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      For every fearless woman holding this book…the female fighters, the girlies with grit, the ladies of lenity, the sisters sporting spines of steel, the mamas meeting mayhem with mettle, and the badass babes who never bow. Hold the line, my fellow Valkyries…we got this.
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            GLOSSARY AND PRONUNCIATION OF ANCIENT OTHERWORLD GAELIC

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aine - (awn-yah) – meaning radiance or splendor; Rosie’s late mother’s name

        A mhic daor – (ah-mick-dair) – “my dear son”

        Asgard - (As- gart) – A Nordboerne Otherworld Elven kingdom north of I Idir and ruled by Odin; currently not on friendly terms with I Idir’s monarchy over their opposing stand on Mundanes crossing the Veil. Pronounced (As-garter) by its citizens.

        Athair - (ǎ-hair) - “father” - when capitalized, used as a formal title

        Bairn - (běrhn) - “baby”

        Birgit – (beer-gît) – a variation of the name Bridget, meaning “help” or “salvation; The name of Dylan’s scathach.

        Blaincead – (blan-keed) – blanket

        Bru na Boinne – (brew na bun-yay) – the ancient home of Boann, the Celtic goddess of fertility, poetry and knowledge who it is said created the River Boyne

        Buaf – (boo-êf) – toad; the name given to the orphaned kitchen boy at Dun Siorai

        Caic tarbh – (cak tarb) – “bullshit:” a crude term implying an untrue statement

        Caoin leanbh – (kween  la-nov) a “cry baby”

        Caomhnoir ainmhithe – (kweeve-nar an-i-vee) – translates to “animal watcher;” in Otherworldly magical terms it refers to an animal guardian

        Cillian Mac Badh – (kill-ee-an mc bod) -translates to “bright-headed” in reference to war or strife. Cillian Mac Badh is the young heir to House Badh, a cousin to the Queen of I Idir, and Declan’s long-time nemesis.

        Claiomh – (klave) – a sword

        Crann Bethadh - (Krŏn Bĕ-hĕ) - “Tree of Life” - the royal seat of The Morrigan, Queen Maeve, built out of a giant, ancient oak; sometimes referred to as “The Raven’s Nest”

        Deaglan - (Dĕk-lĕn) - “full of goodness” - the Otherworld spelling of Declan

        Deamhan – (june) - demon

        Dearthair – (JAW-haw-ihr) - brother

        Dubnos - (dŏv-nus) - the Fae version of the Underworld

        Dun Siorai - (Dune Shear-ē) “Eternal Fortress:” House Nuada’s ancestral home

        Fanacht curtha – (fun-knot cur-ha) – “Stay put”

        Fear go fear – (far ga far) “man to man”

        Fealltoiri – (fel-tars) - traitors

        Fear na bainnase – (far na ban-uhs) – bridegroom

        Fiali – (faw-lee) – weeds

        Formorians – (fó-mor-ee-ans) – an Otherworldly race of violent, monstrous giants who are always at battle with the Fae.

        Gancanagh - (ghan-kan-ah) - “love talker” - Celtic incubus

        Gleann Glas – (glôn glas) – translates to “Green Valley” in the Old Language and is the name of the Asgard city closest to I Idir. Its citizens call it Groenn Dalr, which eans the same thing in the Nordboerne tongue.

        Ghrain – (gren) – sun

        Go Leor – (guh loo) – “Enough!” as in a command.

        I Idir - (ē ēdar) “In Between”- the Fae kingdom in the Otherworld ruled by The Morrigan, Queen Maeve, as its monarch.

        Laghairts – (lie-erts) – lizards

        La Mo Chroi – (low mo kree) – “The center of my heart;” term of endearment Declan uses to describe Rosie.

        Leanai – (yan-lee) – children

        Liathroid – (year-oid) – a ball

        Lugh - (loo) – a god-like warrior king in ancient Otherworldly history; patron of the arts

        Mac - (mc)- “son of”- a title given to an eldest son and heir of a Ruling House

        Mathair - (mǎ-hair) - “mother” - when capitalized, used as a formal title

        Mo aingeal alainn – (mo an-geh-l al-in) – “My beautiful angel;” a term of endearment Declan uses for Rosie

        Mo ghra amhain – (ma graw ahon) – “my only Love;” a term of endearment Declan uses for Rosie

        Mo Shiorghra - (mō hear-gra) - “My Eternal Love” - a fated mate in magical Fae tradition, wrought by a magical spell.

        Mo una beag – (more oo-nah beg – “my little one” or “my little lamb” – term of endearment used for a small child and infant; Lady Nuada calls Dylan by this title.

        Nazar – (nah-zer) – a gemstone amulet used to temper negative magical energy.

        Neamh chinnteacht – (now shin-ta) – the Otherworld version of “limbo,” residing between the sphere of the living and the Afterlife. Can sometimes refer to the absence of registered time; a space in which time stands still

        Nia – (nee-AH) - nephew

        Niall (of The Nine Hostages) – (nile) – an ancient legendary king of the Otherworld who secured peace by taking hostages from warring Houses. Siobhan Donnelly Fitzpatrick, Declan’s mother, is descended from his line.

        Nil – (nil) – translates to “do not;” used repeatedly (“nil, nil, nil”) it is warning to stop a certain activity as an adult might say to a misbehaving child.

        Nuada - (new-a-da) - the name of an ancient Celtic king who possessed a silver arm:  a major House from his bloodline within I Idir’s Ruling Council.

        Oidhre fealltach – (eye-da fel-ta) – a traitorous heir

        Oisin – (uh-sheen) – a male name of Celtic origin that translates to “little deer”

        Ruoshui – (rue-shay) – translates to “Weak River;” the name given to the river that seperates Asgard from the Jade Kingdom. The “Weak River” flows with water so lacking in gravity that even a feather won’t float upon it, thus keeping the “unworthy” from entering the Jade Kingdom

        Riail an Tiarna – (ree-al en cheer-na) – “The Lord’s Rule;” an ancient law of I Idir allowing a House’s reigning Lord to override the decisions made by the lower-ranking heads of households within his bloodline.

        Scathach - (skah-hak) – an elite group of trained Fae female bodyguards hired by Ruling Class Houses to care for their infant heirs. These positions are usually passed down

        Seamus – (shay-mus) – the Otherworld name for “James” or “Jamie;” the name the kitchen boy, Buaf, gives his dog.

        Seanathair – (shin-a-ver) – grandfather; capitalized in formal terms

        Seanmathair - (shin-ma-ver) – grandmother; capitalized in formal terms

        Sidhe - (shē) - the term used for the Fae race in Celtic mythology, as well as the forts and mounds they once lived in during ancient times; the Sidhe possess higher levels of magical skill, and thus are considered part of Fae higher society

        Siobhan - (shiv-awn) - a Celtic female name meaning “gracious gift”; the name of Declan’s mother

        Soith – (soyth) – a vulgar term meaning “bitch”

        Tachran – (tock-run) – a toddler

        Torthai cloiche – (tar- hee clay-her) – “stone fruit:” a pitted Otherworldly fruit similar to Mundane peaches or apricots

        Tuatha de Danann - (two-ha de dan-an) “The Shining Ones”- a magical race of ancient, metaphysically gifted Fae with royal bloodlines. They compose I Idir’s ruling council under the Monarchy of The Morrigan, Queen Maeve

        Tuismitheoiri – (two-mush-hor-ee) - parents

        Ulchabhan – (úl-who-on) – owl

        Uncail – (un-kil) - uncle
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        Alfheimr – (alf-hay-mer) – ancient home of the earliest Ljosalfar (Light Elves) and now considered a sacred place to the Nordboerne folk; knowledge of its location is limited to a small group of high ranking Asgard elites

        Berkano ( ᛒ ) – (ber-ka-no) – a rune within the Elder Futhark alphabet usually meant to refer to a change or rebirth; relating to Otherworldly Nordboerne spirituality, this rune represented the Birch goddess and was often used as a symbol for fertility.

        Dagaz ( ‘ᛞ’ ) – (DAY-gahs) the seventh rune of the Elder Futhark meaning a change or new enterprise.

        Dokkalfar – (dol-kal-far) – translates to “Dark Elves” and refers to the Nordboerne Elven race of darker-skinned inhabitants who lived unground or in cave homes built within the sides of the earth in the upper most Northern areas of Asgard

        Dokkr Bygo  - (DAWK-kur  Bjó) – translates to “Dark Settlement,” the name given to an ancient community in the most northern territories of Asgard, near its border with the Jade Kingdom. It is home to a sect of Dokkalfar Elven people who still practice the forbidden Jotun dark sorcery.

        Dyr – (dh-eer) – the Nordboerne word for “deer”

        Elder Futhark Runes – (el-der foo-thark roonz)

        Elder Futhark Runes – (el-der foo-thark roonz) – ancient Nordboerne runic alphabet used mainly by the Dokkalfar people living in the northern regions of Asgard. The alphabet consists of 24 runic symbols that have differing meanings based on their context.

        Freyja – (FRAY-uf) – an ancient Nordboerne goddess of fertility, sex, and battle who is the twin sister of the god Freyr; the Dokkalfar worship her as the patron of jotun magical arts

        Groenn Dalr – (groy-n dahl-r) – translates to “Green Valley;” the name of a larger-sized Nordboerne town in Asgard that sits near the border of I Idir. Called Gleann Glas by the Fae, the community is known for its exquisite metal work

        Jord – (yord) – an ancient Mother goddess of the Nordboerne race; mate to Odin and mother of Thor

        Jotun – (YOOT-uhn) – a type of dark sorcery believed to have been first established by a race of ancient people, the Dokkalfar, who worshipped the goddess Freyja; it uses “soul magic” as part of its ritual, and the practice of it has officially been outlawed in most Otherworldly kingdoms

        Ljosalfar – (lyohs-ahl -farh) – fair-skinned Elven folk descended from an ancient race physically and magically similar to the Sidhe Fae; the Ljosalfar and the Dokkalfar make up the majority of the citizenship of Asgard, though over many centuries, a small portion of the Ljosalfar have taken up residence and built family units in I Idir among the Fae

        Mannaz (ᛗ ) – (MAN-naz) – the Elder Futhark rune for man, but can also mean “enemy” depending on the context in which it is inscribed

        Margyr – (mar-gheer) – a Norse mermaid or sea spirit

        Nordboerne – (NOR-bo-ren) – translates to “people of the North,” and refers to all the races, Elven and other, who can trace their bloodlines to the ancient kingdom of Asgard

        Orskots-Helgr – (OR-skots hel-gruh) – translates to “home away from home;” the ironic name for the run-down Dokkalfar inn where Rosie and Declan spend the night on their way to Dokkr Bygo

        Pethro ( ᛈ ) – (PET-hro) – an Elder Futhark rune associated with mystery, hidden things, and secrets

        Sal Bjofr – (sahl byor) – translates to “Soul Thief,” and refers to Master Brendan, who used powerful, dark jotun magic requiring the energy essence of a recently deceased soul for his castings, and who may have passed on his knowledge to others

        Seior – (SAY-der) – the style of magic practiced by all types of Nordboerne people; similar to Sidhe personal magic but associated with a larger degree of ritual spell casting and differs spiritually from the darker magic of Jotun

        Valkyries – (VAL-kuh-rees) – Nordboerne warrior women
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        Half-Hearted Forgiveness

      

      

      My feet, arms and hands continue to work as they always have, a reality my short-circuited and thoroughly confused brain can’t even begin to comprehend. How can I still hear Dylan wailing in the background or see the absolute horror in Buaf’s little boy eyes?Why is it even possible, in the midst of this terrifying situation, that I am able to note that my stomach is making embarrassing rumbling noises, or that the wire boning in my corset is knife-poking me in the ribs? Considering the extent of the living nightmare in which I now find myself, all of these physical sidebars should…to my mind…cease to matter.

      I get that it’s not uncommon for people to use the term “living a nightmare” to describe the awful, gut-wrenching experiences in their life. Those awful, but altogether unavoidable, situations that lead to anxiety and despair. Hell, I’ll admit that even I’ve coined that same dramatic phrase on multiple occasions; for example, those months when my mom was dying of a mysterious Fae blood disease, or while watching my dad slowly lose everything he was to the plague of Alzheimer’s. And I’d be remiss to not mention those terrifying six weeks when my beloved Tax Man was taken prisoner by the North Koreans, me not knowing if I’d ever see him again.

      While all of those previous life experiences were gut-punching miserable, I, myself, was not the center character in them. Those terrible things were actually happening to someone else, and my pain was just the unfortunate reaction to witnessing it. What’s going on right now, me being falsely accused of a heinous crime while at the same time having the one person in my life that I trusted most turn his back on me, is the worst “nightmare” in the entire scope of my 34 years of existence. I could pinch myself black and blue in an attempt to “wake up” from this horrible dream, but the outcome would still be the same.

      As soon as we walk out the door of our family suite at Dun Siorai, I shake the Black Knight’s hand off my elbow. “You don’t have to manhandle me, Lord Knight. I’m obviously not going to run away,” I snipe.

      “I apologize if you feel I’m ‘manhandling’ you, Lady Mac Nuada. That is surely not my intention. However, if you wish for me to move us magically to our final destination, then we will have to be physically touching.” The Black Knight puts a hand out for me to take. I ignore it. “The alternative, Lady Rosalinda,” he explains, “is for us to do the ‘walk of shame’ past the gawking staff and out through the front gates to the waiting carriage. I would think you’d prefer to forgo that spectacle given the propensity for communal gossip by the Fae. Also keep in mind that as a personal favor to you, I am breaking all kinds of I Idir protocol by offering to move us magically.”

      He’s correct on that point. I’d rather not be made any more humiliated than I already am. I reluctantly take the Knight’s hand and feel the current of magical energy layered over it. Unlike in the Mundane world, where the physics of the sun’s magnetic field and gravitational pull prevents it, most Sidhe Fae can jump by will from place to place anywhere within the Otherworld. The fact that they don’t, choosing old-fashioned horseback, carriages and carts in lieu of magical skill, has more to do with protocol, law, and tradition rather than metaphysical limitations. The idea of just “popping into places” is disdainful to the average Fae, mainly those who don’t possess this higher level of ability, and considered extremely rude, as well as a serious breach of privacy. However, in this particular case, I’m glad his Lordship is overlooking that culturally dictated tenet. 

      Before I blink twice, I find myself standing in a large, rather opulent suite. It’s absolutely not what I expected when I was told I was being taken “into custody.” “Where in the hell are we?” I ask, no longer caring about tiptoeing around Ted Beckett’s titles. Any of them.

      “One of the guest suites at Crann Bethadh,” he says.

      I look at him as if he’s lost his mind. “This is where you usually hold your murder suspects?” 

      “No. Not usually,” he admits, the corner of his mouth turning up. “We have holding cells in the lower level, but you are being afforded the respect and dignity your title affords, Lady Mac Nuada. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to take care of urgent business. I’ll return later this evening and you and I will talk. In the meantime, I’ve arranged for Afternoon Tea, as you didn’t have time to enjoy the one at Dun Siorai. Please relax and make yourself comfortable.”

      “Are you freakin’ kidding me? You expect me to ‘relax’ and drink tea? What a ridiculous notion! I’ve just been falsely accused of murder!” I argue. 

      “Yes. I suppose that’s a lot to ask,” he says before completely disappearing without so much as a polite good-bye.
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        * * *

      

      I spend the first few hours of my imprisonment alternately sniffling and pacing, but mostly dropping f-bombs and vile curses upon everyone involved in my false arrest. Being who I am, I have jiggled and tugged at the main door handle and every one of the several window latches in the suite. They are, of course, all solidly locked, a major disappointment even though I’m not sure how I would have escaped the twelve-foot drop of tree branches that make up the structure of the Royal Seat. Wisps of male conversation outside the heavy door of my luxurious prison also make it very clear that if, by some miracle, I could escape all the locks, I wouldn’t get very far before being caught.

      I try reaching out to my husband via our telepathic bond lines, but my pleas bounce around in a silent void. Each time I get no response is a sharp dagger to my already aching heart, so after a handful of attempts, I surrender to the silence rather than facing the pain his avoidance causes me. Desperate as I am, I even try reaching out to Herself, but receive no assistance from that source either. It’s gut-wrenching to know that I’m completely and utterly alone in my troubles.

      Daylight from the tall arched windows turns to the rosy red of sunset and makes the golden accents in the room’s decor appear as if they’re on fire. I poke at the now-cold remnants of the light meal that was left for me, but all the food tastes like sand in my mouth so I push it away. With nothing else to fill my time, I take a superficial tour of the different rooms that make up my prison; besides the large parlor and dining room, the suite has one larger bedroom and a smaller one, obviously meant for staff, each with an accompanying bath area. The furnishings are top-rate, examples of the exquisite craftsmanship that one would expect from royal appointments. None of it means anything to me.

      I curl up in the corner of a tapestry covered settee, my breasts aching and full without my baby to nurse. There should be an extra bottle of breast milk from the supply I left with Birgit this morning, but beyond that, I am at a loss as to how they will feed Dylan. Perhaps they will hire a wet nurse, a total stranger, to feed my child. It’s a travesty I need to address with the Black Knight as soon as he returns. A father himself, I hold a seed of hope that he will allow me to at least nurse my baby a few times a day. But what happens after that? The possibility that my son might grow up without his mother destroys any shred of strength I’ve been trying to build. Overwhelmed, I put my face into my arms and weep.

      It is the sounds of loud discussion outside my door that puts an end to my private pity party. I pick my head up and wipe my face as the door opens to a woman wearing the Raven colors. She steps inside the suite pushing a service cart in front of her. “Dinner time, ma’ Lady,” she says, rolling the meal to the dining table while noting the uneaten food from earlier. “Was there something amiss with your Afternoon Tea, Lady Mac Nuada? Ya’ hardly touched a bite.”

      “I’m not very hungry. You can just take it all with you when you leave.” I reply, putting my head back down and ignoring the intrusion. I’m usually not this rude with people but I can’t seem to make myself care. I don’t want their food. I don’t want their fancy quarters. And I sure as hell don’t want anyone’s false pity.

      “‘Tis yar’ favorite, Love,” says a familiar voice. “Salmon with dill and those wee pratai (potatoes) ya’ love so much.”

      I leap from the sofa and sprint to my husband, the bond between us too strong to ignore. Declan opens his arms and I fall desperately into them. Home in his familiar embrace, it still takes only twenty seconds for me to recall his earlier actions at Dun Siorai. I stiffen, give him a good, hard push, and step away. I don’t need to look down to know that there’s a big leaky milk stain on the front of my dress. “How dare you show up here and act as if you didn’t shatter my heart into a million pieces. I don’t want you here, Declan Fitzpatrick! Go back to that psycho hell you call home and leave me alone. And, if you ever truly held any feelings of affection toward me, you’ll send our son to me. It’s beyond cruel keeping me from my baby. Cruelty towards Dylan as well as towards me.” I pause, then add with the venom I can’t hide at the moment, “But that seems to be a family trait among the Nuada men, isn’t it…ripping infants from their grieving mother’s arms.”

      I can tell my well-aimed verbal strike hits its mark. For the merest of seconds, my fated mate pales and his carefully neutral façade waivers. Then, just as quickly, the cool and completely emotionless Tax Man I recall from our first meeting returns “Ya’ll have Dylan back with ya’ in a few minutes,” he says with a calm I can’t begin to understand. “Before these rooms get substantially mar’ crowded, I’ve come ta’ explain some things ta’ ya’, Sweet Rosie Lass.”

      I turn violently toward him. “Don’t you ever call me that again! I’m not your ‘sweet lass.’ I’m not anything to you.” My eyes get teary around the edges, but I’ll be damned if I let him see me cry. “I will never, ever, forget how you turned your back on me, Declan Phineas Fitzpatrick. Not ever.”

      At least now the Tax Man has the courtesy to look very uncomfortable. “Please don’ say ‘never,’ Love. Far’ us that’s…well…forever. I shudder ta’ think that ya’ll be angry with me all through eternity, though I am sure ya’ believe I deserve such a thing. If there had been any other way, we would have chosen it, but…”

      “Wait. We?” I ask. “Who is ‘we’?” My over-worked brain starts to put the pieces together. “Are you trying to tell me that my being humiliated…broken-hearted to my very soul and arrested like a common criminal…is one of the damn Black Knight’s espionage plans?”

      It’s obvious the Tax Man is not playing Master Spy anymore. Pure guilt is written in the way he stuffs his hands in his pockets and averts his gaze. I’d like to think my husband and mate is astute enough to know when he’s walking a fine line between duty to the kingdom of I Idir and a mate’s loyalty to his Mo Shiorghra. “This treachery goes deep, ma’ Lo…Rosie.” He catches himself and uses my name instead of his affectionate moniker, knowing I’m not in the mood for his sweetness and romance. What I desire from him…no…not desire…what I absolutely need right this moment is complete honesty. “Marcy Kilcrabtree’s murder is only the tip of something, that left to itself, could topple the entire kingdom and the fragile peace we currently share with our neighbors, while openin’ the Veil to an intrusion by the vera’ people in the Mundane world we’ve been fightin’ to keep out.”

      I consider whether his Junior Lordship isn’t being a bit melodramatic to counter my annoyance with him, but I’m not getting that vibe. Here in this room together, it’s hard not to have that deep connection between us, mentally and physically. “So, I’m here at Crann Bethadh, with everyone thinking I’m some kind of crazy murderer, as part of a ridiculous plot to save I Idir?” I question, letting the words drip with sarcasm. 

      Declan runs his hand through his hair, the serious “guilt-tell” he never manages to hide from me. “Aye,” he says. “We need for people to think that the Black Knight is no longer looking into the woman’s death.”

      I can tell he’s not giving me the whole truth. “And? I know there’s more to this story, Tax Man. What aren’t you saying?”

      He twists his mouth into a tight grimace. “This is a cesspool that’s been growin’ far’ some time now, Rosie, and I am ashamed ta’ say that there are those within ma’ own House involved. Because of this, for yar’ and Dylan’s complete safety, I need ya’ both away from Dun Siorai. Buaf as well. I ken’ no longer keep ya’ all safe there. The security here within the Raven’s Nest is impenetrable. You are safer here than anywhere else I can think of.”

      “Safe from who?” I shout, louder than what’s considered polite within the walls of the Royal Seat.

      My Mo Shiorghra returns my question with a look that breaks my heart. He doesn’t need to tell me. I know who he means. “Oh hell, Declan, not this again! From the moment we met I’ve needed to constantly look over my shoulder for someone from House Nuada out to get me. Now you drag our son into all your crazy nonsense! Are we always going to have to live this way? In a constant state of anxiety and fear brought on by your totally dysfunctional family?”

      I see his strong façade waiver with each word that leaves my mouth. I’m hurting him. Hurting the soul that makes him who he is. And even though he put me through what he did today, I don’t feel good about sticking my sharpened words into him. In an instant, I have a flashback of our first few days together, when Declan was my “security detail” over the trouble with the Chechens. I go back to that very moment he picked up my hand and asked if I really wanted him to find my cut fingers in a box. His face that day was a map of every fear he held. It was days before I knew we were fated mates, but his far-reaching concern for my well-being was hard to miss, even when we were nearly strangers. I see that same expression on him now, only ten times more intense. I try to break the hold that memory has on me with another question. “How long do I have to stay in this frickin’ chi-chi, la-de-da, Raven prison?’

      My mention of The Morrigan in a less than flattering tone causes my anguished Eternal Mate to slip away before my eyes, replaced with a cranky, overly stubborn husband who doesn’t much care for my lack of respect regarding his worries for our safety or the gifted hospitality that The Throne of I Idir is offering us.  “Ma’ Lady, ma’ son, his scathach, and our new Page, along with his madra (dog), will be the grateful and polite guests of Her Majesty until I determine that ‘tis safe far’ ya’ ta’ return ta’ either Dun Siorai or Salem. At this moment, I ken’ no give ya’ an exact date on when that might be. I expect you to act fully in the context of yar’ title, Lady Mac Nuada, without bringin’ more heartache ta’ yar’ Lord and husband.

      I’ve never been good at being “called-out,” and the modern, Mundane part of womanhood in me rises up against his patriarchy. “And if I decide I don’t want to be trapped here? Since I’m truly not under actual arrest for Marcy’s murder, then there’s nothing in I Idir law keeping me here…your Lordship,” I argue, my tone not disguising my disdain over the title. Truthfully, if there was even the slightest chance that Dylan might be in any kind of danger, we both know I’d agree to live in a fortified 4x6 box if it meant keeping him safe, but I’m still smarting from the heartache Declan put me through these past few hours to let him off the hook that easily. 

      Evidently the Tax Man knows me well enough to understand that I would never risk our son’s safety and that I’m just throwing my crabby shit at him. He sighs and raises that one damn eyebrow. “I wholly trust that ma’ beloved One and Only will do what is best far’ the safety of our family,” he answers. “I know ya’ will not like hearin this, Rosalinda, but I will do whatever I must to protect the treasures of ma’ life. The Universe has shown me how quickly everythin’ I hold dear ken’ be lost. I’ve become the Universe’s star pupil in the months since you’ve become part of ma’ life. After nearly losin’ ya’ twice, I will take no chance with yar’ safety ever again. I understand yar’ anger with me, but it had ta’ seem believable that I stood with ma’ House over ma’ personal feelins’ for ma’ mate. I want ya’ ta’ understand that I would never take light the possibility of hurting you, but I make no apologies far’ doin’ what I felt most necessary. The look on yar’ face as ya’ were taken out of our home will haunt me for Eternity. But faced with the same situation, I wad’ do it all over again to keep you and Dylan secure. I hope in time you will come to accept that and forgive me.”

      I work at coming up with a snarky retort but I never get the chance. There is noise and shuffling at the door again. “That would be the rest of yar’ entourage,” Declan says. The door opens and in struts Buaf with Seamus in tow, followed by Birgit with Dylan in her arms. The Black Knight takes up the rear, and addresses my husband. “Is everything…settled in here, Fitz?”

      I assume he means me and my reaction at being made a patsy in his dumb-ass investigation so I interrupt before the Tax Man can answer. “If you’re asking if my mate has informed me of your decision to use my poor, clueless self in your latest under-cover, hair-brained quest, rest assured I’ve been…briefed,” I say, staring at him with unveiled hostility.

      The Queen’s Hand of Justice stares unblinking right back at me, though I can see the tiniest beginning of a smirk at the far-left corner of his mouth. Despite his burning devotion to the people of I Idir and his devastatingly handsome good looks, I’m pretty sure I don’t care much for this man. “I’m sure you have a plethora of questions, Lady Mac Nuada,” he comments, not breaking his stare.

      I end up being the one looking away first. “As a matter of fact, I do, Lord Knight.”

      “And I plan on fully answering each and every one of them, dear Lady. Unfortunately, it’s been a long day for everyone involved, and I still have an audience with Her Majesty. I’ll let everyone here settle in. I will return early in the morning. We’ll talk then. If you are in need of anything, just ask the house. It’s been instructed to answer your demands.” Then with a brief nod of his head, he exits the same door he came in.
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        * * *

      

      It takes an additional three hours to get everyone fed, bathed, and settled in for the night. Simple logistics suggests that Birgit and the two children should take the larger of the two rooms, and Declan and I the smaller staff room with the twin beds, as the baby’s paraphernalia takes up a lot of space. But there’s no way my husband’s 6’4” frame is going to reasonably fit on that small cot, plus both Birgit and Buaf are mortified at the suggestion, so deeply rooted in Otherworld protocol as they are. “We’ll be fine here, ma’ Lady. It will be cozy and warm,” the nanny insists.

      Looking huggable in his cotton nightshirt, the little terrier curled up at his feet, Buaf seconds the scathach’s comments. “Aye, Lady Rosie. I ken’ no believe someone the likes of me is spendin’ the night in the Raven’s Nest. Cook’s eyes wad’ pop out of her skull ta’ see me and Seamus sittin’ here like we was fine, gentry folk. ‘Tis also vera’ good that me and ma’ madra (dog) are here in the same room as the wee Lordy Dylan. We ken’ protect him from any harm that might come our way,” the child explains, holding up a toy wooden sword, the pommel and the grip painted in the colors of House Nuada.

      I try not to smile at the kid’s bravado. “And what a gallant sword that be, Master Page. How, may I ask, did you find yourself in possession of such a wondrous thing?” I ask, guessing it was a gift from my husband.

      Buaf clutches the sword to his chest. “This be a vera’ special sword, Ma’ Lady. It came from the Black Knight himself. ‘Tis a magical sword to keep even bad dreams away. The Queen’s Hand told me I must keep it near me so I ken’ protect ma’ Lord and Lady, and the wee Dylan. I will sleep with it right here under ma’ pillow.”

      My shock at the Black Knight’s show of kindness must register on my face, because Birgit turns to me to explain. “When ya’ were arrested, Lady Mac, the boy could not be consoled. We caught him tryin’ ta’ climb out the third story window in an attempt ta’ rescue ya’. Almost broke his neck doin’ so. When the Black Knight returned to Dun Siorai after yar’ arrest, he spoke ta’ the lad and gave him that sword. Calmed him right down, it did. I know the Lord Knight has a fierce reputation, rightly earned, but the man does have an uncanny way with leanai (children).”

      The nanny’s story grants the Black Knight a few brownie points in my eyes. But just a few. I still don’t like him much, and I sure as hell don’t trust him. I do, however, smile at the picture of the formidable Black Knight giving a kid a “magic” toy as I head to my own room. I’m thoroughly exhausted, both mentally and physically and in no mood for yet another go-around with my husband, so when I see him curled up on a ridiculously small chaise lounge, his feet hanging off one end and his head over the other, I lose any attempt at patience. “Oh hell, Declan, you look ridiculous! Just sleep in the damn bed already. I’m tired, achy, and beyond crabby, so I’m not up for yet another battle. 

      “Yar’ still angry with me, Lass. I ken feel it down ta’ ma’ vera bones. Ma’ par’self ken’ no just lie next ta’ ya’ pretendin’ that all is good between us,” he says.

      I still haven’t begun to work through my hurt and resentment over his part in this stupid spy game, and if he’s looking for blanket forgiveness, I’m not ready to give it. “Suit yourself, Tax Man. If you want to offer up penance, then I’m not going to stop you. But you’ll only end up with a sleepless night and a crick in your neck. And it will be all for naught. I’ll still feel the same way about everything in the morning. Guaranteed.” 

      I take off my clothes, the beautiful dress I put on this morning, now a limp, crumpled mess, and slide into a nightgown that miraculously appears out of nowhere. I crawl in between the linens and close my eyes. After a few moments, I feel the Tax Man take his spot on the other side of the large bed, and I try to relax, hoping against hope that we all can just get some rest and pick through all this shit tomorrow when we’re fresher of mind and body.

      It doesn’t happen. I toss and the Tax Man turns, neither of us able to relax enough to fall into the deep REM sleep we both desperately need. I know what the problem is; the new Eternal bond between us is just too heavy and strong to ignore. The fresh ink on my shoulder blade vibrates with magical energy.

      “‘Tis no use, Lass,” my Mo Shiorghra whispers in the dark. “I ken’ no ignore the connection between us. The bond is stronger than logic. I vera’ well understand that I need ta’ respect yar’ feelins’ and give ya’ the space ya’ desire, but the burnin’ need ta’ touch ya’ is too great ta’ ignore. Would ya’ consider consentin’ ta’ at least holdin’ hands? Maybe it will help us both relax.”

      In the same sleep-deprived position, I reach out and take the familiar hand that finds its way across the great mattress divide and entwine my fingers through his. After that one touch, there’s really no turning back. We take down the walls of anger and sorrow and let the magic have its way. Though our coupling is fierce, intense, and lacking in any semblance of forgiveness, at least on my part, it temporarily blocks the pain of the day. As I lay on my back, panting, letting my rapid pulse slowly turn to normal, an unwanted thought comes to me explaining that this might be exactly how my in-laws still managed to create six children together despite the deep animosity that lives and breathes between them. It’s a horrible notion and I shudder at the thought of this being the future between my Tax Man and me, a magically forced physical connection that has no foundation in the heart or soul. I vow to try to figure out how to get past this betrayal by my One and Only, and in the back of my head, I hear what sounds like the tinkling of tiny bells.
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      Lost somewhere in the realm of a strange, wispy dream, I feel a very real hand on my shoulder shaking me awake. “Rosie…Love…I need far’ ya’ ta’ wake up,” a male brogue whispers in my ear.

      Still foggy, I open one slitty eye and look up at my husband. “What?”

      “I’m sorry, Lass. I know it’s early, but ya’ need to rise and shine. The Black Knight is here and he needs to meet with us before his return ta’ the Mundane world. Robyn is with him.”

      I open both eyes and peer around the inky room. “What time is it? It’s still dark in here.”

      “Nearly 5:30. The ghrain (sun) hasn’t yet risen,” he explains.

      “Feckin’ hell, Declan! Normal people don’t show up in other people’s homes before the crack of dawn. What is wrong with that man? Doesn’t he ever sleep?” I argue.

      “I donna’ think he needs as much sleep as most people,” my husband explains, as if that somehow excuses the Knight’s overtly rude behavior. “I know ya’ are not much of a mornin’ person, Rosie, but this is important and Beck does have a multitude of other responsibilities. We always try ta’ cut him some slack.” He doesn’t wait for me to reply and adds, “I’ll tell them ya’ll be joinin’ us shortly. As a full member of the team, I want ya’ ta’ hear everything that’s bein’ said.”

      He leaves the room and I grumble to myself as I try to find my discarded nightgown, lost somewhere last night in the tangle of the sheets. “Full member of the team, my ass. You all just used me as your pretend murder suspect and didn’t even clue me into what was going on.” I contemplate just throwing on a robe and wandering out there, but know without doubt that my showing up undressed like that would mortify my protocol-adhering husband. Instead, I shower and dress in record time and join the ensemble in the living room with my still wet hair pulled into a tight bun at the back of my head.

      All three men stand when I enter the room. Despite it being such an ungodly hour, they are all impeccably dressed; Beckett and the Doc in their respective Mundane work apparel, and my husband in his usual GQ-style Otherworldly garb. I’m glad I decided against showing up in my robe. “I offer apologies over rousing you this early, Lady Mac Nuada, but it can’t be helped,” the Black Knight says. “I have a full day of Essex County business, and the Doc here has early rounds in Swampscott. I felt it was imperative for you to be on the same page as the rest of the team.”

      “That would be lovely…for a change,” I quip.

      Declan pours a cup of Mundane coffee and hands it to me, his way

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/serenade-logos-2024-1640-x-850-px-1.jpg
=Xk Serenade
[( Publishing





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Also by Victoria Rocus
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        GLOSSARY AND PRONUNCIATION OF ANCIENT OTHERWORLD GAELIC
      


      		
        GLOSSARY AND PRONUNCIATION OF NORSE
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 1
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 2
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 3
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 4
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 5
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 6
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 7
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 8
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 9
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 10
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 11
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 12
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 13
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 14
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 15
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 16
      


      		
        TOOTHPCKS 17
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 18
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 19
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 20
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 21
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 22
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 23
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 24
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 25
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 26
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 27
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 28
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 29
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 30
      


      		
        TOOTHPICKS 31
      


      		
        Also by Victoria Rocus
      


      		
        More from Serenade Publishing
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Also by Victoria Rocus


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/tooth-picks-and-wicked-tricks.jpg






