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This story is dedicated to my husband, who has always been willing to go on any adventure with me.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, events, places, businesses and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

As for content, this is a fictional fantasy story that emphasizes qualities in the main characters that are not dependent on gender.  As always, every effort has been made to cleanly edit the text. However, typos do happen.  If you find any errors, please accept my apology and bring them to my attention, so I can provide a better book for all future readers.  Thank you!
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“The world is full of magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper.”

~ W.B. Yeats
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As Debra walked through the corridors of the castle, her guards hurried to keep up with her.  About halfway to the king’s chambers, she saw Malachi walking towards her.  He was Captain of the King’s Guard and as he approached, Debra waved her hand, dismissing her own guards.  

“Milady” Malachi said, bowing.  He watched her guards retreat down the hall, then stood and took a step towards her, adding, “I am sorry that I failed you.  We were not able to capture the traveler in the forest.”

“So, I noticed,” Debra replied, “but it does not matter.”  She smiled, holding out a piece of paper.  “I was able to get the property without your help.  I was just about to take this to the king.”

“And how did you manage that?” Malachi asked, reaching out for the paper.

Debra pulled her arm back, keeping the paper just out of his reach.  “Let us say that yet again, I managed to accomplish my goal without your help.”

“I don’t think that’s fair, Milady,” Malachi said, taking another step towards her.  “We really didn’t have much notice on this particular mission...and I ended up losing one of my best operatives.”

“Yes, I heard about that,” Debra replied.  At his look, she added, “Don’t be so surprised, you know I have my sources.  And it wasn’t anyone’s fault but your own that you lost that operative.  You killed him.”

“He was asking for more money,” Malachi said, “after failing in his assignment.  I can’t stand sloppy work.”

“On that we are agreed.”  Debra looked at him, her eyes narrowing.  “Tell me why I shouldn’t deal with you the same way?”

“Because we both know you need me,” Malachi replied, holding her gaze.  “Not only to help with the king, but to keep the other soldiers distracted, while you finish whatever you’re doing with that vineyard.”  He paused and leaned closer. “And for the other things I do that I know you enjoy.”

Debra shook her head.  “Don’t overestimate you value to me, now that I have the vineyard.  As for the other...” She paused and couldn’t help a small smile.  “I must admit, you do have your moments.”

Malachi raised an eyebrow and held out his hand.  “If you wish to discuss this further, Milady, perhaps we would be more comfortable in your chambers.”

“I have an appointment with the king,” Debra said, brushing past him, “and I do not wish to be late.”

“So, the vineyard really is the key?” Malachi asked, causing her to stop and turn around.  

“Yes,” Debra replied.  “I finally have everything I need to take care of both our problems.  I can move on to the next phase of my plan and after tomorrow, there will be nothing stopping you from removing those rebellious peasants.”

As Debra turned and continued down the hall, Malachi went out to the courtyard to see his second in command.  He waved the man over, saying, “I want to pay a visit to those rabble, first thing tomorrow morning.  Have the troops assembled by dawn.”

“The prophecy Morgalla left behind,” Lunaria said, “is all we have to prepare for the final battle...and being a prophecy, it can be interpreted many ways.  It’s obvious the first part talks about the battle, while the second tells us how many years we have until the fight continues.”  She looked around at the others.  “We have some ideas concerning the final section, but they are only our best guess.”

Elania and Nigella walked out of the woods, surprising the others.  “I see you have been telling them about the prophecy,” Elania said, looking at Lunaria.

“We felt they deserved to know,” Clarissa replied, taking a step towards Lunaria and placing a hand on her arm.

“They found out our true identities,” Anne said, glancing at Raisa.  

Raisa nodded.  And we don’t want to keep any more secrets.”

Nigella looked around at everyone and then back at Elania.  “If we expect their help, it is only fair to tell them what we know.  Did you explain our fight with Debra?” 

“Yes,” Lunaria replied. 

“Good,” Elania said, turning to address the others.  “So, you all know what water’s betrayal could mean.”

“Actually, I was wondering if it meant the fight with Debra or the water fairies’ failure to prevent the field of battle from being flooded,” Liam said, taking a step forward.  “No offense intended.”

Elania shook her head.  “We are not completely sure.  I know Nigella and I cannot use our magic to stop Debra, but what really matters is the part about water deciding the fate of others.  We did that before with very poor results.”

“Debra betrayed us all.”  Nigella stopped for a moment and looked over at Elania.  “But we were her friends.”

“There is nothing left of our former friend,” Elania said.  “The water fairy we used to know is gone.  I made her an offer I was sure she would refuse, but I had to see if there was any chance she would negotiate.”  

At Nigella’s look, Elania shook her head.  “She is bent on dominating the fairies and the humans.”

“How exactly did Robin and I get pulled into all this?”  Jamie asked.  “Now that I know the sorceress wanted the vineyard, I guess my question should be...why me?  Pat and Sam said something about needing our help.”

It has been foretold that a great warrior of both humor and courage would bring their crossbow to our aid,” Pat said, looking at Jamie.  

“And would have a companion both honorable and skilled with a sword,” Sam added, smiling at Robin.

“There’s nothing about that in this prophecy,” Jamie said, looking at the water elders.  “So why bring us into this?”

“That was my doing,” Elania admitted. “Morgalla told me this before she returned to the higher plane of existence.  I saw her once more after the battle.” 

Nigella and Lunaria turned to her in surprise.  “I could not tell you,” Elaina said.  “She swore me to secrecy.  I knew she was doing what she could to help us.”

“So, is there anything else you haven’t told us?” Jamie asked, still not trusting these water elders entirely.

“Only that we’ve known the importance of the vineyard and now we’re sure that Debra does, too,” Elania replied.  “She said this would all be over tomorrow afternoon.”

“The king’s fruit,” Liam said softly.  “You said your king was an earth fairy.  Would that make him partial to wine?”

“Indeed, it did,” Nigella replied, smiling slightly.  “Your vineyard also happens to be in the middle of the field, where the first battle took place.”

“No wonder she wants the land,” Robin said.  “Why send Liam into the castle, knowing what you’ve told us?”

“Actually, we did not know,” Lunaria replied.  “It seems fate has a sense of humor, albeit a somewhat twisted one.”

“While you try to decipher this prophecy, I really need to get back to my father,” Jamie said.  “If Debra is planning to wage this battle tomorrow, he needs to know that she may have troops fighting against them as well.”

“I think you’ve proven yourself to be the one to help us,” Elania said.  “I am sorry I did not say that earlier.  I hope you will return after speaking with your father.”

Jamie nodded and looked over at Robin.  “I understand if you want to stay here since this concerns your mother’s property.”

“No, I am going with you,” Robin replied.  Walking over to Liam, Robin smiled and glanced over at Sam.  “I imagine you would not mind staying and finding out more about this?”  Robin paused for a moment, then leaned closer to Liam.  “Find out why Sam said you should ask Lunaria for her counsel.  She mentioned it as we were returning to the cave.”

Liam nodded.  “I will and be careful.  There are still many dangers in these woods.” 

“We will be back as soon as we can,” Robin promised. 

As Robin and Jamie started down the path through the forest, Liam turned and walked over to Sam.  “I would like to talk to you,” he said.  

“Of course,” Sam replied, following him over towards the water.  

When they had walked some distance along the lake’s shore, Liam glanced back and found they could no longer be seen by the others.  “I wanted to ask you,” he said, turning and taking Sam by the hand, “if a kelpie and human could have any future together?”

Sam caught her breath as she looked into Liam’s eyes.  “I don’t know,” she replied. 

“I see,” Liam said, moving closer to her and continuing to hold her gaze.  “Do you think we should find out?”  

As Sam started to say something, Liam leaned forward and kissed her softly on the lips.  After a moment, he stopped and smiled. “No problem so far.  Should we try again?”

Liam put his arms around her and kissed her again, but this time Sam kissed him back.  It was a long while before they parted, and Liam ran a finger along her cheek.  “I used to draw your picture,” he said, softly.

“I know,” Sam replied.  “Robin told me.  It might explain...”

“We can talk about that later,” Liam said.  “Much later.”  He kissed her again, his hands brushing through her hair and down her back, then circling her waist.  Finally, he stopped and looked at her.  “I believe we will find a way to make this work.”

“I know I’d like to try,” Sam replied.  “I just don’t know if the others will allow it.”

“Then, we will not tell them,” Liam said.  “It is really no one’s business, but our own.”  

Sam had to agree, even though she knew the others would not be happy.   But if what she’d sensed in the castle had been any indication, perhaps they would...”  As Liam kissed her again, she stopped thinking about everything else, but how wonderful it felt to be in his arms.

Debra walked up to the king’s chamber and stopped.  She had to play this just right or all her plans would be for nothing.  She gently tapped on the door.  As a guard answered, she smiled and looked past him to the king.  “Is His Majesty feeling up to having any visitors?” she asked, softly.

Debra, my sweet.  Come in,” the king said, from the back of the room.  He was seated at a table with a few of his advisers.

“I brought you your tea,” Debra explained, walking past the guard and setting it down in front of him.  “I hope I’m not interrupting,” she said, looking at the others.

‘Not at all,” the king assured her.  “We were just finishing.”  He looked at Debra and smiled.  “It’s late and I think we’ve done enough for one day.”

The others glanced at Debra on their way out, but none made eye contact.  Debra turned to the king and placed a hand on his arm.  “Are you getting enough rest, Uncle?” she asked, in her most concerned voice.

“Yes, my dear,” the king replied.  “Sweet of you to take such good care of me.  Before you came to visit, I never had such a fine cup of tea in the evening.  Mrs. O’Bannon’s tea was always so weak.”

“Yes, your royal housekeeper had that unfortunate tragedy,” Debra agreed, nodding.  “It was sad that she had to leave you so...suddenly.”

“But you were here to take her place,” the king said, patting her hand.  “I’m so lucky my brother and his wife sent you to visit me.”

“Yes,” Debra agreed, smiling slightly.  “I do miss them, but I feel my place is here with you.”

“Well, be sure to tell them how much your visit has meant to me,” the king said, somewhat distracted as he took another sip of tea.  “I seem to be so tired lately.”

“Don’t worry,” Debra said, moving to the chair next to him and sitting down.  “You have just been pushing yourself too hard.  About that vineyard...”

“Now, my dear, you know I can’t do anything about that,” the king replied.  “The laws are very strict about property ownership ever since the last rebellion.”

“Of course, you know best,” Debra said, giving the king her sweetest smile.  “But as luck would have it, I found the owner and he was only too happy to sign it over, I mean, sell it to me.”

“Really?” the king replied.  “I thought the owner was out of our realm.”

“Back visiting friends,” Debra said quickly.  “I mean, the family was here for a visit and we just completed the transaction.”

“I see,” the king said, somewhat confused.  “Whatever you say, my dear.”
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