, even if you aren’t with me.”


“Really?” I said pretending surprise. He obviously didn’t
realize I had witnessed their entire conversation. “I thought you said it would
take many feedings before any sort of transformation would take place?” I stared
down at the floor shyly. “We only had the one experience, and it was such a
small exchange.”


He watched
me with flames in his bright, blue eyes. “If we’re part of the old legend, as
your mother expects, the size or number of the exchanges would make no
difference. Any exchange would begin the bond. It would also mean a lifetime of
being bound to each other.”


He had my
full attention now. “What exactly do you mean by ‘being bound’ to you?”


“You
wouldn’t become Varyo, but we’ll both
be much happier when we’re in close proximity to each other. If we’re away from
each other for too long, it’ll cause us both physical pain. It also means we’ll
be extremely aware of each other’s emotions. It’ll make my existing sensitivity
to you even more heightened.”


I peeked at
him out of the corner of my eye. “So, I’d be able to tell what you’re feeling?”


He chuckled
softly. “Something like that. Yes.”


FINALLY!


I gave him a
mischievous grin and pulled one of my hands back, tracing a line up his arm
over his heavily muscled bicep. He studied me with flashing eyes and soon my
breathing sped up to match his. Wrapping my fingers around the thick cording of
his arm, and gently massaging it, my pulse quickened as he pulled me closer. My
instincts told me to pull back. The pain would be excruciating when he pushed
me away again. My head and my heart don’t always see eye to eye, and he was noticeably
having the same problem. He reached over, grabbing me by the waist and pulling
me into this lap. He stroked my hair as you would a small child.


Lightly running my fingertips
along his jaw line and feeling his jaw tense—I leaned into his chest, tucking
my head under his chin. I was always amazed at his ability to be so tender when
he possessed such incredible strength.


“Talon, I
can’t continue to yo-yo back and forth between friends and more than friends. It’s
tearing me apart.” I took a deep breath. “You can’t straddle the fence on this,
anymore. I need to know if you want to be with me, or if your position within
the Turvata is going to make it
impossible.” I sat with shaking hands, terrified of what his choice might be.


“Ves’tacha, I’m sorry I’ve caused you so
much pain. I can feel it radiating from you while you sit here.” He held me
tightly to his chest before pulling me back so he could look me in the eyes. “There
are so many things at play, and there’s no simple answer. I know I’ve given you
very mixed signals, and I take full responsibility for it. Ethereal law forbids me from having any sort of relationship with you
other than the role of a protector. Yet, my heart screams for you when you’re
nearby. It’s a feeling I never thought I’d experience.” He put a finger under
my chin. “Never doubt my love for you. You’ve brought color, music
and laughter to my life. I’m absolutely willing to put
aside my position within the Turvata
and even lay down my own life for you. At the same time, I’m not willing to put
you in any sort of danger. You seem to have a special talent for getting into
trouble with the greatest ease.” He grinned at me as my cheeks heated.


I raised my
hands and shrugged my shoulders. “So, what do we do now? It seems we’ve reached
a stalemate again.”


He gave me a
sly wink. “Don’t give up hope just yet. I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I
think we may have a new champion in Johr.”


I was
surprised. “Really? What makes you think that?”


Talon shook
his head. “It’s something he said to me earlier. I can’t put my finger on it. Just
a hunch I have, but we’ll have to see how it all pans out.”


I shot him a
bashful expression and the familiar warmth of a blush spread across my face. My
cheeks were soon burning. “So, we can wait together. If nothing else, we have
tonight, right?”


I couldn’t
afford to be greedy. I was happy to spend any amount of time with him.


He studied me
with blazing eyes. “Yes, thanks to your mom and Johr, we do.”


I pulled his
head down to mine, kissing him thoroughly. He anchored his hand in my hair. I
slowly wound my arms around his neck and pressed against him. I heard him give
a low growl and his breathing quickened.


My pulse
accelerated to match his as he gently laid me back against the cushions of the
couch. I pressed my body against his length. I parted my lips and opened my
mouth slightly so I could taste his breath on my tongue. Sensing his impatience
as he pushed the neck of my shirt down and sunk his teeth in just below my
collarbone, I writhed wildly beneath him. The pleasure was almost unbearable
and I could see the sparks in the air surrounding us.


After
several moments, he ran his tongue over my collarbone and raised his head to
meet my lips. I could still faintly taste the metallic saltiness of my own
blood on his lips. Suddenly, there was a thunderous crash coming from
downstairs and we heard yelling. Jace bounded up the stairs dragging Leah
behind him. Talon leapt off the couch, shoving me behind him.


“Talon, we
must get them out of here immediately!” Jace shouted.


“What is
going on?” Talon asked.


“The Accendersi portaled directly into the house. We have to find a
way out now!” Jace said.


Leah stood
behind him, her entire body shaking like a leaf.


I panicked. “My mother! We can’t leave her here. What
if Kim brings the boys here? Brady could get hurt!” I was heading for
the stairs when Jace and Talon caught me by the arms.


“Caitlin, we’ve
already sent word to Kim through various channels. She’ll keep the boys safe
with her. They’re probably headed to Sanctuary as we
speak, if they aren’t there already. Your mother’s very strong, and she has
Johr and Breeg to protect her. It’s you and Leah they want, which is why we
have to find a way to get you out of here now!”
Jace tugged at my arm.


We heard heavy
footsteps coming up the stairs and Leah and I exchanged horrified looks. What
were we going to do? There was no other way out.


Suddenly I got an idea, but would we be able to pull it off?


“Leah?”


She grabbed
me by the hand. “Caiti, I’m scared.”


I squeezed
her hand reassuringly. “Leah, we’re
going to create a portal and take Talon and Jace with us.”


“How in the
hell are we supposed to do that? We have no idea how we’ve done it in the past.”


I groaned in
frustration. “Just hold my hand and think of somewhere we’d rather be. I know! Think
of the beach in Maui from vacation last summer. As soon as you have that
thought in your head, grab Jace and I’ll get a hold on Talon. Hopefully we can
take them with us. We’ll go on three. Ready? One, two…three.”


We grasped
hands and I thought of the beautiful beach we had enjoyed last summer in Wailea,
and presumably, Leah was doing the same. I nodded at her and she reached out
and grabbed Jace by the wrist. Stretching my arm out, I seized Talon around the
waist, making sure I made contact with the skin just beneath his shirt. I could
feel the power building within me. Just as the intruders reached the top of the
stairs, I heard a deafening crash and squinted against a blinding burst of
light.


 












Chapter 18


Mrs.
Raikaa


 


 


I was falling and flung my arms out to catch myself, only to find
the warm haven of Talon’s embrace. We hit the sand and he rolled me on
top on him, which kept me from being crushed under his
weight. I heard muffled grunts and saw Leah and Jace had made it safely through
the portal as well. Sand rained down upon us but I was ecstatic. I kissed Talon
deeply in celebration.


Even in the
dark, where the only light came from the stars reflecting off the ocean, I
could see the spark ignite in Talon’s eyes. It was at that moment when I
realized I was still pinning him to the ground. I laughed until tropical
butterflies surrounded us. I sat up putting one knee on either side of him,
allowing him to sit up too. Leah came running over and threw her arms around my
neck. She knocked me to the ground and we were soon rolling around in the sand,
hugging and squealing.


“Caiti! We did it! We did it! You were right!!”


“I just got
lucky. I thought about what happened the other times, and it seemed to make
sense. I’m thrilled it worked since it means three of my favorite people in the
world are safe. Jace was right—Mom has Johr and Breeg and Kim will take good
care of the boys. I guess the real question is what in the world are we going
to do? I have my cell phone in my shorts pocket along with a twenty-dollar
bill. The battery on my phone is dead and I seriously doubt twenty dollars is
going to get us through breakfast, much less pay for a room around here. Why
didn’t we think of somewhere cheaper?”


Leah faced
me with big eyes. “Oh man. I wasn’t thinking that far ahead. I don’t have
anything much with me. Should I turn off my phone? Can they track our calls?”


I was shocked
at the idea. “I don’t know. It never even crossed my mind.”


Talon and
Jace gave each other a wicked grin.


Talon jumped
up and scooped me up in his arms. “Well, Mrs. Raikaa. Are you ready to begin
your honeymoon?”


Excuse me?


I gawked at
him in shock. “Um…uh…what? Mrs. Raikaa? What are you
talking about?”


Talon kissed
me soundly. “What other reason could we give for showing up in the middle of
the night without any luggage? We must all be newlyweds, right?”


I giggled,
twisting a lock of hair around my finger. “It still doesn’t alter the fact we
don’t have any money.”


He placed
his finger under my chin. “My ‘tacha. When you have
lived as long as I have, you earn a pretty hefty line of credit.”


It always
disturbed me a little when I realized how old he really was. It made me feel so
immature and insignificant.


Leah and I
glanced at each other, and then back at the men. I wrapped my arms around his
neck. I was emotionally exhausted and desperately looking forward to a good
night’s sleep and I knew there would be nothing to fear as long as we were with
these two.


Jace bowed
low in front of Leah. “Mrs. Adair, are you ready to go to your room?”


She giggled.
“Are you going to carry me over the threshold?”


“Of course. I would allow nothing else,” he replied.


We headed up
the path from the beach with Talon still carrying me close to his chest. I nuzzled
against his neck and sighed. As the path became better lit,
it dawned on me where we were, and I struggled to get down.


“What is
wrong?” Talon asked, concerned.


“Talon, this’s
the Grand Wailea. I can’t ask you to pay for rooms here. Leah and I stayed here
last summer on vacation, and it’s very expensive.”


Leah
giggled. “Yeah, and it’s worth every penny too.”


I couldn’t
argue with her at all. The atmosphere was magical.


He sighed. “Would
you stop worrying? Did you enjoy yourself here?”


“Well, yes. It’s a fairytale hotel, with one of the most amazing spas I’ve ever
seen. It was probably the best vacation we have ever taken.”


“Caitlin, as
far as I’m concerned nothing’s too good for you. Nothing.
Understand? Furthermore, now that I know you two
enjoyed the spa I’ll make sure you spend a day there as well.”


Tears gathered
in the corners of my eyes as my heart pounded within my chest.


“This’s the
most amazing faux honeymoon anyone has ever given me. I can only hope when someone
tells me he wants to spend his life with me it’ll be half as wonderful as this.
How can I ever thank you for all you’ve done for me?”


I gazed at
him, hoping with all my being that that man would be him.


Talon wiped
away the tears. “Ves’tacha, your
happiness is all I need. I assure you, one day you’ll be a stunning bride and
be treated like the princess you are.” He leaned down and kissed me gently.


I bit him
gently under the ear. “I think I truly love you, you know that? I have never
said that to anyone in my entire life, well except my family.”


He let my
feet touch the ground and crushed me to his chest. “I’ll hold you to that.” He
took my hand in his and we walked to the front desk to check in.


Talon walked
up to the check-in desk. He exuded confidence and could be really
intimidating when he wanted. I twisted my hair around my finger as Leah
nervously picked at her fingernails. Jace was the picture of tranquility, plopping
down in a rattan chair and propping his feet on an ottoman. He reached up and
pulled Leah into his lap and she went down in a ball of failing arms and
squealing.


The agent
behind the desk snapped to attention as Talon approached the desk. “Aloha, sir. May I help you?”


Talon stood
at the desk with complete authority. “Yes, we’d like to reserve a couple of
your deluxe suites. Connecting, if you have them.”


Surprise
flashed across the agents face before it returned to a look of customer service
perfection. “Yes, sir. How long will you be staying?”


Talon winked
at me. “We’re celebrating our honeymoon. Decided we couldn’t wait any longer
and eloped tonight. I’d say we’ll be here about a week.”


The front
desk clerk kept dropping his pen; I guess he got a little excited. “Absolutely sir. We are honored you chose the Grand Wailea
to celebrate your special event.”


Leah giggled
again. Jace grabbed her on either side of her face and kissed her to silence
before she gave us away.


The clerk
gave Talon two keys. “Can I have someone get your luggage, sir?”


Talon winked
at him. “No luggage. However, can you tell me when the shops open?”


“Absolutely, sir. They open at nine a.m.”


“Fabulous. Can
you give them these instructions? My wife is to have anything she wants and have
it put on my tab.”


The agent
nodded quickly. “Yes, Mr. Raikaa. Consider it done.”


Talon leaned
in, whispering something to the clerk, who grinned at me and nodded his head. 


A young
bellhop walked up. “Mr. Raikaa?”


Talon nodded
“Yes?”


“Please
allow me to show you to your rooms.” He motioned for us to follow him. He
pointed out the main points of the resort as we walked to our room: the swim-up
bar, spa, restaurants, beach access and cabana rentals. I trailed the group and
walked around in my own personal fog.


Looking
around me in disbelief, I couldn’t believe we were really in Maui. Everything
was exactly as I remembered it – lush and gorgeous. I was so busy looking at
the amazing surroundings that I didn’t notice the bellman had stopped in front
of a door and I crashed into him. Talon caught me as I bounced off the bellman’s back.


The bellman
was the picture of professionalism and behaved as if nothing had happened. He
put a key in the first door.


“Mr. Adair,
this is your room.” He held the door open for them. Leah, still giggling, went
in first. She glanced back over her shoulder as I gave her a wide grin and
waved my fingers at her.


He walked a
few steps further to another door. “Mr. Raikaa, this will be your room.” He
stepped inside and held the door open.


Talon swept
my feet out from under me, carrying me into the suite. It just seemed so…
dramatic. He tipped the bellman handsomely, locking the door behind him. I wandered
around the suite and gasped. It was exquisite. Walking around the room, lightly
touching the furniture, I gave Talon a brilliant smile before heading to the
doors leading to what appeared to be a private lanai.


Pushing the
doors open, I stepped outside. It faced the ocean and had a comfortable sitting
area, as well as a place to have meals right outside. I leaned on the railing
and sighed contentedly.


Talon
wrapped his arms around me. “Are you okay, Ves’tacha?
I thought this would make you happy.”


“Talon, the
fact you, Leah and Jace are here and safe makes me happy. This amazing room is
like the icing on the cake. I could just stay out here like this forever.”


I jumped at a
sudden knock on the door.


“One moment–let
me get that,” said Talon


He came back
to the lanai with a bottle and a bowl full of chocolate-covered strawberries.


“You are
quite the charmer, aren’t you? You’ve thought of everything.”


He grinned
and poured us both a glass of an orange frothy liquid. I had no idea what it
was and didn’t want to embarrass myself by asking. He handed me a glass and
picked up a strawberry holding it to my lips. As soon as my teeth sank into the
strawberry, his eyes exploded into sapphire sparks. I licked my lips and knew I
was treading on thin ice, but I was feeling reckless.


How many
chances was I going to get like this in my lifetime?


I pulled
away with shaking hands. My eyes darted around nervously while I shifted from
one foot to the other.


“I want to
see the rest of the suite.” I abruptly walked back through the den down the
hall to the bedrooms. “Which room is mine and which is Leah’s?”


Talon gave
me a roguish wink. “You can have whatever room you want. Leah’s room is next
door.”


I stared at
him in astonishment. Was he really saying we had this entire suite to
ourselves? He was always so careful to keep the lines in our relationship very
clear based on the Ethereal
laws. This was really going to make those lines very fuzzy. I examined the
closed door leading to the hallway, waiting for some yet unseen complication to
come bursting in. When no one appeared, I decided I was going to make the most
of this before his damned sense of duty took over, or worse…Johr and my mother
found where we had portaled.


I walked to
the second room, which had a stunning bathroom with a tub overlooking the
ocean. I hopped on the bed and then threw myself backwards across the large mattress.


I rolled to
my side. “I think I’ll take this one.”


Talon smiled indulgently. “You
got it. Then I’ll sleep—”


I
interrupted him before he could finish. “You’ll stay here with me. I don’t want
the Accendersi or anyone else being
able to sneak up on me in the middle of the night. My nerves are
frayed. My only regret is we don’t have a change of clothes. I wish I
had some PJs to change into.” I shrugged my shoulders. “I’ll figure something
out.” I gave him a timid smile and knew a blush began in my cheeks. “Do you
mind checking on Leah and Jace while I take a quick bath? I’ve got sand everywhere.”


He chuckled.
“Of course not. I’ll wait in the den until you are
done. Take your time.” He kissed me on top of the head and walked out.


I ran the
faucet, slipped into the bath and let the warm,
scented water of the honey-mango bubble bath swirl around me. I was in heaven.


I finally
soaked most of the kinks out of my shoulders, decided I’d had enough, got out and dried off with a towel. Opening the closet, I found
a fluffy, white robe. Slipping it on, I decided it was decent enough to wear
around the suite. I mean, we wear them around in the spa, don’t we?


I stepped
out of the bedroom and walked timidly through the sliding doors of the lanai. Talon and Jace had their heads together and were talking
animatedly.


“Hey you two. What are you up to now? Planning
your next security detail? I’m not really sure how you are going to be
able to top this one.” I teased.


Talon’s eyes
devoured me like a starving man. Jace winked at me, and I grinned. My anxiety
prevented me from making direct eye contact with Talon. I stared past them at
the sparkling water rushing back and forth across the beach.


“Wow, pixie
girl. I’d forgotten your hair was so naturally curly. It’s cool.”


My hand
immediately went to my hair. Crap. I’d forgotten it was still wet. Talon had
only seen it like this once. I hoped he liked it. I snuck a look out of the
corner of my eye and, based on the expression he wore on his face, I had
nothing to worry about. My hands shook slightly and I
hoped no one noticed.


“Here you
go.” Jace handed me a glass of the orange liquid.


“Hey,
where’s mine?” Leah glided through the door, ironically wearing the same robe.


Jace kissed
her and handed her a glass before moving to the far side of the lanai to talk
privately with Talon.


“Can you
believe these rooms?” she mouthed.


I giggled
quietly so it wouldn’t catch the attention of the men talking on the lanai. “Nope. Talon really knows how to impress, doesn’t he?”


She put her
hand on my forearm. “Caiti, be careful with him. I think he really loves you. I
believe if he thought he could get away with it, he would make this a true
honeymoon.”


I blushed to
the roots of my hair.


“Leah, I
think I may feel the same way. However, I give you the same warning with Jace. Be
gentle with him; he adores you.”


She motioned
toward the open lanai doors. “I know. I would give up everything for him.”


I smacked
her on the back before giving her an impish grin. “We’ll have to exchange notes
in the morning over breakfast.”


She burst into
a nervous twitter that resembled a braying donkey.


“Is there something
you ladies would like to share with the class?” teased Jace.


We looked up
guiltily. We knew we’d been caught talking about them.


I quickly
downed my glass, walked over to the chaise where Talon was sitting and plopped
down into his lap. He slid his legs over each side of the cushion, making room
so I could lean back against him.


“Do we still
have any of those strawberries left?” I held his attention with my eyes, which
were currently wide with innocence.


Talon shot
Jace a meaningful glance.


Jace
stretched his arms over his head and yawned. He wrapped one arm around Leah. “I’m
beat. Let’s go curl up on the couch and see if we can find anything good on
TV.”


Leah winked
at me. “Sounds good. See you kids later. Night, Cay-bear. Night, Talon.”


I jumped
slightly when her voice probed the edges of my mind. Remember what I said, Cay. He loves you. We may never get another
chance to be alone with them like this again. Make the most of it, but take
things at your own speed.


I nodded in
her direction. I know. I’m going to appreciate
what I can and we’ll deal with the repercussions in the morning. Enjoy your
night to the fullest. I’ll never judge you. You’re more than my best friend; you’re like my sister. We’ll see you around ten for
breakfast - let’s have it delivered to the rooms.


Leah shot me
a big grin over her shoulder and nodded vigorously.


Talon massaged
my neck. “So, what was that all about?”


I groaned. I
hadn’t realized how stiff my neck had become. “Oh, that. Leah and I would like
to have breakfast delivered to the rooms around ten tomorrow morning. Can we do
that?”


Talon
chuckled. “Anything you want. When we go inside, we’ll fill out the order and
put it outside our door.” He gave a small sound of disapproval. “Ves‘tacha, you are so tense. Are you
okay? Does being here like this with me make you uncomfortable?”


 


Hell yes, it
made me nervous, but I wasn’t going to provide him with an excuse to leave.


I spun
around to face him. “Oh, no, please don’t think that. Everything you have done
for me tonight is the stuff fairy tales are made of.”


Talon chuckled.
“Well, it seems appropriate considering the audience, my little pixie.”


I grimaced. “Seriously
I couldn’t be happier. The only thing to stress me out right now is that
eventually the Accendersi or my
mother and Johr are going to show up and completely ruin my fantasy world. This
is exactly why I’m going to enjoy every second of this to the fullest!”


Talon
reached over and fed me another strawberry. “I’m very glad to hear it.” He
leaned over and licked the juice that had trickled down my bottom lip.


I sucked in
my breath and my heart raced. His eyes pulsed in time with my heartbeat. I
wondered if there really was something to the Blood Bond
he’d spoken of earlier. I couldn’t imagine anything more amazing than being
with him, like this, forever.


A small bead
of sweat trickled down my spine – effectively ruining my perfect daydream. It
was bound to happen, since I was wearing such a thick robe. I slid off the
chaise and stood up, stretching my back. Talon observed me as I moved.


“I’m sorry,
Talon. Would you mind if we went inside? It’s getting a little hot out here in
this robe.”


Talon
immediately jumped up. “No, I don’t mind at all. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find
something good on TV as well. I’m not ready to turn in just yet. Are you up to
watching a movie with me, or would you like to get some sleep?”


I shook my
head shyly. “No, I’d love to watch a movie with you. It might sound stupid, but
I’m afraid if I close my eyes, I’m going to wake up and realize this was all a dream.”


He reached
over, grabbing me in a big hug. “I have been called a nightmare before, but
never a dream–that was a first.”


My blushing
was almost uncontrollable as he led me into the living area.


I dropped
down onto the couch and tried to find a way to arrange the robe, so I was
comfortable, but it just wasn’t cooperating.


Talon walked
up and handed me something dark. I glanced up and realized he was shirtless. My
pulse went into overdrive and I had trouble swallowing. I had imagined him like
this many times, but had never seen it, and my imagination hadn’t remotely done
him justice.


“Caitlin,
here—go put on my shirt. You’ll be a lot more comfortable and I don’t really
get cold…certainly not in Maui.”


I ran my
hand down his jawline and stood on tiptoe to give him a kiss. “Thank you. You
really do take good care of me.”


I walked
into the bedroom, lightheaded. I could feel two sets of heartbeats and they
seemed to be beating in unison. Did one of them belong to Talon? I could really
get used to this. I slipped off the heavy robe and pulled his T-shirt over my
head. It came down almost to my knees and smelled like him. He had the most
amazing smell. I took several deep breaths and ran my hands across the surface
of his shirt, reveling in its softness before opening the door.


I stepped
out of the bedroom and Talon shot me an approving look. “Much
better. You look a lot more comfortable.”


I tugged on
the hem of the shirt. “I feel much better. I didn’t realize how warm that robe
was until I slipped into this.”


He growled
clenching his hands at his sides. “You have no idea how good that sounds. I
have dreamed of you like this so often, I never thought I would have the
pleasure of seeing it in real life.”


“Well, I’ll
put my other clothes back on in the morning, so we can go into the shops. You
have to let me pay you back for any clothes I get.”


“Absolutely not. I’m looking forward to treating you like
the princess you are. Anything you want. First thing you are going to need is a
swimsuit.”


“And a bat.” I added sarcastically.


“A bat?” he appeared
perplexed.


“I’m going
to need it if you’re going to take your shirt off on the beach.”


Talon roared
with laughter. “I’m more concerned at what the sight of you in a bikini is
going to do to the men down there.”


I snorted. “I
think there’ll be better things to watch down on the beach than me.”


He shook his
head in disbelief. “I don’t think you see yourself accurately. You’ve always
caught the attention of the men around you. Now that you are potentially Blood Bound
to me, it’ll be worse. I think I need to buy you a ring to wear to help deter
them. I mean, we are supposed to be
on our honeymoon, right?”


I gasped and
absently twisted a piece of hair around my finger. “Talon, I can’t let you
spend that kind of money, just for appearances.”


He took my
hands in his as I stood in front of him. “This isn’t just for appearances. There’ll
never be anyone for me, but you. If you don’t want to wear it when we return home,
I’ll understand. I’ll simply hold it for you until you’re ready to put it back
on for good.” He caressed my cheek. “You must remember - I’ve waited for you
for centuries. I can wait a little longer. My love for you is timeless.”


My knees
buckled, and Talon caught me, as always. He lifted me onto the couch, tucked me
into his side and put his arm around me. He had the
remote in his hand, flipping through the channels until he found something he
liked.


I peeked at
him from under my lashes. “I would be proud to wear it,” I whispered.


He grabbed
me, crushing me in a bear hug. When he finally released me, there was a moist
spot on his shoulder from my tears. He kissed me soundly and tucked me back in
beside him. I finally glanced up at the TV.


“OH!” I
exclaimed while clapping my hands together excitedly.


“Is
something wrong?” He asked, eyebrows drawn together.


“No, this is
one of my favorite movies in the whole world.”


“Me too” he
said sheepishly.


I punched
him lightly in the chest. “Who would have thought a giant like you would appreciate
Breakfast at Tiffany’s”


“Yeah, well,
I’m just full of surprises.” He winked.


“I’m
starting to see that. You won’t hear any complaints from me.” I grinned widely.
“I could get used to being a princess.”


He tousled
my hair. “Good because I’ve every intention of spoiling you.”


We filled
out our breakfast order and Talon put it on the door. We snuggled up on the
couch and watched Holly Golightly and Cat. Soon, I dozed off.


I was
faintly aware I was being picked up and then the sensation of cool sheets touching
my cheek. I opened one eye in time to see Talon walking back to the den with a
pillow under his arm.


I sat up in
the bed in alarm. “Talon?”


He
immediately spun around and came back. “What’s wrong ‘tacha? Did I wake you up?”


“No, not really.” I plucked at the blanket. “Where are you
going?”


He shrugged.
“I was going to make up the couch for myself. I could sleep in one of the other
rooms, but would feel better if I could keep one eye on your door.”


I stared at
him crushed. “But, I thought you were going to stay here with me?” I said
quietly.


“Do you
really want me to stay here with you?” He seemed surprised and hopeful at the
same time.


I clutched
the satin binding on the blanket with shaking hands. “Please stay with me. I
don’t want to be alone.” I pleaded with my eyes. I hated to feel so needy, but
it had been a really crazy night.


“There’s
nothing to fear ‘tacha. I will not
allow anything or anyone to harm you.”


“It’s not
that I’m scared. I want you to stay with me—it hurts me to be away from you.” I
wrinkled my nose at him. “Anyways, I thought this was supposed to be my
honeymoon.”


He stared at
me startled. “I didn’t realize it affected you that way. I feel the same. It’s
settled. I will not leave you this night.”


He pulled the
sheets back and slowly slid in beside me. I twisted in the bed so I had my head
on his chest. His heart raced, and mine sped up to match his. I leaned over,
kissing him timidly on the chest.


He gently
picked me up under the arms and lifted me so my face was level with his. I
caught his bottom lip with my teeth and kissed it. He threaded his hands through
my hair and kissed me gently. I parted my lips, deepening the kiss. I could see
his eyes flare brightly in the night. We were soon surrounded
by small sparks of light, like glitter raining down from the ceiling. I rolled
to my back, pulling him with me. I pulled down the neckline of my shirt and gazed
at him with yearning.


He bent down,
and as soon as his teeth sunk into my skin, I whispered, “I love you.” His
feeding was frantic and it was far more intense than anything we had shared
before. He ran his tongue over the tender skin below my collarbone and leaned
in to kiss me.


As before, I
could taste my own blood on his lips. It was completely foreign and forbidden,
but excited me nonetheless. I reached down and started to pull the hem of his
shirt over my head, but he put his hands over mine to stop me.


He shook his
head. “No,‘tacha.
That’s where I must draw the line.”


I blinked
rapidly trying to focus. “I don’t understand.”


His eyes
were kind and seemed to hold infinite patience. “That we will not share until
you wear my ring permanently. I want you to know everything about me, and I
want to know all of you before we do that. I need to know you are mine - forever.”


Was he serious? He was really telling me he
wanted to wait?


I was
speechless and frustrated, but at the same time deeply touched. I think Leah
was right and he really did care about me.


“Talon, why me? I still can’t understand why you would want
to be with me over all the other girls who throw themselves at your feet – like
Tami. They definitely have to be less trouble.”


“Caitlin. There
are no others. It’s you and only you. The stars themselves couldn’t shine as
brightly as you do for me. I’ll spend forever with you, or no one. My ring will
fit no other. Can’t you understand? I love you.”


It was the
first time he had said those words when I was willing to hear what he was
really saying.


I tilted my
head up, kissing him gently. “I love you too. I’ve never felt this way about
anyone. I can’t see me loving anyone else for the rest of my life.”


He grinned
at me in the dark. “Well, Mrs. Raikaa. Looks like you are stuck with me.” He
gathered me in his arms forming a protective cocoon.


I snuggled
into his embrace. “Sounds great to me.” I raised my
head to look him in the eyes. “Hey, Talon?”


“Yes, love?”


“Can I have
two swimsuits tomorrow?” I asked, giggling.


“And so it
begins” he chuckled. “As I said, you may have anything you want. Let me try to
put your mind at ease. Over the centuries, I’ve amassed great wealth. I don’t
think you could put a dent in it if you tried. Now, you need to get some sleep
so you will shine as brightly as your new ring.”


I laid my
head back down on his chest, closed my eyes, and quickly drifted into a
peaceful, sleep filled with visions of Mom and Johr in a strange land.












Chapter 19


Eyes Wide
Open


 


 


I woke
to the sound of Talon moving quietly through the living room. I threw my legs
over the edge of the bed to stand up and had to catch the edge of the
nightstand before I fell. I moved slowly to the den to find Talon setting out
our breakfast on the lanai. He had already poured a large glass of orange
juice.


“Good
morning, my ves’tacha.” He kissed me
lightly. “You look tired—do you feel well?”


I pushed my
hair back from my face. “I feel a little weak.”


He examined
me while gently rubbing the dark circles that had formed under my eyes. “I
drank too deeply last night. You’re going to need some time to recuperate. You
can start with this.” He handed me the glass, motioning for me to drink it all.


“I’m not
complaining.” I yawned. “I don’t regret one second of it.”


He gathered
me in his arms and kissed me gently.


“Would you
like me to let Jace and Leah know breakfast is here?”


“Yeah, we probably
should before it gets cold.” I walked back to the bedroom to get a ponytail
holder from the pocket of my shorts.


He gestured
pointedly at my clothes. “Do you want to change?” he asked.


I smoothed
out the front of my shirt. “Nah. They saw me in a robe
last night. I can’t imagine your T-shirt will raise any eyebrows.”


Talon
chuckled as he knocked on the adjoining door.


Leah flung
the door wide open. “Good morning!” She
took one step back when she saw Talon was shirtless.
“Well, wow. Don’t you look comfy?” She winked at me.


I shook my
head, laughing. I peeked through the door at Jace, who was also shirtless and
desperately in need of a ponytail holder. I went back into the bathroom to get another.
I tossed the ponytail holder at him and he gave me a wolfish grin.


“Thanks,
pixie girl. Did you sleep well?” He stared pointedly at the circles under my
eyes.


“Yep. Like a baby, but with some really strange dreams.”


His sharp
eyes assessed me. “Funny, you look a little tired to me. Do you feel okay?”


I experienced
a sensation of overwhelming love for Talon. “Absolutely.
It’s certainly nothing a little OJ and bacon can’t fix.”


Talon shot Jace
a guilty look and leaned down, caressing my shoulder. “Good thing you don’t
have to do anything more taxing today than pointing to things and say ‘I want
that one’, right?”


Leah and I
giggled.


Leah’s eyebrows
drew together. “You two don’t really mean for us to go to the hotel shops, do
you? You know how incredibly expensive most of them can be! They also don’t
have much for people our age. It’s mostly resort wear – which, while beautiful,
is not really designed for us.” She turned to me. “Cay, wasn’t there another
group of shops around here? They had some trendy, less expensive stores as well
as some really upscale shops.”


“Yeah, I
think those were called the Shops at Wailea. They have everything from Pac Sun
to Gucci and Tiffany and Co. Best part is they are all within walking
distance.”


Talon’s eyes
lit up. “Well if you two would hurry up and eat breakfast, we could get going.”
He leaned in to me and whispered in my ear. “Love, you especially need to eat. We
should probably see about getting you some vitamins as well. I’m afraid I
overdid things last night. I simply lost control when you said you loved me.”
He kissed me on the head, refilled my orange juice and
headed back inside with Jace.


Leah assessed
me with a raised eyebrow. “Nice PJs.”


I smirked
and pointed at Jace’s t-shirt. “I could say the same to you.”


She ran her
hands down at the front of Jace’s shirt. “I couldn’t help it, the robe got
really hot.” She reached out and patted my hand. “Cay, are you okay? You look really tired. What happened in here last night?”


“Leah, it
was the most amazing night of my life.” I proceeded to fill her in on all the
details.


She appeared
amazed. “He really said that? I can’t believe he wants to wait until you two
are married. It’s so sweet. You know we will never find anyone like the two of
them again. Most guys would’ve been pushing us from the first time we went out.”
She gave me a self-satisfied smile. “I told you he loves you. Is he really
going to buy a ring?”


I shrugged a
shoulder. “I really have no idea at all. He seemed pretty set
on it. I just can’t believe my good luck.” I tapped my spoon on the edge of the
table and attempted to look nonchalant. “What about you? How did your night go,
Mrs. Adair?”


She giggled.
“About the same as yours. We watched a movie and
cuddled on the couch. He did stay in my room, though. I was afraid for him to
leave me alone. The last several days have just been too freaky. I mean, if
they could portal into the house, it seemed like the hotel would be really easy. Like Talon, he refused to let it go too far. He
said he cared for me too much to put me in that position. He said he could wait
for a real honeymoon.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Who would’ve thought?”


I took a bite
of bacon. “Well, I’ll be so grateful to have clean clothes again. It’ll be a
nice change to just lie out in the sun and relax for a while.”


I glanced up
in time to see Jace and Talon coming back out to join us. Talon had more orange
juice in his hand for me.


I grimaced
at him. “Talon, if I drink anymore, I’m going to slosh when I walk.” I whined.


He handed it
to me anyway. “Then I’ll just have to carry you.”


I groaned
and took it. “You always get your way, don’t you?”


He walked
around behind me kissing my neck at my pulse point. I gazed up at him with my
eyes wide open.


Jace shook
his head. “Okay, enough you two. We need to hit the stores so we can head out
to the beach.”


I popped the
last of the bacon in my mouth. “Okay, give us a second to change.” I grabbed
Leah by the hand and pulled her inside. “Come on. I can’t wait to kick back and
relax on the sand.”


I timed my
next move very carefully and waited until I saw the two men enter the room out
of the corner of my eye.


“I wonder if
they still have those covered lounge chairs you can reserve?” I tossed my hair
over my shoulder and shot Talon a grin.


Talon
motioned to Jace. “You finish up your breakfast, while I call and reserve a lounge
for the ladies. Perhaps, I will get two.”


Jace’s smile
was in danger of splitting his face wide open. “I knew there was a reason I
like travelling with you.”


I ran into
the bathroom and pulled on my shorts and T-shirt from the night before. I took
a quick look in the mirror, noticed the dark smudges under my eyes and added makeup to my mental shopping list. Holding
Talon’s shirt close to my chest, I inhaled his scent one more time. I walked
back into the living room and held the shirt out for Talon. He pulled it over
his head and inhaled deeply. “It smells like you.”


Leah came
out of their suite and tossed Jace his shirt. “I’m going to want that shirt
back tonight; it was really comfy.”


Jace winked.
“You got it.”


Talon walked
over and opened the door. “Ladies, after you.”


I waited for
him to shut the door behind us and took his hand in mine. It was a gorgeous day
and I still couldn’t believe we were here. We walked through the lobby and koi
ponds, past the waterfall and turned onto the path leading to the Shops.


Leah and I studied
the directory, trying to locate the Pac Sun store. We figured we would start
with swimsuits. The boys were incredibly patient while we shopped, not to
mention generous. I would’ve been happy with a couple of swimsuits and some shorts
and T-shirts as well as some desperately needed makeup.


Talon
insisted I also buy sundresses, shoes and sunglasses. We
harassed them until they bought a few things for themselves, mostly swimsuits
and muscle shirts. I had to admit they looked really good
in both. We really were going to have to watch them closely on the beach, or
the women were going to cause a mob scene.


I was feeling
really tired again and sat down on a bench near the fountain. Talon brought me
a peach-banana-mango smoothie and sat down at my side, deep concern in his
eyes.


“Ves’tacha. Are you feeling okay? You’re
looking unwell again.”


I smiled weakly
at him. “Yes, I am okay. I’m just tired. I’d love to change into one of my new
swimsuits and take a nap on the beach.”


He took my
face in his hands, kissing me gently. “Your wish is my command. We have two
more quick stops. The first one, you can wait here. I’m going to find you those
vitamins. I think you need them sooner rather than later.”


He took off
before I could ask him what the second stop was.


Jace and
Leah finally emerged from the center of the Shops. Leah sat down next to me,
throwing her arm over my shoulders. “Cay-bear, would you mind if we went back
to the room to change real fast? Jace is going to show me how to surf.”


I nodded at
them. They were so good for each other. “No problem. Talon said he needed to
make one more quick stop. He just ran into the store
to see if he could find some vitamins for me.”


Leah tilted
her head to one side. “I knew there was something I liked about him. He takes
good care of my Caiti. Okay, then we’ll see you back at the hotel?”


I nodded.
“Yes, we’ll meet you down by the beach.”


Jace gave me
a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t overdo it, pixie girl.”


They both
waved as they pivoted and headed back to the hotel. I sipped my smoothie while waiting
for Talon to return. I surveyed the walkways, watching all the different people
strolling through the Shops. People-watching was
always one of my favorite pastimes.


I noticed
men seemed to be paying more attention to me than normal. Maybe I was just
being paranoid. I glanced down at what I was wearing - a T-shirt and cheer
shorts. Nothing special there. I had left my hair
curly last night and now wore it pulled into a messy ponytail. I had on no make-up,
since I hadn’t brought any with me. It was making me a little uneasy, but I
soon breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Talon returning. He saw the look on
my face and scanned the area. The men wouldn’t meet his gaze and rapidly walked
away.


“See? I told
you.” He said as he opened the vitamins. “I apologize, this is all they had.”


I found he
had a children’s gummy vitamin in his hand. I chuckled and popped it into my
mouth. “No problem. I appreciate that you were thinking of me.”


Talon stood
up. “Okay, now for our last stop and then we can go back to the hotel.”


“Okay. Sounds good to me.” I took a deep breath as I stood up. I
was so unbelievably tired.


Talon took
me by the hand and led me to his last stop. I was so tired I was staring at my
feet instead of where we were going. I didn’t realize where he had taken me,
until we were approached by a salesperson.


“Welcome to
Tiffany & Co. How may I help you?”


I stared at
Talon in shock, with my mouth hanging wide open.


His eyes
went wide with innocence. “I told you last night I wanted to do this.” He
raised my hand and kissed my knuckles.


“Talon, this
is really too much.”


He pulled me
into his arms and whispered, “Remember, this is forever.”


My eyes
burned as tears gathered in the corners.


I didn’t
know what I had done in my life to deserve him, but I was incredibly grateful.


He gave his
full attention to the sales clerk. “Yes, I’m looking for a special ring. We
eloped last night, and she deserves the best.”


The man eyed
him speculatively. “Were you looking for a simple band, an engagement ring, or
a set?”


“As I said
before, she deserves the best and she’ll need the entire set. In case I wasn’t
clear enough, money is no object.”


The salesman
got so excited he let a small fart slip out. “Pardon
me. If you will follow me, I think we may have just what you are looking for. Here
is the Tiffany Setting in platinum.”


I giggled. The
clerk hadn’t even missed a beat. Talon looked amused and pulled me to the case
of rings the salesman was showing him. I was still so busy stifling a giggle, I didn’t notice the ring in Talon’s hand, until he
slipped it on my finger.


“Oh!” I
gasped, and burst into tears.


Talon grinned
at him. “I think she likes it.” He winked at me.


I shook my
head and tried to pull it off my finger. “Talon, I can’t. It…it…it’s just too
much. I can’t let you spend this much on me.”


The clerk gave
him a knowing look. “I think that is the first time I have ever heard a bride
say that. I think you have found yourself a true prize.”


Talon held
both of my hands in one of his. “Shhh. Listen to me, I’ll only do this one time
in all the years I’ll live. Please let me do it the right way.” He whispered,
“Do this for me.”


I couldn’t
trust my own voice. I was sure if I opened my mouth, I would start really bawling. I simply nodded through my tears.


He pulled
the ring off my finger and handed it back to him to clean. “Please give her the
matching platinum band and the same for me.”


I stared at
him with my mouth hanging open. In all the conversations we had around my ring,
it had never occurred to me he would wear one as well. My heart swelled with
pride knowing he cared so deeply about me. Hopefully, it would also help keep
the women at bay. I watched him tenderly as a slow smile spread across my face.
I reached up and pulled his head down to mine, kissing him gently.


“Talon, I
meant it when I said I love you. It has nothing to do with presents or rings. I
want you to understand I loved you from the very first moment we spoke in Geometry.”
I caressed his face with my hand.


His eyes
flashed a quick blue. “Words can’t adequately describe my feelings for you.”


“Then show
me.” I challenged and flashed him a mischievous grin.


“You better
take a couple more vitamins first.” He wagged his eyebrows at me like an
old-time movie villain.


The clerk walked
back over with our rings. “Sir, would you like the boxes as well?”


Talon studied
me thoughtfully. “Yes, I think I would.”


He rang up
all of Talon’s selections, and I tried not to think about the cost. Talon could’ve
bought a car for what he just spent on our rings. The salesman handed the bag
over to Talon. The rings were the most spectacular things I had ever owned.


“Thank you
very much, Mr. Raikaa. Congratulations to you both.”


I walked out
of Tiffany’s feeling like I had stepped into a dream. I
was afraid I was going to wake up any moment and find it all gone. Talon took
my hand, intertwining his fingers in mine.


“So where
did Jace and Leah disappear to?” he asked.


“Oh, Leah
asked if I’d mind if they went back to the room to change. According to her,
Jace was going to teach her how to surf.” I chuckled. “They’re so much alike
and I couldn’t have chosen anyone more perfect for her.”


He chuckled.
“I agree. So, will you be upset with me if I refuse to teach you to surf today?
You look so tired and I’m concerned for you ‘tacha.”


I leaned
into him. “Not at all. I’m looking forward to changing
into one of my new bikinis and taking a nap while listening to the waves crash on the beach.”


He gave me a
quick squeeze. “Good. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to tell you no. Let’s get
changed and watch those two knuckleheads surf.”


We walked
back to the hotel hand in hand. The clerk who had checked us in the night
before was still at the front desk. “Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Raikaa,” he said.


We waved at
him as we went by. I peeked up at Talon. “You know, I’m starting to get used to
people calling me by that name. I think I like it.”


Talon hugged
me fiercely. “Good, because I would never gift the name to
another.”


He opened
the door and we went in, dropping all the packages on the floor next to the table
in the living room. I dug through the bags until I found what I was looking
for…a sapphire-colored bikini. I had chosen it because it was the same color as
Talon’s eyes when he was passionate. I wadded the suit up in my hand and dashed
to the bathroom. He hadn’t seen it yet, and I wanted it to be a surprise.


 Once I had the suit on and
had applied a little makeup, I assessed my reflection in the mirror. The
color made my hair glow and my eyes were a bright green. I blushed. I really
hoped he would like it. I timidly stepped out of the bedroom into the den.


“You ready?”
Talon called from the kitchen. He came around the corner and sucked in his
breath. “By the Gods!”


“You don’t
like it? I can change into the other one.” I said quickly.


“No, you
look absolutely amazing, and I love that color on you. I’m just not sure I want
any other man’s eyes on you.” Talon walked back over to the pile of bags. He
found the Tiffany’s bag and pulled out the rings. He took my finger and gently
slid the rings back into place. He simply said “Forever”


I took his
ring from his hand and placed it on his ring finger. I gazed at him lovingly and
said. “I’m for you alone.” An almost painful sense of belonging ran through my
body the moment the ring slid into place. He jumped back slightly.


“Wow!”


“I felt it
too. Talon, does it mean something? Your world is still so new to me.”


His smile
slowly spread across his face until he was beaming. “I believe it was the Kal’enedral, the Blood Bond. If so, I
now belong to you. There’ll be no one else for me for the rest of my
existence.”


I studied
him nervously. “I hope you know what you have gotten yourself into.”


He took my
left hand flipping it over, kissing my palm. “Without a
doubt.”


Suddenly
every muscle in my body locked up and I experienced my first waking vision. I
could see and hear Mom like I was watching her on a
home video and she wasn’t particularly happy with me either.


***


“Let me go!” screamed Mom. She struggled
against the two men who held her in place. The lights flashed off and on in
time with her screams and the pan of half-eaten brownies lay strewn at her
feet.


Johr gave a mighty roar, running headlong
through the men who were pouring out of the portal and filling up the den. I
knew he cared for nothing save getting to Mom.


Breeg, drawing power from the ley lines
under the house, was throwing blasts of green flame toward the opening of the
portal.


The portal pulsed with power. A
dark-skinned, well-built man wearing an expensive-looking linen suit slowly
emerged from the mouth of the portal. He brushed back a thick lock of black
hair from his eyes, and casually walked over to Mom. A charming, yet chilling smile
spread across his face.


“Marne.” He purred. “It’s been far too long.” He put
his finger under her chin and lifted her face to his. “You have no idea how
much I’ve looked forward to seeing you again. We have so much catching up to
do.” His finger trailed up her jaw-line and he stroked her hair with his free
hand.


“Do not touch her!” Johr bellowed,
frantically struggling against the many hands attempting to hold him. No one
dared to touch Breeg. They simply surrounded him on all sides.


“Ciro.” Mom sneered looking him directly in the
eye. “I’m amazed you had the nerve to come here yourself. What did we do to
earn the tremendous privilege of your personal attention?”


He caressed her hair. “Oh come on, Marne. We
didn’t get to spend enough time together during our last encounter. There’s so
much for us to talk about. Perhaps you would care to
join me back at my rooms in Aanieli?”


Johr growled.


“I see Johr’s still playing lapdog for you.”
He scoffed. Ciro gestured, and a giant of a man stepped forward and hit Johr on
the back of the head with his meaty fist. Johr went down to his knees, but the
mighty blow didn’t render him unconscious.


“Encounter?” Mom spat. “Is that what you call it? I seem
to remember spending two days locked in a cell within the lower levels of Aanieli the last time I saw you. As much as I
appreciate your special brand of hospitality, I can really do without that
experience again.” 


Breeg murmured again. Mom twisted to her
left, never taking her eyes off Breeg and nodded. He quickly vanished in a puff
of green smoke, and the men around him gave a collective gasp, taking a step
back.


Ciro gave them a heated look. “Get control
of yourselves! You aren’t untried youths who’ve never seen magic. You’re part
of the Triada elite guard. Now act
like it!”


The men immediately snapped to attention. “Yes, sir!”


Mom laughed. “Looks like it’s
hard to get good protection these days. Huh, Ciro?
They seem a little jumpy if you ask me.”


Johr shook his head rapidly, trying to warn
her to keep silent, but she narrowed her eyes at him. He shook his head again,
but this time to himself. 


Ciro let a chilling smile slowly spread
across his face. “My dear Marne, I’m really going to enjoy catching up with
you. I’ll make sure you have better accommodations this time. I’ll have you
taken to my personal suite.” He picked up a photo on the table closest to him.
“These are your children.” It was not a question. “I can’t wait to meet them,
especially your daughter. She looks just like you - I would’ve known her
anywhere. She looks nothing like the pathetic Corpora you married. I guess the dominant genes will always
rise to the top, huh? You know, we’ve been watching her for a while. The
Triada are very anxious to administer
the Proelefsi and see what she can
do.” Mom cringed. Ciro chuckled and continued. “We’ve very high hopes for her.”


“Over my dead body,” snarled Mom.


“I’d never let it come to that my beautiful
pixie.” He strutted through the den into the entryway, and put one expensive
Italian loafer on the first step, looking up at the game room.


“So, where is she?” He sniffed the air. “Hmm. Our information only mentioned the portal outside.
Someone opened one here as well. So tell me, Marne…who created this portal? Was it you, or is your daughter
already showing off some of the raw potential we were so hoping she would
possess? Would you happen to know where that portal was headed?”


Mom simply stared at him with narrowed eyes.
“As a matter of fact, I don’t, though I wouldn’t have told you if I did.”


 Ciro
dismissed her with a wave of his hand. “It’s irrelevant. We’ll figure out where
it went soon enough, as well as who went through.” He motioned to his men.
“Shackle them together and bring them both. They can keep each other company
until the Triada can come together
and decide their fate.


The two men restraining Mom brought her over,
snapping a manacle to her wrist and quickly attached the other half to Johr.


Johr touched her cheek. “Are you alright?”


She batted his hand away. “I’m fine,” she
grumbled.


“How touching.” Ciro scoffed. “You’ll have
plenty of time to talk while enjoying my hospitality in Aanieli,” he called over his shoulder and stepped
through the swirling light.


Two men immediately followed him through.
Johr and Marne glanced at each other briefly. The giant came up behind them,
put a meaty hand on their backs, and pushed them toward the path Ciro had taken.
Mom struggled and Johr grabbed her by the arm and pulled her close. 


“Marne, save your energy. I think you’ll need it later. Right now we
need to concentrate on your safety, so we can protect the kids.” Johr
whispered.


Mom nodded and stopped struggling and simply
walked through with her head held high.


The light was blinding and warm air raged
all around them. Finally, the wind died down and the light dimmed as they
stepped through to the other side.


“Aanieli,” Mom said flatly. She stepped out onto the polished white marble floor
of the large room, and surveyed the hall, which was empty except for Ciro and a
handful of members from his guard. The room was beautiful with its marble
columns and colorful mosaics spread throughout the hall, both on the floors and
the walls. It was a room where time had stood still for thousands of years.


Instinctively, Johr fell into a defensive
crouch beside Mom. Guards immediately stepped out of the shadows, prepared to
strike.


Ciro raised an arm.


“At ease, these are our honored guests.” He
clapped his hands and a small troll-like creature came running.


“A pukwudgie” murmured Mom.


“Puk, please see that a room is made ready for
them and have some food sent up from the kitchen”


Mom put one hand on her hip, jingling the
shackle and raising an eyebrow at Ciro.


“What? You wound me. We would never allow a
guest of ours to be treated shabbily. I was concerned
you would get separated going through the portal.” Ciro was all wide-eyed
innocence. “To prove how serious I am, I’ll even have some clothes sent up.” He
stared up and down at her shorts and t-shirt. “Certainly
something more fitting of your status.”


Mom felt a tug on the hem of her shirt. Puk
was motioning for her to follow him. He touched his finger to the shackles and
they sprang open clattering to the ground. Mom rubbed her wrist where the
shackles had chafed it and Johr put his arm around her waist. 


“Are you ok? If you hadn’t done so much
struggling, your wrist would probably be in better shape.” Johr said with a sigh.


She reached behind him and patted him on the
back. “I’m stubborn, you of all people, should know it. It’s not bad, just a
little raw.”


Puk turned to face them again, patiently
waiting for them to follow.


“Sorry” Mom murmured and followed him down a
long hallway to the right.


He stopped at a massive set of intricately
carved wooden doors. He pushed them open and motioned for them to enter. Mom
walked into the room and gasped.


“Oh, wow. As much as I hate to admit it,
this room is absolutely amazing.”


The room was large, featuring a stunning
marble floor flecked with gold. The windows on the far side opened up onto a
terrace that held a shallow bathing pool surrounded by beautiful palm trees.
There were Klines scattered around the pool piled high with cushions in
brilliant colors. In the center of the room was a large bed with four columns.
Each column was covered in grapevine with greenery
winding throughout. The bed was made in richly colored
silks.


Johr let out a low whistle. “Not exactly
what I was expecting. That’s for sure.” He scratched his head. “What do you
think they are up to?


Mom ran to the bed, lightly flinging herself
backwards onto the cushions. “Who knows? Ciro really outdid himself though. At
least we can enjoy the room while we wait. I’m not going to get anywhere by
sitting here biting my nails, am I?” 


Johr chuckled. “Always the
optimist, huh? Sometimes I really wish you would take things more
seriously. You were always one to fly by the seat of your pants. As a matter of
fact, it seems to be genetic since Caitlin has a real talent for doing the
same.”


Hearing him mention my name made Mom snap to
attention. “Johr, do you think she’s ok? I wonder where she is right now.”


“It’s best not to dwell on it. If you figure
out where she went, they will eventually be able to pull it out of you. Just
know she and Leah are with Talon and Jace. They’re as safe as they could
possibly be.”


“What a heartwarming scene. I always knew
you two would end up together.” Ciro strode into the room. “I’m glad to see you’re
enjoying the room. I just came by to drop these off.” He tossed a pile of
clothes on the bed. “Puk should be here shortly with a tray of food for you.
It’ll be a while before the rest of the Triada arrives and we’ve such a wonderful banquet planned in your honor. Feel
free to use the pool.” He gestured to a side door. “I’ll have Puk prepare a
bath for each of you, allowing you plenty of time to get ready before dinner.
For now, I’ll leave you to your own devices.” Ciro chuckled low to himself
closing the door behind him.


Mom stared at Johr. “This just keeps getting
stranger and stranger. Don’t you think?” She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “I
just can’t figure out what they’re up to. What do they want from us?”


“Dear, you know what they want. They’re hoping
to get information from you about Caitlin. They can’t seem to find her and it’s
driving them crazy. She’s somehow managed to cloak herself - not only that,
she’s cloaking Talon, Leah and Jace as well. It’s remarkable. I’m not even sure
she’s aware she’s doing it. As crazy as it seems, I think even we would have
trouble finding her right now.”


Mom eyed him thoughtfully and then her
expression turned incredulous. “Do you really think she’s capable? You think
she could possibly possess the skill it takes to cloak that many people?” She
shook her head in disbelief. “It would require a tremendous amount of power.
I’ve never even heard of anyone being able to cloak more than two
people…certainly never as many as four.”


“Exactly, my dear. It’s why they’re so desperate in their
search for Caitlin. She’s exhibiting some truly amazing abilities without
having experienced any formal training at all. All they can see is the raw
potential and what could be if THEY provided her training.”


Mom’s eyes widened and she desperately
grabbed at the front of his shirt with both hands. “Johr, we can never allow
them to find her! I’m afraid of what they will do to her. Ciro said something
about wanting to administer the Proelefsi. I haven’t heard of anyone being subjected to that test and surviving
it for centuries.”


Johr patted her back in an effort to soothe
her, while looking at the darkening sky. He rested his chin on the top of her
head.


He held her to his massive chest gently
massaging the tense muscles in her back until her grip on his shirt relaxed. He
put her bare feet on the cool marble floor, then reached behind him and tossed
something to her.


“We might as well enjoy ourselves while
we’re here – they’re clearly not in any hurry.” He pointed in the direction of
the beautiful pool area. “There’s no point in sitting here making ourselves a
nervous wreck. We would immediately know if she was in any danger.”


“I know, I know, but it doesn’t make me worry any less.” She sighed.


“You are her mother. Worrying comes with the
territory. She’s in very good hands, though, and Talon will protect her with
his life. I can assure you, if anything happens to our girls, those boys will
suffer some serious consequences.” He flashed a cheeky grin. “Now, go put that
swimsuit on and I’ll join you in a minute.”


Her face brightened and she broke out in a
blinding smile. The dark clouds disappeared and the sun reflected off the
surface of the water.


“Ok, you win.”


She threw the swimsuit over her shoulder and
gracefully strolled to the bathroom. The door had a delicate design etched into
the frosted glass and was framed by dark stained wood. She opened it to find
beautiful Travertine tiles lining the floor and shower, with golden and bronze
colored granite finishing off the counters and lining the deep oversized tub.
There was a full-length mirror framed in the same wood as the door, too. The
entire room was absolutely exquisite. It was what you would expect to see in the bathroom of a modern
five star hotel, not in a building that had been around for thousands of years.


“Wow. They’re really rolling out the red
carpet. It’s beginning to make me a little nervous. Of course, my history with
the Triada would make any normal
person suspicious. Still, I promised Johr I wouldn’t obsess about it any
longer.” Mom mused aloud to herself.


Johr slipped into the suit that Ciro had
thrown onto the bed. It was a pair of black board shorts with a green design
running through it.


There was a low knock at the door.


“I’ve got it” he called.


Puk was waiting in the hallway holding a
tray filled with roasted lamb,  cheeses, olives, pantespani and
baklava, and a basket full of various breads. Behind Puk, stood a young boy
carrying another tray with a decanter of wine, glasses
and a plate containing olive oil and herbs for dipping.


Puk bowed slightly. “Good afternoon, sir.
Where would you like us to put the trays?”


Johr motioned out to the tables near the
pool.


“Let’s just set them outside for now.”


The boy followed Puk outside and gently set
the tray down on the table, never raising his eyes from the ground.


Puk turned to Johr with narrowed eyes. “Will
you be needing anything else?


Johr shook his head no.


“Very well. If you require anything else, just pull the
bell rope located next to the door.” He noiselessly strode from the room on
bare feet with the young boy close on his heels.


Johr stared at them wondering about the
relationship between the two.


Marne stepped out of the bathroom. 


“What’s wrong? Did I miss something?” 


“Wow. Ciro really outdid himself. That suit
looks like it was designed for you.”


She spun around to model the suit. It really
was a great bikini. The bottoms were mostly black with an emerald green design
and the top was an iridescent green to match. The top changed colors as she
spun around and the light hit it in different ways. She peeked at him coyly.


“You haven’t changed in all these years.”
She whispered, and ran her fingertips over him, marveling at how flat and
muscular his stomach was, as well as the breadth of his chest and shoulders. “You
are just as big as you were so many years ago.” She shook her head sadly. “So many wasted years.”


His breathing sped up at her touch, startled
at her bold advance. He watched at her with a thousand questions in his eyes.


She cocked her head to the side and shot him
a playful wink. Before he knew it, both of her hands shot out and caught him in
the center of the chest, sending him flying backwards into a beige silk chaise.
She ran toward the pool, giggling as she dove into the water.


In the blink of an eye, he was in the pool,
cutting his way through the water, heading directly for Marne. She saw him
coming, squealed and paddled for the other end of the
pool as quickly as she could manage, but, she was too slow His calloused hands
closed around her slim ankles.


She giggled and thrashed around trying to
escape from his grasp. He ran his hands up her calves until his head broke the
plane of the water. She splashed him, looking for a chance to escape, but he grabbed
her around the waist and swung her in a circle. Mom threw her head back, laughing
with total abandon. She took his face in her hands, kissing him boldly. He
immediately responded to her advance. Tears streamed down Mom’s face. “Johr,
I’m so sorry.” She whispered.


“Shhh. It’s all in the past. I’ll never allow them
to separate us like that again. Regardless of the problem, we can figure it out
together.” He brushed a lock of stray hair out of her eyes. “We’ll finally have
the chance to raise the children together.” He gazed at her lovingly. “It’s a
dream come true, now that I know what I should’ve been dreaming for all along.”


She took a deep breath. Johr gave her a
knowing look and pulled her close. Mom buried her face in his neck. He sat Mom on
a towel at the edge of the pool and walked to the table to get the trays left
by Puk and the young boy.


They spent the remainder of the afternoon
basking in the sun and enjoying the good food and wine.


Several hours later, there was another knock
on the door. Johr jumped up to answer it while Mom slept peacefully in the sun.
Puk stood in the doorway.


“Sir. You have a little over one hour before the
company will convene for dinner. Master Ciro already brought you a change of
clothes appropriate for the banquet. If you require anything else, please feel
free to let us know.” He bowed and pivoted from the door. Johr shut the door,
making his way back to where Mom still slept soundly and he gently shook her
awake.


“Dear, you need to wake up. We’ve a short
time to get ready for the banquet. They just sent Puk to notify us.”


She rolled over and groaned. “Ugh. Just a
little while longer – I’m so comfortable.”


He grunted and rolled her back over. “Nope,
you have to get up now. We need to be alert throughout this banquet. Now hurry
so we’ll have enough time before dinner to work through a plan. It’s time to
see what the Triada has in store for
us.”


 












Chapter 20


Beaches
and Rings


 


 


My vision
slowly cleared as if waking from a dream and I realized Talon was shaking me
with a frenzied expression. “Caitlin, are you okay? What happened?”


I shook my
head in disbelief. “Would you think I was crazy if I told you I just had a
vision of my Mom and Johr in some huge palace-like building covered in white
marble?”


His eyebrows
drew together as he frowned. “No, I wouldn’t. I know the place you are describing.
Have you ever had these visions before?”


“No.”


He smoothed
my hair. “There’s never a dull moment with you.”


“I’d like to
have several dull moments right about now. I’m getting a little tired of all
the excitement.”


“Dull it is.
We’ll spend the rest of the day looking at the surf.”


“Deal.”


We left the
room and walked down the myriad of pathways. I was admiring the lush grounds when
they curved away, suddenly opening up to the pool area. Talon took me by the
hand and steered me through the maze of lounge chairs to a path leading to the
beach. The air was oppressive, like everyone was staring at us. It made me very
uncomfortable and I moved closer to Talon’s side, tucking my arm tight around
his waist. He put his arm around my shoulder, squeezing gently.


We stepped
out onto the beach and I followed him to an area with two-person canopied chaise
lounges. He stopped at one with a sign that read “Reserved – Raikaa”, and I
stood on tiptoe kissing him thoroughly while pressing myself against his chest.
He wrapped his arms around me, crushing me to his length.


“Do you two ever
come up for air?” Leah asked. I glanced over at the next set of chairs and saw
Leah and Jace lounging with a couple of surfboards leaning up against the short
fence separating the chairs from the beach.


I snorted. “Not
unless we have to.” I kissed Talon one last time to illustrate my point.


Jace winked
at me. “Geez, what took you so long? I thought we were going to have to surf without an audience.”


Talon
chuckled. “Oh, the horror.”


A cocktail
waitress came by, giving Talon an appreciative, lingering glance. “Is there
anything I can get for you?” she asked arching her back toward him.


Leah and I
raised an eyebrow at each other. I strongly suspected she wasn’t just offering
him what was on the menu and her audacity seriously pissed me off.


Talon
stroked my hair. “Love, is there anything you want? I’d really like to see you
eat something.”


I leaned
into his chest running my fingertip down his washboard abs. Leah stifled her amusement;
she knew exactly what I was up to. “I’m not really
that hungry. Can I just have another smoothie?” I purred.


He gave me a
doting smile. “Of course. You can have anything you
want. I’ll deny you nothing.”


I glared at
the waitress and gave her a bright fake smile while keeping my fingers
intertwined with Talon’s. “I’d like a smoothie with
mango, pineapple and strawberry.” I checked with Leah.
“Do you want one?”


“Yeah, it
sounds great.”


I turned my
face up to Jace and Talon. “Don’t you want anything?”


Jace, still shirtless, sat up
from under the canopy, making the waitress gasp in surprise. “Yeah, why don’t
you get us a couple of Mai-Tai’s and a couple of burgers—extremely rare.”


I glanced
back at the server, thoroughly enjoying her look of disbelief at being ignored by Talon and Jace before dismissing her from
our presence.


“I guess
that’s all. Thanks.”


I stared
wistfully at the ocean. It appeared so calming and I was dying to get at least
my feet wet.


Leah hopped
up and caught me by the wrist.


“Talon, I’m
going to borrow Cay for a minute and we’re going to splash in the surf for a while.
K?”


Talon nodded
his head. “You ladies go have fun. Ves’tacha,
don’t overdo it and I’ll let you know when your smoothie arrives.”


I kissed him
on the cheek and followed Leah out onto the beach.


Leah spun on
me. “Okay, so spill. Are you happy? You seem so content. I can’t remember the
last time I saw you so mellow for any length of time.”


I stepped
into the surf kicking the water up with my toes. “Leah, it’s because I am
content. I’d love for this to last forever, but I know it can’t. Sooner or
later, reality is going to catch up with us, but I’m refusing to dwell on it
and I am, instead, living every moment to the fullest.” I gestured toward her. “What
about you? You two were absolutely made for each
other. If I’d placed an order for the perfect guy for you, it would’ve been
Jace’s face on the menu.” I snickered and quickly snapped to attention, clapping
my hand over my mouth when I saw a butterfly pass in front of Leah’s face. “Crap.
I really have to learn to control that.”


Leah
giggled. “Don’t look now, but have you noticed practically every guy on the
beach is staring at us? Did I lose my top or something?”


I twittered.
“I know. Isn’t it weird? I don’t understand it. What changed to make them watch
us like that? It’s going to make me paranoid.” I winked at her. “Maybe we
should double-knot our bikini tops just in case.”


We played in
the surf for a while kicking water at each other and squealing. Leah suddenly
elbowed me, nodding her head slightly toward the beach at two men who were rapidly
approaching us.


“Oh my God. They aren’t coming over here are they?” I asked,
panicked. “Talon and Jace will freak out. Let’s just turn our backs and maybe
they’ll go away?”


I had been
through enough drama in the last couple of days; I really didn’t need any more.


“Good idea”
she said.


We faced our
backs to them, walking down the beach closer to where Jace and Talon were
sitting. I knew they could see us from their seats, so I wasn’t overly worried.


“Hi.” A
deep, timbered voice boomed behind us.


I kept
facing forward while looking at Leah from the corner of my eyes. “Crap. Leah,
it didn’t work.” I whispered.


She rolled
her eyes and smirked. “Nice, Cay. We’ll just have to get
rid of them. How hard can it be?”


Leah and I faced
the newcomers. They were both around six feet tall, blonde and fairly muscular. A month ago, Leah
and I would’ve been a couple of drooling idiots around these two, but that was
before Talon and Jace. I sighed in relief; they were absolutely no match for
our boys.


“Hi.” I said
simply refusing to make direct eye contact.


“Are you
ladies staying here?” he asked with a wink.


I glanced
sideways at Leah with a gleam in my eye. “Yes, with our husbands. We’re here on
our honeymoon. What about you?”


He grabbed
his heart in mock distress. “Tell me it isn’t so.” He reached out one hand like he was going to caress my bare arm. “What man could
possibly be worthy of someone as beautiful as you?”


Suddenly massive
arms wrapped around my waist from behind. “This one.”


I whipped
around finding myself looking directly into Talon’s chest. Jace walked over without
a word, threw Leah over his shoulder and walked back
to our canopied lounges.


I chuckled
and Talon stared at me in alarm before covering my lips with his. He cradled me
in his arms and walked us to our seats. “You were beginning to sparkle,” he
whispered.


I peeked
over his shoulder and saw the shocked looks of the men back on the beach. I
groaned and leaned my head against his chest. “When am I ever going to get a
grip on that? I’m sorry to be so much trouble to you.”


He kissed me
on top of my head. “I told you already, you are mine to protect.


Leah was
sitting on the edge of her chaise, doubled over with laughter. “Did you see
their faces? I don’t think they expected anything like our two giants.”


I shrugged
my shoulders at her. “What was that all about anyway? I wonder why they came up
to us like that. For that matter, why do I feel like the men around here are always
staring at us? It’s starting to get a little bizarre.”


Jace
grimaced. “You can blame most of it on your heritage–especially when the two of
you are together. Men will be attracted to your light. No pun intended, Cay.”


Talon sat
down next to me. “The rest of it you can blame on your relationship with me. As
soon as you and I had the first exchange, it made you more attractive to Corpora men…human men. Unfortunately,
each exchange makes it stronger. After last night, you’ll be leaving a trail of
broken hearts for days.”


I groaned
and threw myself backwards under the canopy. “Great. I spent most of my life
trying to be invisible and had gotten pretty good at it…now this.”


Talon ran
his hand down my back. “You ladies will have to forgive us if we’re a little
more territorial and hands-on than normal. We’re going to have a hard time with
all your new admirers.”


Leah leaned
back against Jace’s chest and his arms came around to embrace her. “I don’t
have a problem with the hands-on,” she giggled.


He leaned
over nuzzling her neck. “Good. You didn’t really have much of a choice.”


I rolled to
my side and peeked at her from under the canopy. “Leah, you are such a player.”
I hardly got the sentence out before I started laughing.


“Your order, sir.” Our waitress stood with her chest thrust
out.


That effectively
stopped my laugher and I rolled my eyes at Leah. If it didn’t work for her
earlier, what made her think it would work now?


She put
everything on the small table next to Talon. As he signed for the bill, I
leaned to the left handing Leah her smoothie.


“Holy cow! Caitlin!”
Leah shrieked as she took her glass.


We gawked at
her in shock. Jace froze with his hamburger halfway to his mouth.


She grabbed
my hand and held my ring up for Jace to see. “What’s this? Oh my God,
Caitlin. It’s breathtaking.”


I blushed
furiously, looking to Talon for help. The server was still standing there with
her mouth hanging wide open before eventually dropping her tray. I stared at
her pointedly and she picked it up and scurried away.


Talon took
my hand from Leah’s, kissing my knuckle just below my ring. “I wanted the world
to know she belongs to me. She deserves the best, even if she doesn’t believe
it.” He winked.


I narrowed
my eyes at Leah and grabbed her left hand. “And I assume this came from a
gumball machine? Leah, this’s gorgeous!” Her face flushed red. I raised an
eyebrow Jace. “Jace, is there something you want to share with the class?”


He shrugged
his shoulders and kissed her on the neck. “Same as you—I wanted these men, who
are watching you two like vultures, to know she had someone waiting for her at
home.”


I leaned
over, hugging them both. “I’m so happy for you both. You’re two of my favorite
people in the whole world.”


Talon put
his hands on either side of my waist, pulling me back against his chest where
he lay under the canopy. “Love, you desperately need to rest. I’d like you to
drink some of your smoothie and take a nap. I’ll stay here with you, so you are
not bothered.” He handed me my glass and I obediently sipped it.


“Okay, but only if you eat first. I assume one of those
burgers is yours, since they’re so rare? What did they
do, shine a flashlight on the patty before bringing it out?”


Talon threw
back his head and laughed, showing all the cording in his neck. My pulse
quickened and a lump formed in my throat as he studied me with flashing eyes.


“Later, but only if you get some rest.” He murmured.


I sat
cross-legged and drank my smoothie while Talon finished his burger. 


Leah dried
her hands off on her towel. “Are you boys going to be okay if we go the
bathroom without an escort?”


Jace gazed
at her seriously. “Be careful, and if you two aren’t back in about ten minutes,
we’re going to come looking for you.”


Leah leaned
down, pressing her lips gently to his forehead. “We’ll watch out for each
other. I promise.”


Talon pulled
me into his lap and kissed me gently before setting me on my feet. He whispered
in my ear. “Don’t worry, Love. One of the benefits of our bond is that I’ll sense
if you become distressed.”


Leah and I
walked to the bathrooms side by side. I could feel Talon’s eyes burning into my
back so I twisted over my shoulder and blew him a kiss. As we passed by the
sand volleyball court, a volleyball hit the guy nearest us in the side of the head
because he was too busy watching us walk past. I had to choke back my amusement.


They called
to us from the court. “Wait. Come back. Don’t go. Come play just one game.”


Leah shook
her head as we kept walking. “You know, I never thought I’d say it, but that’s
going to start getting really irritating.”


“I agree,
and I’m not helping things with my activities
with Talon, but I’m not willing to give them up either.”


She chuckled
and threw an arm over my shoulders. “I’d never ask it of you.”


We finally
found the bathrooms as my dizziness threatened to take over again. I hurried up,
washing my hands and leaning on the wall for support while I waited for Leah. She
stepped out of her stall and wore an expression of concern.


“Are you okay,
Cay-bear?”


I rubbed my
eyes. “Yeah, I’m just really tired. I’m beginning to really look forward to
napping in Talon’s arms right there on the beach.”


We avoided
the volleyball court this time and instead cut through the pool area. Just our
luck, there was a water volleyball game in full swing. Fortunately, there were several
women playing as well, so the men didn’t pose as much of a problem.


Suddenly
Leah froze in place, pointing. “What the hell is going on over there?”


I focused my
gaze on where she was pointing. There were two blonde girls in bikinis sitting
on our lounges, leaning in close to our
men. A white-hot spark sprang to life inside me, and I quickly closed the
distance between me and the unwanted visitors.


When I was about
six feet away, the girl leaning closest to Talon had her glass explode in her
hand, spraying her drink everywhere. She jumped up from her perch and everything
around me spun as I fell in heap. Talon jumped up, catching me before my head
could hit the ground.


Leah glared
at both girls through narrowed eyes. “As you can see, they are taken.” She
waggled her ring in their faces. “I think you should leave. Right
now.”


The two
girls frowned at her before flouncing away and my eyes closed against my will.


Talon sat
down on the chaise and gently laid me down next to him. He dipped a napkin in a
glass of ice water, pressing it to my forehead. “My Ves’tacha. Please open your eyes
and look at me,” he begged. 


I slowly
opened my eyes. My lids were so heavy. “I’m sorry.” I said. “I just got so
angry.”


He brushed
my hair back from my forehead. “I must insist you lay here with me and take
that nap. Otherwise, you will not be up to dinner, your special drinks and chocolate-dipped strawberries tonight.” He smiled
lovingly.


I stuck my
lower lip out. “Okay, you win. You’re older and wiser, not to mention being
much larger than I am. I’ll rest, but only if you promise to stay with me.”


“I will deny
you nothing.”


He lay back
on the cushions pulling the canopy over as far as it would go, and drew me down
so I was lying across his chest. I sighed happily and promptly fell into a deep
dreamless sleep.


I awoke
sometime later to the resonant rumbling of Talon’s laughter. I shifted in his
arms and peeked up at him


“I’m sorry,
did I wake you? You were sleeping so soundly. I knew you were exhausted.”


I sat up
rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “You were right. I do feel much better now.”


“You look
much rested. Your eyes have a sparkle in them again. I was worried I had pushed
things with you too far last night.”


I shrugged a
shoulder. “You didn’t push anything. I was the one who got greedy. Anyways, what
were you laughing at?”


He pointed
out to the ocean. I glanced up just in time to see Leah knock Jace off his
surfboard. I gave a chuckle.


“What time
is it? I feel like I was sleeping for days.”


“Not days, just a couple of hours. It’s only three o’clock.
There’s plenty of time for us to play in the surf and still be able to get
ready for dinner.”


I flashed
him a brilliant smile and kissed him soundly. “It’s a deal. I’ll race you.”


I jumped up
and took off for the beach. He caught up with me as I took my first step into
the water, picked me up and swung me around. As soon
as he let my feet touch the sand, I took off running into the surf. I ducked
under the next wave and came up, throwing my hair back like a scene out of The Little Mermaid. 


Talon
growled and quickly closed the distance between us. By the time he got to me,
his eyes matched my swimsuit. He crushed me to his chest and kissed me
thoroughly. I watched him through half-closed eyes, ran my mouth across his
jaw, down his neck, and finally nipped the skin below his ear. He reared up and
bent me backward, running his mouth down my neck toward his favorite spot just
above the top of my bikini.


“Talon!”
shouted Jace.


Talon was so
startled he almost dropped me into the surf. He straightened up and looked at
me apologetically. Picking up my hand, he kissed my finger just above my ring. “I’m
so sorry my love. I have a very difficult time controlling myself around you.”


Wrapping my
arms around his neck, I whispered into his ear. “I don’t want your control. I
want to know you want me.”


A tremor hummed
through his body causing him to tremble. Jace and Leah joined us.


Even after
the rest, my eyes remained leaden. “Hey everybody, I’m sorry to be such a
party-pooper, but I’m still really tired. I’m going to go back to the room for
a while.” I turned to Talon. “Talon, you don’t have to come with me. I hate to
think of you stuck in the room when you could be out here enjoying yourself.”


His eyes
were blinding. “I’ll be happiest wherever you are.”


Leah sighed
happily and suddenly hugged Jace. “That was so sweet! Don’t worry, Cay. We’ll
be heading up before too long. I want to lie down for a while before we have to
get ready for dinner.” Leah gave me a quick hug. “We’ll see you in a few.”












Chapter 21


New
Revelations


 


 


 


I gave Talon a smoldering
look and walked out of the surf, swaying my hips seductively—or at least I
hoped it appeared that way. I was really insecure due
to all the attention Talon was getting from other women at the hotel. I wanted
to make sure I measured up to them and it was still all really
new to me. I could feel his hot gaze on me as I approached the pool area.


An
appreciative whistle came from a chair to my right and within moments, Talon
was at my side, putting my hand in his. We walked the rest of the way to our
suite hand in hand. My pulse was racing. Would I ever stop feeling this way
around him? My one consolation was my presence affected him the same way. We
stepped into the room and he reached back to lock the door.


As soon as
the latch closed, I found myself pinned to the wall and he kissed me
passionately. My legs became unsteady. Talon reached down with one hand wrapping
my legs around his waist, without my back ever leaving the wall.


I put my
lips to his ear and whispered. “I love you.” I knew my behavior was out of line
and utterly out of character, but Talon had this effect on me. He growled deep
in his throat, picking me up and carrying me to our room placing me on the bed.
He lay next to me propped up on one elbow and studied me for a long time.


I searched
his face. “What’s wrong?”


He caressed
my face. “I still can’t believe I was lucky enough to find you after all the
centuries of darkness. I’m so possessive of you and get so angry when the men
around here look at you with longing.”


I pulled his
head down to mine. “There’s only you for me.” I rubbed
his chest, bent down, and bit him hard enough to draw blood.


He roared,
pushing me back on the bed and covering me with his body. I kissed him with all
the passion I possessed. I reached back one hand and attempted to untie my
swimsuit top. He covered my hand with his.


“No,‘tacha. This is
one instance where my control will not falter and I’ll not give in to you. We’ll
not do this until you are mine forever in the eyes of your family and the Ethereal law.”


I pouted, sliding
off his chest until I was on my side. He rolled to his side looking at me with
sad eyes. It tore my heart out. I could feel his pain as if it were my own. A
single drop of blood was running across his chest from where I had bitten him. I
knew I was taking a big risk and gently licked the line of blood back to my
bite mark and sucked. I heard him moan deeply then something in him snapped.


He pulled me
back, saw the blood covering my lips and kissed me
deeply. He lowered his head and bit down on the hollow between my neck and
shoulder drawing blood in long pulls. I screamed with the pleasure of it and he
collapsed on the bed next to me.


“When am I
ever going to stop losing control around you?” he sighed, running his hands
through his hair.


I was
positively glowing with happiness. “Hopefully never. I
want you to always feel this strongly about me.”


He shook his
head in disbelief. “How could I ever want another? Your beloved smoothies have
made your blood so sweet.”


I sat up in
the bed and my head was swimming again. Talon jumped up carrying me into the
living room and placed me on the couch.


“One moment,
Love. Let me get you some orange juice.”


I watched him
retreat. He was so attentive. To be honest, he was more than I’d ever dreamed
of having. I couldn’t imagine married life with him. Could a lifetime of this
really exist? What would I have to give up to be with
him forever?


School? It wasn’t a big deal, since I could learn more from
him than I’d ever learn in school.


What about children? Do Varyo
have children? Imagining Talon with an infant in his arms made me teary-eyed. I
quickly wiped the moisture from my face away before he caught me. Talon came
back in the room and handed me a large glass of juice. He sat next to me on the
couch and stroked my hair as I twisted to face him.


“Talon, can
I ask you a personal question?” I asked timidly.


He opened
his arms wide. “Of course. What do you want to know?”


I blushed furiously. “Well, what
I wanted to know—well, um…is…can the Varyo have children?”


He chuckled
softly. “Is that what you wanted to know? Yes, love. We absolutely can have
children, but you don’t have to worry about it right now, ‘tacha. It’s a deliberate action for my people, and I’ll not allow it
to happen just yet. As I said, we’ll save it for our next honeymoon.” He grinned
wickedly.


I waved my
hand. “No. No. Please don’t misunderstand me. I wasn’t
worried about that. I’d be honored to carry your baby someday,” I said quietly.
It embarrassed me a little to have this conversation with him. “I’d love to see
a little girl or boy with your flashing blue eyes one day. I just didn’t know
if it was even a possibility considering I’m Feydall.”


He gazed at
me seriously and pulled me into his lap holding me tightly. He had a single red
tear rolling down his cheek. “I never even thought to dream of children. The
thought of a little girl nestled in your arms makes my heart want to burst. However,
the Varyo are special in the fact
there are no unplanned children in our world. Children
are only possible if both parties truly desire them. I’ll never take the chance
of them not having my name, and it’s one of the reasons I’m so adamant about
waiting.”


I snaked my
arms around his neck and squeezed. I couldn’t believe my good luck. I thought
men like him only existed in books.


He reached
over to the table and handed me the glass of orange juice. I accepted the glass
and took a big swallow.


Jace and
Leah’s door shut with a bang then there was a light tapping on the connecting
door. Talon gently set me aside and went to open the door.


Leah poked
her head inside. “Did you get some rest Cay-bear? Are you going to be up for
dinner?”


I nodded at
her. “I’m feeling much better now. I was just about to start getting ready.” I glanced
around the room in confusion. “What time are we leaving? For that matter, where
are we going?”


“We are
leaving at six o’clock, and the location is a secret.” Jace called from the
other room.


I whined and
threw my hands in the air. “How am I supposed to know what to wear if you won’t
tell me where we’re going?”


Talon chortled
and grabbed me around the waist. “I have you all taken care of, my love.”


I beamed at
him. “As always.”


Jace called
out. “We’ll see you at 6:00pm. Just knock when you are ready.


Talon led me
over to the couch and sat me down. “Wait here. I have something for you.”


He walked
over to the pile of bags still sitting on the floor and dug
furiously through the one that held his shirts. He pulled out a long length of
jade green material.


“Oh my gosh” I gasped. “How did you…when did
you…?” It was the dress Leah had shown him on our very
first date. I caressed the silky material with my fingertips.


“Wait, I’m
not done.” He pulled a pair of tall wedges out of the same bag with a sheepish
expression. “I love the way you look in heels.”


I jumped off
the couch and hurried to the bedroom before quickly pivoting around and grabbing
the bag of makeup off the floor. “I’ll be right back.”


I took a
quick shower and slipped the dress on over my head. It was gorgeous–clinging to
my curves and falling in neat folds around my feet. I debated on my hair and
determined I would straighten it so it hung down to the middle of my back.


I carefully
applied my makeup, giving silent thanks I’d thought to get some jade green
eyeliner. It really was a nice effect. I reached up to smooth back my hair and
the light reflected off my ring. I sighed happily. Everything would have been absolutely perfect if it wasn’t for the scraped-up elbow. I
silently cursed Todd under my breath before chuckling to myself. Slipping my
feet into the wedges and stepping out of the bathroom, I took a deep breath and
walked into the living room fidgeting with my necklace. I desperately wanted him
to like the finished product.


Talon was
out on the lanai and already dressed in some cargo pants and a black button
down resort shirt. He looked amazing. He stepped into the den with two glasses
of the frothy orange drink again. He stared at me and exhaled slowly.


“Wow. You
look amazing.” He strolled over, handed me a glass and stroked my hair. “It
feels like silk.” We stared at each other until there was a knock on the door. Talon
strode over and opened it wide.


“Come on in.
I ordered us some strawberries. They’re all set up on the lanai.”


Leah ran
over to me crushing me in a bear hug while hopping around in a circle. “You
look gorgeous. I can’t believe he remembered.”


I took a
step back and admired her dress. “You look beautiful too!” Leah had on a long
tank dress in a beautiful deep purple and the color really set off her hair.


She winked
at me and sauntered outside where Talon was pouring a glass for her.


“Talon?” Leah asked. “What is this?” She pointed to the
glass he was pouring.


“Yeah” I
agreed. “I’ve been wondering the same thing.”


Talon
shrugged. “It’s nectar – something very precious in our world and saved for
only the most special occasions.”


Jace strode
into the room and grabbed me in a big bear hug, swinging me off my feet. “Hey pixie girl. You are breathtaking.” He whispered in my
ear. “The way you feel about him shows all over your face. You truly make him
happy. Did you know that? I’ve known Talon for many, many years, and I’ve never
seen him so happy.”


Talon stuck
his head in the door. “What are you two whispering about?” he teased.


I wrinkled
up my nose. “You of course–nothing else interests me.”


He came over
and picked me up. “I adore you.”


Jace thumped
me on the arm as he went to join Leah. “See? I told you so.”


I leaned
over and put my lips to his ear. “I think I know what we should name our first
son.”


His eyes burst
into blue flame and his assault on my lips was almost violent.


Leah gasped
before she giggled. “Do you two think you can separate long enough for us to
eat dinner? Caiti, you haven’t eaten anything solid since breakfast. You’re
going to end up getting sick.”


Talon gazed
at me with deep concern in his eyes. “She is right ‘tacha. We need to keep your strength up.”


Jace snorted
and Leah shot him a dirty look. She kissed him quickly and grabbed him by the
collar. “Come on, you turd. Let’s go.”


Talon took
me by the good elbow and led me out the door. He shut the door and took me by
the hand as we strolled through the lush gardens and pools full of koi and into
the main lobby. By the time we got through the lobby doors, Leah and I were
walking a few steps ahead of them. There was a large group of good-looking men
in their 20s having some sort of gathering in the Botera Bar. They were fairly loud and appeared to have been drinking for quite
some time.


As Leah and
I walked past the bar, the room went silent. The two men who had approached us
earlier on the beach were part of the group. I glanced at her in surprise as we
heard low murmurs coming from the bar.


“Daaayum.”


“Do you see
that?”


“Holy Crap. I think I just died and went to Heaven.”


“Are they
staying here? Oh my God…could we really be that lucky?”


“I’d love to
buy them a drink, especially that redhead.”


“Yeah, well
you are going to have to wait until those gorillas aren’t around.”


I spun
around and sauntered right up to Talon, pressing myself against him and giving
him a deep, passionate kiss that left us both breathless. I glanced at the
party in the bar and winked, letting them know I’d heard everything. The entire
group of men sat in silence. I walked back to where I had left Leah, who was
now shaking with laughter.


“Oh God, Caitlin. What got into you? Not
that I’m complaining. They totally had it coming, but it was so out of
character for you and I think Talon has yet to recover.”


I peeked
back at Talon and sure enough, he was rooted to the spot. I walked over and
took Talon gently by the hand.


“I’m sorry,
Talon. They just made me mad and I thought I would try something different,
instead of just making things blow up,” I whispered.


He picked me
up and swung me around. “Ves’tacha,
don’t worry. It was totally worth it. Maybe they’ll still be here when we get
back and you can do it again.” He teased.


We stopped
at the front drive and a bellhop ran over to greet us.


“Good
evening, Mr. Raikaa, Mr. Adair. Everything is prepared, as you requested.” He
handed them a set of keys.


Talon turned
to Jace and grinned. “I’ll drive out there, but you’re driving back.”


Jace smirked.
“You got it, as long as we get to go back to your balcony after dinner for
dessert.”


Leah and I stared
at each other and shrugged our shoulders. We still had no idea where we were headed.


“So, where
are we going?” I asked casually.


Talon took
me by the hand and led me to a bright-red Jeep Wrangler.


“Really? For us? You were listening
when Leah and I talked about our last trip here, weren’t you? I love the feel
of the warm wind blowing through my hair.” I gushed enthusiastically.


He stroked
my hair. “How many times must I tell you my only concern is making you happy?”


He leaned
the seat forward so Jace could lift Leah into the backseat. Jace jumped into
the backseat next to Leah throwing his arm over her shoulder. Talon lifted me
gently into the passenger seat and fastened my seatbelt. He started the
ignition and we drove down the road lined in beautiful flowers.


As we turned
onto the Piilani Highway, I closed my eyes and enjoyed the warm scented breeze
blowing through my hair. I could see Talon’s smile out of the corner of my eye.
Jace and Leah nuzzled in the backseat while I was content to hold Talon’s hand
and watch the beautiful surroundings. He eventually turned onto the Hana
Highway.


I clapped my
hands and squealed at Talon with sheer delight. “Really?
Are we going where I think?”


He caressed
my face with the back of his fingers. “Depends on where you think we are
going.”


I bounced in
my seat like a small child. “You darlings are taking us to Mama’s Fish House,
aren’t you?”


Leah shrieked
in the backseat and clapped her hands. “Really? It’s
our favorite place!”


Jace
chuckled. “That was the general idea.”


Leah leaned
over and kissed him soundly.


We pulled
into the lot at Mama’s and Talon came around the Jeep and gently lowered me to
the ground, letting his hands linger on my waist. Jace cleared his throat from
the back seat.


“Oops, sorry.” Talon leaned the seat forward to let them
out. Leah and I took a few steps out onto the walkway overlooking the beach. The
surroundings were heavenly. Talon and Jace joined us and we walked past the
beach to the hostess stand.


“Welcome to
Mama’s Fish House. Do you have a reservation?”


“Yes, party
of four under Raikaa.”


The hostess
jumped to attention. “Oh, Mr. Raikaa. We have
everything all ready for you. Please follow me.”


I eyed Talon
suspiciously. “Where do you find the time to arrange all these things?”


Talon gave
me an innocent look and kissed the top of my head.


We
approached a table with an amazing ocean view. There were bundles of white
roses on two of the chairs. Leah shot Jace a blinding grin and threw her arms
around his neck as I stood on tiptoe, kissing Talon on the neck.


Even wearing
3-4 inch wedges, he still stood more than a head taller than me.


We all sat
at the table and the waiter came over immediately with a bottle of wine and poured
for Talon and Jace. Leah and I glanced at each other, sighed, and ordered a
couple of iced teas. Our age difference never even crossed my mind until
moments like this.


“How is it
you are never asked for ID?” I mused.


Talon shrugged
“When you’ve lived as long as I have, you learn a few things.”


I rubbed my
chin. “Interesting. So, can you get around all laws,
or just this one?”


Talon appeared
suspicious. “Why do you ask? Is there a particular law you’re having a problem
with?


I peeked at
him shyly. “Well, just one, the Corpora
law which prevents me from marrying you tonight without my parent’s consent
until I turn eighteen in a couple of months.”


I heard the
swift intake of his breath as he captured my hand and held it to his heart. “Caitlin,
do you really mean it? You’d be willing to marry me? Here?
Now?” He asked in a low voice.


His question
stunned me. How could he think I would want anything else?


“Talon, can
you think of a more beautiful setting? There’s no one I’d rather be with, and considering
my newfound identity, there’s no way I’ll ever be able to go to college or hold
down a normal job. I want to see the world. I’d like to see Feydall and maybe even meet the rest of
my family.”


He gazed out the window
thoughtfully. “Actually, we could perform the ceremony while we are here, but
we would have to keep it secret. I’m not entirely sure what the consequences
would be if your mother and Johr ever learned the truth. I wonder—”


I spent the
rest of the meal on the edge of my seat, Leah watching me carefully. I knew she
had heard us, but it was too much to hope we could find a way to make this
work.


Leah pushed
her chair back and motioned for me to come with her. “Would you gentlemen excuse
us for a second?”


Jace stood
to help her out of her chair. “Of course. I’ll even
give you fifteen minutes instead of ten this time.” He grinned cheekily.


Leah rolled
her eyes. “You spoil me.”


She grabbed
me by the hand and led me to the bathroom.


“Caiti?”


“Yes.” I
answered absentmindedly while checking my makeup.


“Is
everything okay? You seem really jumpy. I hope you
aren’t thinking about doing anything stupid.”


I turned and
saw the concern deep in her eyes. “Oh, Leah. Everything’s
great. I’ll explain it all to you later. I’m afraid of jinxing things. I
promise, I know what I’m doing.”


She grabbed
me by the shoulders and shook. “Oh now you have
to tell me what you are planning – as if I didn’t already know. You can’t leave
me hanging like this.”


I cautioned
her to wait. “I promise–later tonight, when we get back to the suite.”


She sighed
deeply. “Okay, I’ll hold you to that.”


We finished
up dinner and Talon took care of the check. We picked up our roses and allowed our
respective Prince Charmings to lead us back to the Jeep. This time, Jace held
the seat forward while Talon lifted me into the back. Talon jumped in beside me
and gathered me close. Jace gently lifted Leah into the passenger seat. We
pulled out onto the Hana Highway, the wind blowing the smell of fresh mango
through the air. Talon rubbed his thumb under my eye and across my cheekbone.


“You look
rested. I’m very happy you finally ate something. It’s very easy for you to
become drained during our exchanges, and I hate to be the cause of your
discomfort.”


I suddenly
had a revelation. “Talon, we’ve had several exchanges. The last two have been
especially intense. How is it I’ve been unaffected by the transformation?”


Talon appeared
shocked. “It never even crossed my mind. Only a full Ethereal would be completely untouched by the transformation.” He
stared off into space, deep in thought. He suddenly grabbed me by the shoulders.
“Caitlin, love… are you sure Jason was your father?”


The question
hit me like a ton of bricks. I thought back to my vision of Mom and Johr and I
struggled for my breath. “Johr!
That’s what Breeg meant earlier. Oh my God,
Johr is my father.”


Talon’s grin
slowly stretched from ear to ear.


“This
changes everything.” He was speaking rapidly, his accent very thick. “The
daughter of a member of the Turvata
is frequently granted the right to marry another member of the Turvata. Even your status as a Lumina should
not affect this. We could marry anywhere we wanted, and I think Johr would be
quite agreeable to a match between us. He knows I will protect you with my
life.”


I stared at
him cautiously. “How does this affect your original line of thinking from
dinner?”


He kissed me
gently. “Love, it doesn’t change my immediate plans at all. As far as I’m
concerned, I’ve belonged to you since the beginning of time. I’ve spent my
entire life in darkness looking for you. There’s no way I could ever let you go
to another.”


I threw my
legs over his and pulled his head to meet mine. Our embrace began gently, but
quickly heated as our pulses raced. He ran his hand up the length of my leg and
I was shocked. He was normally so careful about keeping certain lines very
clear. Protecting my virtue was at the top of his list. I couldn’t get back to
the hotel fast enough – afraid he was going to come back to his senses and pull
away.


The Jeep pulled
up to the valet stand and Talon hardly waited long enough for the car to stop
rolling before he jumped out and lifted me over the side. Leah and Jace exchanged
a curious glance.


I was so
happy I was positively glowing and, knowing me, it was a definite possibility. We
had to walk past the bar again and the same group was still there drinking. I
don’t know if it was my euphoria or the amount of alcohol they had consumed,
but one of the men approached us and he knelt down at my feet.


I stared at
him in shock. It’s not every day I have a man get down on his hands and knees
at my feet.


“Please have
one drink with us. You’re amazing. I’ve never seen anyone like you” He hiccupped.
"I’ll give you anything you want, just spend thirty
minutes with us. All you have to do is sit and talk to us for a while.”


I glanced at
Talon helplessly. He sensed my distress and came to my rescue. He pushed me
behind him and growled deep in his throat.


“My woman
will not be joining you for drinks or anything else. You will not approach her
again.”


The guy was shaking
slightly. He slowly rose to his feet and went back to join his friends, all who
remained speechless.


Talon swept
my legs from under me and carried me the rest of the way to the suite. I
wrapped my arms around his neck and grinned madly at Leah. He didn’t even put
me down to open our door. In fact, he refused to put me down until Leah and Jace had come in and the door had closed behind
them.


Leah
giggled. “What was that all about? Did
that guy actually throw himself at your feet?”


I nodded
“Yes, for lack of a better description. It was really weird.
I have no idea what caused that.”


Jace pointed
in Talon’s direction. “I do. You two wear your feelings for each other all over
your faces. Caitlin, you positively glow when you’re around him. Only an Ethereal would recognize the glow, but humans
just sense there’s something special, and they’ll be instinctively drawn to
you.”


I walked
over to the kitchen, pulled the strawberries out of the fridge
and put them on the coffee table. Leah and I sank down on the couch, kicked off
our shoes and tucked our feet beneath us. I flipped
through channels while she grabbed a strawberry for each of us.


“Hmm.” I said thoughtfully. “If that’s the case, I’ll have
to start watching myself when we’re in public. We don’t want that little scene
to replay itself.” Biting into the strawberry and licking the juice from my
lips, I stared across the room into Talon’s pulsating sapphire eyes. I had almost
forgotten what happened the last time we ate the strawberries.


I looked
around the living area and realized the bags from our shopping trip were still
all over the floor, I jumped up gathering the bags and took them to the
bedroom.


“Sorry about
the mess. I meant to grab those earlier.” I cringed. I hated to look like a
slob in front of company. Of course, Leah had seen me at my absolute worst –
but I wanted to keep up appearances with Jace for just a little while longer.


Jace snorted.
“Please, pixie. The bags don’t bother me at all.”


Talon sat on
the loveseat and patted the spot next to him. I smiled at him before gliding over
and sitting down next to him. He immediately cradled me in his arms.


Jace grimaced
before winking at me. “Finally. I thought you’d never
get out of my spot on the couch.” He pulled Leah over so she was leaning
against him.


We all sat together,
simply content to watch the movie. When the credits rolled, Leah sat up and
yawned, stretching her arms over her head.


Jace caressed
her hair tenderly. “I guess that’s our signal.” He gently lifted her off the
couch. “I promised to carry you over the threshold, Mrs. Adair.”


Leah went
into a fit of laughter as Talon opened the door for them and they disappeared
inside. He closed the adjoining door and locked it. I walked out onto the lanai
and enjoyed the warm breeze that was blowing in from the ocean. I could taste
the salt in the air and smell the brine coming off the ocean. Talon came out
and handed me a large glass of orange juice and two chewable vitamins. I giggled.


“Do I really
look that bad?”


He chuckled.
“No, but I don’t want you to ever get as run down as you were this morning. I
was truly worried about you.”


I obediently
chewed up the vitamins, took a big mouthful of the orange juice, and realized
he had poured the rest of my nectar into the glass.


“Nice
touch.” I teased.


“I saw no
point in letting it going to waste. Anyway, I thought it might be a good mix.”


I finished
off the glass and put it on the table. Folding my arms, I leaned on the railing.
Talon came up behind me and wrapped his arms around me. Warmth spread through
my body at the contact. So safe. It just felt…right.


I cocked my
head to the side never taking my eyes off the horizon.


“I’m
curious. How do weddings work for Ethereals?
I seriously doubt any of the races put a lot of stock in a Corpora civil service.”


“No, we
don’t usually go down to the courthouse, if that’s what you mean. Ethereals don’t require a large formal
ceremony. There is a ceremony used for high profile Joinings, like royals, but most marriages are
created privately and followed up with a large reception for family and friends.
It’s simply a matter of the prospective groom speaking the ancient text. Once
it’s spoken, another cannot separate the two. Their
souls are tied together, severable only from within.”


“So, only
one of them could decide to end it? Someone else can’t come along and dissolve
it?


“Correct…
for the most part.”


I was
fascinated now. I loved history and learning about different people. “Is the
text the same for all the Ethereals
or does each group have something specific which is
connected to their traditions?”


“No the
words are the same across all the Ethereals.
The words are old as time itself.”


I twisted in
his arms. “Talon, you know the text, don’t you?”


His arms
dropped to his sides and a quiver ran through his body, shaking us both. He pivoted
and walked into the living area. I followed him through the sliding doors,
closing them and pulling the curtains closed as I passed through.


I put my
hand on his heavily muscled bicep. “Talon, are you okay? I’m not trying to push
you into anything. I’m perfectly content to be with you here and now.”


He spun
around with a bright red tear in the corner of his eye. “But I’m not. We are bound in every other way and I’ll never be able to love another. Not only have I
shared your blood, but also you have tasted mine. The outside world is lost to
me without you. Without you, I’ll be thrust back into darkness.”


I wrapped my
arms around his waist and held him. I could feel the tension in his body and it
was causing shudders to run through the length of him. I ran my hands up and
down his back in an effort to calm him but it had a decidedly different effect.
His pulse quickened and mine quickly raced to match his.


I gazed into
his eyes and saw the torment there. “Talon, honestly - what would be the
consequences for us?”


He shook his
head. “I can’t say for sure. I think your mother would initially be upset due
to your age – by Corpora standards -
but that would quickly change to happiness. She’s Feydall and age is trivial, since the Ethereal have such longevity. If your suspicions are correct, and
Johr is your father, he may be very angry we didn’t seek his permission first. However,
I think even he would come to accept it in time. He would know I would see to
your eternal happiness and safety.”


“Is that
all? We won’t be risking your position within the Turvata or put anyone else in danger? We just run the risk of
pissing off Johr?” I couldn’t contain my grin.


“Yes. However,
it’s enough to consider. He has quite a temper.”


I knew I was
standing on the edge of a cliff and the ground was crumbling under me. It was
reckless, but I decided to take things into my own hands.


I took a
couple of steps back from him and the pain in his eyes made my heart constrict.
Taking a deep breath, I carefully made my next move. Placing my fingertips on
my shoulders, I gently pulled the straps down. The dress fell in a pool at my
feet. I stood in front of him clad only in a black bra and underwear. His eyes
detonated in a burst of blue flame.


“Say it,” I
whispered. “Make me belong to you where no one can ever separate us. I’m so
tired of being alone.”


Talon
reached out pulling me to him with shaking hands and kissing me deeply. He put
my hands in his and bent down on one knee.


“Li' sa' deer!” he
began.


The air
around me began to shimmer and hum. I faced him and gave him a brilliant smile
nodding for him to continue.


“Me she me hum corthu sutho miro shebari kon hum miro sedrin Dya. Miro
ves’tacha manishe. Hai'she'li!”


As he spoke
the words, I was stunned that I could understand exactly what he was saying,
even though I had no idea what language he was speaking. I heard it all.


“I swear I will be one forever with my bride,
who will be my children’s mother. My beloved wife.
Yes, I swear it!”


The air
around me burst into brilliant sapphire sparks with a thunderous bang. His
chest heaved with every breath and his eyes sparkled with such promise it made me
dizzy. He jumped up, swept me into his arms and headed
directly for our room, kicking the door closed.


Talon was
devouring me with his eyes and the anticipation was making me lightheaded. His
large hands roamed over my body. I couldn’t believe I was Joined to Talon forever.


I was afraid
I’d disappoint him, as I had no experience in this arena. He dipped his head,
kissing me deeply and with more passion than I’d ever known existed. I heard
the tearing of fabric and realized he had torn our clothes in his haste to
remove them. I ran my hands down his bare back and he sucked in his breath. My
heart was racing so fast, I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. Tears of
happiness streamed down my burning cheeks.


Talon stared
at me in concern. “Ves’tacha, are you
okay? Please tell me what you are thinking. I’ll not tie your life to mine if it’s
not what you truly want. You only have to say ‘I absolve myself of you’ and
you’ll no longer be tied to me.”


I gazed into
his eyes. He had the wrong idea altogether. How could I make him understand? I
pulled his head down to mine and pierced him with my eyes.


“Talon, I
don’t ever want you to think I regret anything I’ve done since we met. You are
my husband now and I love you.” I whispered.


He growled
and covered me with his body.


I cried out
in joy and the room was suddenly bathed in brilliant
color.


 












10 Fun Facts About
the World of Caitlin and Talon


1. There
really is a Caitlin and she looks exactly the way she is
described in the book. She also has a little brother named Brady.


 


2.
Flower Mound, TX is located about 15 minutes North of Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport.


 


3. Marcus High School
in Flower Mound, TX is real. Their colors are black and red and it’s the home
of the Marauders. You can learn more about it at:
www.mhs.lisd.net


 


4. There is a Goat
Man’s Bridge just off Old Alton Road in Copper Canyon, located only 10-15
minutes from Marcus High School. It’s the center of many urban legends and has
been the site of a party or two.


 


5. You can visit the
actual Flower Mound year-round. It’s open to the public and free. The large
tree located at the bottom of the Mound is what inspired the tree entrance to
Sanctuary.


 


6. The Grand Wailea, part of the Waldorf-Astoria collection, is located
in Wailea, Maui. You can view photos on their website at
http://www.grandwailea.com/. Caitlin and Talon’s suite was
modeled after their Deluxe Suite.


 


7. The honey-mango
amenities in the bathroom of their suite are available for purchase online at
www.shopatgrandwailea.com.


 


8. Mama’s Fish House is
located just off the Hana Highway in Maui. It was the first fresh fish
restaurant on the island. Their menu lists who caught each particular type of
fish on the menu and where they caught it. www.mamasfishhouse.com


 


9 The Adair clan has lived
in the small town of Emory, TX for generations.


 


10 The Adair boys did
have a history of busting each other out of the city jail using a horse and
buggy of all things!


 


 


Pronunciation Guide


Johr
(Joe-er) - Leader of the Turvata and very close
family friend of Marne, Caitlin and Brady.  Johr and Marne have a complicated
relationship – its true extent, only time will tell.


Marne
(Mar-nee) – Mother of Caitlin and Brady. Also the crown
princess of Feydall.


Talon
(Ta-lawn) Raikaa (Rike–uh) – Highly ranked member
of the Turvata originally assigned to protect Caitlin. He is of the Varyo race.



Jace (Jayse) Adair (A-dare) –
Respected member of the Turvata and best friend of Talon Raikaa. He is a
Lykaois.


Ael’onwe
(A-lawn-we) – Member of the RuneSong, also of the
Feydall race. Marne’s grandmother and Caitlin’s
great-grandmother.


Ta’Sha
(Tah-sha) – Member of the RuneSong,
also of the Lykaois race.


Freya (Frey-ya) – Member of the RuneSong,
also of the Varyo race.


Triada
(Tree-ah-da)- Ruling class of the Accendersi consisting of 3 men.


Accendersi
(A-sin-dare-see) – Group consisting of several dark races bent on the
destruction of the Ethereals.


Turvata
(Ter-vah-ta) – Class of
highly ranking warriors, normally assigned to protect the royal families of the
Ethereal races.


Feydall
(Fay-doll) – Race of beings that are most closely related
to fairies, who possess vast magical abilities.


Lykaios
(Lie-kohs) – Race of shapeshifters
who possess no additional magical abilities.


Varyo
(Vahr-yo) – A race known for the strength of
their warriors.  Their
diet consists mainly of blood from willing donors, but they are also able to
eat rare meats. When they mate, they do so for life.


Corpora
(Core-pour-a) – the name the Ethereals use for humans.


Osanen
(O-sahn-en) – A race of individuals of small
stature who posess an affinity for Earth magic.


Draiocht
(Dray-ohkt) – Beings with magical powers who have
aligned themselves with the Accendersi.


Ves’tacha
(Vez-ta-sha) – Talon’s
pet name for Caitlin – it means “beloved”.


Breeg
(Brie-g) – 2,000 year old Osanen,
highly respected as a fierce warrior.


Egan
(E-gen) – member of the Triada. Caitlin first meets him at the bonfire
where he has teamed up with Ryan.


Ciro
(Seer-oh) – member of the Triada, who still has an unrequited love for
Marne.


Wailea (Wy-lay-uh)
– City in southern Maui. Known for it’s
high end resorts and beaches.


RuneSong (roone –
song) – Mystical group of three women tasked with the protection of the current
Lumina. Group consists of Ael’onwe, Freya and Ta’Sha.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 












 


 


 


 


Painfully Ordinary Playlist


 


Bless the Broken Road – Rascal Flatts


Pray - Disturbed


Breaking the Habit – Linkin
Park


Kissing in the Rain – Toby Keith


Chicken Fried – Zac Brown


Her Eyes – Pat Monahan


You Found Me – The Fray


Given Up – Linkin Park


Hero – Chad Kroeger


You know I’m No Good – Amy Winehouse


I Run to You – Lady Antebellum


So Far Away – Stained


Take It All - Adele


At Last – Etta James


Marry Me – Train


I Waited For You - Valora


Just a Kiss – Lady Antebellum


Set Fire to the Rain – Adele
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