
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




THE RABBIT

AND THE RAVEN

 


BOOK TWO IN

THE SOLAS BEIR
TRILOGY

 


MELISSA ESKUE
OUSLEY

 


No part of this book may be used or
reproduced by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical,
including photocopying, recording, taping or by any information
storage retrieval system without the written permission of the
publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in
critical articles and reviews. This is a work of fiction. All of
the characters, names, incidents, organizations, and dialogue in
this book are either products of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously.

 


Copyright 2013, Melissa Eskue Ousley. All
rights reserved.

 


Cover Art by Aaron Cheney.

 


Published 2014, Castle Garden
Publications,

an imprint of Gazebo Gardens Publishing,
LLC.

www.GazeboGardensPublishing.com

 


ISBN: 978-1-938281-36-5

 


For my Father,

who makes all things work together

for my good,

and for my mom,

for her unconditional love and support.

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


ESCAPE FROM THE
WASTELAND

 


The walls of the large, wood-paneled room in the dilapidated
Newcastle Beach mansion were dominated by floor to ceiling mirrors
in gilded frames, all shattered, save one. Piercing through the
glass dome on the rooftop, the moonlight created a perfect circle
of bright white light on the hardwood floor inside the otherwise
darkened room. There was a stillness in the air, as if the entire
world were holding its breath. It was an electric tension, the kind
of silence that precedes a thunderstorm; a prickle of static
anticipation. A single particle of dust hung frozen in the beam of
moonlight, suspended motionless, as if it too were
waiting.

The circle of light dimmed for a second—a
brief flickering that could have been the wind pushing a wispy
cloud across the face of the harvest moon. Then a low rumble
emanated from the bowels of the mansion, followed by a sharp crack.
The dome imploded in a shower of glittering glass shards, littering
the circle of light with razor-edged droplets, ringing out like
chimes against the floorboards.

Two lithe figures, dark as night, leapt
nimbly through the rain of glass, materializing from nowhere. The
larger figure took the lead, walking with long strides toward the
empty doorframe with dangling hinges. The smaller figure hesitated,
taking the time to tuck something into the folds of a gown,
something round with a metallic glint that flashed in the light,
and then, with quick, graceful steps, hurried to catch up.

 


“You know we’re dead, don’t you?” Jon asked Abby.

Abby gave him a look, but didn’t answer.
Instead, she finished pulling on her boots and then buckled a belt
around her waist. Hanging from the belt was a sword, sheathed for
now, which she hoped she wouldn’t have to use anytime soon.

During the last encounter she’d had with the
Kruorumbrae—in the not-so-distant past—things hadn’t gone so well.
Technically, the good guys had won that round, saving David Corbin
and ensuring he became Solas Beir. But no victory comes without a
price, and both Abby and Jon had paid dearly.

“I’m serious, Abby,” Jon
said. “My mom is going to kill me for scaring her to death. She has
no idea where we are or if we’re okay.”

“I know,” Abby muttered,
scowling.

Jon took her expression in and then retreated
to the other side of the armory to retrieve his own belt and sword.
She felt guilty for being grumpy with him, but she had a lot on her
mind.

He rubbed his arm absently before picking up
his belt. Now healed, it had been shattered when the beast, Calder,
ripped a heavy wooden door from its hinges and hurled it across the
room like a discus. Abby had nearly died from the creature tearing
her torso open with its claws. The attack was meant for David, but
Abby pushed him out of the way and took the blow. She had survived.
Calder…not so much. Abby’s silver blade had found purchase in the
beast’s belly, and Calder’s nasty little friends had finished the
job. So much for loyalty.

They’d barely made it safely through the
portal into Cai Terenmare after the attack. If it hadn’t been for
the healing pool in the ancient, magical world, Abby would not have
survived, and even Jon’s injury would have needed surgery and
months of therapy. In spite of her near-fatal injuries, there was
no question that Abby would do it all again if she had to.

Truth was, she was madly in love with David.
She would have walked through an inferno to save him, though
thankfully it hadn’t quite come to that. Still, she would rather
not be tackled by a giant cat monster from hell twice in the same
week. Abby was certain that Jon would agree, that given more
cheerful options, he too would rather not stare death in the face
again. And yet, here he was, arming himself.

There was a reason he was her best friend.
Sure, he can be really irritating at times, but he’s always there
when it counts, she thought. And now that Tynan Tierney, the man
who called himself the Kruor um Beir, the King of Blood and
Shadows, had escaped from his desert prison in another dimension,
Abby needed Jon more than ever.

It was supposed to be impossible to escape
the Wasteland, with its endless dunes of scarlet sand. Apparently
it’s not.

Abby heard the sound of metal sliding against
metal and glanced over to see Jon drawing his sword from the silver
scabbard hanging from his belt.

Gingerly, he ran his fingers along the length
of the blade. “Yep, she’s gonna skin me alive,” he muttered to
himself.

If Abby hadn’t been mentally preparing for
battle, she would have thought Jon’s fears about going home almost
funny. Never mind legions of bloodthirsty cat goblins; he was
worried about how his mom would react to his disappearing act.

It had been little more than twenty-four
hours since they left home, but considering everything that had
happened, it felt like they had been in the kingdom of Cai
Terenmare for much longer. Their going missing for an entire night
and into the next one would be killing their parents, even though
Abby and Jon had some pretty compelling reasons for being gone.
Abby knew how her mother would react. She would be worried sick
until Abby came home, and then she would be steaming mad.

She’d say, “Why didn’t you at least
call?”

Well, Mom, funny thing—cell phones don’t
really get a signal in a parallel dimension.

“And—you couldn’t pick up
the phone before you left?”

Yeah, we were kinda busy trying not to be
eaten. Sorry.

Abby thought things might be worse for Jon
though. For all his bravado about being this mischievous boy who
could charm his way out of anything, he and his mother were really
close, and he hated to disappoint her.

His father had never been part of the
picture, and even though Abby’s dad had tried to fill the void,
stepping up as a father figure to the son of his wife’s best
friend, it was Jonathon and Blanca Reyes against the world—except,
of course, when it was Jonathon Reyes and Abigail Brown against the
world. When Jon was on your side, he was for you completely. Abby
loved that about him.

Right now, Jon was sitting on a bench in the
armory, inspecting his sword, holding it out to test its weight,
but Abby knew what he was really doing was waiting for her.

Jon knew his best friend well enough to know
that she needed space from time to time. He had learned not to push
Abby’s need for reflection before any battle, whether it was the
impending doom of a math test or slaying a demonic shape-shifting
beast intent on devouring your soul. Her sense of humor always
returned eventually.

And so it did—Abby tried to make amends for
her grumpiness by drawing her sword and play-hitting his, bringing
Jon out of his own reverie.

He rose to his feet. “Hey there—watch it!
What are you doing?”

“Sparring,” Abby smiled.
“We need a little practice if we’re going back out
there.”

“A little?” Jon asked,
raising his eyebrows. “Looks like you need more than a
little.”

“Oh really?” Her sword
clanged against his as she swung at him again. “I can take you
down.”

He laughed. “Oh, I don’t think so. And don’t
be starting something you can’t finish, Abigail.”

Abby wrinkled her nose. Jon always called her
Abigail when he wanted to annoy her. “Who says I can’t?” she
asked.

“All right then. Have it
your way.” Smiling impishly, Jon grabbed Abby’s belt and pulled her
closer, growling, “C’mere, me lusty beauty…”

Giggling, Abby twisted away from his grasp
and hit his sword again. She leapt back and readied for another
strike. Then she stopped. “Wait—are you speaking pirate?”

The devilish grin on his face faded. He
lowered his sword mid-swing and looked at her. “Maybe. What if I
was?”

She burst out laughing. “Ooooh, you are such
a nerd.”

Jon pouted as if he were wounded. “I’m a
nerd? This from the girl who framed her zombie apocalypse survival
plan and who hoards toilet paper—just in case?” This last part he
punctuated with a grin and another playful clang of his sword.

 


Standing
in the armory’s doorway, David watched as Abby
and Jon sparred. It was definitely more a battle of wit than skill.
“You two know how to use those?”

“Not a clue,” Abby said,
slashing the air in front of her a bit too cheerfully, considering
her weapon was sharp enough to slice her fingers off.

“I watch samurai movies a
lot,” offered Jon. “Does that help?”

David laughed. “Not in the least.” He eyed
Abby in her tightly fitted black leather leggings and billowy
cerulean tunic, which was cinched at the waist with her belt. He
wondered if she had any idea what that shade of blue did to her
eyes. She must have, just like she had to know the effect those
eyes of hers had on him. “You look pretty cute like that, you
know.”

“Awww, thanks Corbin.
That’s what I was going for,” quipped Jon.

David rolled his eyes. “Adorable, Reyes. Is
he always this precious?”

Abby laughed. “Only when he’s awake. So when
you say cute—you mean menacing, right?” Abby held out her sword,
trying her best to look intimidating.

“Oh yes. Very femme
fatale.” David sidestepped the sword and put his hands around
Abby’s waist, drawing her close. A stray curl fell forward into her
face and he gently pushed it aside, stroking her forehead and cheek
as he tucked it behind her ear. He felt the increasingly familiar
prickle of electricity as he touched her skin. He wondered if she
felt something similar, because she lowered her sword,
disarmed.

 


As David moved in closer to kiss Abby, Jon turned away, suddenly
feeling the need to look anywhere else. He pretended to be
interested in inspecting the objects on sturdy iron hooks lining
the wall. There was a fascinating array of weaponry, as well as
armor made of surprisingly tough leather designed to protect the
neck, chest, abdomen, and thighs. He took down a breastplate. It
was lighter than he had imagined it would be, but stronger than
leather from his world; it seemed almost as impenetrable as steel.
He put it back on the hook, killing time to avoid an awkward
glimpse of the happy couple. If he could have teleported himself
into the next room, he would have.

It wasn’t that he was jealous—he’d given his
blessing to the whole Abby and David thing, after all. True, he and
Abby had some history together—after an attempt at dating two years
prior, they had concluded that they were better off staying best
friends. Or at least Abby had; he might have been willing to give
it another shot, but he wasn’t willing to risk pushing her away by
pursuing her. And she was obviously smitten with David Corbin.

Abby and David had been pretty much
inseparable after all that had happened, and Jon had to admit that
Abby looked happier with David than she had ever been with him,
even if that stung his heart and his pride. For Abby, he was
willing to make friends with the guy. Abby would always be special
to him, even if she was with someone else.

He thought about his potential someone
else—Marisol Cassidy. Not only was she gorgeous, but she was smart
and funny too. He was surprised at how easy it was to talk to her.
When they had first met, he assumed that a beautiful girl like her
would never, ever give a guy like him a chance, especially since
she was from such a wealthy Newcastle Beach family. Sure, he was
intelligent and—in his own humble opinion—a fairly witty,
good-looking guy. But at the end of the day, he was still just the
working-class lifeguard at a fancy country club. Not that any of
that would have stopped him from taking the chance. Rejection
wasn’t nearly as scary as never taking a risk.

And it seemed to have paid off. He and
Marisol had spent several memorable hours together at the Autumn
Ball. That was before the night all hell broke loose and Jon, Abby,
David, and the Buchan family fled into Cai Terenmare, running from
the Shadows. He wondered if Marisol had enjoyed their evening
together as much as he had—if she was thinking about him as much as
he was thinking about her. He hoped she was okay, that nothing bad
had happened while he was in this world. He hoped he would get to
see her again.

Suddenly, Jon felt very anxious to get
going—to get home, make sure his mom was safe, and call Marisol. He
turned back to Abby and David.

No, it isn’t jealousy, he decided. It was
that their relationship was so new and yet they already seemed so
connected. David seemed to be able to reach Abby in a way that no
one else could. And…they were getting a little freer with those
public displays of affection. Jon felt like the proverbial third
wheel. He cleared his throat.

Abby pulled away from David, her cheeks a
little red. “Sorry, Jon.” She turned and stood with her back to
David.

He wrapped his arms around her, not exactly
looking repentant, but not quite as intimately entwined with Abby
either.

“Not to interrupt, but it’s
just a little bit awkward over here…” Jon inspected his sword,
testing the sharpness of the blade before braving a look in their
direction. “And not to rush, but shouldn’t we be getting
home?”

“Yes,” David replied.
“That’s actually why I came down here in the first place. Then I
got distracted.” He smiled at Abby, a devious look in his pale blue
eyes. “I talked with Cael about going back.”

“What did he say?” Abby
asked.

“He didn’t like the idea,”
David answered. “If Tierney is free, he could be anywhere—here in
Cai Terenmare or in your world. Odds are, he’ll be in yours,
somewhere in Santa Linda. After that much time in prison, the first
thing he will want to do is feed, and he’ll be looking for easy
prey.”

Jon shuddered. If Calder was as big and
ruthless as a mad bull, what would Tierney be like? And how many
people would die before his hunger was satisfied? He sheathed his
sword angrily. “Well, if that’s the case, all the more reason we
need to get back. Our families are sitting ducks. I don’t care what
Cael says, I’m going.”

“Hold on—I’m not done.”
David put his hand on Jon’s shoulder to keep him from marching out
the door. “I said he didn’t like the idea. I didn’t say we couldn’t
go back. Yes, Cael advised against it, but he said that if we
insisted on going, he would accompany us. Oh, and he also mentioned
we would be fools to go without learning any combat skills, and
that we should at least strap on some armor if we were hell-bent on
meeting our deaths. I’ve kind of paraphrased it a bit, but you get
the idea. There was some cursing involved.” David pulled down armor
for Abby and helped her put it on.

“Touché.” Jon pulled down a
chest plate for himself, fastening it over the armor he was already
wearing. After their last encounter with the Shadows, Jon saw no
need to offer himself up on a platter.

 


Marisol Cassidy had the distinct feeling she was being watched. She
couldn’t explain it, but she was definitely getting creeped out,
and the feeling was growing by the minute. She felt silly and
paranoid. She was supposed to be having a good time.

She looked around at her friends, sitting on
driftwood logs around the bonfire on the beach. The usual gang was
present: a mixed group of guys and girls, mostly seniors with a
smattering of the more popular juniors from Marisol’s affluent,
private high school.

It was a beautiful November night. After the
hard rain the night before, the skies were clear and the moon was
bright. It was the kind of full moon that was a warm yellow, almost
orange, and it seemed larger than usual, lighting the night like
the sphere of a giant Chinese paper lantern.

“Beer?”

Marisol startled when Tyler flopped down on
the sand next to her, offering her a brown glass bottle, retrieved
from the cooler he’d brought. Ty was a surfer and looked every bit
the part, with an easy smile; lean, muscular body; and
devil-may-care shaggy blond hair falling into his eyes.

Marisol shook her head. “No thanks.” She
forced a smile. “Not tonight.”

“No worries,” Ty smiled,
and took a swig from his own beer. “Can’t believe our senior year
is almost halfway over.”

She laughed. “Yeah, it’s crazy. Time
flies.”

Ty nodded. “It’s kinda sad. Have to make the
most of the time we have left, you know?”

Marisol forced another smile. Although she
outwardly shared her friend’s sentiment that the end of their high
school career was a great tragedy, secretly she was glad. She was
tired—tired of high school, but mostly tired of the games.

Tyler scooted up onto the driftwood log to
sit closer to Marisol. The smell of beer on his breath was almost
masked by his cologne, which he’d apparently laid on heavier than
usual. Marisol couldn’t quite identify which brand it was, Drakkar
Noir possibly, but whatever it was, he seemed to have bathed in it.
Her nose began to itch and she fought back a sneeze.

Tyler took another long drink, put his hand
on her leg, and looked at her meaningfully. “You know, we
could…”

Marisol didn’t let him finish. She shook her
head. “Like I said, no thanks. Not tonight.”

 


“I wish you would not go,” Eulalia said to Cael. After David had
gone to speak with his friends, the queen had pulled Cael into her
chamber and closed the door.

“You know I must,” Cael
said. He always strived to maintain an air of dignity and authority
in his position as first knight. He was a soldier, trained to keep
his emotions in check. Even now, his gaze was stoic.

But she knew she had always been his
weakness. As he stared into her pale blue eyes, his demeanor
softened. He pulled her into his arms. “Your son is determined to
go with or without me. I must do everything in my power to keep him
safe.”

“Of course,” Eulalia
nodded. “Of course I want him to be protected.” She rested her head
against his chest. “But you and I have had so little time together.
There is much I need to tell you, so much I hid from you while my
husband was alive.”

Cael cupped her chin, gently tilting her head
up so he could see her face.

She took a breath to steady herself and
continued. “I never told you, but when we were young and Ardal
chose me as queen, I considered running away with you.”

“You did?” He looked
shocked.

She nodded. “I always thought you would be
the one I would marry. We grew up together. You were everything to
me.”

Cael ran his fingers along the length of one
of her dark tresses and sighed. “Perhaps we should have run
away.”

Eulalia shook her head and smiled sadly. “It
would not have done for the Solas Beir’s betrothed to be with
another. I had a duty to fulfill, as did you. But now there is a
new Solas Beir seated on the throne, and I can finally speak the
truth.”

“I am listening,” Cael
whispered, his eyes locked on hers.

“Ardal’s sudden attention
surprised me. Lucia was supposed to become queen, not me. What did
I know of ruling a kingdom? I was just a girl. Lucia was the one
everyone looked to for wisdom.” Eulalia frowned,
remembering.

She was aware that people thought she was
lovely, but she had always thought of Lucia as being the greater
beauty. Lucia was statuesque, with the face of an angel and silvery
blonde hair. Lucia was the one who had carried herself with the
confidence and poise befitting a queen, the one who always knew
what to say and do.

“I could not understand
Ardal’s reasons for choosing me, but I knew I could not refuse him.
Instead I had to deny my love for you. Eventually I did find love
for Ardal and peace about my new role. But even after he was
murdered, I kept my feelings for you to myself, even though you
said you still cared for me. I still felt bound by duty to my
kingdom and to my son. I pushed you away. The truth is, what I felt
for you never died. While I was in exile, those feelings only grew.
That is what allowed me to walk with you in your dreams, even from
the distance of another world.”

Cael stopped her with a kiss. When he
released her, she could see the weariness in his deep brown eyes.
“So many years have I waited for you.”

“I know I have caused you
great sorrow,” she whispered, looking away.

“You are worth it,” he
assured her, cradling her cheek against his palm, giving her the
courage to look back at him. “And when I return, we will wait no
longer.”

Eulalia looked up at him, and he smiled. She
kissed him tenderly. “Promise me, then. Promise me you will return
safely, and promise you will protect my son and his friends. Bring
them back to me.”

“I promise I
will.”

 


“Here’s the plan,” David explained, “we cross through the portal with
Cael, get your families as quickly and quietly as possible, and try
not to attract attention. My mother will stay here with the rest of
the guard, her thoughts locked on Cael’s in case we need backup.
She wanted to send more soldiers with us, but Cael thought we would
be less conspicuous if it was just the four of us.”

“Eulalia will sense if
we’re in trouble?” Jon asked.

David nodded, thinking about the connection
between Cael and Eulalia, the way Cael looked at his mother—how he
had held her when they realized Lucia had a tool she could use to
free Tierney. David had grown up not knowing his mother, Eulalia,
the Dowager Queen. His father, Ardal, the last Solas Beir, had been
assassinated soon after David was born. David was getting to know
Eulalia and had learned some things about his mother’s life, but he
hadn’t decided what to make of Cael yet.

Cael treated David with respect, but to
David, it felt like Cael was the one in authority. The man had been
tried in battle and it showed. At first glance, he was just a
well-toned man in his mid-thirties; but the look in his eyes and
the long scar running from his jaw to his neck told a different
story.

Although David respected Cael, he wasn’t sure
how he felt about the idea of Cael courting his mother. It wasn’t
like he knew either of them well enough to have a right to an
opinion about their relationship. It was one of those things he
could focus on later, after he had figured out the rest of his new
life in Cai Terenmare. Right now he had bigger fish to fry.

David ran his fingers through his dark,
somewhat unruly hair. He was grateful that Cael was willing to come
with them. He was only just discovering his power as Solas Beir,
and knew he wasn’t yet ready to face the greatest enemy this world
had known. David pulled down some armor for himself and checked to
make sure Abby’s fit well enough to keep her safe. “Come on,” he
said. “Time to meet up with Cael.”

 


Marisol watched the easy smile vanish from Ty’s face.

“It’s cool,” he muttered.
“Whatever.” Standing abruptly, he walked around to the other side
of the fire, where Emily sat strumming her guitar.

Emily smiled as he sat, and Marisol wondered
if he’d have better luck with a fellow surfer. Em certainly had
more in common with Tyler than she did.

She felt bad for turning him down. He was a
sweet guy—but he wasn’t entirely sober. Still, she hadn’t meant to
hurt his feelings. She really hated conflict. Her natural defense
was to yield, giving someone else the right of way. It wasn’t that
she wasn’t willing to stand up for what she believed in; she just
didn’t see the point in fighting about trivial things. The irony,
she reflected, was that she wanted to study law. She had a feeling
she was going to have to get comfortable with conflict, and
quickly. Maybe if she could find an area in the field that she was
passionate enough about, she would stop letting people steamroll
her.

She’d been steamrolled a
lot lately. Most of it had to do with her mother. The world-famous
Esperanza Garcia had been one of the all-time most bankable
supermodels. Being that much of a household name came with a whole
slew of stories publicized in the tabloids. Her history of eating
disorders, her leaving modeling for painting, her sudden marriage
to Marisol’s father (a wealthy, if considerably less-well-known,
businessman from Dublin), their recent divorce, and the fact that
Esperanza was as far from Newcastle Beach as she could get. She was
focused on her new life, her boyfriend who was twenty years
younger, and her exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao in Spain.

The only part of Esperanza Garcia’s life that
had remained sacred and relatively private was Marisol. Both
Marisol’s mother and father had valued protection for their
daughter, and there were few photographs published of the family
together. Esperanza almost never appeared at public events with her
daughter. Marisol appreciated that, but she hated it too, because
it felt almost as if she didn’t exist—especially now that her mom’s
calls were growing more infrequent and her dad had become more
immersed in his work.

Marisol found herself worrying about many
things. Was her dad avoiding her because she reminded him of her
mother? Was it so painful that she physically resembled Esperanza
that it was driving a wedge between them? Or—and this was somehow
worse—did he just not care anymore? He seemed apathetic about
everything these days, except for his financial investments.

As for her mother, Marisol had mixed
feelings. She hated her for leaving and yet, she was glad she was
gone, glad her parents had stopped yelling at each other and were
at least being civil now that there was an ocean between them.

The other thing she hated about her mother
was her former eating disorder. Even now, Esperanza was too thin,
and because of her struggle with the disease, everyone assumed that
she was still battling anorexia and that Marisol would follow
suit.

Marisol was not too thin. She watched Michal
and Monroe flirting with boys around the bonfire, and compared
their bodies to hers. Her friends were stick-thin, and they were
constantly urging Marisol to lose weight. It wasn’t that their
criticisms were malevolent—or at least, Marisol hoped they weren’t.
It just seemed like they were always pressuring her, trying to fix
her. Marisol didn’t need to be fixed. Her weight was fine. I’m
perfectly healthy, thank you very much.

But because of her mother’s history and the
way her friends looked, well-meaning adults often tried to
intervene, adding to the pressure, because they assumed that if she
wasn’t anorexic, she must be bulimic. She was neither, although
denial only seemed to reinforce the assumptions. Marisol tried very
hard not to focus on her weight. The hard part was that as much as
she tried not to think about it, everyone around her insisted on
talking about it. She just wished they would leave her alone.

She thought she heard her name and looked up.
Yep, she’d heard right. Michal and some new guy from school she
wanted to impress were looking over at her. Joe, was it? Marisol
couldn’t remember the guy’s last name, but it didn’t matter. Why
she was the topic of interest for Michal and Joe what’s-his-name,
Marisol didn’t know, but she guessed it wasn’t for her benefit.

Michal, her best friend (well, a friend at
least—perhaps best was pushing it), was one of the reasons Marisol
had grown tired of high school. Michal could be moody at the best
of times, and lately, it seemed like she was always irritated,
constantly using Marisol as her personal doormat. Michal had been
rather testy with Monroe, their other best friend, as well, but
Monroe had always been better at deflecting the negativity,
basically leaving Marisol in the line of fire.

Michal said something Marisol couldn’t quite
hear. She leaned forward and managed to catch a single word: “Jon.”
She groaned. Whatever they were talking about, it probably had to
do with all the time Marisol had spent with Jonathon Reyes at the
Newcastle Beach Inn’s Autumn Ball.

Michal despised Jon. She would have insisted
that it was because she was so out of Jon’s league; Michal was
disgusted by his audacity to hit on her. But Marisol suspected it
was because he had the gall to flirt with Monroe and her as well,
rather than make Michal the sole focus of his attention. Even if
Michal didn’t want Jon, she couldn’t stand not being in the center
of things. The universe did revolve around her, after all. And
nothing captured Michal’s attention more than someone else being in
the spotlight. Marisol was sure that Jon’s recent favoring of her
over Michal reinforced this.

Marisol didn’t get why Michal had to be so
mean about Jon—there was nothing wrong with him. Jon was cute and
he made her laugh. It felt good to talk to him. There was no
pressure like there was when she hung out with other people. People
like Michal.

Michal glanced over, saw Marisol looking her
way, and returned to her conversation. The guy apparently said
something particularly witty, because Michal rewarded him with a
high-pitched laugh, tucking a strand of her long blond hair behind
her ear.

Annoyed, Marisol turned away. I really need
to get out of here...go someplace to clear my head.

The bonfire was on the stretch of shoreline
just outside the Newcastle Beach Inn. Marisol considered taking a
walk around the inn’s garden path. The stone steps leading to the
path were close, and it would be safer to walk around the inn than
down an isolated part of the beach. The beach in Newcastle was
relatively shielded from crime because of the affluent neighborhood
and a stone wall that defined its boundaries. Across the wall
though, in Santa Linda, the beaches had a bad reputation as gang
hangouts and hotspots for late night drug deals. De Luna Beach, the
area just north of the Newcastle wall, was not a good place for a
young woman to walk alone after dark.

Marisol turned her attention back to the inn
and something caught her attention. There was that creepy feeling
again; she shivered and her arms broke out in goose bumps.
Something bright and reflective was in the hedge near the inn. She
stared at the pair of crimson lights, trying to discern what they
were.

Suddenly, the lights blinked out and Marisol
realized she had been right all along—something was watching her.
She heard the breaking of twigs and branches as whatever it was
scurried away like it had been caught doing something mischievous.
By the noise it made, the thing with the red eyes seemed to be
headed for the blackness of a grove of trees growing between the
fortress-like wall of the inn and the beach, just south of the
stone steps.

If it was an animal, it sounded big. A
raccoon? No, she had seen raccoons around before. They were rare in
Newcastle Beach and they were generally stealthier. A raccoon would
not have made that kind of noise going through bushes. And raccoon
eyes don’t glow red. With this realization, she stood up and backed
away, instinctively trying to put some distance between herself and
the hedge.

“What’s wrong?” Monroe
asked.

Marisol jumped—she hadn’t even noticed that
Monroe had sat down beside her.

“I saw something—there was
something in the bushes.” Marisol pointed. “It went into the
trees.”

“What was it?” Monroe rose
to her feet as well. She brushed her dark, curly bangs away from
her face, and then shielded her eyes from the glare of the
firelight and peered into the dark grove.

“Some kind of…” Marisol
hesitated, searching for the correct word. “…creature. It looked
like it had glowing red eyes.” She shivered again.

Michal and her adoring fan Joe came over to
see what Marisol was pointing at.

“What’s going on?” Joe
asked, adjusting the collar of his polo and flashing a cocky grin.
He was a nice-looking guy; broad-shouldered and clean-cut, his
strawberry-blond hair kept short and neat. A little too preppy for
Marisol’s tastes, but Michal’s parents would probably adore him,
especially if he joined them to play tennis at the inn.

“Marisol thought she saw
some kind of weird creature in the bushes,” Monroe explained. Her
brown eyes were wide with curiosity as she scanned the
trees.

“An animal? Hmm, I’ll check
it out,” Joe said, his voice cavalier. He started to walk toward
the bushes.

“No—don’t!” Marisol said,
grabbing Joe’s arm to stop him. “I don’t think it was a regular
kind of animal. It was big—really big. It made a lot of noise as it
went into the trees over there. And it had these evil red
eyes.”

“Evil red eyes?” Michal
asked, incredulous, crossing her arms. “Are you serious? Come on,
Marisol.” She laughed. Joe and Monroe joined her.

Marisol didn’t. She was very afraid, and she
didn’t know why. She didn’t even attempt to hide it.

“Don’t worry, Marisol,” Joe
consoled her, patting her hand as he pried his arm from her grasp.
“There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

His tone sounded patronizing, but Marisol
could see by the expression on his face that he didn’t say it to be
unkind. He was being sincere. That—and he really wanted to impress
Michal. Apparently this was an attempt at chivalry.

“Just you wait,” Joe said.
“You’ll laugh when I return with some hyper, drooling puppy on my
heels. I’m kind of an animal whisperer.” He winked and gave Michal
a quick peck on the cheek. “Be right back.” He strode confidently
into the grove of trees, vanishing into the blackness.

 


The goodbyes at the portal were solemn. David, Abby, Jon, and
Cael each wore thick leather armor and carried a silver
sword.

Abby shifted in her armor. The leg coverings
fit well, but her chest plate felt a bit awkward; it was a size too
large and built for a man’s frame. It wasn’t too heavy yet, but she
sensed that she would have to build up her strength were she to
wear it for any length of time, or she’d tire quickly.

Eulalia and Nysa came to see them off, along
with a small group of soldiers reporting for duty to relieve their
comrades standing guard at the floor-to-ceiling gilded mirror
portal.

Eulalia embraced Cael. “Come back soon,” she
whispered with tears in her eyes.

“I will,” he replied
stoically.

Abby wondered how he felt about the fact that
he would be away from Eulalia yet again. Hopefully they would all
be back before the night was over.

Eulalia gave Jon a polite hug, and then
laughed at herself as she pulled David and Abby together into a
more affectionate and clumsy one.

Nysa, usually bubbling over with joy and
laughter, was uncharacteristically quiet. By the frightened look on
the tiny nixie’s face, Abby sensed Nysa was remembering being
attacked and was worried for their safety.

Abby felt a flash of guilt. If not for her,
Nysa never would have taken the silver hand mirror from Cael’s
leather satchel and Lucia never would have gotten her hands on it
to free Tierney. It wasn’t Abby’s fault, but still—she felt
responsible for the nixie.

Nysa had about a hundred years on Abby’s
eighteen, but she was an innocent. In faery years, Nysa was still a
child, and she could not have foreseen the consequences of her
actions. Nysa had only been trying to help, but the nixie had
almost died, all because she was trying to protect Abby. The whole
debacle had almost gone down like a Greek tragedy.

The thought that the Kruorumbrae would attack
someone like Nysa underscored their ruthlessness. The Shadows were
evil, pure and simple, with nada in the department of redeeming
qualities. And if Nysa had been vulnerable, what would the
creatures do to Abby’s little brother? Her parents? She had to get
to her family before the Kruorumbrae did and bring them to safety
in this world. If she had to battle a whole army of Shadows in the
process, so be it.

Walking through the portal was akin to being
smushed through Jell-O, but without the mess. The glossy surface of
the mirror gave way to a gelatinous substance, which sucked gently
at their bodies, requiring some effort for those unpracticed in
traveling between worlds.

Abby cautiously emerged through the mirror on
the other side, preceded by Cael, Jon, and David. The mirrored hall
they entered was empty and unnervingly quiet. There was absolutely
no sound—no night insects chirping or flapping velvet wings, not
even the movement of air. Nobody spoke. The air in the room felt
stagnant and heavy. Abby was tense—she felt an oppressive weight on
her shoulders, diminishing her resolve to fight. It was difficult
to breathe.

She looked around the room, remembering the
last time she was there, surrounded by hordes of hungry goblin-like
Kruorumbrae, who favored the form of ink-black shadow cats with
frighteningly wide, toothy smiles. She couldn’t help but relive the
moment when Calder launched himself at David, and she’d pushed him
through the portal a mere instant before the beast was on top of
her. The image was burned in her memory. She remembered slicing
pain as his talons ripped her stomach open, the weight of him
crushing the air from her lungs, the sulfuric smell of his breath.
After that, her memories faded, blocked by the pain. Maybe that was
for the best. Perhaps it was her body’s way of dealing with extreme
trauma. She prayed that history would not repeat itself.

 


Once inside the dark mass of trees, Joe heard a number of
scurrying sounds. It was difficult to tell where the noise was
coming from—maybe there was more than one dog. He crouched down and
whistled, trying to peer into the dark undergrowth. “Here, boy…come
on out, little puppy. I won’t hurt you.” A rustle came from just
behind him. Joe stood and turned, grinning. “There you are—” The
sentence caught in his throat.

Standing before him was the most stunning
woman he had ever seen. Her beauty made him want to weep; it was
sweetly painful to look at her. Something deep within him knew she
was not human, had never been human, and was not of this world. It
was her eyes—they were otherworldly and dark, unnaturally dark, and
spoke of ages long past, beyond anything Joe could imagine. Her
hair, in contrast to her eyes, was a silvery blond that glowed like
moonlight incarnate, almost matching the simple silvery sheath she
wore. It was a light garment that fell to her ankles, enfolding her
lithe but lovely body.

Michal and the beach became a forgotten
dream. The world outside the grove ceased to exist. Only the woman
was real. Only the woman mattered.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


NEWCASTLE BEACH

 


Watching Abby take in the room, David
could guess what she was thinking about. He knew that remembering
the horror of that night would only make her fear grow. “Don’t
think about it,” he whispered as he wrapped his arms protectively
around her.

She looked up at him, terror in her eyes.
“How can I not?”

His grip on her tightened; he wished he could
shield her from everything, even her fear. “I know—but just
don’t.”

Abby shifted in his embrace, turning to press
her cheek against David’s chest.

He could feel the beat of her heart speeding
up, and sensed that her fear was rising to panic. He couldn’t blame
her. What if the Kruorumbrae had returned? David held her and
kissed the top of her head, brushing his lips against her hair,
trying to reassure her. “It’s okay, Abby—everything will be okay.
I’m here and I won’t let anything hurt you. I promise.”

Abby looked up at his face. “I’m sorry. I
just...coming back here and remembering…” She buried her head
against his chest again.

“Shhhh. It’s all right,”
David whispered, stroking her hair. “It’s okay to be scared. What
happened to you was terrible. You were so, so very strong. Today
it’s my turn. Okay?”

“Okay.” It was a strangled
whisper, like she was trying hard not to cry.

He couldn’t tell if she succeeded, because
her face was hidden, pressed against him. “We’ll just take it step
by step, face whatever comes as it comes. Let’s focus on getting to
your parents’ house, and only that. If something happens, we’ll
deal with it then,” he said.

“Okay.” Her voice was
stronger this time, calmer.

He placed his hand on her cheek, coaxing her
out. “I love you, Abby.”

She looked up at him, her eyes glistening
from the tears she was holding in. “I love you too.” She smiled
weakly. Then she wrapped her arms around his neck, stretched up on
tiptoe, and kissed him hard, as if she would never let him go, as
if she were afraid she would have to.

 


Jon and Cael were on their guard, scanning the room for any sign
that something might be waiting to ambush them.

Jon pointed at the moonlit circle of broken
glass. “So, what happened here?”

Cael was studying the shattered dome. Jon saw
his knuckles turn white as his grip on his sword tightened. It
wasn’t a reassuring response. “They’ve come through,” Cael said.
“Tierney is already here.”

Jon felt his face drain of blood. The reality
of it, of facing something far worse than the shadow monsters they
had already encountered, chilled him. Primal terror was close, the
kind you feel when you are small and afraid of the dark, knowing
something bad is there but feeling too afraid to find out what. It
threatened to paralyze him, and he forcefully pushed it aside. He
had to get home to his mom. David was right. Focus on one thing at
a time—on getting home.

 


Michal was annoyed. She stared at the trees, scowling, her hands on
her hips. What’s the deal? Joe should have been back already. What
is he, lost? Come on—those trees are thick, but not that thick. The
grove was bushy, yes; covered with vines, yes; dark and creepy, oh
yes. But the thicket was also small—you’d have to be an idiot to
get lost in there.

Maybe Joe was the one who was thick. She
sighed, disgusted. Boys! She’d have to go in there. She thought
about it. On second thought, maybe Joe isn’t an idiot. Maybe he had
gone in there hoping to get away from the crowd, thinking she would
catch on and join him. Well, if that was the case, he certainly
didn’t communicate it very well. It wasn’t like she could read his
mind. She stood up, brushing sand from her miniskirt, and began to
walk toward the grove.

“Michal?” Monroe
called.

Michal turned around. “What?”

“Where are you going?”
Monroe asked. She looked clueless, twirling one of her curls around
her finger as she sat on the driftwood log. On the sand in front of
her were sweeping cursive letters. She’d been writing her initials
in the sand with her toes, killing time while they waited for Joe
to come back.

“I think Joe got lost. I’m
going to see what’s taking him so long,” Michal responded, more
irritated than before. She was annoyed at Joe for making her go
after him into the dense, creepy grove, even if it was for some
pathetic attempt at romance. And she was annoyed at Monroe for
making her explain what should have been obvious. Not that she was
surprised—with Monroe, that was par for the course.

“I don’t think that’s a
good idea,” Marisol warned.

She looked scared, but that only irritated
Michal more, as she remembered it was Marisol who had started this
whole thing with her silly, superstitious, “I think we’re being
watched.”

Her general feeling of annoyance was chiseled
down to a fine, focused point of anger. It had actually been a fun
night until Marisol wrecked it by being a psycho. Michal waved her
hand dismissively, turned back toward the grove, and kept
walking.

She stepped into the trees, passing through a
veil of vines, pushing them aside like a curtain. They fell back
into place as she moved past them. Ahead, in the dark, was a large
fallen tree. She climbed over it, lifting one leg and then the
other, trying not to think about what kind of creepy-crawlies might
be living on it. That would be the perfect end to the night,
wouldn’t it? Something nasty with too many legs crawling over her
bare skin. Her hand brushed into a spider web stretching from the
log to an overhanging bush, and she squirmed, holding in a scream
while flapping her hand around in a futile attempt to shake off the
web. This was so not okay. Joe was probably close by, enjoying this
little show. If he was, he was a dead man.

 


The second worst thing Abby, David, Jon, and Cael encountered on
the walk home was the Buchans’ SUV, upside down on the grounds of
the ruined mansion, one wheel spinning as though something had been
sitting on it and had just jumped off. There was a moment where
they all looked around frantically, and then a moment of surprise
when nothing sprang out at them.

“I thought all the chaos
caused by the Kruorumbrae was supposed to magically disappear,”
Abby mused. On the day of his coronation, David had mentioned that
a spell would overtake Newcastle Beach and erase evidence of the
existence of Cai Terenmare and its inhabitants, good and
evil.

David frowned. “As far as I know, the spell
is already in effect. This must have just happened.”

“It is best not to linger
then,” Cael said, leading the way to the estate’s gates.

It was eerie—that feeling that something evil
was close and just out of sight, something that could attack at any
moment, but didn’t. Abby couldn’t figure it out. She felt like they
were being watched, but she didn’t understand why they weren’t
being attacked. It didn’t make sense. Where are Tierney and Lucia?
Where are the Kruorumbrae? The worst thing Abby saw was the look on
Jon’s mother’s face.

 


Blanca Reyes was staring out the living room window of the Browns’
house. When Jon and Abby hadn’t come home, she, Bethany, and Frank
had begun to worry, and by six in the morning, they’d called the
police.

An officer had stopped by three slow and
agonizing hours later, asking a lot of questions and assuring them
that, in most cases, missing teens turned up in a few hours. Blanca
didn’t like his tone—he seemed dismissive, making it seem like she
was being overbearing and that Jon and Abby had run away together
in some rebellious attempt at romance. But she knew her son, and he
obviously didn’t. In fact, she didn’t think Officer Not Helpful
knew much about kids at all.

Blanca was thinking about this when she saw
them walk up the drive—first Jon, then Abby, holding hands with a
boy with dark, curly hair, and finally, a rugged-looking older man.
Her focus, though, was on her son, and as their eyes met, her
despair gave way to joy, and the tears she had been holding back
for hours broke free.

She was out the door in an instant, flying
down the front steps, running to him. It’s funny, she thought, how
fast you can run to your child. Her mind returned to a memory of
Jonathon at three years old, encountering a rattlesnake in the
backyard. It was one of those California summers when rodent
populations soared and snakes grew bold in reaping the bounty. She
was indoors, but his scream of terror pierced her soul, and she
knew, without needing to see, what the scream meant. It launched
her into instinctive action.

She ran out the back door, scooped him out of
harm’s way, deposited him safely on the back steps, and in the same
fluid motion, grabbed a garden hoe and hacked the thing’s head
off.

It had surprised her. She hadn’t known she
could move like that. It gave her new confidence about raising her
son.

When she had realized that she would be doing
it alone, that Jon’s father wanted no part of their lives, she had
been terrified. The snake incident gave her new insight—she was
strong. She could do this.

Now, holding her tall, almost-grown son,
Blanca wept.

Jon wrapped his arms around her, repeating
over and over, “Mom, I’m sorry, I am so sorry…”

 


Abby’s parents were coming down the steps, hurrying to enfold her in
their arms. “Abby! Oh Abby, we were so worried!” Bethany Brown
cried.

Abby was surprised. Where was her mother’s
“Where have you been, young lady” speech?

“I’m sorry, Mom.” She
hugged her mom and dad tight. She saw that her little brother was
watching from the steps. He was only ten, and Abby could sense that
he had been scared too. She felt so guilty.

David seemed to feel guilty as well. “I’m
sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Brown, and Ms. Reyes,” he said. “We really
didn’t mean to worry you.”

Cael looked nervous, but not about the family
reunion. Abby thought perhaps he too had the keen sense that they
were being watched and followed.

“Solas Beir, I suggest we
finish what we came to do and return to Cai Terenmare. If Tierney
knows you are here…” he warned.

He didn’t have to finish the sentence. If
Tierney had found out the Solas Beir had left Cai Terenmare, it was
only a matter of time before they would all be dead.

“Let’s get out of the open
and inside the house,” Abby urged, grabbing David’s hand and
tugging him toward her front door.

Once inside, Abby and Jon introduced David
and Cael.

“So this is the mysterious
David Corbin,” Abby’s mother mused, shooting her a not-so-subtle
wink.

Abby didn’t mind, but there would be time to
update her mom on her love life later. She tried to quickly tell
her story about all that had happened since their disappearance, in
as believable a manner as possible.

Abby experienced a feeling of déjà vu,
remembering when she had told David a similar tale of everything
she had learned from Eulalia: the existence of Cai Terenmare, the
magical, silver nautilus necklace known as
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