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			This book is dedicated to all those who have been through painful experiences. Your wounds may be internal, but they are your battle scars. Remember, you are warriors.






			Disclaimer


			This book is a work of fiction. Certain historical words or places with some similarities to our own world may be used to immerse you fully, in this fantasy world. All characters are imaginary, while teeming with humanity and struggles that the reader can relate to, they are not based on any persons living or dead.





			Trigger Warning

			This book contains references to sexual assault, gore, incest and larger age gaps. Reader discretion is advised. The recommended age for the reader is New Adult with recommended minimum reader age of 16+.






			The Primal Heartbeat, book one, was first published in 2004. Originally meant to be a trilogy for my Stars Fallen series, it took me many years to be inspired to write the sequel.

			The books are centred around the characters’ enduring love, despite going through terrible ordeals. These novels helped me through my own experiences. They are dedicated to all those who can still love and find beauty in the world despite the sad things other humans cause them to endure. It is also a story of redemption, and never losing hope that your dreams will be fulfilled in the end.
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			Chapter One

			‘The sun’s weak rays streaked across an overcast winter sky. Snow had fallen, heavily covering roofs and doorways precariously. A clump of snow slid from the roof of the cabin and down the window, knocking the shutters.’ The old man sipped his tea, and he smiled as his grandson gulped, his face a mixture of suspense and excitement.

			‘Well, Grandfather.’ The boy frowned. ‘Please continue.’

			The old man smiled and began to tell the rest of the story.

			***

			Lan’s eyes fluttered open and he rolled over to glance at his wife, she was turned away from him. A year later and they were still working through her ordeal in Regis.

			For five years Ake had been forced to be the bride of Emperor Cephas. Cephas had battled the pair with the aid of his militia and left Lan for dead. Ake had borne six children in that time and Lan knew most had died except for two sons, Mandami and Sia, who resided with Ake’s former captor.

			Ake wanted another baby and tried to initiate intimacy, and this had led to an argument. They were not in a situation to worry about another child, when a dark goddess wanted to kill their six-year-old son, Amities. The child was supposed to bring about the downfall of the dark goddess, Drianna.

			Ake would not even look at him when she tried to initiate lovemaking. He wanted her to be fully on his level if he was to make love to her again. Lan couldn’t stand the thought of her being frightened of him while engaged in such an intimate situation. So, he had turned her down.

			Ake had begged and cried which broke his heart, but Lan was determined to have her heal before he would sleep with her. He reached out and caressed her cheek. She smiled in her sleep. I wish I could bear this burden for her. Tears started in his eyes, and he swallowed hard, trying to stop them from falling.

			Lan got up and forced open the shutters of a window. They were fully snowed in. I will have to keep the children busy; we can’t go out again. He crawled back into bed. They were warm in their little sanctuary. Lan was very intelligent and after drawing up some plans he had created their own space. He had divided, their little room from the main area of the cottage with a wall and doorway. Lan had done so well it looked like it belonged to the original plan.

			Someone knocked and opened the door. Amities walked in.

			‘Father, I’m hungry,’ said the little boy.

			Amities had the elven look of his father: dark hair, obsidian eyes, pointed ears and pale skin. Lan had built a bond with his son this past year. When Amities and his twin brother, Mandami, the acknowledged son and heir of Cephas, had been born, Amities had been sent to live among slaves, separated from his mother and his father, Lan, who Ake had thought dead.

			A year ago, the elven kingdom of Relequis fell when the elves tried to rescue Ake from Cephas. Ake’s relatives died when their ship Syl sank. Ake and Amities had slipped aboard the ship before it sunk and were reunited with Lan and his great nephew Hau. They had managed to escape on a lifeboat and ended up on the island.

			Lan left the room and proceeded to make breakfast for the cottages’ inhabitants. This included Carolina, the four-year-old daughter of the previous farmers, Hau, Amities, Ake and himself.

			***

			Ake’s eyes fluttered open. She rolled over to try and convince her husband to love her, but he was already gone. She heard the comforting noise of her family’s morning routine. The clatter of forks on plates, general conversations and the playful laughter of the children. She wanted a large family. Ake had been an only child abandoned by her tribe because her mother had defied her parents and loved a child of the gods. The wounded child in Ake felt the need to have a large family surrounded by love and happiness.

			Ake’s daughter had been a breath of fresh air at a terrible time, looking nothing like her Regian father. She had looked like her mother. Ake had imagined the baby as Lan’s. The child had given her peace, but she only lived three weeks.

			She wanted another daughter, but Lan was unwilling to consider it. She understood. They were on an island far away from others. They had to sustain themselves on this little farm and starvation was always a possibility if the crops failed when the weather was unpredictable. Still, it didn’t change her mind.

			Lan had said he would not make love to her until she wasn’t frightened of him. He had said he didn’t want to cause her any more trauma and she loved him even more for that. Ake could never be frightened of him.

			Ake couldn’t look him in the eyes because she was ashamed of her past and how she had been forced to be another man’s bride under pain and fear of the death of her son Amities. Ashamed she had shared that part of her life that she wanted to reserve only for Lan. Ake knew she had nothing to feel guilty for, but trauma had a way of making one feel guilty for something they are not in control of. The once-proud woman now struggled to look at a man intimately again.

			Ake knew Lan understood the trauma as Drianna had cast a spell over him forcing him to perform terrible deeds with his enslaved sister. Lan still dealt with the guilt and bitter memory. She just didn’t get why he was adamant she look him in the eyes. Ake sighed and got up for breakfast.

			





Chapter Two

			Ake jumped at the cries of combat in the main room of the snowed-in cottage. Hau sparred with Lan. The teenage half-elf blocked a punch aimed at his face with an upper block using his forearm to prevent it crashing into his fine boned face.

			‘Good. Now your turn to counter.’ Lan took a step back.

			Hau nodded; his sea green eyes filled with determination. He rushed Lan but didn’t take into account his footwork. Lan swept his feet out from under him, and he landed on the ground. The boy spluttered and spat the tendrils of his chestnut hair out of his mouth.

			‘You should tie your long hair back. It can be an easy target in battle.’ Lan offered Hau a hand. The lad accepted and rose to his feet.

			Amities rushed his father from behind, Lan turned and grabbed the boy and swung him up onto his shoulders. The boy squealed with delight. Hau attempted to use a snap kick to Lan’s chest. Lan’s head was turned, but he grabbed Hau’s foot with an open palm. With a hand movement too quick for human eyes, Hau was flung away from him. Hau stumbled and found his feet. Lan set Amities down.

			Lan was a master in unarmed combat and had been instructing the boys for the past year. He had once had powerful magic at his fingertips and had been the headmaster of the ancient mystic school, Caelestis.

			Lan had conjured fire with a simple thought, controlled the weather and struck his enemies with bolts of lightning. Lan had been so skilled in unarmed combat he had once moved like a dancer on the battlefield, dodging enemies with little effort. Horrific injury after injury had left him damaged and devoid of magic. Ake’s blood ritual had healed most of his physical deformities, but magic seemed lost to him.

			He made the boys do some strengthening workouts before getting them to spar with each other. Winter was no reason to slack off when they could be attacked by supernatural forces at any time.

			Carolina sat at Ake’s feet shelling walnuts into a wooden bowl. Ake sat reading an ancient tome Dane had given her when he last visited a month ago. She glanced up and saw Lan interacting with their son and her cousin and smiled. Dane’s apprentice Orilan had not come with him. Lan had threatened to kill him last time he had seen him. She shivered and rubbed her shoulders; grateful he hadn’t attended.

			Orilan had been raised by the dark goddess Drianna. Ake’s son was meant to bring about Drianna’s downfall, so Drianna concocted a plot to have Orilan sire a child on her.

			Lan wanted to punish his son Orilan with his own hands for her honour. He hated the fact his father, Dane, had trained the demon as his replacement after the passing of his previous apprentice, Het. Dane appeared to favour his grandson over his son. Dane and Lan were still at odds and the visit was brief and awful.

			Ake slammed the tome shut. She despised the contents of the book and grumbled as she haphazardly chucked it on a table nearby. Carolina looked up at her foster mother, worry etched on her little face. Ake smiled at her.

			‘I’m okay, sweetheart. Thank you for shelling the walnuts. Would you like to help me prepare dinner?’

			‘Yes, please.’ Carolina scrambled up and followed Ake.

			





Chapter Three

			Ake’s hands trembled as the butterflies in her stomach threatened to swarm. I hope I am not doing the wrong thing. I don’t want him to hate me for this ritual that I am about to perform. Dane had warned her it had to be done without forewarning the recipient. Ake still hated that fact. Apparently, coming to terms with fear and the unknown were the healing agents for unlocking the power within a victim of great trauma, according to the spell. 

			Ake had told Dane on his last visit that the spell was very cruel and asked if there was another way. He had shaken his head sadly and told her if Amities was to survive, Lan had to deal with his past.

			***

			Lan’s eyes fluttered open. An awful, indiscernible chanting filled the dark room, the air was hazy as the acrid smoke of incense burned nearby, powerful enough to dull his strong elven senses. Lan’s eyes scanned the room searching for Ake, her side of the bed was void of her presence. 

			Lan tried to move his arms and couldn’t. He tried to call out, but the incense made his voice falter. Lan began to drift as the rhythmic chanting and incense lulled his brain into a false sense of rest.

			Lan remembered the countless times magic had been used to harm him, control him or destroy those he loved. He revolted against the painful memories. He hated the fact those with high magic—druids and dark goddesses alike—used it to manipulate the destinies of others. How can I fight that?

			‘I hate magic, I hate it,’ he yelled out. ‘When has it ever done me any good?’ His eyes flashed with anger.

			Memories washed over him. He had used magic to defend Ake and those he loved. Lan had used magic to create the music box that played a song he had written for Ake when he had fallen in love with her. Magic had been used in great acts of healing during the Astazian plague that took the lives of thousands. I guess I don’t hate magic but rather those that use it for evil.

			Lan felt a burning pain start at the bottom of his feet. He winced as it spread throughout his body. Lan resisted it until he felt the silky touch of magic winding its way through his veins and he relented a little. No. No, I don’t want this. He fought against the intrusion, struggling against his ethereal bonds. His body betrayed him and welcomed the rush of magic as it swept through him.

			Lan broke the spell cast on him with a simple thought. He sat up and reached for the incense and blew it out. He felt his body shake with anger and he scowled. The magic surged in him threatening to overwhelm his newly awakened body. He looked around expecting to see druids invading his home.

			Ake stopped chanting. ‘Sorry,’ she whispered, her eyes full of concern. There was a small candle burning nearby and she closed the tome quickly.

			Lan scowled. ‘Ake, I was happy being just a man. No longer a weapon for druids and goddesses. Why?’

			‘I thought you missed it. You are always trying to convince me things would be easier if I used my magic,’ she said.

			‘You naïve woman. Dane gave you that book. The druids needed their tool back,’ said Lan.

			‘He said Amities needed you whole to survive. But you not being whole makes me sad.’ She gave him a gentle smile.

			‘Emotionally whole or magically whole are two different things, Ake. You are either aware Dane means the latter, or you have been tricked.’ Lan stood up.

			‘Why are you pushing me to use magic if you’re against it yourself?’ she asked.

			‘You’re the woman in the prophecy, Ake. We can’t have you losing any magical aptitude if Drianna comes for you.’ He grimaced.

			‘So, I have to still be a part of it, but you don’t?’ asked Ake.

			‘I guess that is a fair question.’

			‘I can’t do this on my own, Lan. You were chosen and must own your actions.’

			‘My actions?’ Lan blinked in surprise.

			‘How did we come to this point, Lan? You have been a pivotal player on the stage of my destiny. You don’t get to back out whenever it suits you,’ said Ake.

			Lan thought about the meaning behind her words. The storm he had created as a teenager had led to the events of Ake’s birth. If he hadn’t cast the spell, Ake would never have been born. His eyes widened in sudden realisation. All I wanted to do was help a friend.

			He had been forced to seek out Ake and bring her to Caelestis. Lan had never wanted to be beholden to Ake. Being an elf, he matured much slower than a human and had no idea what he was to do with her. He became wrapped up in his school and often overlooked her. Lan had left for years to try and find his kidnapped son.

			Ake matured rapidly while he was away. Lan realised she had become his equal. He unwillingly fell in love with the loving, beautiful and courageous woman she had become.

			His biggest sin was he was well versed in the prophecy. Lan knew full well her son would become a tool for good. Yet he had pursued her, he loved her and no one else was good enough for her.

			Lan had been very proud and believed he could protect her with his magic and fighting skills and no one else could. He had vowed to do so. Lan couldn’t keep his word without his magic. Lan was annoyed that the druid knew this before he did and had tricked Ake into making sure Lan kept his word.

			Ake’s childhood friend Het had a similar history to the partner of the woman in her prophecy. Interpretations were a shady process. Het had grown up with Ake and was with her all those long years he was away, her confidant and mentor. Did I rewrite Ake’s destiny? 

			Lan frowned ‘Ake, did you love Het at all?’

			‘Het was like a brother to me, Lan. I would never have married him. I had already decided by the time you returned that I was in love with you and only you would be my husband,’ she said.

			Lan’s eyes widened and he closed his mouth when he realised it was open in shock. ‘You decided? How could you have known that at such a young age when I was unaware still?’

			Ake laughed. ‘I was an eighteen-year-old human woman, Lan; you were an elven youth. By then I was more mature than you.’

			‘You are here because I cast that storm to help a friend.’ He stared at her forlorn.

			‘You couldn’t have known, Lan. If it wasn’t you, don’t you think someone else would have done it? With all these people involved in making sure the prophecy is fulfilled, I’m sure someone else would have intervened if you hadn’t. They do it because they must. You do these things out of love and compassion.’ She smiled at him.

			That shocked Lan. He had always harboured guilt that he had involved himself in her prophecy.

			‘But I made this prophecy a reality. Look at Amities,’ he said.

			‘I wanted you, Lan. I could have chosen Het. We even kissed. There was no romantic spark for me. He was destined for someone else,’ she said.

			Lan felt the tendrils of jealousy squeeze his heart. I am being ridiculous. Lan laughed.

			‘What is so funny about it?’ asked Ake.

			‘I was a little jealous of Het just now. I was laughing at how immature that was,’ said Lan.

			Ake laughed. ‘What is there to be jealous about, you silly elf? You really are sometimes very immature.’

			Lan grinned sheepishly at Ake.

			‘I will rectify that.’ Ake winked at Lan and walked over and kissed him.

			‘Still not resolved.’ Lan drew her against him and indulged in a passionate kiss. ‘Much better.’

			‘I can’t sleep now.’ Ake sighed.

			‘I am restless as well, being cooped up in this cabin.’ Lan went over to a drawer and pulled out a deck of wooden cards. Ake lit the lantern.

			The cards were inscribed with various elven words.

			‘What game is that?’

			Lan gave her a cheeky smile. ‘It’s an elvish game called Din and Dage or safety and danger. I used to play it with my friends when I was young. I got bored so I made these cards.’

			Ake smiled. ‘It was popular when I was at school too. I was invited to play with some girls and Thane Norris’s son, Campbell. Het wouldn’t let me attend. I never even got to see the cards.’

			‘I am glad he didn’t. With the wrong people it can be a dangerous game. Want to play with me?’ Lan smiled mischievously.

			‘Sure. Explain the rules.’

			‘We shuffle the deck and each take turns drawing a card. You see these four different symbols on the various cards?’

			Ake nodded.

			‘When at least two symbols match on various cards a player calls out dage. The other players stop and the player who called out Dage must form an action from the words on all the cards on the table with a max of five words. The other players then perform it. Those that don’t want to perform the task call out din or safety and are out and must do a favour for the player. Elvish pride often leads to interesting results as very rarely will an elf decline to do the task. The used cards are shuffled and returned to the deck. Cards can be removed from the deck to make it more family friendly.’

			Ake watched as Lan began to remove the cards for passion and love.

			‘Why are you removing sion and ley?’

			‘I don’t think you’re ready for those kinds of games. Do you?’ Lan gave her a gentle smile.

			Ake sighed. ‘I guess not.’

			They sat on the bed and Lan shuffled the cards. They each drew four hands before Ake called out.

			‘Dage.’ She smiled and looked over the eight cards. ‘Let’s see we have: sastn to eat, musen music, ney or knees and cir bowl. Hmmm, no.’ She looked at the other four cards. ‘Dunden or dance, hep happy, tow or toes and finu or delicate.’

			Lan groaned. ‘This should be embarrassing.’

			Ake laughed. ‘You wanted to play.’

			Lan grinned. ‘True. Okay, what do I have to do?’

			‘Ge finu hep dunden tow fasta cir,’ commanded Ake in elvish.

			Lan laughed and quietly exited the room and came back with a bowl. Ake laughed as he proceeded to attempt a ridiculous dance while smiling and dancing on his toes and carrying the bowl above his head.

			Lan stopped very quickly and joined in her laughter. They drew a few more hands.

			‘Dage,’ cried Lan.

			‘Fele feather, fo foot, mate spouse, nove hand.’ Lan grinned. ‘I demand you take your Anwyn form and give me a feather so that I may take it in my hand and use it to tickle the foot of my mate.’

			Ake smiled and briefly took the form and plucked a feather. She tried to curb her laughter as Lan ran the feather over her sensitive feet.

			‘That’s my ticklish mate.’ He grinned and used his hands to tickle the rest of her.

			‘Din,’ she cried out.

			Lan relented and Ake sat up, her face red from the effort of laughing.

			They played four more hilarious rounds until they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

			





Chapter Four

			The evil goddess Drianna slammed her fist into the wall nearby and smirked as it cracked. She sensed the elf Lan had his power back. I hate Dane and his bloodline. I vow to destroy it before it destroys me. I still have a plan up my sleeve. Drianna watched the druid council meeting through her crystal ball.

			***

			Sweat beaded down Dane’s face, his ancient heart beat rapidly from fear and uncertainty. The head of the druid elven council was being stripped of his powers by a unanimous vote. Orilan, the vampyr, had been accused of killing someone and they had blamed him for taking a murderer as his apprentice. Dane had hoped to redeem his grandson’s past actions by getting him to serve others as a druid.

			He understood the council’s reasoning behind his punishment and when he was younger, he would have agreed. Dane had tried to argue that the sons of Telewanake or Trebrelan were pivotal players in the prophecy of the child of the stars. While Telewanake was important, Trebrelan was her husband. Orilan was his child and probably had a crucial part to play as well.

			The druids had argued that Orilan was an ill-gained mistake, a pawn of Drianna, the dark goddess. He was not one of the two children of Ake and Lan destined to bring about Drianna’s demise.

			Dane had offered a counter argument, stating that interpretation of prophecies could always lead to fatal errors. By removing his powers and Orilan from the apprenticeship they could be endangering them all.

			Dane now stood in front of the head of all druids his head bowed. No longer entitled to wear his green robes, Dane was dressed in a simple white gown. His long white hair dishevelled. He awaited his punishment.

			‘Dane, former head of the elven druids, you are accused of harbouring a murderer. Do you agree that your grandson and apprentice Orilan, son of Trebrelan, knowingly murdered Franbaya the Druidess in cold blood?’ asked the shapeshifter.

			‘It would appear as if that’s the case,’ said Dane.

			Oh, Orilan, my dear grandchild, how could you have done this? I fought for you to become a druid. Dane sighed sadly.

			‘Then you agree that both of you should suffer the consequences?’

			‘I have little choice; my fellow druids have voted against me. Yes, he was my apprentice. But apparently, I am responsible for his adult choices too.’ Dane lifted his head to look at his former comrades defiantly.

			All but Borrush, son of Dormalin of the Rock Fell dwarves, refused to meet his gaze. He was a burly druid seventy-one years of age, redheaded, tawny and stout, standing at four foot two. Borrush had always voted against Dane when it came to Orilan.

			The head of the druids began to cast a spell from an unusual scroll. Rain began to pelt down fiercely against the walls of the ancient academy. Thunder clapped nearby making several people jump. The words sounded harsh and guttural and struck fear into all who heard them.

			‘Garthas, grall, morte insidious Drianna,’ he growled suddenly.

			A roaring wind slammed opened the shuttered windows and a cackling voice answered.

			‘You are finished, Dane. Your fellow druids all betrayed you for gold and jewels. All but one.’

			Shadows seeped in through the cracks in the floor taking on the silhouettes of humans. He was held in place by the spell. Pain tore through him as his magic drained from him, leaving him weak. He gasped and clutched his hand to his chest before he finally collapsed on the ground. Dane rose slowly. His eyes scanned the room. The situation is dire, all I can do is prevent the loss of life.

			Borrush cast protection spells over Dane and himself to protect them from the onslaught of shades who were slaughtering the other druids and apprentices. A shade reached into the chest cavity of a druid and squeezed the life from their beating heart. The victim collapsed holding their chest in surprise, blood oozed from their mouth. As they fell, gold and jewels spilled from their robe. Dane shuddered and turned to look at Borrush.

			‘Why are you protecting me, Borrush? Didn’t you vote with them?’

			Borrush shook his head. ‘Nay, old elf, we were not friends, but I would not betray a fellow druid for the choices another made. I believe ye teaching Orilan was a mistake, but I do not believe ye deserve this.’

			Dane rose to his feet. ‘She’s stolen everything, Borrush. I don’t have long, I’m old. I need to get to Ake and Lan. Can you get us there?’

			The stoic Borrush nodded.

			Orilan teleported into the room and cast Shadow Gate on himself. A vortex of shadows surrounded the young druid, protecting him from physical attacks. The spectres turned on him. With a hiss they flew into the vortex and were destroyed. The smell of spilled blood drew the vampyr in him to the surface. His eyes turned red.

			Dane shuddered as the head druid doppelganger took its true form. Four foot tall, it had thick grey skin. The monster, a spawn of Drianna’s dark magic, had a squat square nose and a gaping hole full of fangs where a mouth would normally be. Its two puny white eyes were watching Orilan coldly.

			‘I fooled you all. Now you will all pay the price for complacency and greed.’ It rushed towards him, its maw wide and fangs ready for the bite.

			***

			Orilan laughed. ‘Pathetic.’

			He grabbed the creature by the throat and plunged his own fangs in, drawing in the hideous magic. He felt the blood run threw his veins and growled in pleasure as he drew in its strength.

			Orilan could acquire knowledge and some skills from his victims. He felt the magic alter his mass and eyes widened in surprised as his hand shifted to that of a doppelganger claw before switching back. I wonder if I have gained the doppelganger’s ability to shift and see through webs of lies. Drunk on new power, he ripped the creature in two with his bare hands and flung it away from him. Grey blood dripped down his hand and Orilan licked it, savouring the new delicacy.

			Borrush gasped. ‘Dane, I know he is kin defending ye, but how can you not be terrified of him?’

			‘He is in love with Ake and respects his father. I don’t think he will harm them; he is very loyal to blood.’ Dane fell to his knees.

			That is true. I guess I can see through lies. Orilan grinned.

			‘I can see that,’ said Borrush.

			Borrush teleported himself and Dane to the outskirts of an island. Orilan growled and followed.

			Borrush glared at Orilan. ‘Make sure he gets to them, demon.’ Borrush turned to Dane and bowed. ‘Goodbye Dane, we had our clashes but I always respected ye, I wish we could have been friends.’

			Dane smiled weakly, stood and bowed back. ‘Thank you, goodbye and same.’

			Orilan grabbed Dane before he fell. Borrush nodded and teleported away. Orilan cradled the beloved dying man in his arms and trudged lightly over the snow to reach the cabin. The stars in the night sky lit the way.

			





Chapter Five

			Lan drawled in Ake’s ear. ‘I have a history of sons. I can’t guarantee you a daughter. I am willing to try and make one with you, now I can protect you.’

			It was the middle of the night, and he was spooning her. She sighed and her eyes fluttered open. She trembled against him. He turned her towards him.

			‘Look at me, sweetheart,’ he said.

			She looked in his eyes briefly then quickly cast them down when she saw the concern there. Lan waited silently until she looked at him again. When she did, he grabbed her face and kissed her sweetly. She yielded to him, and he smiled against her mouth.

			‘Better,’ he said.

			Lan knew he would have to take charge of their love life for now. As much as she tried to initiate it, she seemed lost. Hopefully by leading her I can help her heal. I hope this is what she wants. Ake turned away from him again in embarrassment but snuggled her hips into him. Lan slipped his hands between her legs and caressed her until she was ready to welcome him.

			‘Do you want this sweetheart?’

			‘Yes,’ she whispered.

			Lan pulled her against him, when someone or something pounded heavily on the front door of the cabin.

			Lan cursed and rolled away from her and threw on his clothes. Ake got up and dressed as well but wouldn’t look at him.

			‘Ake, you have to stop thinking you are soiled.’ He smiled at her sadly.

			He left the room and lit the candles in the main room with a thought. The others all sat up and rubbed sleep from their eyes. Lan slid his mystic knives from the holders at his wrists. Hau stood ready to remove the slide bolt from the door. Why would anyone turn up here in the middle of winter? pondered Lan.

			‘What do you want?’ Lan asked.

			Dane called weakly. ‘Lan, it’s your father, I have some urgent news.’

			Lan nodded at Hau who slid the bolt and pulled back the door. Orilan stood there with Dane in his arms and grinned menacingly at his father.

			‘Hello, Father.’ His gaze met Ake’s and his eyes were filled with tenderness. ‘Hello, Stepmother.’

			Ake’s face drained of all colour.

			





Chapter Six

			Ake refused to leave Dane’s side. She had changed the sheets and had made the old elf comfortable. He sat leaning against the pillows, a cup of tea held to his lips with a shaking hand. His face was lined with exhaustion and Ake placed a hand on his to steady him. Ake thought back to the encounter with Orilan and Lan and shivered.

			Hau had grabbed Dane hastily and Lan had struck out at Orilan, his knives catching the light of the candles briefly. Orilan had easily stepped back.

			‘Rusty, aren’t you!’ Orilan smirked.

			Lan lunged forward effortlessly, grazing Orilan’s cheek with his other blade.

			Orilan jumped back and whistled. ‘Ha, finally a challenge. You might be capable.’

			‘Shut up,’ Lan said.

			Orilan heard the blood pounding in Lan’s chest and the vampyr rose in him. He pushed it away.

			‘Your father is dying, and you’re worried about killing me.’ Orilan stepped back as Lan nearly delivered a blow to his groin.

			‘Always, after what you did to my wife,’ said Lan.

			‘Lan,’ Ake whispered as Dane groaned in Hau’s arms.

			Lan looked at Dane and slammed the door shut and drove the bolt home.

			***

			Ake turned her head in the direction of the open bedroom door, Lan paced about the main room, continuously checking the windows and front door.

			‘Dane, why are you here in the middle of winter?’ asked Ake.

			Dane briefly explained what had happened at the academy and how Orilan and Borrush were the last of the druids.

			‘Why is he here?’ Ake shivered.

			‘No choice, he saved me, and I had to come tell you that with no druids, mages and mystics left, you lot are on your own. Borrush went home to the land of the Galli. I am sorry, Ake, that Orilan is here,’ said Dane sadly.

			‘You know Lan may kill him.’

			Dane nodded. ‘Maybe that’s for the best.’

			Ake turned as Lan stormed into the room.

			‘Ake, you are safe. Hau is on watch. I need to talk to the druid alone!’ He gestured to the other room.

			Lan waited until Ake had left the room and his steely resolve softened when he looked at the ancient elf.

			‘Dane, why are you here?’ he asked.

			Dane briefly explained what had happened.

			‘I know you tricked Ake into giving me back my magic,’ Lan said.

			Dane went to apologise but Lan stayed him with a hand. ‘I get it, it was necessary for me to keep my wedding vows. I promised to take care of her my whole life with all my magic and skills at her disposal.’

			‘Lan, I am proud of you. You must realise that? I know I interfered in your life. I was trying to be a father to you. I wish Regona had told me of you earlier.’ Dane smiled weakly.

			‘You left her and my sisters. I was no more important than they were. She would not have told you after that,’ said Lan.

			‘I regret leaving, Lan. I was called back by the druids to search for Ake. I had no choice in the matter. I was beholden to their rules. It was my duty as a druid. Surely you understand the meaning of duty,’ said Dane.

			Lan nodded. ‘Yes, I do. I have forgiven you. I do love you.’

			Lan was overcome with emotion and Dane patted his hand kindly. Ake, who had stood near the entryway, came back into the room and sat with Dane, holding his hand.

			‘Look out for him, Ake, he needs you.’ Dane smiled.

			Ake began to cry. Dane wiped away her tears with a trembling hand.

			‘You need to be strong, beloved girl. Give the children my love. Lan, I love you my s …’ Dane trailed off as his eyes closed and he slipped away.

			Tears coursed down Ake’s face as Lan left the room, that chapter of his life now closed.

			***

			Lan beat at the tree with the axe, making small, useless dents as tears streamed down his face. How could he just die like that? Orilan got the best of him. He threw the axe down on the ground in frustration. This pile will be enough.

			Lan began to pick up wood and hauled them over to the pyre he was making. He wiped his tears on the corner of his sleeve. I have to be strong for them. He began adding the wood to the pyre, taking incredible care as this would be the final act he would ever do for his father.

			As he finished, Ake came out of the woods, her hands full of winter flowers, grasses and herbs. Hell, I hope she didn’t see my weakness. She had wanted to wander further into the woods to find prettier flowers, but he had insisted she stay nearby.

			Her eyes were puffy from crying. She wiped her tears with the back of her hand and left a small smudge of dirt on her cheek. Her tears began again, and they made a path as they trickled down her cheeks and through the dirt. Ake wandered over and began lovingly placing the herbs and flowers on the pyre. He heard her sobs. When she had finished, he drew her into his arms.

			‘He is at peace now, sweetheart. Reunited with my mother.’

			Ake looked up at him. ‘You don’t know that Lan. The gods stuff elves in stone circles where they have to wait a thousand years for their lover.’ Lan took a shuddering breath. 

			‘Oh, gods, Lan, I am so sorry. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth.’

			‘Seems he would have been better off not having a lover, then Bel would have taken him to the heavens.’ Lan glared up at the sky. ‘So cruel.’

			Ake clung to him, and Lan pulled her against him in a crushing embrace. ‘Don’t worry about it. And before you let those intrusive thoughts in, I don’t regret loving you, Ake.’ He sighed. ‘If I was a god of death, I would never have loved ones separated.’

			‘Is that a promise?’ A strange voice whispered in his ears. Blasted Orilan messing with my mind. He is probably around here somewhere.

			‘Cousin,’ said a young voice behind them.

			Lan released Ake and turned to see Hau, Carolina and Amities walking towards them. Hau gave him a twisted smile.

			‘You okay, Hau?’ asked Lan.

			Hau nodded. ‘Sure. It’s just another death.’

			The boy is struggling. ‘Hau, do you want to talk about it?’

			Hau laughed. ‘No, death is part of life. I am nearly grown. Elves do not show their pain.’

			‘Lan and I are here if you want to talk.’ Ake walked over and drew Hau into a hug. Hau accepted.

			Lan lifted the body wrapped in a blanket off the ground and set it down it on the pyre. He placed his hand on his father’s shoulder. Goodbye, Father. I cherish the few happy moments we were close. I hope Ma finds you. Stepping back, Lan conjured fire, and watched on as flames licked at the shroud, consuming his father and separating them once again.

			





Chapter Seven

			Orilan retired to the barn. He might be a vampyr, but he still felt the cold. He lit a small pile of wood with magic. The rooster cackled at him and gave him a look of disdain. Orilan laughed and captured the animal who pecked at him and gouged at his arms with its spurs, the blood trickled down from Orilan’s cuts. Orilan swiftly dispatched his foe and prepared him for the flames. He consumed his meal then vaulted to the loft and slept in the hay.

			Dane had passed a week ago and Orilan had been hiding in the loft since. As the snow melted a little, he had watched Hau feed the animals a few times. Orilan had snuck out to watch his family build a pyre of winter wood and dried herbs and burn the body of the great druid Dane. He had wept bitter tears for the man who had treated him like he mattered.

			Orilan wanted to end the animosity between himself and his father. There was no need for it. The doppelganger’s blood had unveiled the web of lies he had created to protect himself against Drianna’s wrath, when it had mattered. Orilan had never attacked Ake and yet she would still believe it had happened as only he could undo the lie.

			The barn door creaked open and Ake came in with a bowl of scraps. She began calling to the animals. ‘Here, chook chook. Come goats.’

			The animals raced towards the fresh feed.

			Orilan saw an opportunity. He slipped passed her to the door, closed it quietly and stood in front of it. Orilan cast a spell to block sound coming from inside the barn.

			‘Ake,’ he said quietly.

			She turned and dropped the metal bowl in fear. Before it could crash on the stone floor and startle her further, he had already retrieved it.

			‘I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to talk,’ he said.

			An arc of Mystic Fire went whizzing towards him and set his clothes on fire. He put them out with a druid stifling spell.

			‘The barn is full of dry hay and is made of wood. That’s not wise.’

			‘Shut up. Leave,’ she cried.

			‘Not until I have said what I need to.’

			‘Facstym mentys.’ Ake uttered a spell in the language of the Daione Sidhe.

			A buzzing began in Orilan’s head, and he put up a druid ward to block the mind-killing spell that would have left him unresponsive and barely alive.

			‘I did not trick you into sleeping with me when I was forced into pretending to be my father. I just made you think you had. Drianna would have killed me if I hadn’t made us believe it happened.’ He growled and moved out the way, barely avoiding another arc of Mystic Fire.

			He was angry now. He let the vampyr take over.

			‘Lying demon.’ She scowled at him.

			Orilan knew her moves. Ake’s eyes began to turn golden. He had moments before she called upon the blood of Dee to destroy him in molten lava. Thinking fast, and moving with unnatural speed, he grabbed her by the back of the head. She cried out in anger. Orilan bit his mouth and crashed his lips down on hers. Her mouth was still partially open, and she gagged on his blood. Damn, she is beautiful. I need more. He was enjoying himself and forced the kiss longer than was necessary. Ake jammed him in the solar plexus with a knife-handed strike and Orilan grunted and let her go.

			Ake grabbed her throat and glared at him. Orilan had given her vampyr blood filled with death and dark magic and her body wasn’t prepared for the deadly intrusion. What would have poisoned a mere human just gave her some insight. She scowled at him, her eyes blazing with fury. ‘How could you make me believe that?’

			Orilan shrugged. ‘Mere survival. But I did enjoy that kiss. I can awaken so much more if you let me do that again.’

			Ake blushed, showing her humiliation.

			‘Disgusting demon,’ she yelled at him.

			‘You are predictable. You should really do something about that if you are going to take down Drianna. As you can see, you can let go of that hate towards me.’ He grinned at her.

			‘Why can’t you leave me alone? I belong to Lan.’ She stared at him, her eyes filling with tears.

			‘Drianna made me to kill Lan and make you mine so our son would be a powerful pawn for her. I glean the history of someone when I bite them. You have forgotten that you are courageous, forgiving and full of love. Something Drianna tried to destroy in me. It was my first real taste of that, and it shocked me. I will not forget that.’ He smiled affectionately at her. ‘If I had the chance, I would possess you.’

			‘That’s sick,’ she said.

			‘Of course, it is.’ He shrugged. ‘At least you can look me in the eyes after I’ve kissed you.’

			‘Scoundrel, you profess your feelings and then sting people with barbs based on terrible trauma.’ Ake wept.

			‘The truth hurts and it’s how I make people see what they are unwilling to notice themselves.’ He laughed softly.

			Ake felt trapped. She had wanted to kill him for what he had done to her but now she knew that it wasn’t true, she was wavering. The manipulation had been cruel and had affected her. But his barbs about her not even being able to look her husband in the eyes hurt more.

			‘You can leave now if you like. I’ve said what I needed to say.’ Orilan gave her an exaggerated bow.

			‘Lan will have you for that kiss.’

			Orilan shrugged. ‘I look forward to the conversation.’

			Ake hurled another arc of Mystic Fire at him as she rushed past and out of the barn. He dodged it.

			Orilan laughed. The goading worked. Lan and Ake were immensely proud and indignant people. When they thought they had been bettered or pushed, that survival instinct in them fought back. Ake might be angry and humiliated, but she could do something with that. Lan is in for an interesting night.

			





Chapter Eight

			Ake had stomped her way through dinner and the bedtime routine, muttering to herself and glaring at him, challenging him for some reason. She now sat brushing her medium blonde hair in front of a small hand mirror, dropping angry words at intervals.

			He laughed and she poked her tongue out at him. He threw up his hands in exasperation.

			‘What is it?’ he asked.

			‘I’m fine.’ She snuffed out the lantern with a quick incantation.

			‘You are obviously not,’ he muttered and relit the lantern with a thought.

			Using a spell, she dimmed the light and crawled under the covers. He undressed and crawled in beside her. Mumbling to herself, Ake turned to stare at him, he’d had enough. Lan met her glares with his own and realised she was looking him directly in the eyes. He smiled.

			***

			Ake was warring within herself. Orilan’s bitter words had stung and made her want to prove him wrong. She wasn’t frightened of Lan. Cephas took something from her, and Ake was determined Lan was going to be the one to give it back to her.

			Lan had turned that charming smile on her. Ake glared at him. She was going to do this. Lan shrugged, rolled over and closed his eyes. Ake sat up, psyching herself up, then snuffed out the lights. Beside her Lan was fast asleep, exhausted from the relentless martial arts exercises he had been putting himself through to regain his old skills.

			She moved closer to him and caressed him under the covers. Ake felt him harden at her touch. He mumbled in his sleep and rolled onto his back. His eyes opened and he stared up into her grey-blue ones. She had straddled him her gaze fixed on him.

			‘You were going to wake me?’ he asked.

			She nodded; she had been running her hands through his hair.

			‘Good,’ he said. His eyes smouldered with desire.

			He deftly flipped her onto her back and pushed her down into the bed. She shoved him where it mattered, Lan winced and moved off her slightly.

			‘What the hell?’ he demanded.

			Ake responded by dipping her head and taking him in her mouth, he groaned and surrendered to his desire.

			She released him and lifted her haunted eyes to him. ‘I’m not frightened of you. Cephas beat me every time I looked at him or denied him. I was guarded day and night and couldn’t have fought back if I wanted to. He had my magic contained in that anti-magic bracelet; the one Ori removed. I was made to believe you were dead and he threatened Amities’ life. In the end, it was better to not fight him. The guilt!’

			‘You kept the both of you alive. Anyone would have given in after being treated like that. You fought for so long. There should be no guilt,’ he said quietly.

			He drew her against him and gave her a tender kiss. He smiled at her sweetly and kissed her again, his tongue tentatively touching hers. She responded and his kisses deepened into a passionate declaration of his love. Ake sighed and he drew back.

			He slipped his hand between her thighs and Ake lay back, enjoying the sensations. Lan left a trail of kisses across her belly, kissing the slight stretchmarks, a testament to the children she had carried. Her eyes were flushed with desire.

			‘I want you,’ she whispered.

			‘There’s the passionate woman I married,’ he growled in her ear and leant down to plant kisses between her breasts.

			Ake closed her eyes, contented. Lan took her mouth with his, relentlessly. When she was out of breath, he moved her legs apart and became one with her. Ake whimpered and opened her eyes, which were filled with worry.

			‘Do you want me to stop?’ asked Lan.

			Ake began to tremble. She wiped a tear away with a hand. ‘No. I won’t let him take this from us.’

			Ake averted her eyes. He set a gentle rhythm, and she began to respond. He kissed her and she looked up at him.

			‘It’s me, honey. Keep your eyes on mine, that way you will know it’s not him.’ He gave her a gentle smile.

			Ake stared at him. Proud, defiant, and beautiful. She rose to meet each thrust and their souls were together again at last.

			***

			It was nearly dawn and Ake lay in the crook of Lan’s arms, content. He was fast asleep. Ake shivered and anxiety gripped her heart. I have to tell him. It will break his heart.

			‘Lan.’

			‘Yes, honey.’ Lan’s eyes fluttered open and he smiled at her.

			‘I encountered Orilan in the barn yesterday. He never attacked me all those years ago.’

			Lan’s eyes widened in shock, and he sat up suddenly. ‘What?’

			‘He is innocent of the act. Although, he made me believe it, planting dreadful visions and emotions in my mind and heart.’ She began to sob. ‘Why do men do this to me?’

			Lan saw the hopelessness in her eyes, and he reached out and caressed her face. ‘There are good and bad people in this world, my darling, and you were targeted for your power and your looks. I will do what I can to prevent that from ever happening again.’

			Ake gave him a smile of absolute trust.

			‘Remember, I love you. Will you be okay for a little, while I go see to Orilan?’ He squeezed her hand.

			Ake nodded, then her eyes filled with anger. ‘He also confessed he wants to possess me.’

			Lan got out of the bed and began to dress. ‘Anything else?’

			Lan saw her eyes fill with fear. ‘He kissed me. I swallowed some of his blood and that is how I was able to tell he wasn’t lying.’

			‘Stay in bed and rest. I will deal with this.’ He sighed and gave her a sad smile, his brows furrowed with concern.

			‘Lan, let me help.’

			Lan shook his head. ‘You are emotionally fragile at the moment.’ He leant down and kissed her on the top of her head, then turned and rushed through the door.

			





Chapter Nine

			Lan entered the barn, unsure of how he would react. You may have only tricked her into believing a facade but the impact on her was enormous. How dare you kiss her after all she has been through. Lan ground his teeth in frustration and scowled. At times it appears as if you are trying to help and then you ruin it. My son, you are an enraging enigma.

			Lan surveyed the barn and his eyes alighted on his son in the loft. Orilan stood looking down at him.

			‘Nice perfume you’re wearing. I can smell her all over you.’ Orilan grinned, baring his fangs.

			‘That’s as close as you will ever get to that satisfaction,’ Lan retorted.

			Orilan laughed heartily and jumped from the loft, landing softly on the hay-covered floor.

			‘Good, it worked out for you and her then, can’t have a submissive goddess, can we? Or did you?’ leered Orilan.

			‘Why are you still here?’

			‘Dane’s dead. There’s nowhere else I can go.’

			‘So, you’re a lost puppy then! Are you looking for a new master?’ goaded Lan.

			Lan knew how this must play out, gaining the advantage he pushed.

			‘Here boy.’ He whistled at Orilan.

			‘Shut up.’ Orilan glared at him.

			‘Always someone’s pet, never his own master!’ Lan smirked.

			‘I’m not an animal,’ yelled Orilan, his bravado faltering.

			‘You sure? Sniffing around another man’s mate is pretty base level behaviour,’ said Lan.

			‘I came here to sort out her hate for me.’ Orilan let out a long sigh.

			‘And you did that by flirting with and kissing another man’s wife? Not a very moral thing to do.’ Lan’s eyes flashed with anger.

			‘I was made for her. Drianna ensured that!’

			‘So, an evil goddess mistreated you and designed you for her plan, and you somehow feel you’re still entitled to the woman who chose me? The woman I would defy a prophecy for. Or is it more likely she was destined for me from the start?’ Lan walked towards his son.

			Orilan rushed at him. Lan sidestepped him.

			‘I’ll close that yap of yours,’ yelled Orilan.

			‘How dare you defy your master.’ Lan laughed.

			Orilan growled and started to cast Shadow Gate.

			‘Sit, boy.’ Lan grinned and quickly cast a command spell in his mind.

			Orilan sat and gnashed his teeth at Lan, who laughed hysterically at the ridiculous situation Orilan was in.

			‘That was predictable. As your father, this is how it’s going to go down.’

			‘I did enjoy kissing your wife. Even if it was unintentional.’ Orilan smirked.

			Lan delivered a light slap to the back of his head. Orilan hissed.

			‘You are going to stop having any design on my wife. If you so much as breathe wrong in her direction you will contend with me. After what she has been through I will never let anyone force his affection on her again.’ Lan glared at Orilan and slapped him again.

			***

			I am a disgusting lecher. Poor Ake. Orilan felt his heart constrict with pain and tensed up. I still want her though. ‘I shouldn’t have kissed her like that.’

			‘No, you shouldn’t have.’ Lan sighed. ‘You are free to stay in this barn without fear of death from me, if you follow those rules. You can train with me and the boys out here. But you are never to go up to the house.’

			‘Fine.’

			‘I am sorry that you were born the way you were, believe me I am. I spent years away from my school looking for you. That allowed for Caelestis’s downfall as I wasn’t there to weed out the fiends of Drianna. I fought through many islands to find you,’ said Lan.

			‘Bull,’ yelled Orilan.

			Lan released the hold spell and bared his wrist. ‘You can glean the truth if you wish.’

			Orilan leapt up. He already knew Lan wasn’t lying but wanted to gain his dignity back. He bit into Lan’s offered wrist and tried to drain him rapidly. Lan, aware of this, belted him with his other hand. Orilan released his bite and stumbled back.

			‘What will it take for you to listen?’ hissed Lan.

			‘You have your magic back then. Let’s spar. You win and I’ll agree to your terms.’

			‘And if you win?’ asked Lan.

			‘You let me help you train Amities, my brother,’ said Orilan.

			‘No magic,’ said Lan.

			‘Done.’ Orilan smiled gleefully.

			‘You are going to learn not to bite, Orilan. Something you should have learnt as a child. I will not overlook your weaknesses like my father did. I am fighting to redeem you.’ Lan smiled.

			Orilan laughed at him and lunged, trying to grab Lan by the throat. Lan delivered a quick blow to the offending arm and Orilan hissed, drawing his arm back. Orilan moved swiftly behind Lan and tried to grab him in a bear hug. Lan sidestepped him and swept his feet out from under him. Orilan growled, rose and rushed Lan, trying to take him down with brute force. He barrelled into Lan, winding him. Orilan was much stronger due to his demon blood.

			Lan stepped to the side to gather his breath. Orilan snuck up behind him, yanked his head back and bit down. Lan slid his mystic knives into his hands and lightly dragged them across the vampyr’s face. Orilan hissed and released him.

			‘You bare your fangs and so will I,’ said Lan.

			Orilan, awake with fresh blood, rushed Lan, full of renewed vigour. His face began to burn and he grabbed at his burning flesh.

			‘What did you do to me?’ he howled.

			Lan sheathed his new silver knives as Orilan fell to his knees in roiling pain. He had never felt pain like this before. He cried like a wounded animal, baring his teeth. Lan made to leave but before he did, he turned and looked at his son.

			‘Remember your place,’ he said.

			Orilan felt weird. Now he had a place in a pack, rules he had to abide by, or the alpha would take him down. He was tamed a little.

			





Chapter Ten

			Ake felt bored as she and Carolina had spent most of their time up at the house while Lan trained the boys in the barn. Bees hummed nearby and Carolina bent down to pick up a new unfurled bloom that signified the onset of spring. Ake hoisted the picnic basket in her hand and closed her eyes as a cool, flower-scented breeze caressed her cheeks. They took the picnic basket and sat down on the bank by the river, the gentle water bubbled softly over stones and frogs croaked and splashed playfully in the water. Ake taught her foster daughter how to make daisy chains as they enjoyed their repast.

			‘Hello.’ A young boy approached them, carrying a fishing rod in one arm. He tipped his straw hat towards them with the other.

			‘Hello, who are you?’ asked Ake.

			‘I’m Viktor. I live in the hamlet an hour walk through the woodlands. You taken over the Fredericks’ farm? Haven’t seen ’em in over a year.’ Viktor shrugged.

			Ake nodded and made excuses to leave. Viktor waved and left.

			Ake was ecstatic and laughed. ‘Other people on this island.’

			She bounded around, dancing happily with Carolina who giggled with her. Ake and Carolina ran back to the farm. Ake placed the picnic basket hastily inside, then she and Carolina went towards the barn.

			Ake called out happily. ‘Lan, I have news.’

			Lan heard her calling and came out to meet her. She was glowing with excitement.

			‘What would that be?’ He smiled.

			She briefly told him of the encounter with Viktor.

			‘I’m aware,’ he mumbled. Lan’s eyes shifted away from her direct gaze and dropped to the floor, and he blushed.

			‘You kept this from us?’

			‘You need to be kept safe. I had no magic to protect you. I found it six months ago while hunting. That’s where I was able to pick up my new weapons and winter supplies,’ he explained.

			‘Well, I’m going to check it out tomorrow with Amities, Hau and Carolina.’

			‘It’s not safe,’ chided Lan.

			‘Rubbish. No less safe than anywhere on this island, us with a demon in the barn.’ Ake scoffed.

			Lan grinned at her. ‘You are right. Tell you what, let us all go tomorrow and have a grand time of it.’

			Ake ran up and hugged him.

			‘Do we have any money?’

			‘Yes, we have some,’ he said.

			Ake couldn’t contain her excitement and squeezed him hard. He laughed and loosened her grip.

			‘I’ll go prepare baths,’ she said.

			Amities walked out of the barn to stand next to his mother, with Hau in tow.

			‘Do I have to, Mother?’ he complained.

			‘Yes, and you will wash behind your ears too.’ Ake grinned, then ran off to complete her task.
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