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“WHERE HAVE YE BEEN, lass?” Gwendoline called out as I carefully picked my way through a maze of rose bushes.

“How can something so lovely dish out so much pain?” I complained as I pulled a thorn from my calf.  

“Ye could always fly over them,” she said with one hand on her hip and the other shielding her eyes from the noon sun.

“Good grief,” I said with exasperation as I stepped from the rose patch to safety, “it never occurred to me to do that.” I heaved a sigh, “I wonder if I’ll ever get my act together with being a vampire and a witch.”

“Not to mention a mother and a queen,” Gwendoline playfully added.

“Let’s not forget you’re soon to be a wife,” Geo contributed as he scurried up from seemingly nowhere and wrapped his arms around me.

“You two aren’t helping,” I giggled.

“I have to say, dear future wife, that if anyone is up to the task of being super-female, it’s you,” Geo assured me as he kissed me lightly on the forehead. “Although, I also have to say it’s a good thing you heal quickly.”

I watched the deep scratches on my legs and arms slowly fade away.

“I needed rose petals for grandmother’s herb cabinet,” I shrugged.

“That Millie,” Gwendoline said with a sly smirk, “I’ll wager she insisted ye get the ones from the middle because they’re the least disturbed.”

“I’m not feeling all that well,” I complained.

“What’s wrong?” Geo asked with concern while he felt my head.

“Nothing I can put my finger on,” I softly said.  “The world seems... surreal.”

“How long have ye been feeling like this?” my mentor and future mother-in-law asked.

“I’m not really certain,” I mused. “Perhaps a few months?”

“You’re only just mentioning it?”  Gwendoline gasped.

“It’s not constant,” I quickly said. “It’s more off and on. Lately, it’s more on than off, though.”

“It started about the time Luthias left,” Geo thoughtfully said.

I detected a touch of jealousy in his tone and quickly snuggled closer to reassure him.  It couldn’t be easy for him to know that I would always have a place in my heart for his brother, even after I became his wife.  I was sure that the fact that his first wife had also held a spot in her heart for Luthias didn’t help matters, but I didn’t know what to do about it.  I couldn’t change the way I felt and I wouldn’t enter a committed relationship as important as marriage with a lie between us.  He said he loved me more because of the way my heart was able to have room for so many, but I wondered if that would hold true.  Time would tell.

“I want to examine ye,” Gwendoline firmly said.

“I’m not pregnant,” I protested.

“There are other reasons to feel poorly besides making babies,” she chuckled.

“You couldn’t prove it by me,” I flatly said. “Having two babies so close together made me almost forget what it was like not to be pregnant.  Maybe that’s what’s wrong with me.  I’m not pregnant and it doesn’t feel right.”

“We’re in a mood today,” Gwendoline said with a slow shake of her head. “Perhaps we should skip your magic lesson.”

I have no idea why, but a panic consumed me at the possibility of missing my magic lesson. I decided not to mention it, but my body language gave me away to both Gwendoline and Geo.

“Something’s wrong,” Geo said.

“It has nothing to do with your brother,” Gwendoline assured him, “I can tell ye that right now.”

She took me by the shoulders and positioned me directly in front of her so that she could look deep into my eyes.  After a great deal of spatting and sputtering, she informed me that someone was working a spell to try to rob me of my magic.  How they managed to get through the barriers of Verso was a mystery, but since she, my grandparents, and myself were the only magical beings in Verso, it had to be someone on the outside.

“Who would know I’m magical outside of Verso?  I only used magic a few times while on the outside. I was very careful,” I mused.

“There are eyes everywhere,” Geo lamented.

“Do you think Gondofini found out about me?” I asked.

“He works for the kingdom, not the person,” Geo said.  “You are leader of his kingdom so he wouldn’t work against you.”

“Are you sure about that?” I warily asked.

“Lord Moken has been keeping me well informed,” Geo firmly said. “So far, so good.”

“Do we know what happened to Pierre?” I asked. “He was still in the cave when Jason took me.  I never asked Luthias what happened to him.”

“I’m assured that Pierre is not at Vampire Land,” Geo insisted.

“That doesn’t mean he’s not working to get back in there,” I excitedly said.  “He tried to have me killed while I lay helplessly giving birth to Owena.  Is having some spell cast to rob me of my magic... or worse... so farfetched?”

“The lass has a point,” Gwendoline mused.  “I say we head back to the cottage and talk with Millie and Arthur about this.  They might think of something we missed.”

Although I wasn’t eager to bring my grandparents into more drama, I saw no way out of sharing our suspicions with them.  

We walked in silence to Gwendoline’s quaint little cottage.  I smiled when I saw my grandparents sitting on the front porch, each with one of my children in their arms.  They looked so content. I hated the fact that we were about to ruin the mood, but there was nothing to be done about it.  My magic meant more to me than I could possibly articulate. If someone was trying to strip me of it, they had to be stopped.  Clearly, Gwendoline felt we needed my grandparent’s assistance in the matter.  I wasn’t about to argue.

Something in our body language or our faces must have alerted them because looks of concern consumed their faces as they stood up when we approached.

“What’s happened?” my grandfather asked with a bold and protective tone.  “Who has broken the barrier?”

“Why would you ask that?” I asked with surprise.

“I’m not sure,” he wonderingly  said. “It’s what flew out of my mouth.”

“So, your eye is still in ye,” Gwendoline said as she patted my grandfather on the arm as she walked passed him and into the house.  “Come on then.  We’ll need all the seers working on this one.”

“It’s been a while since you’ve done that, Arthur,” my grandmother said with wonder as she handed Owena to me and followed Gwendoline into the house.

“I never needed it before, old woman,” he said with a teasing manner as he handed Braedon to Geo. “Not with such a curious wife in the house.”

I could hear my grandmother chiding him about saying such things as the door closed behind him.

As much as I longed to be in the room with my mentor and my grandparents, I understood the necessity for them to be removed from my energy to track down the source of the spell.  If someone had miraculously tapped into the seat of my magical vortex, having me next to them could block the path to the originator; making it look like it came from me instead.  Whoever was doing this to me clearly knew what they were doing.

“My girls look tired,” Geo said as he kissed Owena’s forehead and then mine.

“I can’t speak for this little lady, but I could use a short nap,” I admitted.

“Why don’t I take the children for a bit and you go rest?” he suggested.

“Can you handle both?” I asked

“I have a kingdom at my disposal,” he chuckled.  “Surely I can find someone to assist me.”

“A vampire nanny,” I said with glee. 

“Indeed,” he said with a smile.

“I read about nannies.  I didn’t realize they still existed,” I said.

“Maybe out there they don’t, but we supernaturals have a difficult time letting go of tradition,” he said.

“I like that, for the most part,” I admitted.

“Most part?” he said with raised brow.

“Okay, I like it all,” I chuckled. “I was thinking about being forced into an arranged marriage, but that’s not really old fashioned now, is it?”

“There was a time when it would have been,” Geo mused.  “I think you would have liked that time. People were freer and the earth was alive with life.”

“Before the wars,” I mused.  “Do you think the earth will ever be like that again?”

“I think a lot depends upon whether they are able to remove the leaders from the New World Order and put someone in their place who actually cares more about rebuilding life on the planet instead of controlling it,” Geo thoughtfully said.  “I have seen, firsthand, the devastation their new weaponry causes wherever it strikes.  They care little for the effects it has on the landscape as long as they destroy whatever target they are aiming at.”

“We’ll eventually have to battle them, won’t we?” I asked with trepidation.

After seeing the condition of Geo and Luthias after they battled Bartholomew’s army when it attacked Sybil’s subterranean mutant-vampire kingdom, I had a good idea of what we were up against and the destruction that could ensue.  I should rightfully say, “my subterranean mutant-vampire kingdom”, since I inherited it after I killed her, but I had no desire or use for it or the mutants who inhabited it. If it weren’t for Geo and his desire to keep all vampires -mutant or not- working together, they would be leaderless. 

“I’ve got our scientists studying the weapon you had your men steal.  It’s my hope that we can replicate it and then go one better.  It would be nice to come up with something that is more powerful, but maybe not as detrimental to the environment,” he said.

“Is that possible?” I asked.

“Time will tell,” he shrugged.  “Now, my pretty soon-to-be wife... why don’t you and lovely Owena go take a little rest while my little man and I take a nature walk.”

I looked down at Owena’s little cherub face.  Even with all the talking between Geo and me, she’d managed to fall sound asleep.  With a smile and a quick peck on his cheek, I did as Geo asked and went to our room. After carefully placing Owena in her bassinette, I stretched out onto the welcoming mattress and almost immediately drifted off to sleep.

As I fell into a blissful state, the dream I’d dreamt several times before came back.

I was walking through an enormous field of flowers; some so tall I could caress their silken tops as I moved aimlessly along. The sun shone brilliant in a cloudless sky, but I didn’t need sunglasses to protect my eyes. I delighted in the brilliant colors all around me.  It was such a pleasure to see them in their natural state without the tinting of colored lenses muting their beauty. 

Birds of all varieties soared playfully over my head and I laughed with delight. Off in the distance a tall, well-built, and very familiar figure walked slowly toward me. I looked with admiration as his strong thighs pushed their way through flowers that seemed to bend to his will and then salute him as he passed.  My heart pounded with anticipation and my mouth went dry as he drew closer. 

By the time Luthias stood in front of me, I was a speechless mess. I hadn’t realized just how much I missed seeing his handsome face, teasing smile, and lean, powerful physique every day. He said nothing as he cupped my chin with his strong, slender fingers and tilted my face at an angle that made it easier for his lips to caress mine.

Our kiss was soft and slow at first, but soon turned possessive and needy. It was a feeling that far surpassed vampire or werewolf lust. It was the need that two lovers who connected after a long time of missing each other felt. It was a need to consume each other until they blended into one.

My face was moist with tears that were a mixture of joy, loss, guilt, and love. What was happening? I knew I was dreaming, but I couldn’t stop what was happening. I wanted -no, needed to be kissed by Luthias. When his hands slid down my back and he pulled me so close that our bodies molded as one, I didn’t resist. In the back of my mind, I knew it was wrong, but I didn’t care. It may be only a dream, but it was a dream I needed to play out. 

As he lay me gently amidst the sweet-smelling flowers and then lowered his body onto mine, I tingled all over. One of the nice things about a dream is that you can skip the boring scenes and move right on to the good stuff; which is what I did when it came to making love to Luthias.  One minute we were standing in a field of flowers kissing passionately and the next I was lying naked beneath him while he took me with a fury that surpassed the passion of a vampire.

As I lay spent in his arms, he kissed me gently on my temple, then each breast, then my abdomen. I shouldn’t have been surprised when his tender kisses found their way to my most private area, but I was. Perhaps it was more the fact that I would have such an erotic dream more so than the fact that Luthias pleasured me in such a way. It certainly wasn’t as if he’d never done it before. 

I closed my eyes while I reveled in the sensations as Luthias took my shameless body to heights beyond measure. I allowed myself the privilege of screaming out his name as I reached my peak. When he took me again, it was slow, gentle, and oh so loving.

My cloudless sky began to shift into a dark, foreboding mass that reminded me of dirty cotton balls. They moved together in a slow rhythm that matched Luthias’ thrusts until they created the foreboding image of Geo’s scowling face.  I gasped and clutched Luthias’ shoulders as I struggled with what to do. I needed to stop the dream and wake up, but I couldn’t.  The harder I pushed at Luthias’ shoulders to get him to stop, the more aggressive his thrusts became. I wanted to turn away from Geo’s glowering eyes, but I couldn’t. It was clear Luthias was almost at his peak and it was equally clear he wasn’t about to stop until he reached it.  It was with great effort that I finally managed to pull my eyes from Geo’s and close them once again. I was no longer enjoying the dream and couldn’t wait for it to end.

I awoke exhausted, sore, and naked!  I had no idea how I managed to strip my clothes off in my sleep, but there was no denying that it happened. I looked at the chair by the bed to see them neatly folded in a pile. I reached between my legs and felt the remnants of love making. How could that be?

Guilt consumed me as I jumped out of bed and rushed into the shower. I’d dreamt of Luthias off and on since he left, but never had they been so vivid and certainly not so true to life.  I had no idea how or why I’d managed to literally have sex with Luthias in my sleep, but I knew I needed to keep this fact from Geo.  Memories of his scowling face in the clouds rushed back and I said a silent prayer that it was only a part of the dream and not something else that really happened.
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I EMERGED FROM MY NAP feeling more tired than when I laid down.  To add to my exhaustion, I was also riddled with guilt over my erotic and very real dream.  I knew I needed to discuss this with someone, but I just didn’t know who would be the best candidate to admit such fantasies to.  I didn’t know if I could admit them to anyone. Unfortunately, there was a nagging deep inside me telling me that something was wrong with my dreams; other than the obvious fact that I was engaged to one brother and having erotic dreams about the other.  It was as if I was turning them into reality.  It couldn’t continue.

I decided I’d confess to the first person I encountered who wasn’t Geo.  With my mind made up, I walked with surety and determination onto the porch.  The courage I felt when I decided to share my dream with whoever I encountered quickly fled when I was greeted by the loving smile of my grandfather.  There was absolutely no way I was going to confide in him the fact that I’d been making love to Luthias in my sleep to the point the remnants of our love making were showing up for real when I awoke. Just thinking about such a confession to him was mortifying.

I needed a new plan.

“You don’t look much better for that nap,” my grandmother said as she stepped out onto the porch with a tray laden with a tea pot and cups.  “Come sit with Arthur and me and have some tea.”

My legs trembled as I seated myself on the top stoop of the porch and accepted a cup of freshly brewed tea from my grandmother’s delicate hands.

“You might as well tell us what’s on your mind,” my grandfather patiently said as he noisily sipped his tea.  “If you don’t, I’ll just pull it out of your mind on my own. It seems I haven’t lost the touch.  I’m pretty good, you know.”

“Arthur, stop that,” grandmother hissed.

“I’m just saying, Millie,” grandfather chuckled.

“Pay your grandfather no mind,” grandmother said.

“Did you find out anything about who is working magic against me?” I asked.

“That’s not what’s bothering you,” my grandfather said with smug satisfaction.

“Stop that, you old fool,” my grandmother impatiently snapped.  She turned to me and continued with, “I wish I could say that we have it all figured out, but whoever is doing this is not only powerful, but knows a good amount about you.  It could take a while.”

Grandfather raised himself up from his chair and slowly seated himself next to me on the stoop.

“All joking aside,” he said as he wrapped his arm around my shoulders, “there’s something bothering you.  Won’t you please tell us?  We just might be able to help.”

“Well,” I hesitantly said while refusing to look at anything other than the cup of tea I held in my lap, “it’s just that every so often... not a lot, mind you, but every so often I have these dreams... about... err...Luthias.”

“What type of dreams?” grandfather asked.

After a long hesitation, I said, “Romantic.”

The silence that fell was almost deafening. My nerves felt shattered while I waited for someone to say something; anything. When my grandmother finally asked me if I dreamt similar dreams of Geo, I was relieved to be able to breathe again, even if it was to tell her that I did not.

Although grandfather kept his arm around my shoulders, it no longer felt warm and friendly.  Instead, it felt rigid and hardened.  He was clearly upset.  When he finally removed his arm and stood up, I took a deep breath and waited for the chastising I was sure would come my way.  Even so, I wasn’t prepared for his next words....

“There will be no wedding,” he barked as he started into the house.

“Are you serious?” I snapped as I leapt to my feet, spilling tea down the front of me as I did.

He stopped with his hand on the door and said, “I’ll not have you marrying one brother while you’re dreaming of the other.  It’s not fair to any of you.  There will be no wedding.”

I stood with open mouth while I watched the door swing shut behind my grandfather.  Grandmother had yet to speak -or move- and from her statuesque appearance, I questioned if she ever would.

When she finally did, it was to put her arm around my waist and give me a squeeze. After which, she asked me to tell her more about my dreams.  She said it was only natural that I would dream about the man that, at one time, I thought I had married.  She understood the workings of the heart far better than I did. She said that came with age and life experience.  I supposed she was right, although I didn’t recall hearing any stories about her being torn between two lovers like I was.

“I don’t believe you are torn between two lovers, child,” she  soothingly said.  “I’ve seen the way you look at Geo.  You truly love him.”

“I love Luthias too,” I whined.

“I won’t argue that,” she mused, “but I’ve also seen the way you look at him.  You love him, but it’s not an equal love. “

“So, why am I having sex dreams about him?” I demanded.

After a long silence she said, “I believe it’s connected to the spell in some way. I’ll have to share this with Gwendoline in order to get to the bottom of it.”

“Geo can’t find out,” I begged. “He’s already jealous of Luthias.  Please...”

“I have no intention of telling him and I doubt your grandfather or Gwendoline will do it either,” she said as she patted my cheek.  “Now, have you told me all I need to know?”

“You don’t need specifics, do you?” I gasped.

“No,” she chuckled, “I’d rather be spared that. I was thinking more along the lines of how vivid or lucid they seemed.”

It was then that I confessed that I’d somehow manifested the remnants of our lovemaking on myself as well as stripped down and folded my clothes in my sleep.  She was more convinced than ever that I was being meddled with by some magical person.  If only we could figure out who it was so that we could stop them.

Grandmother insisted on putting together an herbal mixture that would help me sleep without dreaming.  I promised I’d take it before retiring that evening.  

I went through the rest of the day in a fog-like state.  I just couldn’t get my head to clear enough for the world to stop seeming surreal.  I nagged at Gwendoline and my grandparents about the need for a remedy to the point they threw their hands in the air and exiled me from the little cottage.

“Nothing will be accomplished with your whining over our shoulders,” Gwendoline said as she handed me a rather long list.  “Take yourself on a nature walk and see what ye can find on this list to bring back.”

“I don’t know if I’m clear headed enough to recognize these,” I mumbled as I looked at the extensive list of plants and roots.

My grandmother moved in front of me to inspect my eyes and then place her hand on my forehead. 

“Have you tried using your magic today?” she asked.  When I shook my head to indicate I hadn’t, she held out her hands and continued, “Try something simple like a glass bowl.”

“You’d do well to make that copper in case something goes wrong. You don’t want your hands all cut up,” my grandfather mused.

His comment both surprised and annoyed me.  My grandmother requested I do the simplest of magic. It was one of the first things taught to me by Gwendoline.  I closed my eyes and concentrated on manifesting a copper bowl in my grandmother’s hands while thinking, ‘What could go wrong?’

I discovered quite a bit could go wrong when your magic has been messed with.  Upon hearing my grandmother’s squeals and my grandfather’s repeated exclamations of ‘Gods preserve us’, I opened my eyes to see what happened.  Gwendoline was quick to react to the tragedy of melted copper coating my grandmother’s hands and soon had things back under control.  Unfortunately, my grandmother didn’t escape injury from the ordeal.

In my panic, I yanked the salve Gwendoline produced for the burns on my grandmother’s hands from my mentor without considering my rudeness.  She didn’t seem to mind as she stepped back and allowed me to tend to the wounds.  They looked severe.

“I believe I’ve just had a small sample of what those poor people in Pompeii went through when the volcano erupted,” my grandmother shakily said.

“I believe that to be a good analogy, Millie,” my grandfather said as he looked at both my grandmother and me with concern.  “Molten copper is clearly as hot as molten lava.”

“I’m so sorry, grandmother.  I don’t know what happened," I said with dismay.

“It’s alright, Casey,” she lovingly replied.  “I’m just grateful we listened to your grandfather and didn’t try for glass or we’d be picking shards of glass from my flesh instead of rubbing this soothing salve on it.”

“Is it really soothing?” I hopefully asked.

“I imagine I’ll be good as new in the morning,” she smiled, “maybe sooner.”

“Can’t you just do magic to heal it?” I asked.

“It’s not good to mix good magic with magic gone wrong.  More often than not, you end up with a worse mess,” Gwendoline said.

“Did you take these risks when you were first teaching me?” I asked.

“I did,” Gwendoline said with a smile. “’Tis part of being a mentor.”

I slapped my hands over my face and shook my head while saying, “I had no idea.”

“I didn’t want ye to know for fear it would interfere with your concentration,” Gwendoline calmly said. “Besides, I knew ye had it in ye to be a powerful witch. There was little danger in it for me.”

“Look at grandmother,” I cried. “That’s not the work of a powerful witch.”

“Ah, but it is,” Gwendoline replied. “‘Tis the work of a powerful witch whose magic’s gone sour.”

“How do we fix it?” I said in a tone that belied my panic.  

“We cannot come up with a remedy until we discover the source,” Gwendoline said with a slow shake of her head. She turned to my grandfather and said, “I may need ye to sit with me tonight and scry, Arthur.”

“Whatever it takes,” my grandfather said with a nod.

By the look on his face, I got the impression that my grandfather was enjoying being reunited with his magical side. It made me wonder, with sadness, what caused him to give up using it in the first place.  Had he been in touch with his magical side, he would have noticed Sybil slowly syphoning it from him.  Had my evil mother not been able to accumulate such magical powers, perhaps things would have turned out differently.  Then again, if things hadn’t gone the way they had, would I have met these wonderful vampires and been brought to such a beautiful land to live?  Or, would I still be scratching the dust around our house and taking pictures to help with the expense of living?

After a few more minutes of fretting over my grandmother’s welfare, I agreed to do their bidding and, with Gwendoline’s lengthy list in hand, headed out to the forest.  The early evening dew rejuvenated my senses as I inhaled the aromas of the damp compost on the forest floor with each step I took.  I did my best to walk as quietly as the mixture of woodland debris would allow.  It was feeding time for many animals and I didn’t want to disturb them.

I’d been walking for about ten minutes when I came across a small herd of deer grazing on the lush grass of the field that bordered the forest to my right. I watched them with altered sight. It was as if I was looking through a glass instead of looking with my eyes.  I rubbed my eyes a few times in an attempt to clear my vision, but to no avail.

From a distance, I saw a cougar stalking its prey. It must have been downwind because the deer appeared undisturbed by his presence.  I watched with fascination as its powerful muscles slowly brought him closer to the unsuspecting herd. I was uncertain what to do.  I respected the cougar’s right to hunt and provide sustenance for itself, but I also felt for the poor victims of the hunt.  At least, on the rare occasions that I hunted, I didn’t kill my prey.  I merely took enough blood to sustain myself, but not more than the animal could spare.  Between the blood of animals and a light vegetarian diet, I was able to lead a healthy and productive life.  Until my magic started to go haywire.

The deer scattered too late as the cougar made its move.  It managed to take down one of the smaller ones from the herd, but it was still enough to satiate the cat’s hunger for some time.

I watched in silent reverence as the cat consumed as much as it could of its victim before dragging its remains across the field with its powerful jaws and muscles.  I was awestruck with the scene and wasn’t ready to give up watching. I slowly picked my way across the field, being careful to keep a respectable distance between the wild cat and myself. 

As I crept closer to the cougar’s den beneath the hollow truck of an ancient looking tree, I decided it would be wise to cloak myself.  It wouldn’t do to be discovered by this wild creature during its meal, especially when it had babies for sustenance.  Protecting one’s meal would bring out the ferocious side of any beast.  Add to that the instinct for the beast to protect its young and you have an extremely dangerous situation. Even so, I continued to move closer.

I was so engrossed in being able to observe the cougar in its wildlife habitat that I completely forgot about the episode I’d only recently had when I tried to use my magic to place a simple copper bowl into my grandmother’s hands. I didn’t remember until the spell I cast to cloak myself from the cougar went haywire.

I was dangerously close to the cougar by the time I realized my spell didn’t take. I took a deep breath in hopes it wouldn’t attack, but was grateful that I was now a vampire in case it did.  At least I had strength that could match, if not take down the cougar, if need be.

I kept my eyes on the big cat while I slowly backed up.  It was my intention to leave at vampire speed, but, for some reason, I couldn’t get my body to respond to the command.  The best I could do was to cautiously back away.  I was far too preoccupied with the cougar’s body language to spend any immediate effort on wondering why I couldn’t run away at vampire speed.  It wasn’t until the cougar’s powerful muscles propelled him toward me and I slammed face first to the ground beneath his weight that the clarity of my situation hit me.

I could feel the heat of the big cat’s breath and moistness of his saliva as it mixed with my blood when his powerful jaws clenched my skull. I pushed at him with my hands, but for the most part, I was immobilized.  Not only couldn’t I utilize vampire speed, but I apparently lost my vampire strength as well.

I tried to drop my fangs in hopes of being able to twist out from under him and sink them into his flesh to startle him enough to loosen his vice grip, but they wouldn’t come down. With my face driven deep into the grass covered soil, little by little I started to lose consciousness.  I know my last thoughts in my head before the world went black should have been for the safety and welfare of my children, but they weren’t. To be honest, the last thought in my head before the world went black was to wonder what happened to my vampire fangs.
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I CAN’T REMEMBER EVER being as cold as I was when I awoke from the abyss that swallowed me while I was at the mercy of the cougar.  I could hear activity around me, but my eyes wouldn’t focus enough for me to make anything out.

“She’s coming around,” a female said in a hushed voice.

“Go tell his majesty,” another female excitedly said.  “He’ll be relieved to hear it.”

I assumed they were talking about Geo and smiled.  I could already feel his arms cradling me while his lips caressed my forehead, eyes, and lips as he assured himself that I was okay. I tried to move my head, but the pain in my neck was acute.  I remembered the cougar’s powerful jaws clamped into my skull.  Why hadn’t I healed?

“Casey,” came a deep voice that had a familiar ring to it. “Casey, can you hear me?” I still couldn’t get my eyes to fully open and focus, so I reached up to touch the man standing over me in hopes I’d recognize him that way.  He took my weak hand in his strong ones and brought it to his lips. “Casey, my love, I’m here.”

“Luthias?” my parched lips managed to whisper.

“I’m here, my love,” he  gently said.

“What happened?” I asked as best I could with a resistant voice box. “Why haven’t I healed?”

“We’re trying to understand it ourselves,” he offered. “Now isn’t the time to worry about that. Now is the time to focus on healing.  Then we can focus on what’s happening.”

“Are you a king now?” I weakly asked.

“That’s a tale for another time,” he chuckled.  “Are you able to see yet?”

I cautiously opened my eyes.  I had to squint to gain focus, but I could see him standing by my sick bed as large as life.

“You’re still so handsome,” I managed to say, “but, your voice has changed.”

“More than my voice has changed, but let’s worry about you for now,” he firmly said.  “I’m going to carry you into a more private setting.  Can you put your arms around my neck?” I managed to fondle the tiniest nod beneath the thick bandages that whoever doctored me up wrapped around my head, but it was enough for him to understand. “I’m sorry about the bandaging,” he continued. “No one here is really adept with things of that nature since we all heal so quickly.”

“I should be healed,” I complained.

“I’ve sent for Gwendoline,” he gently offered.  “She should be here anytime now.”

“Where am I?” I weakly asked.

“You’re in a very safe place, my love, and you’ll stay here until you are well and we understand what’s going on with you,” he replied.

“Geo won’t like it,” I began.

“Geo be damned!” he snapped in his newly acquired, very deep voice. “I love my brother, but I am very displeased with him at this moment.  What’s wrong with him allowing you to wander off into the forest in your condition?”

“What condition is that?” I asked.

“We’ll find out when Gwendoline arrives,” he confidently said.

“Gwendoline’s been trying to find the source of who put this spell on me to steal my magic,” I said.

“You don’t know, do you?” he asked in wonder. “Sweetheart, you didn’t just lose your magic, you also lost your vampirism.  You are human again.”

I was too overwhelmed by what he said and too exhausted from the trauma of a cougar attack on my now human body to say anything more. Instead, I allowed myself to slip back into the darkness of the abyss.  At this point, I didn’t want to face any of what was happening so the abyss was a welcome alternative.

When I awoke again, the thick bandage was removed and replaced by a smaller, less cumbersome one.  Gwendoline and my grandmother were hovered together in the corner of the room where they stirred herbs into a steaming liquid that was contained in a cast iron pot over a small wood burner.  It reminded me of the pictures of witches I’d seen in fairy tale books when I was younger.

“Double, double, foil and trouble,” I said in the best cackling voice I could muster and then made a valiant attempt at giggling.

“Well, at least she hasn’t lost her sense of humor,” my grandmother said as she rushed to examine me closer.

“I’m human again,” I softly said; noting my voice was much stronger. “How can that be?”

“I’ve never seen the likes of it,” Gwendoline said as she approached me with a bowl of her steaming liquid. “This is very hot, lass.  I’ll need ye to sit up as best ye can so ye don’t end up burning yourself.”

“I’ll feed her,” Luthias said as he entered the room.

“She can feed herself,” my grandmother said in a tone that didn’t sound friendly.

I raised a brow in surprise at her treatment of Luthias. She was always so fond of him.  I wondered if the fact that I confided about my dreaming of him had altered her opinion in some way. I certainly hoped not. It wasn’t his fault I had erotic dreams about him.

“How long will I have to have this bandage on my head?” I asked as I struggled to sit up.

“Not long,” Luthias said as he put his hands beneath my arm pits and repositioned me on the bed.  “Don’t be angry, but I gave you some of my blood when we realized you weren’t healing.”

“I have hybrid blood in me?” I gasped.

“I can’t say I’m very happy about it,” my grandmother spat. “What if you contaminated her?”

The mystery of why she was rude to Luthias was solved.

“What will that do to me?” I asked with trepidation.

“I believe it’s what helped ye stay alive,” Gwendoline said as she scowled at my grandmother.  “I’m guessing we’d be burying ye if my boy hadn’t had the presence of mind to do it.”

“Were you in Verso?  How?” I asked between spoonfuls of the hot liquid that Luthias defiantly fed me; regardless of my grandmother’s sour glowers.

“You weren’t in Verso, my love. You were miles from there. I was out hunting when I heard the cougar’s cry. You can imagine my surprise and panic when I saw you pinned beneath her,” he said.

“I invaded her space,” I said.  “I hope you didn’t kill her.  She was protecting her cubs.”

“I saw the cubs,” he said.  “I didn’t kill her, but she’s probably got a whopper of a headache.

“I can relate,” I chuckled.

“Where exactly did ye find the lass, son?” Gwendoline asked.

“She was in the field at the edge of the forest about two miles east of here,” he replied.

“I was walking in the forest in Verso when I saw the cougar kill a deer. I felt so privileged about being a witness to nature like that. I decided to follow her and see where she went.  I never left Verso. I swear,” I adamantly said. “Besides, don’t you have to go through Desolation to get out of Verso?”

“Not only have our barriers been breached, but the lass teleported,” Gwendoline said to my grandmother in a low tone that I wasn’t exactly sure I was supposed to hear. Without my vampire hearing, I was lucky I did.

“There must be a portal there,” Luthias said.  “That takes Fae magic, doesn’t it?”

“Indeed, it does,” Gwendoline said with pursed lips.

“There’s only one wizard I know with Fae magic” my grandmother said, “but I heard he died a few centuries ago.”

“I heard the same thing,” Gwendoline thoughtfully said.  She turned to Luthias, “Have ye seen anyone odd in the Fae community lately?” When he shook his head she added, “How about the wolves?” 

“Wolves?”  Luthias incredulously asked. “Are you thinking a wolf is behind this? I can’t imagine why.” 

“I was legally married to Jason, even if it was only briefly,” I interjected. “Do you think someone’s afraid I’ll try to claim the throne?” 

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Luthias admitted.

“It is a possibility,” my grandmother said as she lightly patted my shoulder with approval. “Such a clever girl.” 

“If it’s a wolf, he or she is working with a magician of Fae lineage,” Gwendoline insisted.

“Of Fae lineage or who managed to acquire Fae powers,” I said.  “Didn’t my doppelganger’s sister pay a magician with her Fae powers?  Shona, right?” 

The more Luthias fed me, the clearer my head felt. I was starting to feel good and my mind felt sharper than it had in a very long time.

“Shona was the name of the female you resemble,” Luthias said. “Mari was her sister.”

“Mari is the one who gave up her Fae in payment for a spell to be cast on Shona to make her turn away from Jason Masters,” I adamantly said.

After looking at me long and hard, Gwendoline shook her head and said, “Belle.” 

“She does love to gossip,” Luthias said. 

“In this case, I think ‘twas a good thing,” Gwendoline said.

“It was a waste on Mari’s part,” Luthias thoughtfully said. “Shona was secretly seeing me while her parents were planning to marry her off to Jason.  There was no need for a spell to be cast.  There was just a need for the truth to come out.  I don’t believe that marriage would have taken place even without the spell.”

“You really did love her,” I whispered.

“She had my heart,” Luthias said with a sadness.

“How it must have hurt to see her married to Geo,” I said.

“I will never forgive Jason Masters for what he did. I’m glad I killed him for so many reasons,” Luthias said.

“You were tricked out of two marriages,” I mused.

“Jason Masters played a role in it both times,” he growled.

“I just can’t understand how he could pretend to be your friend for centuries, only to turn out to be just the opposite,” I said. 

“Since our worlds were so different, we seldom saw each other,” he mused. “Perhaps if we had, his trickery would have shown.”

“I guess so,” I said with heartfelt sadness.

“We need to get back to Verso and tell Geo and Arthur what’s happening,” my grandmother insisted. “I imagine they’re both at wit’s end.” 

“You are free to leave,” Luthias said, “but, Casey stays here.” 

“Son,” Gwendoline began.

“No, mother,” he said as he raised his hand to stop her from saying more. “On this point, I insist. Verso has been breached and Casey is now a human. It’s no secret humans are at risk in Verso. Geo is an excellent king, but even he will admit he has a bit of trouble with rogue vampires and their lust for human blood.  That is reason enough not to send her back.  Having the shield breached when you haven’t a clue who is behind it just adds to the danger.”

“Geo won’t stand for it,” my grandmother said.

“He’s welcome to join Casey here if he wishes, but I will not have her returning to Verso until we figure this out,” Luthias said with his new, deep, yet familiar voice.

“I want to stay,” I softly said in an attempt to keep the peace. “I don’t feel well enough to be moved quite yet. Maybe in a few days?”

“Hopefully, by then, we’ll have this under control,” Gwendoline said.

“You can tell Geo what’s happening,” my grandmother spat at her longtime friend. She turned to Luthias and added, “Your brother was going to send a message to you, but as long as we have you here I’ll tell you myself. We figured out how to adjust Verso so it will tolerate your hybrid energy and not kill you. You can now come and go as you please. It’s a good thing, too, since Casey may now be infected.” After a brief sigh she added, “There’s no reason to keep Casey here any longer than necessary. You can bring her home yourself as soon as she’s up to being transported.”

“That’s wonderful news. Thank you,” Luthias said with sincerity.  After a moment of silence, he added, “I only want what’s best for Casey. I won’t hesitate to bring her back if she insists on returning to Verso, but I sincerely hope she’ll stay until the danger is past and we understand what happened to her.”  

“That’s all I can ask,” my grandmother said as she started for the door. When she reached it, she turned and added, “That, and for you to please keep your hands to yourself. My girl still doesn’t know her own mind where you two brothers are concerned. I’d like things to cool down enough for her to get a handle on her emotions without her hormones in the mix.” 

With what looked like a mixture of shock and amusement, Luthias assured her he’d be the perfect gentleman.
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LUTHIAS WAS A DUTIFUL healer and catered to my every need for the next few days.  Gwendoline left enough of the ‘brew’ for me to have several more servings. Although I was perfectly capable of feeding myself, I enjoyed the closeness it offered Luthias and me when he fed me.  I think he did too.

“I know I’m human again, but I feel so much stronger and clear headed than I remember feeling when I was a human before,” I said as I lay back onto my pillow after he’d served me the last spoonful of Gwendoline’s remedy.
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