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Donn stirred with awareness in the grey mists of his frozen hell. He felt the power of Arwynna unfurl and seep into the time and space continuum, increasing the flowing currents of sorcery. Alert to a possible Armageddon, he decided action was needed if New Camelot were to avoid total destruction at his youngest daughter’s hand. He summoned two fey creatures, shadows eager for redemption and desperate for his blessing. Once Flower Fairies, they had sided with the loosing side of a great civil war and had lost their vibrant colors and the right to sip the potent power of flower nectar. Shunned by their colorful sisters, they lurked in shadowy places where fear and sorrow resided, and waited for an opportunity to redeem themselves before their god’s eyes.

Fluttering into the timeless void of hell, Vindictive and Vengeful bowed before their lord. Soot-black Vengeful asked, “You bellowed, my great frozen one?”

“Watch your waspish tongue, Vengeful. You’ll adorn a garderobe if you don’t.”

Dove grey in color, Vindictive flew in front of her sister. “Vengeful just recently decided she wants her colors back. She’s still learning to be nice. How can we please you, oh greatest god among all the pantheon gods?”

Donn snorted. “You’re laying it on too thick, Vindictive.” The cold intensified around the two small creatures causing them to shiver in their gauzy black tunics.

“I sense my daughter is about to awaken.”

Vengeful lifted her pointed chin up in inquiry. “Which one is it? Worse or worser?”

“Arwynna has awakened from her slumber.”

Vindictive’s eyes widened in alarm. “Ah, worst.”

Vengeful tentatively asked, “And your other daughters? Are they also awakening?”

“Morrigan is buried under the desert sands and Morgan is with her beloved Mordred in Danu’s eternal garden. Neither will ever touch the Earth’s soil if I have my say.”

“Ah, but your wife...”

“Is subservient to my demands.”

Vengeful quipped, “Does she know that?”

Donn growled, “I have just the garderobe in mind, Vengeful.”

Vengeful quickly curtsied low while emoting respect. “Of course, great one. We all know who the lord and master of all things is.”

An ethereal entity entered hell and swirled through the timeless mists. Danu brushed against Donn in a caressing embrace. Her voice soft, yet to obeyed, said, “Donn, our youngest daughter is awakening.”

Donn’s voice full of power and strength rumbled, “Yes, my love. She is. The tides of magic are finally potent enough to sustain the strongest of our children.”

The two Dungeon Fairies shared worrisome looks while their disembodied mother and father gods entwined together in the eerie frozen void.

“After awakening, do you think she’ll continue her rampage against her sisters?”

“Not if she has something else to divert her attention from her loss.”

“What are you suggesting, Donn?”

“It’s been over 800 years since Arwynna laughed.”

There was sadness in Danu’s voice when she said, “I don’t know if Arwynna will ever laugh again.”

Donn chuckled. “Danu, the right man can put a smile on her face and a song in her heart.”

“Nonsense. Love is not interchangeable. In her heart, she’ll feel that no one can replace Baldwin. You should know that.”

“Love is limitless, like ours. The more you give, the more you receive. All she needs is the right warrior to take her mind off Morrigan’s treacherous murder of Baldwin. To that end, I’ve summoned these two servants to find the best possible mate for Arwynna.”

“Dungeon Fairies? Are they to be trusted?”

“They’re earning their colors back.”

“Oh, well then.” The celestial figure turned her attention to the diminutive fairies. “I want Arwynna to have a gentle man.”

Donn added, “A strong man.”

“One who understands her.”

“One who can keep her in check.”

“One she will not kill in a fit of rage.”

“Danu, that’s where the smile and song come in.”

“She needs a man she can both love and respect.”

Vindictive interrupted their litany of sterling characteristics before they asked for the impossible. “In what lineage should we look for a suitable mate for her?”

“Only an Asarlaís is strong enough to be her equal. However, there are none of marriageable age at the moment.”

“No. Not here. Not in New Camelot.”

“What are you suggesting? Go to the Old World for a mate? Bah, modern men are too soft to control Arwynna.”

“Duke Adolph Asarlaís spread his seed far and wide before he was reunited with his beloved in your gardens. Leave this task to me and the Dungeon Fairies.”

Her voice was recriminating. “It’s not a task, Donn. It’s our grieving daughter. Morrigan murdered her beloved. Morgan was culpable.”

“And Arwynna’s retaliation against her sisters destroyed the world.”

“I am worried about her intentions. Do you think she’ll revive Morrigan and attempt to force her to remove the curse?”

“She was at the height of her power when she buried Morrigan under that monolith. Arwynna would have to destroy the world again to obtain enough power to free her sister. I do not see that happening. Worry not, my beloved. I will send these two trusted messengers. They will find a suitable mate, inform him of his good fortune and bring him to New Camelot to meet Arwynna.”

“A kind man, Donn. One she can fall in love with and break Morrigan’s curse.”

“Strong and open minded. One that can love our daughter for herself.”

“A handsome man. One she will accept in her bed.”

The list of superlative traits growing even longer, Vindictive bowed gaining their attention. “It is a formidable task, your majesties. We must leave post haste.”

Vengeful also gave her farewell bow. “Aye. Finding the epitome of manhood is a daunting task you’ve set before us. If we’re successful, it will surely result in beautiful colors for myself and my sister.”

Donn growled low in warning, “Garderobe, Vengeful.”

Danu overroad him with, “If you find the perfect mate for our daughter, you can have any color you want.”

The Dungeon Fairies black eyes gleamed and their shoulders straightened with determination. In a blink of an eye, they vanished, leaving a sprinkling of soot to disperse in the void of hell.

Danu swirled in the mist around the soot and said, “I hope you know what you’re doing, Donn.”

“They are desperate for their colors. They will find him.”
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Dayfd knew the moment he breathed air into his stagnant lungs that his princess had awakened. As he felt the strong magical currents flow over him, he knew Danu had awakened Arwynna’s people for he was no longer attached to the castle wall as a piece of static statuary. However, he was still a gargoyle. Mobile and alive, with a stone exterior, which meant that Morrigan’s curse remained upon Arwynna’s people.

Stretching one appendage and then the next, so as to not to tumble from his high perch atop a battlement, he felt his muscles flex. Blessed Danu it felt good to move after 800 years of clinging to a castle’s crenellated wall and suffering the ignominy of pigeons relieving themselves upon his forehead.

He rolled his shoulders and felt the wings extend as he tested their strength. They were just as strong as they were before Danu bestowed her pity and froze him and his fellow souls until a time came when Morrigan’s curse could be broken.

A grin cleaved the hard granite planes of his face. Evidently, that time had come and along with it, the awakening of Arwynna’s people from where they had been scattered across the land: in gardens, atop castles, and along battlement walls.

It wouldn’t be long before his mistress awoke in her human host and realized who she was. She would then summon them to a safe harbor. Together, they could seek a means to reverse Morrigan’s curse and be able to live among their fellow brethren as normal humans once again.

Dayfd pushed away from the wall and soared upward. Relishing the feel of freedom and eager to meet up with Ilene, he thought to himself, Danu save the hapless bird that came across his line of sight.

His ecstatic hopes for a normal life came to an abrupt halt when he realized the implications of Arwynna awakening in a human host. Not one for taking orders or slights, she could be a tempest looking for a place to land if crossed. Dayfd’s mate was a smart woman and would know to be cautious in her new freedom and how to follow her mistress’s signature magic. Arwynna, however was another matter entirely. Leaving his mate to her own sensible devices, he changed his flight path to follow the magical current of the one sorceress who could break Morrigan’s curse and return them back to their human form. With any luck, Ilene would beat him to Arwynna and keep her calm.
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Emma of Toormore Castle knelt by the trestle bed where her husband was gasping his least breath. She drew the warmth of her woolen cloak about her to abate the cold permeating through the floor’s stone pavers, up her knees, and into her body. She then pulled the cloak hood down over her face to keep the other death watchers from noticing her small gloating smile. Passing the death watch in silence, she fingered the crystal bracelet her husband had given to her as a wedding gift. It was the only token she’d ever received from him, other than his fist.

Her husband’s death rattle echoed around the silent chamber, bouncing off the stone walls and lodging in the pit of Emma’s stomach where it twisted her gut with one last vicious pain. Emma lowered her head and let the relief flow from her tense shoulders. Ollis Althoe was dead. The man who had married her and beat her because his love tool would not perform, had gone to his just rewards—to Donn’s frozen hell.

As that last breath came out of a sunken chest on a wet exhale, she knew her personal hell was over. Ollis’s fist would never rise against her. The degradation he forced her to endure to get his sap to rise was ended. Never again would she be called upon to do the impossible and be assaulted for failing to do so.

The attending surgeon disrupted her thoughts of past wrongs and future freedoms by leaning over Emma and closing Ollis’s empty eyes. The stoic man murmured the obvious, “The baron is gone.”

Good riddance to him and may his shriveled testicles freeze and fall off in Donn’s hell. Shuddering with the revulsion of her past two years of married life, she stood. Weaving among the multiple standing candelabras that lit the room, she went to the arrow slit to look out upon an evening fog rolling in over the bay. She needed to plan her next step in her new situation. Being unmarried and without child, she’d have to surrender Toormore Castle and depart. Desmond Althoe, Ollis’ cousin, was the closest of kin to Ollis. Fortunately, he had neither wife nor heir. That opened the appointment of a Toormore steward to whomever King Wolfrick thought suitable.

Hope sprang into her heart. Perhaps she could find the treasury before Desmond or another successor arrived. She wouldn’t take it all, just enough to set her up comfortably in New Camelot. She considered it a dowry for the bereaved widow. While her thoughts roamed with possibilities, below her, fishermen were hauling in the last catch of the day under a threatening sky.

As she looked downward from the solar of Toormore Castle, memories of things she’d never done, never seen invaded her. Those alien memories were so vivid; it was like they happened yesterday. Death, destruction, blood; the images were horrendous. Human against human, fey against fey; the land had been drenched in a civil war and the keening wails of the survivors. She’d been having these visions for over a week, ever since Ollis was forced to his bed by an unrelenting, body devouring consumption.

Barons often squabbled amongst themselves. Yet, every child knew there hadn’t been a major war in over 800 years when two powerful sisters, Morrigan and Morgan Le Fey, fought over Camelot and brought total destruction upon the land. In the ensuing despair, Danu had enjoined with the victorious Morgan and created a new world, a New Camelot where killing machines could not be invented. Under Danu’s dictates, the land was frozen in the thirteenth century. The society, the technology, and the law contrived to keep its citizens in a feudal state where the barons oversaw farming serfs and the knights protected them all—most of the time.

The rustle of linen had her turning to the bed to see the surgeon pull the covers over the corpse. Instead of seeing a wizened old man at rest, she saw a virile young warrior recumbent upon the bed; his chest open in bloody carnage from a gruesome injury. She knew him and the memory of his death took away her breath. The warrior’s name escaped her lips on a whisper. “Baldwin.”

She blinked in disbelief and Ollis’s corpse returned. The painful memories of Baldwin’s ignoble death surged over her with enough force to make her stagger and place her hands against the window for balance. She had been present in the devastation for the control over Camelot. And she remembered her lover and champion and his treacherous death at the hand of the sorceress Morrigan when he shielded Arwynna from Morrigan’s deadly lightening bolt.

Rivers of memories from another time, another place, and another person flowed into her. As the alien thoughts surfaced and fused with Emma’s memories, she felt the burn of an old curse in her veins to rival the burn in her heart. The double assault caused her hands to slide downward until they grabbed onto the stone sill for support.

While forcing her feet to steady under her, she felt the ancient curse make it’s way like liquid fire from her core to her extremities. The pain was excruciating—just like it had been the first time when Morrigan had her revenge.

After the curse had finished the transformation to her body, Emma was no longer alone in her mortal shell. She and Arwynna, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann, had become one; of a mind, a heart, and a body. Arwynna lifted a taloned hand and touched her cheek to feel the hard coldness of stone. Her other hand fisted. She knew Morrigan was gloating in her subterranean tomb at the pain and suffering she’d caused.

Arwynna’s marble head bowed in acceptance at what she and Emma had become. She whispered, “I’m so sorry, Emma. We are now a monster.”

She threw her shoulders back and felt the wings settle into place under her cloak. She’d not be defeated by that vile Morrigan. With the final memory and pain of Baldwin’s death entrenched in her heart, Arwynna swore: If Morrigan were not safely buried in the core of the world, she’d not hesitate to slit her throat and behead the vindictive bitch.

Arwynna stiffened in revulsion at the sound of the tromp of booted feet coming up the stairs to the solar. With imperious force, the bedroom door slammed open and Ollis’s cousin entered. The ruckus brought her back to the present along with Desmond’s booming voice crying out of an unkept beard, “Is he dead yet?”

The surgeon gave a respectful bow. “He has gone, your lordship.”

“Then it’s mine. All mine. Toormore Castle. The demesne. The serfs. The livestock. All of it.”

Arwynna kept her back to Desmond’s boorish cousin and said, “You know the rules. You cannot claim the keep without a wife. Wolfrick will award the trusteeship of Toormore to a deserving married individual and his family.”

Without a glance to the sheet covering his deceased relative, Desmond maneuvered around the bed and standing candelabras to address her back. “A mere technicality. I can get a wife quick enough. And unlike my departed cousin, I do not suffer from his misfortunate malady. My sap does rise when called to do so. I can get her ripe with child within the month.”

As Arwynna’s memories finished intermingling within the mortal host Danu had given her, she used surreptitious peeks to take in her surrounds and the armed soldiers paying their last homage to their baron. With the memories came the knowledge that she did not need to fear Desmond or his men.

The surgeon came around the bed to stand beside Arwynna and placed a sympathetic hand on her shoulder saying, “He’s in Danu’s arms now.” His brow creased in confusion when instead of a soft feminine shoulder, he felt something more akin to a building block.

She shrugged his hand off and continued to face the encroaching fog that was herding the fishermen to shore. Within moments of fully remembering who she was, Arwynna became a dreaded creature out of mythology, a victim of a vicious woman’s curse. She was also the most powerful of the Tuatha Dé Danann children for she was Donn and Danu’s youngest daughter.

Desmond elbowed the surgeon away and stepped up closer behind Arwynna as she gazed outward, maintaining her back to the room, waiting for her garrison captain to arrive. Desmond’s voice was hoarse with lust when he said, “But, I’d rather plant my seed in you.” She felt revulsion when he pressed his swollen manhood against her buttocks.

With a voice as cold as an ice bear’s cave she said, “I have always found you to be repulsive.” When he jerked back, she gave a nod of dismissal. “You and your men may depart in peace from my castle.”

Desmond released a bark of a laughter. “Your castle! A woman can’t manage a castle! I am now the baron of these lands and you will be mine, one way or the other.”

Her back teeth clicked in anger as she said though tight lips, “Nay. I’ll never be yours, Desmond.”

Enraged at her denial he shouted, “Then I’ll take.” He grabbed her by the forearm and spun her around. With utmost satisfaction she watched his eyes widen in surprise as he beheld her face.

“Zounds! What foul sorcery is this?”

Fully charged with the currents of magic created by the crystal sorceresses’ miraculous healings throughout the land, Arwynna removed her hood and lifted her proud head to say, “Not sorcery, Desmond. I am Arwynna of the Tuatha Dé Danann and have taken my rightful place at this fortress. Now go. Never darken the barbican with your shadow again.” To back up her claim, she called on her power and the surface of her face shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow out of the minute crystals that had formed upon her skin.

Desmond’s inflated male pride got the better of him and he disregarded what he should have respected and heeded. His chest puffed with false bravado, he said, “You’re fey! I’ll not backdown from a vile creature such as yourself!” Reaching to his waist, he pulled a serviceable dirk and shoved it into her chest. The sound of the knife shattering was followed by her hand snapping upward to release a surge of power into his barrel chest. Desmond collapsed to his knees as he futilely raked the stub of his knife across her abdomen. When his thrusts failed to do no more than rent her clothing, he screamed to his men, “Kill her!”

She felt the power of the crystal flowing into her. She could absorb as much as the crystalline matrix of the castle stones could give her. She’d always been sure of her instincts and executed her decisions without qualm. Only once in her life had she’d hesitated to implement a decision, hoping for more dialogue and some sort of mutual agreement. Her failure to immediately attack a potential enemy in that one instance had resulted in her people suffering and her beloved Baldwin’s death. She’d not hesitate again, no matter who the foe was. She’d rely on her instincts to guide her in the past and right now they were telling her Desmond would never stop in his attempts to kill her and retake the castle.

Through clenched teeth she snarled, “I asked nicely for you to leave and in return you attacked me. I’ll not ask again.”

Realizing the peril he was in, his men came forward with drawn swords. With her free hand, Arwynna unpinned and dropped the cloak from her shoulders to reveal the rest of what Desmond had glimpsed.

Chaos erupted in the room as Desmond’s face paled and his men looked to each other for suggestions on how to attack a woman whose skin was impervious to metal weapons and who glowed with the power of the sun. Their thoughts were clear on their faces. “Fey! What else can she do?”

While they debated on a course of action, she kept a tight rein on her temper and spoke softly to her deceased husband’s cousin. “You will take your men and depart. This is your last warning.”

Staggering to his feet, Desmond fisted his right hand and waved it at her. Speaking out of bravado more so than brains, he threatened, “I’m going to kill you, you abomination!”

He clawed for the sword at his side and she shook her head and muttered, “Some people never learn to stop while they’re ahead.”

Outside, upon the castle’s crenellations, Arwynna heard the crashing noise of rock separating from its foundations. So lost in her horrific visage and his attempts to destroy it, Desmond did not hear the commotion.

He boasted. “The garrison reports to me now. You are fey. You can’t do anything without incurring the king’s and Danu’s wrath. This is my castle and I’m staying.”

From outside the window a deep voice beseeched her, “My lady, remember your temper. It’s what caused your people to sit atop buildings for centuries.”

The sound of wings flapping had Arwynna glancing over her shoulder to spy Dayfd holding onto the exterior of the window to stabilize his position. Behind him, her garrison was amassing after escaping Danu’s freeze spell and the hold of the buildings they once graced.

She smiled at her captain. “As always, Dayfd, you’re right.” Turning back to the problem at hand, she said, “As for your garrison, Desmond.” She unfurled her wings. Looking out of laser red eyes at Desmond’s lieutenants, she asked, “Would anyone else dare to challenge me for possession of the castle?”

Screams of terror preceded the scramble of booted feet out the room and down the stairwell leaving Desmond alone and unprotected.

Arwynna pointed her finger to the door. “Go while you still can.”

Desmond, to his credit, continued to face her as he backed out. Once past the threshold he shouted, “I’ll be back, you spawn of hell!” The threat merely caused her laser red eyes to narrow in annoyance.

Arwynna felt the urge to kill Ollis and his henchmen; go after them, destroy them all. Internally, Emma’s thoughts prodded her. The High Sheriff objects to murder, especially highly visible ones where the king will demand swift action be taken. You will be hearing from him or his agent if you kill anyone.

Heeding Emma’s sound advice, she used her wings to snap a sudden burst of wind at Desmond. The invisible assault toppled him into the hall. She heard him scramble back to his feet and pound down the stairwell.

Outside, Dayfd sighed in stoic acceptance. “My lady, if we’re going to survive in this New World, we’ve got to work on that temper of yours.”

Arwynna ignored the criticism and said, “Our people are coming home. Once they’re all here, I need to address them before they return to their lives.”
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The following day, Arwynna stood with her garrison captain and chatelain upon the battlements of Toormore watching her people fly over the ramparts and land in the bailey. Her magical summons was drawing them home to the castle they’d once occupied in the before time, before the Great Schism wherein New Camelot was created.

They came in all shapes and sizes: with tail, without; large snouts, no snout; large ears, minimal flaps, bedecked with horns or without. Like the rocks populating the land, their diversity was unlimited. They had once been a beautiful people. Then her bitch of a sister had cursed them and Danu had frozen them until a time came when that curse could be broken.

That time had evidently come for they were no longer static displays and she was occupying a human host. What changed? Who or what was coming to help her break the curse?

Out across the deforested plain leading to the castle she saw riders approaching down the dirt lane. She queried, “Who is that?” more to herself than to the people standing by her sides. Castle Toormore was located on a peninsula jutting into the Atlantic Ocean on the southwestern shore of New Camelot. Travelers rarely came here.

As they neared, she detected Desmond on his war steed and beside him, the county sheriff. Emma’s memory provided the name—Collum. Sir Collum of County Kerry. He was an aging warrior serving out his days dealing out justice to livestock rustlers and the occasional highway robber.

She turned to her chatelain. “Ilene, move the people into the great hall and bar it. Dayfd and I will greet them.”

“But—”

“I’ll use an illusion spell and lay doubt to Desmond’s tale.”

Ilene nodded and scurried down the stairs to do her mistress’s bidding. Arwynna followed more slowly behind her captain. “Remember, no matter what that dolt says, do not attack them. I will handle this.”

Dayfd tossed her a grin over his shoulder. “You take all the fun out of being a knight.”

She muttered, “Given how stupidly determined Desmond is, I know there will be ample opportunity for bloodshed.”

Arwynna was reluctant to call upon her power. The last time she had fully used it, death and destruction followed in her wake. She was afraid she wouldn’t be able to control it should she be angered by Desmond’s boorish ways. There was no option, other than his demise and she was even more loath to see more death in this new lifetime.

Taking a firm control over her temper, she waited halfway up the steps to the great hall for her unwanted guests. The position she chose gave her a physical advantage and room to maneuver. She kept her head covered while the two men drew their horses up at the steps. They did not dismount.

Desmond leered. “I’ve brought the sheriff to evict a living statue off my property.”

Arwynna pulled the cowl back and exposed a human face, her old face with its hazel eyes, honey-blond hair, and freckles. Beside her, Dayfd did the same, to reveal a strong jaw, prominent nose, and deep set brown eyes that were narrowed with thoughts of mayhem. She cocked her head, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Living statues? Have you been into the alcohol and wild weed, Desmond?”

The sheriff looked from her to Desmond. “She’s human, not fey.”

Desmond bellowed, “I don’t give a tinker’s dam what she is! Make her leave!”

While Collum cleared his throat and resituated himself atop his palfrey, she wondered how much money Desmond had paid in bribes get Collum to come out on a fool’s errand.

“Baroness, I’ve heard Ollis has gone to his just rewards. As you are without a male child or a consort, you will have to vacate the premises.”

Arwynna sniffed. “Sheriff Collum, do you have a writ from the Land Manger’s Office or the Tax Collector’s Office evicting me? Or mayhap a decree from the king appointing Desmond as steward?”

“Ah, no. However, I do know that Desmond was Ollis’s heir and is entitled to these lands.”

“That may be.” She put iron in her voice. “Until you get that signed and sealed piece of parchment, I and my people are staying put.”

Desmond showed a snarling face to the sheriff. “You’re the king’s representative. Make her leave.”

Collum cleared his throat again, clearly agitated. “Actually, I’m the High Sheriff’s representative. And she’s right. I can’t make her move without a decree from the king or an authorized member of his administration.”

Desmond was a rat terrier with a cornered rat. However, that rat had very sharp teeth. He attempted another argument. “She’s a widow with no issue. She cannot run this castle without an approved consort to be the steward and a trained garrison.”

The sheriff looked to her. “He’s right, you know.”

“I have a trained garrison.”

Collum looked about the empty environs of the bailey. “Where are they?”

She waved a languid hand. “Out doing knightly activities on the demesne.”

“Then who is protecting the castle?”

“I am. She let the power of the crystal shine through the façade of the illusion spell.”

“Ah! You’re a crystal sorceress.”

“Aye. And we’re not leaving until we’re ordered to do so by someone higher up in New Camelot’s ruling seat than the county sheriff.”

Collum’s lips tightened to a thin line. He looked to Desmond. “Take your problem to the High Sheriff. He might be able to help you. There is nothing I can do for you.”

“But—”

Desmond’s argument fell on deaf ears and a retreating stiff back. The sheriff had turned his horse around and was trotting out of the inner bailey.

Desmond shook his fist. “I’m not done with you.”

She glared
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