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Chapter One
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I was watching the moonrise over the hills to the east when I felt a hand come down on my shoulder.

“You should eat,” Harold said quietly.

His face looked blue in the shadows cast by the forest, the moon’s silvery light giving his skin an eerie glow. He was my closest friend, my lover and the person who had accompanied me through the long days of war seven months before. We had been mentioned in the same prophecy and were destined to be together, here, now, in Otherworld.  “I’m not hungry.” 

“The baby needs food even if you think you don’t,” he said, a worried edge to his voice.

I let out a long sigh. It seemed like years that I’d been pregnant, my body’s changes becoming more and more pronounced. I had odd cravings at odd times, my normal sleep and eating rhythms gone. My back ached nearly all the time—it couldn’t be too much longer, could it? Rea had not been able to answer my questions that should have been posed to a doctor, and now that the Crion woman was also carrying a baby it seemed presumptuous to be pestering her about silly details. The baby would come when it was time—that was always Rea’s answer and one I knew I should accept.  This was not my modern world with answers at my fingertips on the nearest computer monitor. 

The bonfires had been started, the flames crackling and spitting as they reached for the darkening sky. It was the night of Lughnasa, the ceremony to honor Lugh, the god of light, and to beg for a good harvest in six weeks time. My protector druid, MacCuill, was in process of lighting a fire, his fingers emitting blue flame as he walked slowly around the steeple of dried pine. The tribe known as the Crion, and the ‘keepers of the wisdom’ here in Otherworld, swayed around another fire already burning, their triangular faces lifted in silent adulation toward the sky. A distance away the heavy troll-like Oillteil, and the Wildmen, their brown hair matted into dreadlocks, chattered and laughed, their disparate languages melding into an interwoven fabric of sound. From where I sat on a hillock of thick grass, I could watch the moon goddess move from one group to another, her mane of golden hair shimmering down her back in the moonlight, her gossamer silver dress shifting with each graceful step she took. Her lovely face glowed as though part of the moon, her eyes bright as she bent to bless each person.

After the years of cold and desolation in Otherworld, the prodigious growth of crops, flowers, grass and fruit trees had been a welcome surprise.  Pregnancies had also abounded and barren women sure they would never conceive now carried babies.  Even my faithful wolf, Finiche, had taken himself off to find a wolf mate and raise pups. I missed him but knew he would come back when the pups were old enough to travel. Watching the happiness all around I was struck again with how powerful the changes had been. 

Unlike the people here, my baby had been conceived before I arrived in Otherworld, Harold’s and my unprotected sex coming back to haunt us. We’d been friends for years, had gone to college together, but our intimate relationship had only begun a couple of months before I came to Scotland to visit my mother. The passion ignited between us had been a surprise, making us lose ourselves in the thrill of the moment. I’d been hard on my way to becoming the force to save Otherworld when I discovered the truth, and had to decide whether to keep it or find some way to abort; Rea knew of herbs that would have done the trick. But she was against it, and in the end convinced me as well. Considering the deprivation I’d put my body through during the early days it was a wonder the pregnancy had stuck.  

Since the end of my great-uncle, Brandubh’s, stranglehold on Otherworld, life had taken on a serenity that seemed almost too good to be true. But lately there was something at the back of my mind, a nagging feeling teasing its way forward hinting that contrary to appearances, all was not quite as it should be. Maybe it was the rise in hormones, or maybe it was because I could sense things here in Otherworld, things that might not have happened yet. These special gifts had become part of me, arriving full-blown in the first weeks after my unexpected arrival in Otherworld. I had been named in a prophecy, and although I hadn’t believed it at first, the events that followed convinced me. 

When I felt a kick, my thoughts scattered like so many dried leaves, my hand going to my belly. Was she coming tonight? Arriving on Lughnasa would certainly be an auspicious beginning. But was I ready? A frisson of nerves went through me as I contemplated the enormity of taking care of a baby, especially in a place like this that had no amenities whatsoever. It had only been in the past year that several inns had been built, but the plumbing, if there was any, was rudimentary at best. Running water came from hollowed out logs and was gravity fed, cooking was done over fires, and as far as electricity, there was none.  

“Maeve? Did you hear me?”

I brought my attention back to the dark-haired man standing next to me. “Sorry, Harold. I was caught up in the scene here and thinking about the birth.” That was true enough, but eventually I would have to share my uneasiness with the man whose place here in Otherworld was as important as my own.

Harold took hold of my hand and pulled me up. “Time for Rea to take a look at you. If I had to predict I’d say this baby will be born sooner rather than later.”

I laughed, letting go of my worry as he pulled me into his arms. “And I can’t wait to see her,” he whispered, his lips against my ear. 

After Rea had plied me with a medicinal bit of mulled wine, she handed me a piece of fruit that resembled a pink pear/apple. “According to the moon goddess this one is particularly good for the baby,” she told me. “Arianrhod brought it from her botanical garden especially for you.”

I bit into the succulent rosy flesh, letting the juice drip down my chin. “It tastes like the moon.” 

“And what does the moon taste like, milady?”

I swatted at Harold but he moved out of the way, his chuckle making me laugh. Harold had discovered early on that one of his previous lives had been as the first king of Scotland. Even after the war was over, he hung on to this persona. He still wore Kenneth McAlpin’s sword on his hip, his face occasionally shifting into the more rugged features of the early king. The first king of Scotland’s personality had served Harold well during the conflict, giving him a warrior’s understanding of what was happening and how to use those skills. But I wondered why he still wore it—did he feel the same unease I did?  

A sharp pain moved through my belly, cutting my thoughts off mid-stream. A second later I was doubled over, trying to suppress the scream that threatened to rush out. I looked at what remained of the fruit in my hand, noticing the womb-like shape and the pinkish flesh. This fruit had begun my labor. 

“Maeve?” Harold’s eyes were shadowed with worry.

“The fruit worked—the baby’s coming,” I managed to mutter just before another spasm shot through my belly.

Harold yelled for MacCuill and the two of them helped me toward the forest where Rea and the other Crion men and women had set up camp. Rea pointed us toward a small tent set apart that I was sure she’d prepared for just this eventuality. Sturdy poles in a teepee shape were covered in soft woven muslin, the same material as the dress Rea had given me when my clothing no longer fit.

Rea bustled around before taking my arm and leading me into the protected space. This small wise woman had known exactly when my labor would come on and had helped it along with the fruit. When I asked her, she smiled. “I knew it would be tonight. The fruit will make things go faster.” When Harold tried to follow, she shook her head no and pressed him firmly away. “This is women’s work,” the diminutive woman told him. “Once the baby comes you can join her.”

“But...”

The curtain fell in his face just before I let out another piercing shriek. 

***
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AS THE HOURS WENT BY, I was aware of little other than pain and the murmuring and purring of the Crion who surrounded me. I felt their healing hands moving across my overheated skin, their voices soft and soothing, the smell of clary sage and other aromatic herbs burning on the fire filling my senses. I had been stripped of my clothes and now lay naked on a soft pallet beneath a light covering of woven material, a candle burning close by. One woman rubbed my feet, another rubbed my temples, as the labor went on and on. At some point they pulled me up so that I could crouch, telling me it was easier this way. 

“The Willow must push now,” I heard Rea say after another excruciating spasm that seemed never-ending. “She is ready to come out.”

When the next contraction came, I let out a scream that I was sure every person in Otherworld could hear, encouraged by the woman who kneeled between my legs. “Good,” I heard Rea murmur through my miasma of pain. “Keep going.” It seemed like hours of this, my energy ebbing as I attempted to do what Rea told me to do. Nothing had prepared me for this. 

When at last I felt something give and then the whoosh as the baby came, I fell back. exhausted. The Crion women gathered the baby up, one of them cutting the cord before another washed her gently from head to toe with sweet smelling water from a hollowed-out gourd. A moment later the baby was swaddled in muslin and placed in my arms. So far, she hadn’t made a sound.

“Why hasn’t she cried?” I asked worriedly.

Rea looked puzzled. “Why would she cry?”

“I thought all babies...“ The sentence was left unfinished as I peeled back the soft cloth to get a look at her. Harold and I had already named her Airmid after the goddess of the spring that brought the dead back to life. The goddess had saved each of our lives in her own way, her only stipulation that we name our baby after her. Baby Airmid’s hair was a frizz of red, the same color as my thick curls, her eyes dark and knowing as she stared up at me. I couldn’t stop the hot tears that flowed down my cheeks.

A second later the door flap opened and Harold rushed in, his face creased with worry. He kneeled on the ground next to the pallet. I smiled up at him and opened the blanket to show off our baby, my heart filled with more love than it could hold. And then Harold was bent over me, his own tears mingling with mine. 

*
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MY MOTHER ARRIVED THE next day to help me through the adjustment. And I was glad of it. “How did you even know the baby was here?” I asked her.

Finna lifted Airy out of my arms. “MacCuill sent a runner.”

Rea’s earlier words rang in my ears: “You need to rest. Let your mother help with baby Airmid.” 

“My mother isn’t here,” I’d answered. 

“She soon will be.” 

It seemed that everyone in Otherworld had magic; even my mother, who lived outside of this parallel world, must have left Bailemuir three days ago to get here in time. 

*
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FOR THOSE FIRST FEW days I seemed to fall asleep at a moment’s notice. The time went by in dream-like fashion as I woke and slept and woke again. I heard the murmur of voices, felt the baby lifted out of my arms to be bathed or changed. A blessed languor kept me in a state of half-dreaming. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought that Rea dosed me with something. Her worry about me was justified when I thought back to the exhaustion I’d felt during the last months of the pregnancy.

Harold came and went, his frustration at not being able to spend the night with his new family plain on his features—but there was barely enough room in the tent for my mother. 

*
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IT WAS A FULL WEEK before Finna announced she had to get back. “Your father is moving from Halston,” she announced with a sly smile. “I never would have believed we could have a life together.”

“I’m so glad for you, Mum. You need each other.”

Alex and Finna had been apart since the day he basically kidnapped me and moved to the States. I was barely three at the time. The prophecy was the straw for my father. He was a practical man who couldn’t believe in Otherworld or the prophecy. It took my trip here and my disappearance to bring him to his senses. 

When Finna kissed me and said goodbye I was not sorry to see her go. I was ready to be with my mate and my baby and celebrate our new addition privately. Harold had already prepared a small shelter made of logs and limbs  covered with canvas. I joined him on the afternoon of my mother’s departure.

*
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WHILE I TOOK CARE OF Airmid, Harold set traps for the rabbits that had become so plentiful in the past months, skinning them before covering them with wild herbs and setting them over the fire. With the baby taking so much energy I was ravenous, and happy not to be the one doing the cooking. When the baby was sleeping Harold and I made plans and talked about our future. We’d been living here and there since the war; it was time we had a place of our own. Despite the nagging low-level anxiety that refused to go away, I was looking forward to my own garden, my own house, and settling into a normal life.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Harold slipped from under the dark canopy, his gaze going to where Maeve sat with her back against a tree feeding their baby. She looked like a renaissance painting, bright red hair fanned out around her shoulders, eyes downcast, lashes dark against her translucent skin. Her exposed breast was a pale orb, the baby’s tiny hands clenching and unclenching as she fed. He pulled the two plump rabbits from his belt and made sure he approached in her line of sight. For some reason she’d become jumpy and nervous and he didn’t want to cause her another fright. It always left her breathless and disturbed, as though she expected some monster to suddenly appear. He chalked it up to hormones. 

She looked more rested, although there was still a dark smudge beneath her eyes. If they were at home in the States the baby would be on a schedule and her rest would be less disturbed.  Here in Otherworld, it was as if any discipline she’d ever had was gone in favor of on demand feeding and no sleeping routine whatsoever. After nearly two months he had hoped to be intimate, but it was obvious Maeve was not ready, the baby waking her in the middle of the night more times than he could count. He let out a long sigh as he crouched next to her. “If you can put a pot of water on to boil, I’ll blanch them and skin them.”

She looked up, her eyes unfocused. “Oh—yes, of course. But not until Airy has finished.” She gave him a wan smile.

“I wish she was on a schedule,” he muttered, heading to the creek with the pot.

He was anxious to be out of here, itching to begin work on their house. He’d been planning it for months, plans that he’d kept to himself, hoping to surprise her with his designs when the time came. Maeve had told him in no uncertain terms that she wouldn’t leave until she could walk a mile without getting winded, her other stipulation that the baby be settled into a routine. But how could the baby settle into a routine if Maeve continued with on demand feeding? As it was the baby slept between them, making it impossible for him to even roll over and take Maeve in his arms. 

When he came back with the water, she’d fallen asleep, the baby asleep at her breast. He gently removed Airmid and swaddled her, placing her on the soft moss before getting to work on heating water. It would be a while before dinner was ready, he thought, feeling slightly miffed.  But then he felt bad about his unkindness—Maeve was doing the best she could.  

Airy was perfect in every way and his heart filled with love every time he looked at her. It was only his selfishness that made him want to rush things. Maybe it was the warrior role he no longer had, the new one he needed to develop—that of husband and provider. Husband. What a concept. He smiled to himself, imagining going down on one knee to propose. Maeve would laugh if he did something so romantic, and yet he had come to realize that he had a romantic soul. Why else would he still be harboring the Kenneth part of him and missing the war? 

“I’m sorry,” he heard her say, pulling him from his reverie. “I’m still so tired all the time.”

“What would you like with the rabbit?” he asked, dipping them into the boiling water before laying them on another patch of moss. It would be easy to remove the fur now and drive a sharpened stick through the carcass for roasting over the fire. 

“How about some rice pilaf, or spinach and cheese ravioli—tomato aspic, maybe?”

Harold chuckled. “If you’d asked for asparagus, I could have found some a month or so ago. It grows wild in the marshy areas. And potatoes are plentiful now that they’ve been introduced. Unfortunately, we don’t have a garden or a root cellar. I’ve planned one for our house, by the way. Your choices today are cattail roots or watercress.”  

She rolled away from the tree and pushed herself up to standing, stretching her arms over her head. “Anything, Harold. I’m not really very hungry.”

Harold frowned. “You have to keep up your strength, Maeve. I want to leave for Tiadan soon. If you don’t eat properly, you’ll never make it for that mile walk you’ve been talking about.”

“You’ve become such a nursemaid since Airy was born. I don’t remember you ever nagging me about my diet before.”

“And I’ve never been this fucking bored. If I don’t start building our house soon, I may lose it.” 

Maeve opened her mouth in surprise. “I didn’t know. “I’m sorry for holding you up.” She put her arms around his neck.

Before he could stop himself, he’d pulled her close. “God, Maeve, I’m dying here. I need...“

She pulled away and waggled a finger at him. “What you need is to give me time, Harold. I just had a baby and I’m not properly healed yet. Don’t you think I...?”

At that point Airy woke up, her howls bringing Maeve instantly to the baby’s side.

“I swear she has an uncanny way of knowing whenever we’re having an intimate moment,” he complained, turning back to the rabbit preparation.

“She does not,” Maeve scoffed, unwrapping her from the tightly swaddled fabric. “She only needs changing.”

Harold watched her cooing to the baby, the deft way she took care of the handmade diaper. She was a good mother. An unmistakable feeling of jealousy moved through him as he watched her. Those same hands could be tending to him. He shook the feeling away and went to the stream to find some watercress. 

Everything would happen in its own time. 
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Chapter Three
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It was a little over two months before we decided the baby was old enough and I was sufficiently strong to put our plan into motion. I’d finally managed to walk a mile, or at least I thought it was around a mile, without becoming so exhausted I needed a nap afterwards. Harold had been chomping at the bit for a while and I hated to see him so agitated, but he also tried very hard to be patient.  

With Rea’s help we made a papoose out of willow twigs and muslin so Airmid could ride on my back. We saddled Pooka, my creature of magic who took the shape of a black horse, and Argyll, Harold’s enormous piebald, and rode west toward Tiadan. The village was one of only a few that had been spared the fires, looting and killing visited on most of Otherworld during the war.  It sat on a high promontory with a view of the sea, the ocean breezes keeping it temperate all year round.  Harold had made the trip once on his own already, coming back to report that he’d found the perfect spot for our house. 

It was fall now and the day we chose to leave was crisp, the sky so blue it almost hurt to look at it. Leaves had turned varying shades of red and orange and yellow, and the mossy understory was pungent, pleasant scents of rotting leaves assailing our senses as the horses kicked up the loamy earth. In the Gregorian calendar it was late October, but in the ways of the people who lived here it was nearing Samhain, the beginning of the dark time.  The celebration of the last harvest was upon us, and with it the cycle of life came full circle, bringing to mind all the spirits who had passed. For Harold and myself and many others, it was bittersweet, a time to remember all those who had given their lives to save Otherworld.  Brandubh was gone, his minions with him. Gertrude, my psychic friend from Milltown, had disappeared at the end of the last battle and hadn’t been seen since. I tried to turn my thoughts away from those last terrible days. The last festival of the Celtic year was to be held at the dolmen and would be a time of rejoicing. 

I’d hoped that my sense of unease would go away now that we were about to begin our new life, but the anxiety remained. Several times I’d begun to tell Harold and then stopped myself. It would only worry him. My best bet was to go to the festival alone and talk with MacCuill. At least the druid wouldn’t head off in warrior mode to do battle with an unseen enemy, as I knew the Harold/Kenneth duo would.  But it would take a bit of manipulation to convince him to stay behind. 

I pushed Pooka up beside Argyll. “What would you think about staying in Tiadan and working while I go to the festival? The sooner you start the sooner we can move in.” 

Harold glanced at me, his eyes mossy in the gloom of the Yew forest. “I’ll do whatever you want, my love.”

I made a derisive sound in the back of my throat. “Since when are you so accommodating?”

Harold grinned and pointed toward where the baby slept against my back. “Since that one joined us, I’m pretty much willing to do anything.”

“I thought you might want to get the house done before winter.” 

Harold’s gaze went into the distance, a closed expression coming onto his features.  “I guess you’re worried about living with Tannith. She’s a really nice person, Maeve.”

“I don’t know her, but I’m sure it will be fine,” I assured him. “You like her and that’s good enough for me.”

“She keeps goats and makes cheese,” he continued. “She’ll probably be busy most days.” His eyes met mine. “There won’t be much privacy.” 

“Another reason you might want to get the house done sooner rather than later.”

I watched his brows pull together in thought. When he finally grinned, I let out my held breath. 

“As long as you aren’t meeting some long-lost love.”

“What in the world prompted that comment?” I asked. “You are my only love, Harold. You know that.” I reached across and squeezed his upper arm, realizing how much I missed our intimacy. “Maybe by the time I get back, we...“

He swiveled in the saddle. “If your next words have to do with our physical relationship, I’ll be more than happy to stay here and work.”

***
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TANNITH’S HOUSE STOOD close to the Yew forest at the edge of a steep cliff overlooking the sea. A small herd of goats grazed on the grassy verge along a hillside that stepped downward in natural ledges. “This is a beautiful spot,” I 

said, gazing at the dark water that stretched into the distance.

“There you are!” a voice called. I turned to see a stout woman in her fifties with gray streaks in her otherwise black hair. She had a kind face and an open smile.  She came forward to help me off Pooka. “I knew you’d be here today.”

Harold laughed. “I sent word with Dougal when we left Caer Sidi. It isn’t hard to calculate how long it would take us.”

Tannith let go of my arm and turned. “Are you saying my psychic powers are lacking?”

Harold grinned. “Not at all. Where is Dougal, by the way?”

“He’s with his wife who is very pregnant, just like nearly every other woman in the village. My skills as midwife will be put to the test once all these babies start to arrive.” She took hold of Airy’s papoose and loosened the contraption from my back. “I’m so glad you’ve decided to build here,” she continued, her brown eyes gazing at me warmly. 

My attention was taken to the forest of green that filled in the space between the cliff and the valley, the robin’s egg blue sky against the dark green. “I hope where we build is as beautiful as this.”

Tannith smiled, her attention on the baby who was now pulling at a strand of her hair. “Did you know Tiadan has the best bow makers in all of Otherworld? They’re fashioned from the sacred Yew trees that grow here.”

“Where should I take the horses?” Harold interrupted.

“I have a small barn just there,” she said, pointing down the hill toward a rustic wooden building hidden amongst the trees. “I keep the goats inside when the weather is bad and there’s a place to store the tack.”

I watched Harold lead the horses away before following Tannith toward the house. “My grandfather made me a bow when I first arrived in Otherworld.”

“Ah yes, the infamous Eron. How is he?”

“I haven’t seen him in months. I think he’s traveling outside Otherworld.”

“Really? I never would have thought he’d leave this place.” She stared into the distance with a wistful expression. “He is a most attractive man.”

She was attracted to my grandfather? “Yes, I guess he is,” I responded, trying to think of him in this way and failing miserably. 

“Come on in,” she said, pulling open the door.  “It’s time I take you inside for a cup of tea.”

Tea was made to the accompaniment of Tannith chattering about everything, from where she got her eggs—farmer just down the road—to the weather and how fine it had been, the new inn for travelers that was being built on the other end of town, and all the local gossip. By the time I thought of something to add she’d be on to another subject, her hands busy molding cheese into rounds and covering them in muslin. When the baby fussed in my lap I opened my dress, my head lolling back against the chair while I drowsed to the sound of Tannith’s voice.

When Harold walked through the doorway twenty minutes later, I opened my eyes, meeting his gaze. He took one look at me and went over to Tannith. “I think my lady needs a rest,” he said, placing his hand on the older woman’s shoulder.  “Where will we be sleeping?”

She started and then laughed. “It’s so nice to have company for a change,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. “I guess I’ve been carrying on more than I should.” She smiled at me apologetically before leading the way up a narrow wooden stairway. 

Once we were in the small loft bedroom with the door firmly closed, I took hold of Harold’s hand. “You can’t build fast enough for me,” I whispered. 

Harold gathered me close, his breath warm in my ear. “I’ve decided to take your suggestion. That way we’ll be in our house before Yule.”

I giggled. “Yule?”

Harold broke up laughing. “When in Rome and all that.“

***
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THREE DAYS LATER I was packed and ready to go. Harold saddled Pooka and strapped the canvas bag full of supplies on behind the saddle before giving me a leg up. “There’s enough food in there to last you a week,” he said, patting the heavy bag. He tightened Airy’s papoose before moving to the front of Pooka where he took hold of the reins. “I guess I can’t ask you to call me, can I?”

I laughed, trying to arrange my long dress so that it covered more of my legs. My deerskin boots given to me by my grandfather only came up mid-calf. “I don’t often miss the electronics of our age, but it would be nice to check in when we’re apart.”

Harold placed his hand on my arm, his gaze going to the sleeping baby on my back. “I hate to be apart right now, but I know you’re right about this. Good that things have settled down in Otherworld, otherwise I’d never let you go off on your own.” 

“And if I weren’t sure, I wouldn’t take our baby on a two-day trek all by myself. Remember who I am, Harold. As long as the baby hasn’t sapped my powers, I’m still the Willow. Do you still have that map?” 

Harold pulled the worn parchment out of his pocket. “Almost forgot to give it to you.” He opened it and pointed to some scribbling that immediately began to appear. “Considering how this map works I would say follow this trail,” he said, running his finger along a line that zigzagged across the paper, “and then cross the river here and continue up toward the hill with the dolmen on top.”

I watched the lines connect and move along the side where a mountain range had been penciled in before I grabbed it out of his hands. I was irritated that he felt the need to explain a magic map that was purely meant for me. I folded it and placed it in the pocket of my wool cloak. 

“Give us a kiss,” Harold said, pulling on my arm.

“Your speech patterns are changing,” I said, bending down to place my lips on his. 

When we pulled apart, he looked up at me frowning. “I may have picked it up from the people here—does it bother you?”

I smiled and shook my head. “Just an observation, my king.”

Harold grinned. “Be safe, milady, and when you get back your king will make you very welcome.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

I laughed. “I think I know what that means.” I waved and kicked Pooka into a trot and headed down the well-worn trail, but once I was out of sight my eyes welled with tears. In all our time together I’d never hidden my feelings from him. If something bad happened to Airmid on this trip I would never forgive myself. 

***

[image: ]


THE MAP’S ROUTE FOLLOWED the edge of a narrow canyon, the trail narrowing and growing steep the further I went. As we gained elevation Pooka’s hooves dislodged rocks and pebbles, the sound echoing away as they bounced and skittered into the abyss that loomed on our right. When Airmid began a mewling cry, I found myself relieved to stop. I moved away from the canyon edge to dismount.

While I fed Airy my thoughts flew into the past to the last time I’d ridden by here. The memory was not a good one. My followers and I had been chased down into this very canyon trying to escape Brandubh’s troops. But when we reached the valley floor what we found was even more horrifying than the fear of being caught. Hundreds of ravens were feeding on the dead and dying left behind by the enemy, the bodies contorted and bloody in the mud. When I approached, the ravens had lifted angrily from their feast, the cawing a grating sound that I could still hear. 

When I shook my head to clear my thoughts it dislodged the baby who let out a whimpering cry. Once she was settled again, I gazed upward toward the branches of oaks and beech trees, surprised to see that many of their leaves had already fallen. Most of the forests I’d been in recently were evergreens and I hadn’t noticed the approach of winter.  I didn’t look forward to snow and ice, the memory of the former frozen wasteland of Otherworld too close for comfort. The arrival of the sun after those dismal months had been one of the happiest moments of my life. 
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