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Chapter 1

 


Duncan held the wet cloth over the
wound and felt his heart race. He’d done it again, failed in his
duties as a babysitter. He was terrified beyond anything he’d ever
done before. Even wrecking the nice, new car last month, which had
not been his fault, had not frightened him as much as
this.

“I shall have the doctor
look at it as soon as the sun sets more. He will need to take you
to the clinic, I have no doubt. You should know that I am so very
sorry, Master Mathew. I should have watched you more
closely.”

“Mr. Duncan, I keep telling
you I just need a bandage. I swear, nobody’s gonna care that I
scraped my knee. Look at this.” He pulled up his shirt and showed
him the wide gash along his torso. “Mom said it was
amazing.”

Duncan grabbed the chair behind him,
forgetting to be nervous about the blood on the washcloth for
several seconds. He looked at the wound and tried to understand how
Master Mathew was not in surgery right now. Duncan felt the master
touch his mind.

“You all right there,
Duncan? I can feel your fear. Is watching little Mathew for a few
hours becoming too much for you?” Duncan
bristled, and the master laughed. “Shall
we come there and rescue you?”

“You most certainly will
not. I have things under control. Master Mathew has torn his knee
open again and I’m aiding him now.” He felt
laughter again. “He will require someone
to have a look at his chest as well. It seems that Miss Lizzy has
left him to get all sorts of wounds under her care. There is a
wound on his chest that looks as if he has been playing with your
swords again. And I did not allow it despite you saying he would be
fine. He is not fine.”

“The small scrape on his
chest? I saw that. Lizzy said he got it trying to save a kitten.
Damn near got himself stuck too, but the little cat is fine. You
should see the little feline. Fell for me on sight.”
Duncan thought there were few females, no matter
what the species, that would not like the master.

“Be that as it may, my
lord, but he is injured again. I have tried to reason with him, but
he says that a bandage will fix it properly. I’ve a call to Sir
Thomas when he wakes for the evening. I was thinking to take the
young master to the human hospital, but he said he’d have a bloody
cow if I did. I do wonder where he gets such comments.”
Duncan watched as Mathew turned on the tap in the
sink, wet a paper towel, and pressed it against his knee. When he
was satisfied with the wound, he jumped down off the counter and
ran toward the door, which had Duncan thinking the boy needed to
wear padding around his body to keep him safe. He ran out to do who
knew what to get him injured again.

“Duncan, you’ve become an
old woman. And we both know that he mimics every word his
grandmother says to him. I’ve tried my best to tell him it’s wrong,
but you know how things go.” Duncan started
to argue that he was the one the child was mimicking but was cut
off. “You’ll have to learn to relax or
when the other two children come, you’ll be a mess. Just take a
deep breath and tell Mathew to go out and play. He’ll be
fine.”

Other children. He’d forgotten about
them. Miss Lizzy and Master Logan had been saying that the children
of the home were coming soon and they were preparing for them. That
was why he had Master Mathew today, so that they might have the
home prepared in time.

“How will she manage with
all of them bent on getting injured daily?” Duncan thought about blocking his lordship but didn’t. He was
having entirely too much fun at his expense, and Duncan was not
happy with it. When the room tightened, he thought for sure that he
was coming to investigate the wound, but it was Lady Elizabeth, the
queen’s mother.

“You needed me?” He’d
forgotten that he’d summoned her when Mathew had entered the house
for lunch sporting the large patch of blood in his torn jeans.
“Duncan, what have you done here? Are you planning to perform
surgery?”

He started to gather the large
first-aid kit he’d purchased several days ago. The advertisement
had said it was equipped with everything needed to take care of a
family of five. Duncan now despaired of it caring for one small
human boy. Sitting down, Duncan looked at her ladyship.

“I do believe that I am a
failure as a sitter, my lady. Every time young Master Mathew comes
here I feel as if it will be the last.” Lady Elizabeth sat down
across from him, and a glass of his favorite sherry was in front of
him. “Thank you. I should not partake when he is on the premises,
but I feel as if I’ve been run through the dryer.”

“Ringer. And I know what
you mean. It’s hard to see to children now days.” She reached for
her own glass and drank it down, much to his amazement. “I’ve
needed this for days. I just never…have I ever told you how I was
made? Or by whom?”

“No, my lady, you have not.
I have heard that someone, a very powerful being created you, but
nothing more. He did a wonderful job of it if you were to ask me.”
She nodded, but Duncan knew she was distracted. “My lady, is there
anything I may do for you?”

“I don’t want to miss you
all, and I will. Especially you, my dear friend.” Duncan sat there
speechless for a long time as she simply looked out the window over
the kitchen. He knew that she had come back some time ago, just
when Lady Sara had come to his lordship. But he had thought her to
be happy. And she seemed to enjoy the new grandchildren that the
queen and king now had. All seven of them.

“I’m sorry, Duncan, you
must think I’m an old fuddy.” He had no idea what that was but
doubted very much that it described her. When the door to the
kitchen opened and Mathew came tumbling in, Duncan stood up to see
what harm had befallen him again. But the little boy launched
himself at his grandmother and held her tightly. Duncan smiled at
the two of them.

“I’ve not seen you in a
while, Grams. Whatcha been up to?” Mathew sat down in the chair
across from them both as he continued. “I came in for something to
eat and here you are. This is the best kind of lunch
date.”

The little boy was a charmer. If
Duncan didn’t know better, he’d swear he was related to his
lordship by blood and not by marriage. Mathew belonged to Master
Logan and Miss Lizzy was his stepmother, but you’d never know by
the way they got along. Duncan got up to make him some lunch as the
two of them talked. When his lordship spoke again, Duncan wasn’t
really surprised.

“Tell the scamp that I’m
on my way up now. He’s been bugging me for a chance to see the new
books I got for us.” Duncan turned to tell
the young master that when his lordship continued.
“Do you think his mother would mind overly much
if I took him with me today? I have that meeting that I must
attend. His father will be there.”

“I do not believe she
thinks young Mathew is a good influence on you. She seems to think
that the two of you get into more mischief than when apart. Miss
Lizzy has said to me that you are being bamboozled, and quite well
too.” Duncan laughed when his lordship
sputtered. Again he had no idea what that word meant, but he was
happy to see that it rendered his master speechless. When the
master came through the door a few minutes later, Duncan could see
that the man was as in love with the young man as he was his own
mate. And that was never a bad thing.

“I’ve a meeting today with
your dad. He is going to show me where we can build the new fire
department. Want to hang out with this old man for a few hours?”
Mathew told him it was a date, and his lordship looked at Lady
Elizabeth. “You can come as well. I’m sure you will have plenty to
add about the new library. And I think that Logan could use the
help.”

“He does fine on his own.
I’ve never met a man who could convey so much with a simple
quirking of his brow. I do believe you taught him that.” They both
laughed as Duncan sat a plate in front of Mathew. Lady Elizabeth
continued as she took a chip from his plate. “You should also know
that I’ve contacted a few of the faeries. They have agreed to come
and see that the books that are shelved for you.”

Duncan left the kitchen just as they
were talking about the new wing that was being added to the library
that would be for supernaturals only. It was going to have a
special passage so that only they could enter. It would have
information on their kind as well as an entire section on
lineage.

Duncan made his way to the door when
the doorbell rang. He was nearly there when Mel suddenly appeared
and put her hand to his chest.

“No.” He nodded, knowing
that she of all people would know if it was safe for him to open
the door. But when she started to reach for the doorknob herself,
he was suddenly afraid for her. Duncan started to reach for his
lordship when he and Lady Elizabeth were suddenly there. This could
not be good.

~~~

Rythen stood very still. The woman who
had appeared behind him made him slightly nervous, but he knew that
she couldn’t kill him. Hurt him like hell, but not kill. He turned
slightly when he saw the man of the house in the doorway. But it
was the woman behind him that had his full attention.

“I’ll not harm anyone
within.” She nodded but didn’t lower her sword from his throat. How
she’d managed to sneak up behind him and draw it meant he had been
resting for far too long. Rythen tried another approach. “I could
kill you now and still take the household.”

“You could try, but I’m
betting you won’t get very far with that either. See that man
there?” He looked to his right where she was nodding. “That is the
new king of Molavonta. You fuck with me and he’ll bring a whole lot
of hurt down on your ass. I’m Tess by the way. You should know my
name when I run you through.”

“New king? What happened to
Sherman? And for the record, I thought him to be a spineless ass
that needed to be taken out long before he became king.” She didn’t
move to acknowledge him. Rythen turned to the king. “You are a mate
to Melody, I presume?”

“You would presume
correctly. And just who the fuck are you to make me have to leave
lunch with my daughter at her school.” Before Rythen could answer,
Elizabeth cleared her throat. She was as beautiful now as she’d
been the day he’d given her life.

“I’m assuming he’s here to
see me. His name is Rythen, Maker of Magic. He is my…well, he’s my
sire.” The young vampire made his way to the door. He supposed by
this realm’s standards he wasn’t young but with all the beings
around him, he was. Rythen put out his hand to meet him, but was
shocked when the blade at his throat dug deeper.

“I’ve no desire to harm
you, young Warrior Fae, but if you do not let me go, I will.” She
snorted, and he felt the blood trickle down his throat and was
surprised by the pain that accompanied it. “You still wish to hurt
me?”

She leaned to his ear, and Rythen had
a moment of fear. “There is more power in that house than you can
imagine. And not one of them are feeling all warm and fuzzy about
you right now. Until one of them, or the king, says it’s okay, I’m
going to hold you this way until hell freezes over. Now behave and
I won’t put a hex on your dick.”

He looked down at the appendage she’d
threatened and wondered when it had become a target of pain for
this realm. Rythen looked at Elizabeth as she moved forward.
Finally someone would help him. Rythen did not want to cause a war
by killing this fae. He just wanted to talk. And he realized at
that moment that none of the beings around him knew his true
meaning for being there today.

“Let him go, Tess, but
please stick around. I don’t know what the hell he wants but it
can’t bode well for us.” Elizabeth stood near him as he was
released. When he took a step toward her, she looked at him with so
much hatred that he took a step back from it.

“My lady? Are you upset
that I’ve come to see you?” Elizabeth nodded. “I assure you that it
is only a visit and that—”

The youngest and the first human he’d
ever seen stepped in front of Elizabeth, and Rythen took another
step back. This little man was boiling with his hatred of
him.

“You hurt my family and I
will shoot you in the forehead and pee in your eyes.” It might have
been a funny threat if he wasn’t so sure that the young man would
do it. “You get out of here. I’m having lunch with my grandma and
you’re making everybody upset. Duncan is beside himself with worry
that you’ll call down the magic and hurt them all. And since I
respect him a lot more than I do you, I don’t want you here
either.”

“Grandmother?” Rythen
looked at the king, who only shrugged. Then he looked at the
vampire who was smiling at the human as if he were a proud parent.
“I’m sorely confused. How could he be a grandson to any of you? He
is merely a human.”

Rythen felt his hair rise on his neck
seconds before he was slammed against the wall of the house. The
man who held him looked like he could take on the world and come
out on top, and he had a powerful amount of magic running through
him so that Rythen was impressed. Whoever had created him knew what
magic really was. When he was slammed against the wall again, the
man spoke.

“You touch my son and I
will tear you to pieces and then let him pee on you. What the fuck
are you doing here and why are you upsetting my family?” Rythen put
his hand on the man’s hand that held him at his throat.

“I’ve come to see
Elizabeth. My name is Rythen, and I’m the creator of magic. The
original magic. I have had a desire for some time to come to see
her and how she is faring. I swear to you, I never meant to cause
anyone any harm.” When he was lowered to the floor but not let go,
Rythen continued. “I am profoundly sorry that I’ve upset everyone.
It was never my intentions. I’m confused, as you well might
imagine, but I wish only to speak to my lady and see what wonders
that this family has created on their own.”

The man only looked at him, then took
his hand away. Rythen could still feel his anger, but he only
nodded. It was then that Rythen realized what he was.

“Good Christ. You’re the
Holder of Secrets.” The man nodded, and Rythen bowed before him.
“It is an honor to meet you, young man. I’m very…you are related to
this family then?”

“My father-in-law owns this
house.” Rythen looked at the men still in the doorway, and the
vampire stepped forward. “You’ve upset this family, sir, and for
that you will apologize.”

Rythen wanted to point out that he
hadn’t really done anything as yet, but turned to the family again.
They were very protective of each other, and the young human in
front of them was still looking at him like he would cause him
great harm. Rythen leaned down to speak to him first.

“You are someone that I’ve
never met before. A human, I mean. I’ve seen them…ones such as
yourself…but never met one. What is your name?” The boy looked at
his father, and Rythen waited. When the boy looked back at him,
Rythen knew whatever came from his mouth was going to be
great.

“With a person’s name,
there is power. You’ve given us yours, but I’m betting you only
gave us a part of it. So I’ll do the same to you. My name is
Mathew. And when my grams tells me it’s okay, you can have the
rest.” He leaned forward just a little and lowered his voice to
continue. “You should also know that I’ve got my eyes on you. You
mess up, I’m going to hurt you bad.”

“Duly noted. As for my
name, I will gladly share it with one as brave as you. I’m Rythen,
Creator of all Magic. I have come to see your grandmother because
it has been a very long while since I have seen her. Never in all
my years away did I ever expect this sort of reception, and I am
deeply sorry that I have upset all of them.” The little boy stared
at him for some time before speaking.

“I still don’t really trust
you, but I can see that you really are sorry. I can tell you who my
family is, but not all of it. You’ll have to earn that right.”
Rythen was impressed by the young man and put out his hand when
Mathew did. “My name is Mathew Burris. And this is the house of
Aaron.”

Rythen stood up and reached for the
vampire’s hand. He’d heard about the man since he’d risen and was
thoroughly impressed with everything that he’d heard. Before he
could take his hand, however, the boy’s father stepped between
them.

“You still owe them that
apology.” Rythen nodded. He supposed in a way he did. He had come
unannounced and had really upset everyone.

“I am profoundly sorry for
this. I only meant to talk with Elizabeth and see how she is
faring.” He looked at the woman who had been his first and only
creation other than magic. “I felt you, you see. Felt that you
were…unhappy, and came to see what has happened.”

Before he could say more, Elizabeth
came to him. He could see the sadness in her eyes now. Whatever
he’d felt, now that he was here, he could almost touch it, for it
was that strong. She started to cry, his Elizabeth, and he felt
something in him tear up as well. When she reached for him, he
pulled her into his arms and simply held her.

“I know why you are here.
But they do not. Please don’t say anything until I’ve had a chance
to prepare them.” To say he was shocked by
the news would have been an understatement, but to those around him
and her, it was overwhelming. Especially the dapper man that only
just then made an appearance.

“My lady?” She turned in
his arms and looked at the man. “I have made you a sandwich of the
finest beef and freshest vegetables. If you would come with me,
I’ll share another glass of sherry with you as well. All this
nonsense about you being sad must be a mistake. Especially now when
you have everything you ever wanted.”

“I do have everything and
more than I deserve. But I am…it is time that I do something else,
don’t you think?” When she turned to him, the queen Melody stepped
forward. He watched her face when she, too, started to
cry.

“Her mate, my grandfather,
has gone to the fade, and now no one knows where he is. His flower,
you see, it’s died. And that could only mean one thing.”

Rythen looked at them all before
looking at Melody again.

“You believe that he has
left the realm?” Melody nodded as her grandmother started to cry
harder. “But he has not. He has been with me all these
months.”

“With you?” Rythen nodded
at Elizabeth. “What the hell is he doing with you when I feel as if
my heart has been torn from me? Tell him I want him here right
now.”

“I will, my lady, but I
think he works on a project of great importance.” He looked at the
young human and wondered if this was the child he spoke of so often
who would inherit so much. “You are the reason he works so hard,
young Mathew Logan Burris. He works for you.”

“Me?” Mathew looked at his
father, then back at him. “On our project? He is putting it
together?”

Rythen had a good deal more respect
for the child now and knelt in front of him to see into his eyes.
There was purity there as well as love for the man. And a good deal
more that he’d bet that no one, not even the child, could see. He
was brimming with untouched magic, magic that he’d bet his
grandfather Aaron had given him in such small doses that no one had
noticed.

“He is. He has…there have
been some snags, you see, and he tends to forget about timeframes
and such when he is working them out. He tells me that you’ve taken
all of the pictures that accompany the book.” Mathew nodded, and
Aaron went to stand behind him.

“You are welcome in our
home. But know that it is warded against magic that is used as ill
intent.” Rythen nodded and moved to cross the threshold, but was
stopped by Melody. She was not as easy to convince as the
rest.

“Bring my grandfather
here.” Before he could tell her he could not, she continued. “I
don’t care what he’s told you. Can’t you see what he’s doing to my
grandmother? I want her happy. Because when she’s not, no one is.
Bring him here.”

Rythen snapped his fingers and held
Elizabeth back when she went to go to her mate. He had taken her to
Phillip rather than bring him out of his shell. There was no way
she’d believe him if he told her what was really going
on.

“He is working on this
because he would like it finished before it is time.” She turned to
him. “You know as well as I do that the time for all is nearing. I
have told you this day would come.”

“And I have prepared for it
as well as I could. I had forgotten, if you want me to be honest.
Life had finally…it’s been wonderfully blissful here and I simply
forgot.” She stared at her mate as she continued. “I don’t have my
things in order as you can well guess. I’ve been living, something
I would imagine a man like you wouldn’t understand. I know that my
reign has come to an end. I guess in a way I knew that you’d be
here soon, but I don’t want to go. Not now that I know my love is
alive.”

“But you have no choice.”
She nodded and looked at him. “You will need to tell them. Soon
too. They will need to prepare as much as you do.”

“You think it will be that
easy? That telling my family, whom I love more than I do anything
in this realm or any other, that I’m going to die? You’re off your
noodle if you think that.”

He had no idea what being off his
noodle meant. But it didn’t change the fact that he was there for
one thing and one thing only…to end the creation he’d made to
govern magick all those years ago.


Chapter 2

 


“I don’t understand. What
do you mean you’re not ready? How could you be? I’m certainly not
either.” Elizabeth watched her daughter, Savannah, pace and
wondered if she had taught that little annoyance to the family or
they had taught her. Either way, she was going to miss it…that and
so much more.

“You do too understand. It
is as it was written. And as I have said to you countless times, I
have come to the end of my time. I believe I have mentioned this to
you before. But as usual you refuse to listen to what you do not
want to hear.” Elizabeth stretched out her legs in front of her and
looked around her chamber. It was a mess of things she wanted to
give away before the time came. “Do you want that large demi-god
statue that was given to me by—?”

“I don’t want you giving
away your things anymore either. This is ridiculous. You’re not
going anywhere. And neither is Dad. I won’t have it.” Savannah
sounded so much like Aaron at that moment that Elizabeth wanted to
laugh. But she didn’t. Savannah was upset with her, and she really
didn’t blame her.

“Look, love, I knew this
day was coming. I’m not looking forward to it as much as I had
before I knew where your father was, but it doesn’t change the fact
that it’s going to happen one way or the other. It was written that
I would end, and the time is growing near that I do. You should be
happy to have me out of your hair.” The intended joke did not go
over as she’d planned, and Elizabeth got up to take her daughter
into her arms. “I’m tired. More exhausted than I’ve ever been. And
I’ve seen so much. Things that I could never tell you about that
you’d believe.”

“But I don’t want to lose
you. It was hard enough thinking that Dad was gone, and now this. I
love you.” Elizabeth felt her heart leap at the words like they did
every time she said them to her. When she looked up at her,
Elizabeth knew a moment of regret. But it would do her little good
to have it. The contract was sealed.

“Your father is working so
hard to make sure that Mathew has all he needs to finish the
project that the two of them are working on. And when the time is
right, you’ll need to pass on what we’ve put together for him. He
will need it.” Elizabeth picked up the chain that held a small vial
on it. “You’ll see that he drinks it down?”

“You know I will. I would
never want anything to happen to that little boy any more than you
would.” Elizabeth nodded and handed her the magic that would give
Mathew the ability to live as long as he wanted and then some. He
would also come into a power that would help him in the coming
decades. Little Mathew was going to be a very powerful being when
he turned twenty-five. They all made sure of that. Even
Aaron.

She moved among her things as she
thought of whom to receive her pretties, as she called them. There
was so much of it that she’d had to, at one point, store it in a
building that would hold it all. Even she had no idea what was
there. But the things in this room were the things that meant the
most to her.

“I should have done this
years ago. I’ve so much stuff that…what on earth is that?” She
picked up the long sheaf of paper and laughed. “I had wondered what
happened to this. It’s the original copy of the rules of magic.
Your father was looking for these.” Elizabeth put them with a few
other things she was going to have Rythen take to Phillip. He would
have to do what he wanted with them. “I wonder what other treasures
I’ll find.”

“Mother?” Elizabeth turned
to her daughter and saw the anguish on her face. “Don’t let them
take you from me. I need you both so much.”

“It is for the best,
Savannah. You’ll see. Once I’m gone, any magic I have will come to
you and Mel. She has a great deal, as do you, but you will have a
bit of—”

“Please don’t leave me.”
Elizabeth felt her heart break again. She’d only come here when the
look on Duncan’s face had hurt her when she’d looked at him.
Elizabeth thought she’d miss him the most over her family. He and
Aaron had been her best friends since she’d met them.

It was almost an hour later that
Savannah took her leave. It was really good, too, because Elizabeth
was close to breaking down and telling her that she had no desire
to leave either. That she wanted her life to go on and on forever.
But as she’d said to everyone countless times, it was as it was
written. She would end her days in nineteen days, and there was
nothing anyone could do about it.

Elizabeth remembered opening her eyes
for the first time all those years ago. Rythen had been standing
next to the table where she’d been laying, and he smiled at her. It
was several days before she realized that the knowledge that she
had in her head was something he’d given her rather than any
experiences that she’d had. Even her knowledge of sex was something
he’d implanted.

“You’ll someday meet a man
who will care for you a good deal more than I can. He will be your
mate. Do you have it in your mind what that means?” She had nodded
and smiled at him, and he asked her to repeat what she
knew.

“It is a person who would
love me no matter what, die for me if necessary, and put me above
all else, including himself.” Rythen nodded as she continued. “He
will be my protector and my lover. He will guide me when I need it,
distract me as well when it is necessary, and he’ll stand beside me
for all, even if he doesn’t agree with me.”

Elizabeth had thought he sounded
boring and told Rythen that. “Be that as it may, he will be there
for you. Sometimes, like my own life, I think it will be necessary
to have something beside you for his or her help. It might have
made me a better man had I found the time to create me a mate.” He
looked out the window where they sat. “You will find him to be the
best thing that has happened to you and, at times, the worst. He
will be a good mate to you.”

“Will I know him?” She
didn’t know if she wanted a mate, but Rythen had told her it was
necessary to have a friend when the time came. “What will become of
me if I should not see him for what he is?”

“You’ll know.” Smiling at
the thought, Elizabeth thought of the first time she’d seen
Phillip. She had known what and who he was…it just took her a good
deal longer to convince him.

Phillip sent her his love,
and she basked in it. “You old poop. The
least you could have done was tell me you were alive. I’ve been
thinking you never missed me at all.”

“But I did. You said that
you had projects that needed seeing to, and I took that to mean you
wanted to be left to do them.” His love
washed over her again. “You really missed
me?”

“Not as much as I think I
should have.” He laughed, and she
smiled. “You know that I did. But please
tell me that we’ll be together soon. I want to spend some time with
you before I go.”

“We go.”
She started to ask him what he meant, but he
answered her first. “I’ll not spend a day
without you where I cannot touch you and at least know that you are
there for me when I return. You’re my mate, and when you are gone,
so shall I be.”

“There is no reason for
you to—”

“There is every
reason,” he told her as he cut her
off. “I love you with all my heart and
would not want to survive without you beside me. Where will I be
without you? How will I want to breathe in and out if you are not
there to scent up my air? You are my all, Elizabeth, and I would
not have this any other way then to go with you in this as we have
our life.”

Her heart ached to be with him, and
she thought about him being with her. But when she spoke of it, she
knew what he was going to say before he said it. He could not leave
this project. Too many lives were at stake if he did.

“I shall see you soon, my
heart.” He told her that it wouldn’t be
much longer, and she knew that he was right in more ways than he
knew. It wouldn’t be long now. Just over two weeks. And she’d yet
to tell her family the date was sooner than they’d
thought.

~~~

Logan sat with Mac at the long table.
He really liked the man and had learned a great deal from him in
the few months that he’d been in this family. But now he was trying
to wrap his head around something that neither of them
understood.

“You think that Rythen can
be persuaded to change his mind?” Mac shook his head, and Logan had
a feeling that he’d say that. “I don’t want her to go. I love her
like she was my own grandmother. I can’t imagine what you and the
rest of them are feeling.”

“Like my heart has been
ripped out.” Mac opened his hand as he continued to speak, and a
rolled parchment appeared there. “This is the contract that was
signed
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