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Across the Veil – By Lisa Kessler1

 


 Her stilettos clicked down the dark alley as she did her best to run. Freaking shoes. At least her fall would look real. Hitting her mark, her ankle turned and gravity did the rest. She hit the pavement hard, knocking the wind from her lungs. The only thing between her face and a bad case of road rash was a large scuffed black leather boot. 

 “Cut! Print!” The director bellowed. “Nice job Natalie. I could see the fear and uncertainty on your face. Really great work today.”

 Dillon removed his boot from under her face and offered her a hand. “Are you all right? The fall looked like it hurt.”

 Natalie dusted off her jeans and smiled up at him from under her lashes. “It’s supposed to look that way, remember? It’s called acting.”

 “Well you did an amazing job.” He chuckled. “You always do. So you want to grab a beer?”

 “Nah, I need some quiet me time in my trailer.”

 “Suit yourself,” he said as he walked away. She watched him go. Dillon looked amazing in his not-too-loose-yet-not-too-tight jeans. 


Enough gawking.

 Natalie turned around and made her way upstream through the production team toward her trailer. They’d been in Arizona for nearly three weeks shooting the special two-hour season premiere movie, and tomorrow she’d be heading back to her home in Malibu. She was ready to get out of the desert heat and back to a more temperate California coast.

 But the climate changed immediately when she opened her trailer door.

 A tall man with silver eyes and long blond hair got up from her couch. She gasped and shook her head in disbelief. “Faldo? What are you doing here?”

 He raised a brow and glanced around her cramped living space. “I would ask you the same question, Princess Talia.”


 She shushed him and pulled the door closed behind her. “I’m Natalie Thurmont now. How did you get across the veil?”


 The corner of his mouth twitched, as close to a smile as Faldo usually got. “Again, I might ask you the same question.”


 Talia rolled her eyes. “Why are you here, Faldo?”


 “I need you to locate someone for me.”


 Her jaw dropped. “You’re kidding. Why would you think I would help you? You’re the reason I crossed the veil in the first place.”

 His silver eyes narrowed, and he raised his chin. “You will help me, Princess, or your life in this world will end.”

 “You’re in my house, threatening me?” She crossed her arms shaking her head. “Not in this world. No way.” She pointed to the door. “Get out, Faldo. Now.”

 His lips curled into a smirk that made her feel like throwing up. “Your mother worries about you. I will be a hero for finding you and sending the Sentinel to bring you back home.”

 “You wouldn’t dare.”

 He started to reach for the door. “I most certainly would.”

 “Okay wait.” Talia raked her fingers back through her hair. “Why do you think I can find whoever you’re looking for? I’m an actress now, not a private detective.”

 His jaw clenched. “Because the Fae I am looking for is Keth.”

 Her arm dropped to her side, and the glamour that usually glowed around her face faded, graying her flawless complexion. “Keth is here?”

 Faldo cleared his throat, his posture stiff. “Yes. He crossed the veil shortly after you vanished.”

 Her foolish heart leapt in her chest. Maybe Keth had come searching for her. But the false hope dimmed quickly. She’d been on a hit television show for nearly five years now. Her face was plastered on billboards and buses. If he was looking for her, she wouldn’t have been hard to find. 

 “Why are you trying to find him?”


 “When he left Summerland, he took something that didn’t belong to him. I need it back.”


 “That’s vague,” she said with a snort. “How am I supposed to help you if I don’t know what I’m looking for?”


 “It’s best that you don’t.” He slid his fingers into the pocket of his button-down shirt and withdrew a tiny orange gem. It caught the light as he placed it in the center of her outstretched hand. “Slip this into his pocket or his bag. I will be able to find him. Anywhere.”

 She rolled it across her palm. The surface was smooth and the gem itself was nearly weight-less. Her eyes turned up to meet his. “It’s enchanted?”

 “Just be sure the stone is placed in his keeping. I will handle the rest.”


 “And my mother?”


 “Will never know we have laid eyes on each other.”


 She closed her fingers around the tiny stone. “I don’t want to do this.”


 He reached over to lift her chin. “If you want to stay here with the humans, then you have no choice.” His smug expression was back in place. He bowed his head. “Farewell Princess Talia.”

 Color stained her cheeks. She slammed the door behind him. He was such a stodgy, aloof, cold-hearted lech. She couldn’t believe her parents betrothed her to such a bastard. 

 She was an infant at the time, but that was no excuse. 

 Talia checked all the blinds to be sure there were closed, and then plopped down on her sofa. With the tiny gem on the end table, she closed her eyes. Using faerie magic in the human world was a risky business. The magic was unstable. There were many obstacles this side of the veil that didn’t exist back home. Radio, television, and cell phone waves altered the energy in the air around her, sometimes magnifying her intent, until a simple spell of silence could suddenly render the person mute for days.

 She’d learned quickly not to rely on magic on this side of the veil, but welcoming her power back into her body still felt natural, like a warm blanket on a cold night. In her mind, Keth stared at her with his intense, icy green eyes and his long black hair. Where Faldo was light, Keth was dark -- polar opposites. Faldo reveled in his family’s station in Summerland, while Keth rebelled from his station and sought to make his own way in the world. Faldo’s silver eyes were cold and unfeeling, while Keth’s had a tint of jade that burned with emotion. 

 Rage, love, passion, joy -- it all stormed in his eyes.

 While her heart’s magic churned, her skin started to glow. The shadow of a vine darkened around her wrist. It was childhood magic, but those spells were often the hardest to break. A pure unwounded heart carried more magic than the most experienced Fae conjurer.

 The vine darkened, sprouting leaves and braiding itself around her wrist. When the tingle left her skin, she opened her eyes and stared down at the markings, tracing it with her finger. Keth would now bear the same mark.

 And he would know who put it there.

 


 ***

 


 Keth nailed the vampire with a spin kick to the face. The immortal crashed against the brick wall before hitting the pavement face first. In one fluid motion, Keth pulled the stake free from the inside pocket of his trench coat, but before he could jam it through the vampire’s chest, pain wrapped itself around his wrist. He lost his grip on the stake, and instinctively pulled his arm in close to his body.



 With his other hand, he reached out toward the vampire. “Oighríonn tú. Now!”

 The vampire hissed, straining against the spell. Keth picked up the stake, clenching his teeth. Hot fire burned through his veins and up his arm as he watched color rise through his pale skin, gradually taking shape. 

 The vine. Talia needed him. 

 Clasping the stake in his other hand, he growled, “Scaoilim. I release you.”

 With fangs bared, the vampire dove for him. Keth spun, staking the vampire from behind just as the final strand of vines braided Keth’s wrist. While the vampire shriveled to dust, he opened and closed his hand. The pain lessened to a tingle. 

 He kicked his boot through the dust, scattering the remnants of his attacker. Normally he’d clean up the ashes, but right now, he didn’t have time. He had to hurry.

 ***

 Keth slid his Ray Ban sunglasses over his light green eyes and pulled away from the airport. Talia, or Natalie Thurmont as she called herself on this side of the veil, was the star of Avalon Magic, the hottest show on television. After a quick internet search, he was on his way to the Arizona desert where she was filming a television movie. He could be there in a few hours if the traffic on the highway was clear.

 The irony that a princess from Summerland was using human special effects instead of her true magic didn’t escape him.

 Not that he watched the show. All right, so he watched sometimes, but not every week.

 He gripped the wheel tighter and gunned the Porsche’s engine. Until he knew why Talia summoned him and risked using Fae magic in the human world, he wouldn’t be able to relax. 

 The last time he touched her was still etched on his soul. Her blue eyes sparkled with tears, her rose lips, still swollen from his kisses, and her soft fingers tracing over his mouth, yearning for words he couldn’t give her.

 Since he’d crossed the veil, he thought about reaching out to her. But what could he say? She was betrothed to his brother. His own kin. The ruthless bastard never deserved her, but Faldo was the first born son. He had the birthright.

 And he had proof of their betrayal.

 Keth used his glamour to gain access to the movie set, and quickly located her trailer. The oppressive heat and bright sun burned his pale skin. Waiting outside wasn’t going to be an option. Her door was unlocked, so he slipped inside, instantly assaulted by the scent of wild roses and lilacs. He took a deep breath in spite of himself. He couldn’t help it. Memories of summer evenings by the lake filled his mind. Talia’s red hair fanning around her like fire as he laid over her. 

 He could almost hear her singing. She had a voice that filled angels with envy. He frowned and looked to the other end of the trailer. Another step closer and he realized she really was singing. Pushing open the door, he found Talia drenched in bubbles. 

 “Keth?” She jumped, sending a wave of bath water out onto the floor.

 He drank in the sight of her bare shoulders, the gentle slope of her neck, her full lips and flushed cheeks, and finally her crystal blue eyes.

 “Were you expecting someone else?” The thought alone made his shoulders tense.

 She settled back into the bath, but not before he caught her gaze sliding up his body. “I was expecting a polite knock at the door.”

 He held up his fist, showing the ornate vine tattoo that wrapped around his wrist. “You summoned me, remember?”

 She held up her arm, exposing her matching vine. “Yes, I remember.”

 “We made this pact as children. The vine would call us back together if we were ever in trouble.” He scanned the small expanse of her trailer and finally met her eyes again. “You don’t appear to be in any danger.”

 Her hand splashed back into the tub. “Can I get dressed before we have this talk?”

 He shrugged. “Go ahead.”

 “Alone. You wait outside.” Her brow furrowed, and if he’d been in a better mood he would have found the crease in her forehead comical. Talia could never pull off a cross expression in his presence. He could always make her laugh.

 Those days were long behind them now.

 Talia emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a white robe. Knowing she was naked underneath distracted him. Being this close to her brought back too many memories. 

 “I didn’t know you crossed the veil.” She sat on her small sofa, tucking her legs underneath herself.


 He shrugged. “Faldo had a price on my head. In the beginning it was easier to hide in this world.”


 “He wants to kill you?” She shot off the sofa. “Why?”


 “Because he knows I...” He stopped himself short of admitting his feelings. Clearing his throat, he added, “He saw us at the lake, Talia.”

 “He knew?” Her hand went to her throat, and her gaze moved over to her tiny coffee table. “He could have declared braitheann sí. I would have been cast out, or killed for my betrayal.”

 “No.” He stepped closer. “I gave him my word that you would marry him, and in turn he would not accuse you before the High Council.”

 “You did what?” 

 He never saw the slap coming. She stared up into his eyes and lowered her voice. “How could you wish such a horrible fate on me? I loved you.”

 “If I had not given him my word. He would have told the council. Once he claimed braitheann sí, your fate would have been out of my hands.”

 Her eyes narrowed. “Instead you broke my heart and gave your word that I would marry a hateful man I didn’t love?”


 “You would still be alive.”


 “But what kind of life would it have been?”


 He reached out to touch her cheek, his gaze following the trail of his fingers, before meeting her eyes again. “I couldn’t bear the thought of anyone hurting you, Talia.”

 “So you did it yourself,” she whispered. 

 Her words cut into him, but he deserved every stab. She turned away and picked up something off of her coffee table. When she faced him again, she was holding up a tiny stone. 

 “I summoned you because Faldo paid me a visit last night. He threatened to send the sentinel to bring me back to Summerland unless I found you and placed this enchanted stone in your pocket. He said he would be able to track you in any world.”

 Keth made no move to touch the stone. His gaze remained steady on her face.


 “My jacket is in the car.”


 Her eyes widened. “You don’t expect me to put this anywhere near you, do you?”


 “If it means he will leave you alone to live your life in this world, then yes. Let him find me.”


 “No.” Her hand closed around the stone. And she poked her finger against his chest. “You don’t get to make decisions for me anymore.” 

 Keth grabbed her hand with every intention of taking the stone from her, but once he touched her, and watched her lips part as she stared up at him, he found himself pulling her closer. When his lips claimed hers, she stiffened, but she didn’t pull away. His arms slid around her, pulling her closer to his chest as his tongue brushed against her lips. He growled into the kiss when her lips parted and he finally tasted her again. His entire body reacted, his pulse racing while her hands slid up his chest and into his long dark hair.

 How many years had he longed for this moment, for another chance to love this woman? Too many. Breathless, he whispered as he kissed her over and over again, “Sainmhíniú. Curse me from the Light, I cannot stop loving you.”

 


 1 

 Talia felt her heart pounding inside of her chest. She’d been an actress in Hollywood for over five years now and had shared impassioned kisses with many of Hollywood’s hottest actors. But they were boys compared to the man who held her tight in his arms. He kissed her lips like she was water in a dry desert, like she was the sun to his moon, like she was the only woman in this world or any other who mattered.

 His fingers slid inside of her robe, sending electricity racing through her veins. Her skin was on fire, sensitive and hungry for his attention. But as his palm moved up, around her rib cage, teasing the side of her breast, her brain kicked in.

 She couldn’t survive loving this man. He’d pierced her heart so deeply that she’d left the only world she ever knew. If she allowed him to hurt her again, there would be no where left to run. No relief from the pain. No escape.

 Talia broke the kiss and stepped back, tugging her robe tight again. “I can’t do this, Keth. Not again.”

 He stood before her, his eyes on fire with passion, and shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

 “You don’t?” She caught herself staring at his perfect lips and shook her head. “You hurt me, Keth. My heart and soul were yours. I offered myself to you freely. I trusted you and you turned your back on me.” 

 A tear spilled down her cheek. “The only thing holding me together was my new life here, and my anger at you. Now you walk into my life and turn it upside down and I’m supposed to be thrilled and bed you right here in my living...” She glanced around her tiny trailer, realizing it didn’t even earn the designation of a room. “Area? I don’t think so.”

 He raked his fingers back through his long black hair, every chiseled muscle of his biceps tempting her. She gnawed at her lower lip, fighting to protect what was left of her heart, but her body was doing everything in its power to betray her.

 “I already explained. My brother found out about us, Talia. He told me he was going to name you a betrayer. He would declare braitheann sí with the High Council. I didn’t want you to marry him. Just the thought of him touching you makes my stomach retch.” He took a step closer, reaching up to wipe her tear away. His thumb lingered, sliding along her jaw. “But I would rather spend a lifetime in jealous torment, than face a day in a world without you in it.”

 “So you lied to my face. You looked me in the eyes and told me you didn’t love me. You told me to marry Faldo.”


 His eyes narrowed, and his teeth ground together. “I was protecting you, Talia.”


 “No.” She shook her head, tilting her chin up a notch. “You were breaking my heart.”


 “You don’t think it killed me to see you cry and know it was my fault? You don’t think it has tortured me for the past five years seeing you on television in the arms of other men?”

 “You watched me on television?” He nodded and seemed to relax a little, but he frowned when he realized she wasn’t smiling. Talia crossed her arms. “So you’ve been here all these years, and you never even attempted to talk to me?”

 His brow furrowed. “When you left me that night, you told me you never wanted to see me again.”


 “Of course I did. You had just broken my heart.”


 “I was respecting your wishes.”


 “No, you were being a self-centered jerk. You should have found me and apologized so I could have forgiven you.”


 He rubbed his forehead. “So by protecting you, I broke your heart; and by honoring your wishes, I was a bastard?”


 “Self-centered jerk,” she corrected.


 Keth growled and stormed across the room, all two steps of it, and scooped her up into his arms. He stared down into her eyes as the corner of his mouth pulled up, hinting at a smile. “Woman, you make no sense.”

 She laughed in spite of herself. “I’ve missed you too.” 

 Her smiled faded as she stared up into his green eyes. Right now they were dark, like a forest after a storm, and full of emotion. He bent to kiss her, softer this time, slowly nibbling at her lower lip as he whispered, “I am so sorry for hurting you, Talia.” Breaking the kiss he growled, “An aimsir láithreach.”

 “I love you too,” she whispered as their lips fused together again. His tongue found hers, tangling together while her limbs ached to do the same. Keth carried her to the couch and lowered her without breaking the kiss. As he rested above her, his fingers tangling in her red hair, she could feel his arousal against her thigh. Talia shivered with desire and moved her leg, brushing against him. 

 He groaned into the kiss, his fist tightening in her hair as his other hand slid down her side until he found the opening in her robe. With his fingers splayed, he slid his hand up her abdomen to cup her breast.

 She moaned; her back arching into his touch. Keth broke the kiss, nibbling his way down her neck to her shoulder.

 Suddenly, the door burst open. A huge man with gray eyes, draped in a blue cloak and carrying an iron staff entered her tiny trailer followed by Faldo. Keth’s brother pointed an accusatory finger at them and bellowed, “Braitheann sí.” Meeting her eyes, he growled, “Betrayer.” Faldo tipped his head toward the Sentinel. “Take her back to Summerland. The High Council can decide her fate.”

 The Sentinel pulled his hood back, revealing his blood-red hair. Sentinels were the muscle of Fae royalty. They couldn’t wield Fae magic. Troll blood existed in their lineage. So what they lacked in magic, they more than made up for in brute strength. The iron staff would weaken most Fae spells anyway.

 As the Sentinel stepped forward, Keth leapt to his feet. “You’ll have to kill me first.”

 “With pleasure.” Faldo’s mouth twisted into a sick smile. “I have waited all my life for this.”

 


 Keth raised a brow. “No vampires to fight your battle for you this time, Brother?”

 “Vampires?” Talia got up to stand beside him. “Vampires aren’t real.”

 “This coming from a Princess of the Fae.” Keth shook his head. “Just because you haven’t seen one, doesn’t mean they don’t exist. I can assure you they’re very real. My dear brother has been sending them to attack me regularly since I crossed the veil.”

 Faldo shoved the Sentinel. “Enough talk. Seize her.”

 The hulking troll lumbered forward, but Keth dodged his big hand. He lounged forward and hit the creature’s knees. The sentinel waved his arms before toppling over. The entire trailer rocked and the supports squealed with the force of his fall. Putrid breath expelled from the Sentinel’s lips as Keth sprang back to his feet.

 “Let’s finish this, Brother,” Keth growled. “Just you and me.”

 Faldo’s smirk spread as his eyes flicked toward Talia. Before Keth could react, his brother had her by the throat. “Stay back or I will kill her now.”

 Talia’s blue eyes met his, but there was no fear in her stare. Instead he saw determination. She had a plan. 

 Keth stalled for time. “Why do you want to crush such a precious flower? Talia has always been yours, Faldo, and you have never deserved her.”

 Faldo’s face flushed red. He grabbed her forearm and jerked it up, exposing the vine that matched Keth’s wrist. “She has never been mine. You saw to that when you claimed her for yourself…”

 His words ended abruptly when Talia jammed her knee into his groin. His face paled as he bent over in pain. She slammed the heel of her palm into his nose and followed it by bringing her elbow down between his shoulder blades. Faldo crumpled onto her carpet, blood trickling from his nose.

 “I don’t belong to anyone,” she huffed. “I’m not a sack of grain or a pretty piece of jewelry.”

 Keth started to smile, but from the corner of his eye, he saw something move. His smile faded when he realized the Sentinel was struggling to stand. 

 “Get behind me, Talia.”

 She did as he asked, and he steadied himself into a fighting stance, ready to counter the creature’s next move. While they circled each other, Talia suddenly ran past him and looped a large metal ringed belt around the Sentinel. 

 “Diúltach,” she commanded, but the Sentinel kept swiping at her with his large hands. She dodged and glanced at Keth. “Sorry, my magic doesn’t ever work right on this side of the veil.”

 “Diúltach,” Keth growled at the Sentinel. “I am your master now.” 

 The Sentinel quieted, his arms lowering to his sides. “You have to combine our magic with human commands. It’s still not as strong, but I can usually count on it to work.” He looked over at his unconscious older brother, and then smiled at Talia. “When did you learn to fight?”

 She pulled her robe tighter and lifted her chin. “I’m not a little princess anymore. I’ve taken self-defense classes. I can take care of myself.”

 He raised a brow and nodded. “I can see that.”


 “So what should we do with him now?” She pointed at Faldo. “We can’t just leave him here for the humans to find.”


 Keth clenched his jaw as he stared down at his older brother. “We can’t let him live. He’ll never stop hunting us.”


 “Are you suggesting we kill him?”


 Keth mulled over the thought. Cruelty was Faldo’s specialty. Even before he found Keth and Talia at the lake, Faldo took pleasure in tormenting his younger brother. While Faldo’s physical features favored the light, bitter darkness tainted his soul. The world would be better off without Faldo in it. 

 Keth turned to grab the stake from his coat, but Talia caught his arm. The gentle softness of her touch pulled him back from his dark thoughts. 

 Her eyes met his. “We can’t kill him, Keth. If you let darkness win, then your soul will be just as empty as your brother’s.”

 “Do you have another plan? He won’t stop, Talia. And now that he knows where you are, he will send his vampires to call on you too. They lust for Fae blood. They’ll be happy to do his bidding.”

 Talia glanced over at Faldo, then back up at Keth. “I have another costume prop with iron in it. We can take him back across the veil. The High Council can decide his fate.”

 “Why would the council believe us over him?”

 Talia straightened up, her glamour lighting up her flawless skin as her eyes twinkled up at him. Even wrapped in her terrycloth robe she looked every bit the regal faerie princess. He couldn’t help but smile.

 “They’ll believe us because I am Talia, Princess of the Light, and I have returned home.”

 He took her hand and lifted it to his lips, pressing a slow, lingering kiss to her skin. “We have been gone from Summerland for five human years; time passes differently there, remember? The kingdom may not be the same.”

 “I guess we’ll find out.” She gave his hand a little tug as she rose up on her tiptoes to kiss his lips. No flower on earth smelled as sweet and Talia’s skin. 

 He pulled Faldo’s arms behind him as Talia emerged holding another belt with iron links. He wrapped the belt around Faldo’s wrists, binding them tight together. Faldo groaned, but didn’t try to struggle.

 Once Talia was dressed, he yanked Faldo to his feet. “Come brother. It looks like we’ll be going to see the High Council after all.”

 Without incident, they made their way off the movie set and out into the arid Arizona desert wind. Keth stopped Faldo keeping a tight grip on his arm, and waited for Talia and the Sentinel to approach. Once they were together, he closed his eyes and opened his soul to the magic. Cool air, rich with the scent of springtime, whipped through his hair as he chanted, “Osclaíodh sé geata. Open the gate, lift the veil.”

 Talia added her voice to the plea. Crossing the veil wasn’t like a spell. It required the veil to welcome you. That was probably part of the reason Faldo sent vampires to attack him. The undead were part of the world of man. Faldo could bribe them with magic or jewels or even the enticement of Fae blood, without ever crossing through the veil himself.

 The air around them charged with frantic energy as the desert warped and faded. Then as suddenly as the change began, they were home. Keth frowned, his green eyes narrowing as he took in the stark countryside. Clouds blocked the sun and the lush green grass was withered. 

 All of Summerland was gray. 


 “What’s happened?” Talia gasped.


 Faldo let out a bitter laugh. “Welcome home.”


***

 No fanfare awaited the return of the princess. The cobblestone street leading to the castle lay ahead, deserted and desolate. Talia instinctively walked closer to Keth’s side, scanning the forest for any sign of life.

 Nothing moved. No faeries danced in the sunlight, no birds sang. Silence blanketed them.

 When they reached Talia’s home, the castle no longer sparkled. The stone was dull and cold. Her eyes welled with tears. “I don’t understand.”

 Keth took her hand and led her inside, his brow furrowed. How many years had passed since they crossed the veil? Could the magic of Summerland be lost? The air no longer carried the scent of spring flowers, but the stale odor of dust and mildew.

 The sight of the High Council chamber caused Talia to lose her struggle with her emotions. Up on the throne sat the withered bodies of her parents. The king and queen stared blankly ahead, like empty husks, unaware that their daughter entered the room. Talia sobbed; tears streamed down her face as she knelt between them.

 “What have you done?” Keth whispered.

 Faldo smirked. “This is all your doing.”

 “I had no part in this.”


 “You took what was rightfully mine.” He shrugged with a smug smile. “It was within my right to demand justice.”


 Keth’s brow furrowed. He gripped Faldo’s arm tighter and yanked him in close. “You call this justice?”


 “Justice comes at a high price. After our parents were bled dry, I had to offer the vampires more Fae blood.”


 The world tilted and Keth’s legs threatened to buckle. “Our parents…”


 “Are dead,” Faldo finished.


 Keth looked up at Talia as she kissed the hands of her parents, and the realization that he would never see his parents again hit him squarely in the chest. All the years of rage and hatred toward his older brother burned through Keth’s veins like an inferno. He tackled Faldo, knocking him to the ground. 

 His brother groaned as he hit the dirt. Faldo’s wrists were still bound, but Keth was beyond caring. He rolled his brother onto his back and pummeled him with his fists. 

 Faldo erupted with maniacal laughter, blood trailing from his nose and mouth. “Yes, kill me brother. Finish off the world of magic. Replace it with darkness and hate and retribution. Finish it for me. Kill me.”

 Keth stopped punching and clamped his hands around Faldo’s neck, squeezing until his brother was silent. He watched Faldo’s eyes bulge, but the sound of Talia’s scream broke through the darkness and pulled him back.

 He let go of his brother and took a step back. Faldo coughed, gasping for air and writhing on the ground like a worm. Fitting.

 The air around him warmed as he spun to find Talia. His breath caught when he saw her laying on the ground, weeping. He took a step closer and realized she wasn’t crying. She was bleeding.

 Keth rushed toward her, but jolted back when blinding pain stabbed through his head. He fell to his knees, unable to move or speak. His heart raced with panic. Had he caused the death of magic? Did his rage complete his brother’s plans for revenge?

 Blood ran from her eyes and nose as she held her head in her hands, trembling. Keth ground his teeth together and forced his legs to move through the pain. He lurched forward on his knees toward her. By the time he reached her side, blood clouded his vision.

 “It hurts,” she gasped.

 He pulled her into his arms, and tipped his head to the heavens, unleashing a primal scream. Darkness danced at the edge of his vision, and for a moment he almost welcomed unconsciousness. 

 But he wouldn’t leave Talia to face this curse alone. He kissed her hair and whispered, “An aimsir láithreach.”

 “I love you too,” she whispered.

 He closed his eyes, and sent up a plea to the Lady of the Lake, the heart of their world. “Take me. Let Talia live. Please. Take me in her place.”

 Talia clung to him. She always fit so perfectly in his arms, like he was born to hold her. The air tingled against his skin, burning around his head as his vision dimmed. His lungs relaxed, no longer aching to be filled, and peace calmed his warrior heart.

 The Lady had granted his wish. He’d been welcomed to his final home.

 “Keth? No. Don’t you dare leave me.”

 Her voice sounded distant. He wanted to answer her, but he couldn’t move. Her fingers slid through his hair, soothing the fiery pain. Gradually he realized he was breathing, taking long slow breaths and savoring the sweet taste until his eyes fluttered open. He stared up at Talia, dazed by the glow of magic in her red hair. 

 As his vision cleared, he realized streaks of green also flowed through her mane, and around her forehead a vine appeared green with life. Reaching up to touch her face, he noticed that the tattoo of the vine no longer encircled his wrist. 

 “You bear the crown of life.” Talia traced her fingertips along his forehead. Her vine no longer marked her wrist either, instead it crowned her forehead just at her hairline. 

 Talia bent to kiss him and whispered, “Summerland has chosen my king.” 

 Keth looked into her eyes and sat up. Flowers bloomed all around them, bathing them in their sweet scent. The High Council chamber sparkled with magic and glory once more. 

 The taint of Faldo’s bitterness had been lifted.

 He spun around to face his brother, only to find a twisted oak tree in his place. The entranced Sentinel rubbed his head and blinked his eyes slowly, the ridge of his brow furrowed. Confusion marked his large features as he wandered out of the chamber.

 “Kethian of the Gollan Clan, please rise.”

 Keth blinked. How long had it been since someone referred to him by his full name? He gave Talia’s hand a squeeze and rose to his feet. The king was no longer a vacant shriveled shell. His long silver hair shimmered around him, and his eyes twinkled with magic when he smiled.

 “Summerland herself has chosen you for our daughter. By offering your life for hers, you have brought the Light back to our world.” The King rose and helped his daughter to her feet. He brought their hands together and looked at each of them. “Magic grows from love. May both bloom in your lives.”

 After a lifetime of longing, they were finally together, no more hiding or pretending. Part of him still couldn’t believe it. 


 “I love you,” he whispered. Without hesitation, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.


 THE END
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