A Word of Disillusionment
Hiswordsjolted her from the feigned indifference she was trying so hard to maintain.
"Y ouwon't beliving with me?"

"I will be making other arrangements,” he answered without looking up from a parchment he was
viewing. "Y ou will be required to make certain responses at specific times during the Ceremony. Mother
will ingruct you. Y ou will, of course, conduct yoursdlf as befitting my mate, and not in your usud
outlandish manner.”

"You jerk, how do you expect meto act at my own wedding? I’ m not asimpleton, you know!" She
couldn’t believe hisgdl! "What are you expecting, naked dancing and bungee jumping?’

He looked up from the parchment and gave her ahard, glacia green stare. "1 expect you to act in an
honorable way, but | fear | will be disgppointed in that areaagain.”

"Y ou know, you redly arethe biggest assI’ve ever met," she said, standing up, clenched fists at her side.
"If you'd just let meexplain about ..."

He cut her off with achopping motion of hishand. "Sit down, Korrene. Y our dramatics are wasted on
me. | know all | need to know. The subject is closed.”

"Y ou told me you loved me."

"That was before | knew you to be thetraitor and liar that you are. | thought you an honorable woman. |
waswrong..."
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DEDICATION

My Husband, for believingin me...
My Children, for putting up with me...

My Parents, for giving me alove of books...

PROLOGUE

Mac Lir enjoyed a practical joke just aswell as the next deity, but this one had gone far past the
humorous stage, and had dlipped into antagonistic millennia ago.

Eons before, when the Seven Cella Worlds had been young, the gods had created children to
populate and devel op them, each race living in harmony with the others. Mac Lir’s children were



the Slvan ones—the Elves.

Too many years had passed for Mac Lir to remember when the joke had started, or even which
deity had first suggested it. However, all had agreed it would be amusing to see which race of
children would dominate and rule the others.

No, amusing it was not, Mac Lir decided, especially since his Slvan children could no longer be
found on the world called Earth. The only traces remaining of them were a few stories and songs.
Very occasionally however, about once every twenty generations, a drop of Slvan blood
resurfaced in a human child.

These special children rarely lived long. If they did not meet with tragic accidents when their
magical powers began to manifest, they were hunted down by frightened and suspicious humans.
It was easy for Mac Lir to see the emerging pattern of total extinction. Some deity’ s hand was
behind it, and Mac Lir suspected it was his archenemy Tuawtha, the demon god.

Now the pattern of his children’s extinction was beginning on another world, Tylana. Mac Lir was
determined to stop it. The threat had already touched his children of the waves, the Sea Elves.
The truly insidious part of Tuawtha' s plan was using the Night Elves against their brethren to do
his evil work. But once the Sea Elves were gone, the demon god would turn his evil attention to
the Night Elves, eliminating them as well. Tuawtha would not rest until all the silvan children
wer e exterminated.

Mac Lir had a plan to save his children. He would use his most powerful high priest and a human
woman from the world of Earth. Together, these two would strengthen the elves and begin a new
race; a people better able to survive the evil of Tuawtha.

For generations Mac Lir waited for just the right human child to be born. That female child had
to have a drop of silvan blood or else the magical transition, the binding of two souls for eternity,
would kill her. Once found, she had to be protected from mysterious accidents, suppositious
humans, and nurtured in a tolerant environment.

Finally, Mac Lir’ swait was fruitful. A human female was born one November morning in a place
called Greensboro, Indiana. She had the requisite trace of silvan blood—everything wasin
alignment.

With a smug smile, and a determined but mischievous glint in his eyes, the god Mac Lir began to
meddle.

CHAPTER ONE

"Tavern keeper," the woman spoke over her shoulder, loud enough for all in the large roomto
hear, "I require a hot meal, a hot bath, and some information. I’mlooking for a place named
Shalridoor."

The screaming silence that greeted her words was suddenly broken by the potboy’ s squeaky voice.

"Great lizards, lady! Nobody goes there! That place is haunted by dead elves!"

*

Korrene Greenwood stared at the computer screen with a combination of wonder and disgust. Try as



she might, those words played through her mind over and over, like last year’ s number one song. And
now she had actually typed them—" haunted by dead elves . She' d never planned on that.

As she moved the cursor to delete the words, an uncanny fedling of uneaseinched up her spine and
tingled her scap. Feeling foolish, she turned to look behind her.

Of course, no one was there. She was aone in the gpartment, as aways.

Running her fingersthrough her short curls, she pushed her chair away from the computer console, stood
and lunged for the office door. She needed adistraction.

Her bare feet made a soft whisper on the pae blue carpet as she checked the answering machine next to
the couch. She always put it on when working, so no one would disturb her. No messages. Good. She
didn't fed liketaking anyway.

Going into the tiny efficiency kitchen, she poured hersdlf a cup of day-old, burnt coffee and rummaged in
the cabinet until she found abox of fudge cookies, her mind till trying to dissect the words and put them
into somekind of order in the story.

As she sipped and munched thoughtfully, she sauntered back into the living room and stared sightlesdy
out the bay window. Her toes dug into the soft carpet by habit. What was it about this story that seemed
to absorb al her thoughts—waking and degping?

She padded over to the couch, sat and was swallowed up immediately into its comforting depths. She
tucked her right leg under her bottom and leaned againgt the over-stuffed armrest, her mind still busily
pondering her fascination with an dienrace.

The plot of the manuscript was strong; it held danger, intrigue, magic, romance, and some twists that
surprised even Kory. It even had an endangered species, for heaven’ s sake. The story detailed the
account of an elusvetribe of evesfrom the seawho were dowly dying. The mgor conflict was about
how they would solve their dilemmawith the help of Mac Lir, the god of the sea.

Especidly fascinating to Kory was her main character and hero Rendolin—a five-foot eeven-inch,
green-eyed, blond-haired, magic-wielding package of sensua masculinity—who seemed o redl that
sometimesit felt like hewasin the room telling her hislife sory. He was more dive and believable than
any character she had ever created before.

Maybe alittletoo dive.

He was beginning to haunt her dreamsto the point that it disturbed her deep. She knew occasionaly a
writer could create acharacter that just seemed to jump off a page and breathe lifeinto astory. Her df
was such acharacter.

Rendolin was very easy to write about and even easier to picture. So engrossed was shein her leading
man and the strange, unbidden phrase, Kory didn’t notice the room darken as the sun sank behind the
Vermont hills.

When shefirgt thought about creating Rendolin, she knew he would be astrong, masculine
personality—a hero of aromance had to be! She had an idea of what he would be like, but to know
somehow that his green eyeswould turn gray with anger, that hisfavorite color was turquoise, or that his
hair was the texture of soft slk rather than crisp linen, surprised her.

Sometimesit seemed asif he paced up and down the room while she typed, asif he were dictating how
the story should go rather than her making it up as she went. It was a very disconcerting feding.



Hedidn't like the track the story was taking. She often felt as though he was frustrated and impatient with
her. That she was supposed to be writing or doing some eusive thing she couldn’t quite grasp or
comprehend.

"Now, that' sridiculous, Kory!" Shelegped off the couch in agitation, knocking the coffee and cookies
onto the floor. Fudge melted into the spilled coffee, forming a dudge-like substance that seeped into the
carpet, making asoggy pile of brown goo.

"What amesdl"

As she bent to clean it up, the telephone rang. Shelet the answering machine pick up as she finished
cleaning the carpet.

"Kory, areyou there? Thisis Patty. Answer the phoneif you can hear me, girl."

Kory smiled as she dumped the spongy messin the garbage and dove for the phone. She always enjoyed
talking to her sgter-in-law.

"Hi," she answered, breathless. "What' sup?"

"Well, | haven't heard from you in aweek or so, and | wanted to check to make sureyou're ill divel”
The sound of Patty’ sfamiliar voice brought alump to Kory’ sthroat. She didn’t deserveto havea
gster-in-law like Paity. Kory worried that she'd jinx Patty, too.

"Yeah, I'mdive. I’ ve been busy working on my book. Y ou know how it is."
"How'sit going?' Paity asked. "Have you thought of atitlefor it yet?'

Kory chuckled with Petty at theinsdejoke. A titlefor her storieswas dwaysthe last thing she did. She
swore she had no talent for it.

"No, but I'll come up with something beforeit’sdone. I’ ve been having alittle trouble with my
characters™

"Trouble?' Paity asked. "Anything | can help you with?!

"Not unlessyou can tell mewhy | think my hero isstalking me," Kory said with anervous laugh.
What?"

"Oh, | can't explainit. Never mind. How’ sthe family?'

For the next twenty minutes Kory listened and commented as her sister-in-law told her about lifeasa
mother and wife. Patty and her family were the only relatives Korrene had since her husband, Herb, died
three and one haf years ago after afreak hiking accident. Kory had been twenty-three; Herb at
twenty-five had been much too young to die.

He had survived the accident, but had been in acomaand on life support for seven months before he
quietly died one spring morning. He had never regained consciousness. After al the bills had been paid,
Kory worked part time while she wrote her first novel. The salesfrom that book, along with amodest
pension from Herb' slife insurance, had dlowed her to sell the fixer-upper they had bought the year
before to raise the family they planned. She then rented asmal efficiency apartment in Vermont, and
took ayear off from her usua secretarial positionsto work on her latest book.

The onethat wasdriving her crazy.



" S0, | wanted to invite you down this weekend." Patty’ s voice brought Kory back from her memories
with adart.

"I"m sorry, Patty. What did you say?'

"l said, Mike sbest friend isin town for the week, and he' samilitary gamer like you. Helikesto pretend
to be an ancient medieva soldier and try to figure out new strategiesfor old battles, just like you and
Herb did. So why don’t you come down on Saturday and meet him? | bet you' d like him."

"Playing matchmaker again, huh? No dice, Pat."

"| thought you' d say that, but what' s the big deal?'Y ou haven’t been down to see your niece and
nephewsin months. | could use the female companionship. Come on!™

"No thanks. I'm not interested.” Kory began to fed uncomfortable, as she dways did when Pat tried to
get her to vigt. Her ssomach clenched, and the too familiar pain clutched at her heart.

"Kory, weworry about you up there, living dl by yoursalf. What if something should happen and there's
nobody to help you?'

A light swest broke out across Kory’ sforehead. "Pet, I’ ve had sdf defensetraining. I'll befine."

"Oh, right! An eight-week classat theloca YMCA isredly going to do you alot of good if you get
mugged! Y ou should be with your family."

"Pat, | said no." Something like panic clawed up her chest, closing off her breath and making her throat
tight. Family. Something she had no right to claim. Every time she loved someone too much, she jinxed
him or her and they died.

Changing tactics, Pat tried again.

"Kory, Herbert has been dead for nearly four years. It' stime to stop mourning him. Look, | washis
sgter and | say it stimeto get on with your life. Y ou can't shut yoursdlf up and live in afantasy world
you've created. Itisn't naturd, Kory."

"Peatty," she began, gulping air, "I know you'retrying to help, and | love you for it. But please believe me
when | say I'm not mourning Herb any more. | just don’t have time to drive down to Massachusettsfor a
weekend. | haveto get thisfirst draft done. My publisher gave me adeadline and | haveto meet it.
Maybe some other time."

Kory knew Petty would see through the excuse, but she hoped her sister-in-law would understand.
"Okay," Patty said after abrief, disgppointed pause. "If you have a deadline to meet, we understand.”
Kory let out the breath she didn’t know she' d been holding.

"But we re not giving up onyou, girl! Y ou' re coming down to vist us before the snow flies, you hear
me?'

"Yeah, | hear you. | promiseto get down before you take the shovels out of storage. Give everyonea
hug and kissfor me, and thanksfor the call, Pat.”

Kory dowly placed the phone on the hook, glanced at the clock and sighed deeply. Man, she wastired.
And londly, but it was best thisway.



Turning off the lights, she headed for the bedroom.

*

"Oh damn, Herb," Kory said to the dishwasher. "I had another dream about that €f last night.”

Sitting a the table in her ratty rose velour bathrobe, eating a bagel with cream cheese and sipping a Swiss
mocha latte, she could still fed the éf at the edges of her mind, poking and probing.

Reminding her how londly shewas.

Actudly, to dream of her characters and the story wasn’t unusud. In fact, dreamswere an important part
of her creative process. Each night after she wasin bed, she would conscioudy induce images of her
current work. Allowing her mind to roam in any direction produced some of the best ideas. But last night
had been different.

The dream started off well. Since her story was about afantasy idand of eves, she had goneto deep
cdling forth the sea and a soft, beautiful, peaceful idand named Sasheena.

Sheremembered the sound of the surf crashing against rocks, and sea birds sailing through abright blue
Ky.

She had felt agentle breeze caress her cheek, playing with her hair asit lulled her into arelaxing deep.
And soon she saw him rise up out of the sea, like alost soul walking back into her life.

Rendolin’s strong, lithe body glistened in the sun where millions of drops of seaspray caught the light as
he stepped from the waves. Hislong hair dripped rivulets of water that coursed around the muscles and
planes of his chest, as he came towards her with the delicious languid grace of asensuous animd. His
bronzed skin was cool and smooth as he took her in hisarms and pressed her to him. The taste of the
seawason hislips.

Lifting his head, he looked deeply into her eyes. With a gentle touch he smoothed atendril of hair from
her face before breathing her name like aprayer.

"Korrene."

With astart, Kory awoke and sat up in bed. The raw emotion in that one word wrenched her heart with
aphysica ache. For asecond she thought she could still smell thetang of the sea, but it was gonein an
instant. Her body was wet with perspiration, and her loose gown clung uncomfortably to her breests.

He was supposed to whisper her heroine's name, not hers.
It had taken her along whileto fall back adeep....

Reflecting upon the dream now, Sitting in her sunny little kitchen and sipping lukewarm coffee, Kory
guessed it wasn't such an unusua dream. True, Rendolin was supposed to be in love with Feenix, but
gnceit was her dream it was only natural that he seemed to be making love to Kory instead. That made
sense. It wasjust that his presence seemed so redl. Her body il tingled at the thought of histouch.

"Maybe Peatty isright," she said to hersdlf. "'l need to get out more and meet real men.”

She reached across the table and took a notebook from the pile she dways kept there, flipped to a blank
page and picked up a pen. Before the dream faded completely, she should make afew notes. She had
just finished the last words when she looked up and saw him.



Rendolin was wearing a pearl gray robethat fell open to reved his smooth, muscular chest. Musclesand
sinew rippled beneath golden tanned skin, and she found hersalf wondering what it would be like to touch
him. His lower body was encased inapair of tight black leggings that hugged his strong thighs. On his
feet wasapair of tooled brown leather boots that only reached to hisankles. Hislong golden hair was
held back from hisface with aleather headband, adorned with a polished piece of glistening pink cord.

It wasn't immediately apparent that Rendolin was of adifferent race. His elfin blood showed only inthe
delicate features of hisface, and perhaps the lean planes of hisbody. His mesmerizing green eyeswere
danted only alittle, and certainly his near Sx feet height didn’t proclaim him an df. But Kory knew that if
shelifted hishair, apair of perfectly pointed earswould give him away. She knew because he was her
cregtion.

He moved gracefully, put hisfists on his hips, and braced hisfeet in awide stance, for al theworld like
an ancient king surveying hisdomain. Then dowly, a smile blossomed across his beautiful face, reveding
adeep dimplein hisleft cheek. Kory could dmost smell his salty, musky scent, and she couldn’'t help
amiling back at him.

"My word, what animagination | havel" she said with an gppreciative chuckle.
"Aye" he answered, quietly, "and ‘tisagood thing for methat you do."

"You know," shereflected, "I shouldn’t be Sitting here in my nightgown talking to afigment of my
imagination. Especidly thisearly in the morning. People might get the wrong ideaand lock me up.”

"None will know except mysdlf." Hismusicd voice held adeep timbre and a caressing quality that sent
tinglesrushing to her toes.

Suddenly losing patience with hersdlf, Kory closed the notebook with abang.

"Thisiscrazy," she mumbled, standing up from the table. She hurried across the room and put her empty
cup inthe sink, keeping her back to the apparition.

"I must be working too hard. Maybe | should take that trip south to see Patty and the kids. It’Il get my
mind off this stupid story and that €lf."

She turned on the water to do the dishes, hoping some good manual labor would put a stop to these
disturbing visons of atotaly make-bdieve character.

Suddenly atiny wisp of air moved the hair againgt her cheek and disturbed the hem of her robe, making it
sway gently. All her ingtincts warned her she was not done, but she dared not turn around.

"I am honored that your mind ison me. However, | must disagree with your opinion regarding my world.
Tome, itisof vitd importance, and the fate of my peopleisat stake."

Sowly, dmost fearfully, Kory turned from the sink and faced the source of the words. Rendolin leaned
againgt the counter, an amused look on his handsome face. Blinking threetimes quickly did not get rid of
him. Her knees began to shake as she redized she was having visons.

"Do not look so upset, my swest,” soothed her hallucination, as he picked up the toaster and inspected it
closdy. "You may trust my word that you possessdl your faculties. A son of the House of Hiloriswould
never lie"

She wiped her soapy hands on her bathrobe and tried to ignore Rendolin as she made her unsteady way
back to the table and collgpsed in achair. Dropping her faceinto her hands, Kory ordered hersdf to



think clearly.
"What should | do? Who should | call?1f | cal 911 what do | tell them?' she wondered out loud.

She huddled over thetable asif trying to hide herself from aghost. Her bare toes gripped the rung of the
chair, dingingto alifdine.

"Tel them nothing, Korrene." Hewalked over to the refrigerator and examined the papers and pictures
she had cluttering the front. Then he experimented with the door handle before opening it to peer insde.
"There is nothing wrong with you." He closed the ‘fridge and turned his attention to her. "'l am truly here.”
His gentle voice only made her shake harder.

Shetried to straighten up abit, but couldn’t make her body respond to her demands.

"Okay, Kory," she said to hersdf, fighting to regain control. "Remember your stress control training.
Breathe deeply. Comeon. Inhde...."

"Korrene," he pleaded, "listen to me. Thereisno need for panic.”
Shewinced at hisvoice. "...exhale. Good, good. He snot real. Now again. Inhae...."
"Korrene, stop this. | cannot bear to see you so upset! | will go, do you hear me?"

Kory covered her earswith her fingers, she wanted to crawl inside herself, hide somewhere, anything to
get away from this nightmare. She was so frightened, and her heart was banging so violently, she thought
shewas going to die of aheart attack. It was amost like when shelearned Herb was going to die. It had
taken her deven monthsto get over those anxiety attacks. She didn’t think she could takeit if they came
back.

"Exhde... Oh, why do | sill hear him?" Tears dripped between her fingers and her chair wobbled as she
shook harder. "Again! Inhde..."

"Very well. By the god’ sbeard, | will leave you for now. But | will be back," his voice was desperate.
"Hear me now, Korrene. | will be back!"

"Exhae... Comeon, Kory. You candoit. Inhae...exhale. Breathe degply and dowly. It sworking. |
don’t hear him any more. Breathe. One moretime.”

Kory dared alook between her fingers and searched the kitchen. Rendolin was not there. She dropped
her shaking hands, and |ooked into the living room. Gone.

She stood on unsteady legs and ventured around the corner into her bedroom. It was empty, too. With a
sigh of relief, she plopped back down into the chair and broke into noisy sobs.

"What am | going to do, Herb?I’m going insane.”

CHAPTER TWO
The seawas the same as aways. The cam. The peace. The rhythmic rolling of the waves....

Unable to bear the wait any longer, Feenix began pulling at her clothes like awoman possessed. In her
urgency to diveinto the crashing surf before The Change took place, Feenix ripped her clothing and
tossed it aside like ragged flotsam.



As her body arced in agraceful dive over the water, The Change came with aburning rush, and her
blood sang in her ears as the cool waves parted for her glossy snout. The god, Mac Lir, had worked his
magic once again, and she wondered briefly why she ever fought him, or thistransformation into aseek
dolphin.

Then al was forgotten except the exquisite fed of water caressing every inch of her bare skin, as she cut
smoothly through the wavesin ajoyful dance of exdtation.

Korrenewasfree et last.

*

Gasping for breeth like adrowning woman, Kory legped out of her chair and groped for the edge of the
old desk. Slowly theimages of surf and sand began to dim, and the glare of her computer termina forced
her eyesinto focus.

Her |abored breathing drowned out the soft purr of the computer, and she could actudly fed the blood
pound in her ears, dmost like the echo of therising surf.

What in the world was happening to her? Every time shetried to get down to work on this book, she
ether had visions of peoplethat didn’t exi<t, or she became part of the story.

"Thisisnot how aprofessional author should be acting,” she reprimanded hersdlf. Therehad to bea
logicd explandtion for it.

Y et she could have sworn she had been in that water, swimming and leaping in the foam. It seemed s0
redl! But it couldn’t have been. It just couldn’t.

Kory saved what she had written, then shut the computer down. Glancing at the clock, she was surprised
to see it was after four o' clock. Then her belly rumbled.

"I’m out of here," she proclaimed as she dipped her feet into well-worn brown loafers and grabbed her
purse. She' d go into town for some early supper. She needed to put space between hersalf and the
book.

~*

It was arare and glorious autumn evening, the kind where the air ill held on to alingering summer’s
warmth, so after eating her burger Kory decided to take awak. Despite the westher, there weren't
many people out, and her amble took her in the direction of the little town common.

Kory thought her Vermont hometown was one of the most charming in New England. From her reading
of itshistory, Kory knew that cows and sheep used to graze on the ‘common land’ of the town; these
days, only afew birds and astray squirrel or two invaded her privacy. She' d awaysfound it agood
placeto think.

She brushed off a crimson leaf and sat on apark bench looking around. The setting sun cast golden rays
through the old maple trees. The leaves were just beginning to turn red; most of the bright yellows and
oranges from earlier in the season were dready gone. The dark branches, some amost completely bare,
carved the degpening blue sky into jigsaw puzzle pieces. She could smdl awood stove burning
somewhere. Autumn in New England was like no other place on earth.

"Aye, ‘tisnothing like Sasheena.”



The musical, masculine voice shattered the peace and calm she had tried so hard to gather around her.
"I might have known you' d find me," Kory said in disgust, refusing to look up at him.
"I will dwaysfind you," his oft words were agentle caress.

Reluctantly she looked at him, and ajolt hit her somewherein the region of her lower abdomen. Rendolin
was bregth taking, even if she had created him hersalf. He was seated cross-legged on the ground in front
of her, playing with an orange maple leaf. Ashetwirled it between hisfinger and thumb, Kory’ s mouth
went dry imagining what those same long, tapering fingers might do to Feenix, the heroinein her story.

"Widl, that’ sno magic trick," she said to him, wrenching her eyes away from his hands. "Sinceyou're
nothing but afigment of my imagination, | guess!’ll ways carry you around with me. What | can't figure
out iswhy | keep thinking about you, and even imagine seeing you when | don’t want to!”

"Ah," hesad, tossing the leaf aside. "l supposethat iswhy you fear for your sanity when | vist."
"I’'m not afraid of you; | just don’t understand why I’'m seeing you."
"| choosefor you to see me.”

"Oh, sure you do. And since you're my creation, | guess| choose to seeyou, too. Infact,” Kory
continued thoughtfully, "since I’m talking with you, | guessyou could say I’ m only talking with mysdf soll
shouldn’t worry about it."

Herose up into akneeling position, his golden hands resting on rock-hard thighs.

"You are not talking to yourself, Korrene. | am redlly here, and | say the words | chooseto say, not what
you would liketo hear."

"That’ simpossible!" Rising from the bench in agitation, she walked over to a statue of amustachioed
solder garbed inaUnion uniform. "Y ou are acharacter in astory of mine. | created you. | gave you your

"Not s0," he broke in with agrimace. "Y ou wanted to call me Robard.”

She bit back asmile. "That was just aworking name until | got the fed of your persondity. | named you
Rendolin and | created abrother for you named Thelorin—"

"Who you wanted to be younger than me," he spoke into her left ear. "If you remember correctly, | told
you hewasthe elder, and was in fact the leader of my people. Not me, asyou had originally planned.”

She turned and faced him, dightly taken aback at his nearness. She thought she detected the faint smell of
the sea, but dismissed the fancy with ashake of her head.

"That was abrilliant plot twigt, crested for the readers enjoyment.”

"Indeed,” he answered with atwinklein hisgreen eyes. "1 shdl have to explain to my mother that her
pregnancies were arranged for someone’ s amusement the next time | speak with her.”

"Y ou don’'t have amother," she said with eation. "'l didn’t give you one!"
"Then where, my slly goose, do you think | came from? Everyone hasto have amother.”

"I mean,” she said angrily, "that I'm not going to write about her in the book, so you don't, technicaly,



haveto have one"

Rendolin moved to stand in back of the chisdled statue and peered down at her from over the soldier’s
granite shoulder. "Mother will be so disgppointed.”

"She’ snot important to the story," Kory said, trying to hold back asmile.

"But you see, my sweet," he said serioudy as he came around and stood before her. "Sheredly is, and
that is one of the reasons | must spesk with you."

"Why don’t you go back to where you came from and aggravate Feenix instead of me?"

"Ahha" hesaid, "exactly. | do not want to aggravate Feenix. Nor do | want to do anything else with her.
Itisthereason | have come to your world to find you."

"What are you talking about?" Kory asked, totally confused.

"l have cometo take you back to Sasheenawith me. While | am sure Captain Feenix isan admirable
woman and knows her business of warfarewell, | believe my peopl€ s quandary needs afemaewith a
bit more compassion and gentleness. And since you yoursdlf understand our plight, both insde and out,
who better to help us combat our problems?’

"Who better?' Kory echoed faintly.

"Good," the df said with asatisfied nod. "Now if you do not have any questions, we can proceed to
Sasheenawithout delay. | am anxiousto return to my own world." Looking around him at the strange
buildings and the loud, smelly vehicles moving on the road, he continued, "Y our world, Korrene, does
not make senseto me, and | find it very noisy."

"Wait aminute," she said, holding up her hand like atraffic cop. "Y ou want me to go to Sasheenawith
you?'

"Thet is correct.”

She blinked a couple of times and dropped her arm to her side. "'Y ou want me to go to afantasy world |
created to help you solve your peopl€' s problems?”

"Theworld isrea, Korrene, not afantasy. But yes, | want you to come with me.”
IINO!II

Sheturned on her hedl, making amotion with her hands asif to push hiswords away, then hurried from
the statue and the little park.

"I won't listen to you any more. If the story needs sometighter plotting, then | will do it inacompletdy
logical way! Not by conjuring up one of my characters and talking it out with him. And certainly not by
going to vigt aplace that only exigtsin my mind! Besides," sheflung over her shoulder as she scurried
away, "what could you possibly have to say that would be new and origind to me?"

"How will you ever know?" he shouted in anger after her. ™Y ou have not given me achance to say much
of anything!"

She turned down Main Street, dmost at a dead run, panic threatening to overcome her again. She had
traveled dmost three blocks before she looked up to see where she was. At least Rendolin hadn’t
followed her. How would she explain an df to anyone she met in thissmall town?



"Don’t be stupid,” Kory scolded hersdlf. "He sonly in your imagination! No one could see him. They'd
just hear you talking to thin air, and then you’ d have some explaining to do!"

She dowed down and walked another block, thinking about her problem. The way she saw it, the book
had become secondary in importance. The most important thing right now wasto find an answer asto
why Rendolin was gppearing to her. If it turned out she wasill in some way, then she needed professiond
help. But shedidn’t fed like anything was wrong with her.

At least not until the ef appeared.
Wheat should she do?

"Okay, Kory," she encouraged hersdlf, "do alittle research before you commit yoursdlf to some loony
bin!"

~*

Thesignread, "Martin H. Allen, L.1.C.SW.," She had asked right after her arrival what the letters stood
for, and the superior receptionist had not hesitated to educate her. Licensed Independent Clinica Socia
Worker. Kory closed the door softly behind her as she left the office, then rested her head againgt the
cool wood.

Martin Allen had confirmed dl of her worst fears. She was crazy. Well, maybe not crazy, but certainly on
her way to becoming so if she didn’t do something immediately. He offered to refer her to apsychiatrist
who specidized in depression with psychotic reactions. Mr. Allen felt strongly that she needed more help
than he done was able to provide. At his mention of anti-depressant medication, Kory shuddered and
declined the offer a once.

Her trip home was madein acomplete fog. She didn’t even redize she had driven the seven milesto her
gpartment until her car pulled into the driveway, dmost by itsdlf. "At least that blasted df didn’t come
aongfor theridel" Shedidn’t think she could have made it home without an accident if he had.

Asshelet hersdf into the darkened apartment, Kory could fed the tears gather in her eyes. Shewilled
them away, but they refused to evaporate. By the time she flipped on the light and sat down at the old
kitchen table, her vision waslost in an ocean of tears. She dropped her head down on her arms and the
tears poured out. The effort of holding them back was more than she could summon.

Shedidn’t know why shewas crying. She was afraid of losing her mind, but shewas angry, too. Martin
Allen had said her visons were triggered by the emptiness of her life since her husband’ s death. When
shefdt lost and aone, her defenses were down and she experienced psychotic episodes. But that didn’t
ring true. Kory liked the independence and feding of being empowered that living aone alowed.

She had truly mourned for Herb when he died, but she knew she had gone beyond that point long ago.
So what if she occasionally talked to him? Besides, she could havetold Mr. Allen that shewasajinx and
anyone she got too closeto died. She was very happy living done, so who wasit hurting?

Kory cried until her head pounded and her nose was dl red and swollen. She cried until the tablecloth
had abig, dark spot the size of a serving platter. She cried until she felt she had no more water in her.

Then she made the decision.

Mr. Allen said she had to do something immediately, and Kory agreed. They just didn’t agree on what
that something was. Every logica conclusion she thought of told her she was going insane and she needed
professond help. But everything in her heart and soul told Kory that it was not her imagination at all.



"It sthe story," she said, lifting her head and wiping her cheeks. "I haveto get rid of the story, Herb. For
some reason, I’m too emotionaly involved, and | must get rid of it."

Quickly, like asick woman reaching for a cure, she made her way to the computer console and called up
the stored text; al twelve and one half chapters of it. For awhile she scrolled it down and smply read the
too familiar words. Her eyeslovingly lingered on the names of places, people and things she had worked
s0 hard to create. Her fingerslightly touched the cold screen when Rendolin’ s name appeared.

"Korrene," hisvoice murmured from behind her right shoulder. "1 need to speak with you."

Thiswas her creation. Her baby. For her to do what she contemplated seemed beyond her strength. But
she had to destroy her creation. To merely put it aside would mean she would be freeto work on it
again. When? A month? A year? Sooner? To put it aside would mean Rendolin would still haunt her days
and nights, and she had to completely uproot his hold on her. The only answer to her sanity wastota
destruction.

"Korrene," the voice came from behind her again, trying to gain her atention. She could hear concern
and atrace of confusion in hisbeloved voice. " Speak to me, Korrene. You look lost. What isit? Tell
rm"

"Okay. I'll tell you," she answered firmly, never taking her fingertips or her gaze off of hisnameon the
screen. "I’ m exorcising you from my life”

She cdmly stored thetext to file. A lone tear escaped rolling down her cheek asthe screen in front of her
changed. "I’ m saying goodbye to you, so that | can deep again at night, and so | won't be afraid of my
own thoughts."

She placed both hands above the keyboard and keyed the sequence to delete the story from memory.
When the screen cleared, shereleased asad sigh. "I’ m so tired of imagining you wherever | go, no matter
what | do."

Without wavering, she shut down the computer. The screen went blank as she dropped her handsinto
her lap.

"But Korrene, | havetold you repeatedly that you are not imagining me. | amred. | shall proveit.”

She was surprised to hear his amused voice, but hislight touch on her shoulder startled her so badly she
knocked the keyboard off the desk.

"Y ou touched me!" Theterror in her voice was reflected a hundred-fold in her wide eyes. She stood on
unsteady legs then, trying to put as much space as possible between hersdlf and Rendolin, Kory backed
into achair, toppling over astack of reference books and note pads.

"Peace, my swest. | will not hurt you."

"Y ou touched me," she said again in disbelief. She picked up alarge thesaurus and held it in front of her
chest, asif it would protect her from hisfurther advances. "That’ simpossible! Y ou can't touch me," her
voice rose as she became angry. "Y ou' re adamned character in adamned story, for god’ s sakel”
Shaking the book at him, she stepped towards the gpparition. "Y ou don't exist! Leave me aone!™

"Korrene, please. Let me speak.” Rendolin put his hands up in a gentle gesture and moved to meet
Kory’'s advance.

"l said go away!"



Kory threw the heavy book at Rendolin’s head and then made a dash for the door. But before she could
reach the exit, the df had clagped her forearm firmly, while holding the thesaurusin his other hand. For a
moment they stood thus, stunned by thefed of warm flesh against warm flesh. It seemed to her that hest
burst from his hand and shot up her arm, bathing her facein ahot flush. A low groan toreitsdf from the
back of her throat and Kory pulled out of hisgrasp, diving for the upended pile of books and papers.

"Korrenel What isthe matter?' Rendolin’svoice was full of confusion and fear. As shetoreasmal stack
of paper in half, he looked at her asif she had lost her mind. "What are you doing?' He tossed the book
aside and bent down at her sde.

"Getting rid of dl of you," she breathed. She picked up another pile of paper, ripped it in haf, then threw
the piecesaside.

"] don't understand,” he said in confusion.

"Wdl, I’'ll makeit clear then," she panted as she attacked another pile of paper. "Since you're fill here,
then it's obvious just dumping the story from the computer won't do thetrick. So if | have to destroy
every shred of the story, every pageto get rid of you, then that' swhat I'll do!”

Suddenly Rendolin grabbed her arms and forced her to drop the paper. His strong fingers sent a
white-hot streak of energy to her chest, nearly stopping her breath. He pulled her to her feet and met her
angry brown gaze with his cool green one. Again ashock of contact spiraled through her. Kory fought to
ignoreit.

"How can you say that | am nothing when you stand herein my grasp?' Hisvoice was rough with
emotion. Kory wasn't sureif it was anger or something else. Shaking her gently, he demanded, "Can you
deny thefed of my fingerson your aams?’

Stunned, she could only stand and stare a him.
"Canyou?' When sheremained mute, he let her go dmost roughly. 1 thought not."

"How can you bered?' she asked, sitting down heavily in the chair, feding suddenly bereft a the loss of
the warmth of hishands. "I created you. | thought you up, | must truly be deranged.”

"Enough of thistak about going mad.”

His outburst thoroughly surprised her. One small part of her writer’ s brain noted that he had atemper if
pushed too far.

"You are not insane, and | am not just a name on a piece of parchment.” He tossed some pages of the
manuscript into her face as he continued, "I am Rendolin, Son of the House of Hiloris. I live. | breathe.
And if wounded, Madam, | bleed. | am dive."

She watched in amazement at the change that took place in him. Gone was the patient, gentle fin mae
trying to persuade adightly confused woman to hisway of thinking. In his place stood the proud df lord,
Rendolin of Hiloris, High Priest of the people of Sasheena. Thiswas the Rendolin she knew well from her
story. He glared at her from beneath danted brows and folded his arms across his bare chest. Feet
gpread, his green eyes now flashing gray stedl, hewas aforce to be wary of.

Thewriter in her lovedit.

Thewoman in her trembled.



"What have you done, woman?' he demanded, taking up hisroya stance. "If it has anything to do with
my people, | warn you, it will not go well with you."

"I'm getting rid of you."

"So much you have said, but you spesk inriddles. Here | stand and here | will remain until you tell me
how you planto ‘get rid’ of me, asyou say."

"I have deleted your story from my computer, and now | am destroying the written pages, since purging
the computer didn’t seem to work. When | have completely destroyed the entire story, it will no longer
exis—you will nolonger exis—and | can get on with my life"

His stormy gray eyes pinned her with an icy glare. Bending towards her, he asked in acrigp voice, "You
are deliberately trying to destroy my people? A whole race of beings?' The magnitude of her act dowly
penetrated his stunned brain. ™Y ou would commit genocide?"

"Now hold on here," she bristled. "1 wouldn't put it that way! I'm just throwing away astory I've
decided not to finish. It'snot like I’ m committing mass murder! ™

"By the god' shlood, that is exactly what you are doing! Thetotal annihilation of my people! And thisevil
comes aseadly to you as breathing!" He turned from her, then shook hishead in disgust. 'Y ou are not
the person | had thought you to be, Korrene."

"Wait aminute." Grabbing hisarm, she pulled him around to face her again. "'l don’t know what you think
about me, buddy, but I'm saving mysdf and my sanity. If flushing your story down the tubes and burning
the manuscript isgoing to save my mind, then that’ s exactly what I'm going to do." She angrily brushed a
gray curl of black hair from her face before jabbing her finger into his muscular chest. "And don’t try to
tell methat my actionswill destroy an entire race of beings! | created those beings, and | can damn well
un-create them!"

"| see you speak what you believe to be truth, but you know nothing of that which you have created. To
create meansto alow something to be. If you build aship, you createit; you can sall it, thereforeitis
redl. If you creste aperson, you can fed him, speak to him, touch him. Therefore heisredl. If you cregte
aworld and the people onit, they exist. They live. They breathe. They die. And | can not alow my
peopleto die.”

While he was speaking, another subtle change took place across Rendolin’ sface. The anger had
dissipated. In its place was grim determination.

Kory dropped her hand and backed away.
"What are you going to do?'

"Fear menot, Korrene," the elf said as he stalked her across the paper-strewn room. "By your own
words | do not exist, so you have nothing to fear." He grinned without humor at hislame joke.

Fear touched her again, thistime for awholly new reason.
"Rendolin, go away."

"Make me, Korrene," he whispered softly, moving with dl the grace her pen had endowed to him. The
words were a seductive challenge Kory dared not meet. He reached out and his strong fingers encircled
her delicatewrist in aniron ring.



"No!" sheydled, trying to bresk hishold. "Y ou can’'t do thisto me. | crested you, and you must obey
rTE"

Helaughed adark, ruthless laugh, and reached for her once more with the other hand.
"Hold on, my swest," he growled to her. "Y ou are going to vist my home, which does not exist."

Her own scream was the last sound she heard before the world went black.

CHAPTER THREE

Silver voices blending in acapricious melody penetrated the gray, foggy reaches of Kory’s awareness.
The words dipped and soared just out of reach, the way a kite bobs on a breeze. The haunting music of
ghostly instrumentswasthe first to fal together, forming a patternin her brain. Tearstrickled from her
closed eyes at the beauty of the melody.

Sowly, so dowly, the words dropped into amelodic net and formed themselves into an order Kory
could understand. She smiled through her tears as unearthly voices sang her own words. V oices she had
never imagined would speak her words.

Itisnight.

Sea mist rises to greet the moon;

Flecks of lunar light journey on the water
Drowsy gulls sleep with wings tucked;

Solitary lovers draped in gray

The waves, like silver satin, ripple

And caressthe shore in endless invitation
Impatient foam rushes the land to timidly withdraw
As a blushing maid from a mate’ s textured touch
Thewind scurries a cloud across the sky;

Black velvet shadows the shore

Itisnight.

Join me.

Asthelast note shimmered and drifted away, Kory dowly released the breath she had been holding,
afrad to let go lest the music disappear. With the last lingering echo of music, the world came rushing
back to her. The whisper of distant surf and the smell of sea-washed sand softly penetrated her
CONSCiOUSNeSs.



She opened her eyes afraction and tried to focus on her surroundings. She waslying on afirm, but
comfortable mahogany bed, and fdlt quite rested and safe.

Until she remembered Rendolin’ sthreat to take her to hisworld.

She must have been working too hard. Maybe she was coming down with some sort of illness. Thetruth
was no made-up character from a book could take her any place. What she thought she was seeing and
hearing were only in her imagination. She must be having adream.

A dream she didn’t redly want to wake up from just yet.

Throwing back the creamy, silken covers from the bed, Kory rosein afluid movement, putting her bare
feet to the floor. The room appeared to be it by diffused light, coming from the very walls. Warm, dry air
caressed her cheek asit circulated around the room.

A weird feding of dgavu stole over her as she recogni zed the room. She had written this very scenethis
scene, except Feenix was supposed to wake up to it, not her. Without looking, she knew shewore a
loose, warm gown the color of cora. The smple dress had a square neckline with an embroidered
bodice just ashade darker in color. The gown hugged her hips suggestively before faling gracefully to
brush against her ankles. Her own clothes were missing, but again, that didn’t surprise her. Kory smiled
in spite of her agitation and took inventory of the place she had only seenin her mind.

The spacious room was formed entirely of some delicate stone-like substance, which made up the celling
and floor aswedl asthewalls. Thisthin stone surface alowed a soft, diffused light to glow everywhere.
Kory knew if she placed her hand on any of thewalls, it would be warm to the touch, just as the floor
was to her bare fest.

For her comfort, the room held theintricately carved bed, its headboard designed to look like two
legping dolphins, a cresting wave between them. There was also awooden chair, astool, asmal chest
with asmilar dolphin motif, and a carved table holding atray with various covered plates. By the
delicious aromas wafting from that direction, broiled fish was on the menu.

No doorswere visble, but ahuge window, open to blue sky and an occasiona plump cloud, took up
most of the southern wall. A dight sea breeze blew clean, fresh air through the opening and set the bed
coversto swaying gently. Kory stepped toward the opening, knowing what she would find.

The building itself sat high atop amber and gold colored cliffs, and far below a gleaming white beach
sretched towards a greenish blue ocean. Anchored in the harbor were many silver-sailed ships bobbing
on the surge of the waves.

As she watched, figures moved in and out on the decks of the ships and along the unblemished shore.
Kory knew they were eves, magnificently built and smply clad in the same type of comfortable outfit
Rendolin had worn in her kitchen, but each in adifferent shade of glowing color. The beauty of the scene
below, framed by the azure blue of the sky and the turquoise green of the sea, brought stinging tearsto
her eyes. Such asight could only come from adream...or from her imagination.

"| seeyou are recovered.”
Whirling around in surprise, Kory encountered the piercing green eyes of Rendalin.

"Welcome to Sasheena, Korrene," he said, stepping into the room asif he owned it.. . as she supposed he
did indeed.

As she brushed away the moisture from her eyes, she redlized she had never before noticed his ddightful



accent. English words were foreign to his native tongue, but Rendolin had somehow taken the trouble to
learn her language. The words did not belong in his own fantastic environment, and his unique musical
inflection shot aflutter of desireto the pit of her ssomach.

"How did you doit?" she asked in awe. "How did you bring me here, or isthisanother dream?' A smile
of comprehension spread across her face. "Of course! I'm dreaming this, and I’ [l wake up soon and bein
my own bed."

"No, Korrene." He watched her carefully. "Thisisnot adream. You aretruly in Sasheena. You arein my
home"

"I know wherel am," she exploded. "I made this place up, remember?’
"l remember. | remember everything."

Puzzled at his attitude, Kory moved back towards the bed. Rendolin pulled up a carved stool and
perched atop it. He crossed hisarms over his ches, tilted his head, and continued to probe her with his
intense, green gaze.

Perplexed, she asked, "So what happens now? Why did you bring me here, if indeed | am at Sasheena
and notin Vermont?'

"Y ou weretrying to kill my people. | have abetter usefor you."

"l wasjust dumping some made-up scenes | had been writing. Y ou make it sound like something
horrible! It wasn't abig dedl!"

Slipping from the stool, the df moved to within an armslength of Kory, sending a shiver of apprehenson
dicing through her body. Despite her fear, she stood her ground and looked him in the eye.

For afigment of her imagination, hewasn't hard to look at.

"It is something horrible, Madam," he said, histone low and menacing. "Y ou seemto think redlity is
something towhich only you have aclam. Redlity to meismy god, my people, and thisidand.”

He took another menacing step, forcing Kory to back up until the back of her legs brushed the side of
the bed.

"My redity islearning atrusted friend—you—are set upon destroying my entireworld.”
While he had alittle trouble with pronunciation, she couldn’t deny his vocabulary was superb.

"My redity," he continued, trailing along golden finger down the back of her hand, dong her middle
finger, "isthat | had to stop you. Y our redlity, Korrene, isthat you are now in my world."

Kory jerked her hand from histouch and squirmed against the bed, trying hard to ignore the implied
threat. He wasn't leaving her any room to move, physicaly or emotionaly.

"I don’t know how you did it," she admitted reluctantly, "but | guess|’m redly here. So what are you
going to do?'

"Keep you here." He leaned closer, putting his left hand on the bedpost and using his height to intimidate
her.

"Right. And how do you plan to do that? | know everything about you, your home, and thisidand. You



can't force meto stay here, and you know it."

His scent made her lose her concentration. A combination of salt air, musky male and some other elusive
amdl...

A dight samileteased hisfull lips, asif he had a secret and was enjoying keeping it from her. "Agan you
gpeak thetruth, asyou know it. Y ou know | am apriest of the god Mac Lir."

"And your point is?" Her eyes closed as shetried to identify the pungent scent.
"Mac Lir has given me magicd powers—"
"I gave you those powers,” she corrected, with eyes ill closed. Mint? No. Sage? She wasn't quite sure.

"Regardlessfrom whom | received them, thefact is| shal use them to good advantage." Hiswarm breath
tickled the hair at her temples.

"Rosemary!" she blurted as her eyes popped open. "Y ou smdll like rosemary.”

His nearness dartled her. He waslooming over her. She lost her balance and plopped down onto the
bed. The smug look on his handsome face and the laughter glinting in his eyes caused a surge of
embarrassment to flood her cheeks. She put her hands on his chest to push him away and felt adeep
rumble as a chuckle sneaked through his body.

"Well, Rendolin, Son of the House of Hiloris," she began, forcing him back astep and standing to her full
height of five feet, fiveinches. "I command you to release meimmediately so | can return home!™

"Isthat s0?" he asked politely, crossing hisarms. The laughter in his eyes was even more pronounced.

"Y es, that' s 0. People will missme! My publisher expects an outlinein afew days! Therewill be
consequences! | can make your life here miserable, and | will if you don’t let me go home."

Rendolin sobered for amoment as he considered her words. Scowling like aprodded bull, he answered.
"Y our words churn and foam like the angry seaiin the throes of aviolent storm, but their threat isas
harmless asatida pool’sripple. Y our family isfar away and will not missyou for many weeks. Y our
publisher has other writers of words. Theloss of one unknown will hardly be noticed. Asfor your
importance, it is non-existent herein Sasheena”

Kory couldn’t believe her ears. The df had more brass than a marching band and made just as much
noise. Incredulous, shelooked a him for amoment before she erupted in aflurry of blind rage.

"Unknown!" sheydled as she dammed the hedl of her pdm into his shoulder. "My book received an

award for most promising newcomer inits genre, you stupid ox!" Her blow failed to move him, so she
clenched her fists and proceeded to pumme his chest with both hands. "And asfor my importance on
thispitiful excusefor anidand—"

"Ah, careful my sweset. ‘ Tis your pitiful excuse of acreation, remember.” His smug tone unleashed an
unexpected rage from within her.

Something in her eyes must have warned him, because as Kory raised her arm, Rendolin’ s strong hand
caught her wrist and easily prevented the intended dap.

For asplit second, Kory stared at the long, sun-browned fingers that imprisoned her hand. She noticed
how smooth and firm was the skin stretched across the corded muscles of hiswrist and forearm. Tiny



golden hairs disappeared under the deeve of hisrobe. Her glance naturdly traveled to hiswide shoulders
and up to the cords of his neck. In fascination, she watched hisfirm jaw tighten as he took a deep
swallow. She redlized he watched her asintently as she studied him.

Her blush didn’'t have time to race up her neck to stain her cheeks before she noticed hisknowing smile.
It was asif he dared her to continue her inspection, and so she did.

With equal parts bravado and shyness, her eyes dipped to hisfull lips, where atiny dent in the middle of
his bottom lip made her want to taste it. Then she examined his delicate nose, which might be considered
too dainty for ahuman mae, but somehow seemed just right on him. She watched in wonder ashis
nodtrilsflared dightly, asif hewereinhaing her scent.

Her eyestraveled past the strong cheekbonesto his dightly tipped ears peeking from between strands of
gold hair, and then back to hisfirm square jaw. She was close enough to note the tiny pores and fine
texture of hisskin, asamuscle quivered and hislipsdidinto asmile.

Findly, dmogt shyly she looked into his eyes. For a heartbesat, she thought she would fdl into their
churning depths. They were no longer clear green asthey had been earlier, but had changed with his
emotionsto asmoky gray. She had seen desire often enough in her husbhand' s eyesto recognize the
darkened passion lurking in Rendolin’s, mixed with atouch of scorn, directed at...who?

Kory’ s mouth went dry, and she felt the need to swallow, but her throat wouldn't work.

"Y ou can't keegp me here,”" she whispered, mesmerized by the dight tilt of hiseyes and the building heat
shefound there.

"And why isthat?' he asked, returning her intense gaze. The soft pad of histhumb gently caressed the
sengtive flesh of her palm. The rhythmic stroking sent shock waves up her arm and through her bodly.

She took a deep breath and tried to answer. "It’snot in the story.”

Kory dimly noticed that his other hand had come up and hislean fingers were sfting through her dark
curls. Shedidn’t redize her own questing fingers were busy doing the sameto his golden mane.

Hislipsquirked into aderisveleer. "Nor isthis," he whispered harshly as his eyes dropped to her full
lips
His mouth suddenly captured hersin afirm kiss. The warmth of their lips meeting for the first time melted

any resistance Kory might have had. She was chocolate next to his flame. Rendolin seemed to turn to
stone for aheartbest, then they both ingtinctively deepened the kiss, straining to learn each other’ staste.

Shefdt Rendolin's tongue seek entrance to her mouth, and gratefully, hungrily, Kory opened to him,
giving hersdlf up to the sensations he offered. He tasted like hot honey and lemon with atouch of cool
mint. It had been so long since aman had kissed her; she was surprised at how much she had forgotten
—likethe dippery satin of amae mouth, and the heart-pounding texture of an exploring tongue.

Her hands did up his chest and under the robe he wore, reveling in thefed of satin smooth, golden flesh.
She thought she heard alow groan before Rendolin placed shaking hands on her shoulders and firmly
broke thekiss.

"You did not write that, Korrene."

Stunned by the scorn in his voice, she watched Rendolin turn from her and, without abackwards glance,
walk quickly through the north wall asif through amist of water. Thewall shimmered and glistened, then



became solid and firm as he left the room.

For a second she was confused and disoriented, until she remembered that this was afeature of the
House. Using specid dfin skills and magic, the House had been built to accommodate the wishes of its
inhabitants. It was actually asimple yet sentient being, and to leave aroom and enter into another merely
required alow level menta query, and the House would dlow it.

But Kory wasn't interested in the finer points of the House.
She had ared live df to think abouit.

"Damn, Herb. What have | dreamed up now?"

~*

Rendolin wanted to strangle her with his bare hands. He wanted to put his strong fingers around her
lovely neck and shake her until she was forced to admit that hewasred and dive.

He aso wanted to kiss her again. The mixed emotions Kory aroused were unexpected and unwel come.
Ashe stormed out of the House and made hisway to Mac Lir' stemple, hetried to put the human
woman out of hismind.

Working in the sanctuary of the gods aways camed him. The repetitive prayers, the ancient ceremony,
the soothing music, all combined to acomfortable familiarity that brought peace to hissoul. Being the
High Elfin Priest of Mac Lir meant he had many underlings assigned to perform the mundane rituas, but
Rendolin found a peace and solitude in doing the ceremonies himsdlf, dlowing him to drift into amild
trance where he could think and ponder the problems of his people. And they were many.

Long years ago, when the Sea Elves of Shalridoor had been attacked by the Night Elves of the
Underworld, afew escaped the massacre and fled to the distant idand of Sasheena. It wasalong and
perilous journey by sea; made even more dangerous by the fact that most of the young and strong males
had ether died in the battle or elected to stay behind to cover the survivors escape. Only the females,
the very old, or very young had made it to the safe shores of Sasheena, and then only by the divine
deliverance of the god, Mac Lir.

Sasheena had been ahaven and outpost for many years before the immigration of the survivors, but it
had not originaly been intended to be the home of arace of people. Every surviving soul worked to
make Sasheena a safe and comfortable home. Even the youngest helped haul stone, dig pits and feed
livestock. Eventudly, with the help of the god, and using their inbred talents of magic and communication
with fish, the Elves of the Sea made Sasheenaiinto atiny jewd in the vast Tylana ocean. Knowing the
Night Elveshad every intention of completely exterminating the race of Sea Elves, Rendolin’s peoplelet it
be known on the mainland, by the planting of afew well-placed rumors, that all the Sea Elves had
perished in the massacre of Shdridoor.

To further protect themselves, they adopted a"Policy of Invishility."

The Sea Elves did not believein violence or the shedding of blood except in the defense of their families
and homes. But if a human sailor washed up upon its shores, he was required to remain in Sasheena—or
die. Thesefew men found akind home, and despite strict taboos and laws, most had mated with femaes
of theidand, ensuring their loyalty to Sasheena s defense. For dmost three hundred and fifty human
years, the Sea Elves had been safe and undetected.

However, the elves were now fighting another battle that threstened their very existence, and the enemy



was not as easily out-witted as the Night Elves had been. The new enemy was the Sea Elves themselves.

No pure dfin child had been born to the survivorsin more than two hundred and fifty years, and the race
was dowly dying out. The only children born on the idand were those of forbidden human and dfin
mixed blood. They were born outside of the law and the Ruling Houses, and so were not taught the
customs, rituas and beliefs of the Houses. Consequently, the knowledge of many things, including €fin
magic and the secret of communing with thefish, would belost forever if asolution was not soon found.

Rendolin wasthe High Elfin Priest of al the Sea Elves. He was the chosen of their god, Mac Lir, and the
Second Son of the House of Hiloris, the Ruling House of Sasheena. Asthe spiritua leader of his people,
he had the respongibility of interpreting the god' s wishes and making them known to the people. Hiswas
aheavy respongihility, and hetook it very serioudly.

Rendolin bent his heed, feding the weight of his peopl€ s dilemma. Due to centuries of inbreeding among
the Five Houses, few children had been born to the People of the Seafor many years, and those few
surviving babes were so wesk and sickly that no amount of skill or magic from the Healing House of
Olewis could save them.

But there was aray of hope for the eves—if they could be persuaded to embrace an idea many would
find distasteful, aviolation of their ingrained belief in their race’ s superiority. Mac Lir had given Rendolin
the solution to the problem. It was the High Priest’ sresponsibility to make the people see thewisdomin
the god' s direction and accept Korrene as part of that plan. It would not be an easy choreto set aside
ancient law and arace' s prejudice.

The task was made doubly hard by the fact that Korrene refused to admit Sasheena—with all its people,
creatures and customs—existed. She till clung to the belief hisworld was a product of her fertile
imagination.

She was a stubborn human, but by the god’ sright toe, the woman was lovely. Her soft brown eyesheld
an intelligence and depth of fedling he couldn’t resst. And while her body and face were more beautiful
than he could have imagined, it was her pure soul and degp-rooted lonelinessthat drew himto her. Try
ashemight to ignoreiit, there seemed to be an invisible golden thread uniting his heart with hers.

Impatient with the direction his thoughts were taking him, Rendolin knocked over asmmering via of
beeswax. He had been preparing a special unguent to be used in asacred ceremony, but now he would
need to start over. He cleaned up the mess quickly and proceeded to prepare anew batch as hismind
wandered back to his problem and Korrene.

His own upbringing and traditions rebelled againgt the god' s plan. To accept ahuman into hislife, to
become intimate with her and live with her for an eternity, wasforeign and hard to imagine. And just a
little bit revolting, he must admit. However, he had to push his persona fedlings aside. His duty was clear.
For his peopl€e s sake, he would do hisgod’ s bidding. Thankfully, the woman’ s beauty madethegod's
command easier to swallow.

Again heremembered the kiss they had shared. He had only meant to make the point that shewasnot in
control of him or his people, and that he was redl flesh and blood. But his actions had backfired. It was
Rendolin Hiloriswho suddenly redlized he was not in control. The thought terrified him asmuch ashis
fear hewould let his people down.

Somehow, he had to convince K orrene to accept the god' s solution because without her cooperation, all
would come to naught. The People of the Seawould eventudly dwindle away, and Rendolin could not
alow that to be,



CHAPTER FOUR
"| thought I’ d come and take alook a Rendolin’s precious human femde.”

Kory spun around in surprise. She found hersdf looking at ahuman woman dressed in skin-tight lesther
leggings, with awide, lizard skin belt at her waist. She wore ablack leather vest stretched tight acrossan
ample chest. A mint green robe reached to her calves. The woman stood asif poised for afight; hands
held away from her body, feet planted, knees bent to take the brunt of an attack. The hilts of daggers
peeked out of the top of both her boots, the handles well worn and smooth.

Theintruder’ s hard, blue eyes watched Kory as though waiting for something. She held her square chin
at abdligerent angle, and her full, rosy lipswere pulled tight in afrown of didike. A long, dark braid hung
from her head past her hips. It wastied off with aleather thong and decorated with a beautiful shell.

Kory recognized her immediately.
"Oh, lord," shesaid in shock. "Y ou’ re Feenix."
"And you're Korrene," the woman answered. "Y ou don't look that special.”

Feenix’ s voice was deeper than most women'’s, and had arough edgeto it. Not surprising, Kory
thought, since she made her living screaming at raw recruits and teaching soldierstheir trade.

Sauntering further into the room, Feenix dowly walked around the sunned Kory, hands on hips,
assessing her assetsin an insolent, insulting way. ™Y ou' re certainly no warrior,” she continued with
contempt. "By Mac Lir’ sright eye," she laughed, finishing her ingpection, "you' re nothing morethan a
flat-chested wench!"

"My god," Kory bresathed, ill in shock, "you'rered, too, aren't you?"

"What? Areyou daft?' Feenix laughed even louder. "Oh, that’ s good! Rendolin has himsdlf adaft,
flat-chested wench.”

Without warning, the warrior woman drew a dagger and became deadly serious.
"What the hell does my df want with you?"'

Kory supposed she should have expected Feenix to be here on Sasheena—after dl, she had created the
warrior woman, too. But to come face to face with her like thiswas a shock, and she was having ahard
timetrying to grasp this new development. It was almost impossible for her to accept the idea that
something she created could actualy cometo life and spesk to her in such a disrespectful way.

"I’mwaiting, wench," Feenix demanded. "Why are you here?'
Kory walked to the bed—ignoring Feenix—and sat on the Side. "Put away the knife," she said.

"Don’'t giveme orders!" Feenix growled as she marched to the bed and ripped the delicate coverlet to
thefloor. With asurgeon’ s precision, she diced open alarge, over-stuffed pillow like the belly of afish.
"Answer my question, princess, or I'll cut out your heart!"

The threat was so mel odramatic, Kory couldn’'t hold back alaugh, and shetried to smother the sound in
apillow. As her shoulders shook with mirth, she bounced lightly on the bed, setting downy soft feathers



to float on the sea breeze. The ensuing feather storm caused her even more humorous distress.

"Oh, pleasa!" she managed to get out between rollicking laughter, "1 haven't heard such drivel snce my
junior high creetive writing clasd™

Feenix jumped away from the bed as though burned by poisonous acid. "Y ou dareto laugh a me?' she
fumed, feathersfrosting her hair. "Y ou dare mock a captain of the Sasheena Army?"

Kory held up her hand in asigna for the incensed warrior to stop. "Please," she gasped at the sight of
white goose feathers decorating the warrior’ s eyebrows. Feenix |ooked like a demented Groucho Marx.
"Oh, please stop! My stomach iskilling me!™ Sherolled around the bed laughing hystericaly, obliviousto
the danger of Feenix’sknife.

"No onelaughs at me, wench."

Feenix’ s voice was dark and menacing. In aflash she grabbed Kory by the arm and hauled her off the
bed. Kory landed on the floor amidst the mgjority of feathers, but was promptly pulled into a standing
position. The warrior’ sfingers dug into her tender flesh, bruising it to the bone. Kory’ slaughter died on
her lips as she met the murderous, icy gaze of Feenix.

A stinging pain from the dagger at her throat made Kory redlize she wasin grave danger. Her lifewas
once again spirding out of control.

"Now you' re going to die, wench, but first you will tell me why Rendolin has brought you here.”

It only took amoment or two before Kory reacted in amove she had practiced countlesstimesin a
Vermont Y MCA. She grabbed the baby finger of the hand in which Feenix held the dagger. She pulled
up and out, putting pressure on the joint of the finger. She was surprised at how easily the bone snapped,
and disgusted at the Sckening fed of living flesh bending where it was not meant to bend.

Feenix howled in agony, uttering oaths and swear words Kory never knew existed, and relaxed her grip
onthe knife. Asit clattered to the floor, Kory kicked it away before stepping forward, twisting out of the
warrior’ s grasp. She darted across the room, putting the bed between them.

Feenix was in such pain, she never even made amove to stop Kory’ s escape.

"How the hell did you do that?" she demanded, nursing her throbbing and crooked finger. "Well, by Mac
Lir'stoes you'll liveto regret it."

Kory held her handsin front of her, motioning for Feenix to keep back. "1 didn’'t know it would work so
wdll," sheanswered, "but I’ ve learned atrick or two. Now why don’t you put the knife away, and we'll
talk. | know you don’t want to hurt me."

"l don't, huh?" asked the warrior in agrim voice. "Woman, you know nothing if you think | don’t want to
hurt you. Let me show you how much | want to hurt you."

Feenix dipped the other dagger out of her boot with her good hand and moved towards Kory,
Sdestepping the bed and the linen strewn around the floor. She held the dagger in athreatening way, low
and to the side. The cruel smile on her face confirmed Kory’ sworst fears. She broke out in a swest as
she remembered just who Feenix was and what she could do to an enemy.

A captain in the Tylana Army, Feenix wastrained in al phases of warfare. She could disembowe an
opponent with one swipe of her sword as easily as gutting afish with her dagger.



The dagger with which she now stalked Kory.

Not only was Feenix an expert with most weapons of war, she was ambidextrous and could kill with
either hand. Feenix was an experienced killing machine, and Kory didn’t stand achancein any sort of
combat with her. The most she could hope to do was defend hersalf from an attack and escape as
quickly aspossible.

"Listen, Feenix," she began, trying to control the tremor in her voice. "If you'll just put the knife down, I'll
tell youdl I know."

"You'll tdl meall right," said the furious captain, "and I'm not going to put the knife down. | think Il
keepitjust soyou'll tell methetruth.”

Feenix had moved to within five feet of Kory when she suddenly lunged, the knife aimed at Kory’ s chest.

Without thinking, Kory dodged the knife and grabbed Feenix’ s other wrist, twisting over and back while
putting pressure on the broken finger. Pulling back on Feenix’ arm, she quickly dapped her other hand
between the fighter’ s elbow and shoulder and pushed, using amaneuver she never thought would work
outsde of the"Y™".

Feenix had no choice but to bend over or have her arm didocated. The pain wasterrible, but the more
she struggled, the more secure Kory’ s hold became.

"Drop the knife," Kory said, applying constant pressure on the elbow and shoulder and trying not to think
of the pain shewasinflicting. "Now," sheins sted with another nudge.

"Damn!" yelled Feenix, trying to stand up. " Get your hands off me, woman, or you' Il regret it."

"I'msurel’ll regretitif | let you go,” Kory answered with athin smile. "I | let you go, what' sto stop you
fromkilling me?"

"Nothing!"
"That' swhat | thought. Drop the knife and then we'll talk."
Feenix reluctantly let the dagger dip from her fingers. Kory kicked it under the bed.

"Now, we' re going to St down and discuss this Situation in acalm manner,” Kory explained. "Moveto
the bed.”

"Goto hdl, wench!"

Kory camly applied more pressure, and the warrior screamed in pain-washed fury. "I’m going to really
enjoy killing you—dowly!" But despite Feenix’ s brave words, she walked reluctantly to the bed, cursing
al theway.

"I’'mgoingtolet you go," said Kory, "but first you' re going to swear on your honor that you will not harm
me"”

"How do you know I’ [l keep my oath?’

"Because | know you, Captain Feenix. | know you will not break an oath given, even one given under
duress.”

"Y ou don’t know me, wench. |’ ve never set eyes on you until today."



"True. Nevertheess | know you well, Feenix of Port Marcus," she said with asmile. "Now swear on
your honor."

"How can you know of my life?" asked Feenix in surprise, again trying to stand to look at her captor.
Kory held her eadily. "Swear," she commanded with another light push, "and I’ll tell you."

She held her breath, waiting for Feenix to make up her mind. If the warrior decided to put up afight,
Kory knew she would not be able to escape another attack. The element of surprisethat alowed her to
defend hersdlf twice was gone.

Feenix was too good awarrior to make the same mistake again.

Short of holding the fighter in the arm-lock for the rest of their lives, the only chance Kory had of
surviving this encounter wasif she could convince Feenix to talk rather than fight. Kory hoped Feenix had
the same sense of ingrained honor she had tried to write into the character.

After along moment of silence, the tension seemed to drain out of Feenix and she sighed.

"l swear on my honor not to kill you. Today." The curses she swore under her breath brought new
meaning to theterm "gutter language.”

Kory released her opponent and stepped back, biting back a smile at the fighter’ s stipulation. Feenix
dowly lowered her arm and rubbed the assaulted shoul der.

"I could have gotten out of that hold any time | wanted to,” she blustered as she sat on the bed. "I was
just humoring you.”

"Right," Kory agreed as she pulled up astool and sat facing her come-to-life heroine. Fighting the
tremors that were the aftermath of their confrontation, she added, "1 would have broken your arm if
you'dtried.”

Looking into each other’ s eyes, the two women frowned at what they saw. A stranger entering the room
would have mistaken them for Sgters, for they were of the same height and had the same hair color.
Kory'shair was short and curly, while Feenix’ swas long and straight. They even had the same generd
faciad features—upturned nose, square jaw, and full, pouting lips. But whereas Kory’ s eyes were brown,
Feenix’ swere agartling ice blue. Whileit could be said that Kory had afinefigure, Feenix’ swasthe
stuff dreams were made of. To say she waswell endowed would not be an exaggeration. Her vest
threatened to pop open, spilling the well-rounded contents with every breath the fighter took.

Feenix saw apretty, dark-haired woman who lacked the physical strength and staminato actudly bea
threat to her. Kory’ s pale complexion and smooth, clean hands spoke of anidle life spent mostly indoors.
Thefighter could not hide her contempt.

The writer recognized hersdf in Feenix’ s countenance. Kory was surprised that so much of her own
persond essence had been transferred into Feenix, but she realized much of what an artist creates comes
from within. An author would be no different. Her heroine looked very much like her becausein away,
Feenix was what Kory wished to be.

"Areyou going to St there gawking at me dl day," Feenix growled after afew moments of silence, "or
areyou going to answer my question?'

"Oh. Sorry." Kory blinked and shook her head, trying to clear it of unwanted thoughts. "What wasthe
question?’



"You redly are adaft woman!" said the exasperated Feenix. "Why did Rendolin bring you here?
"He wanted to stop me from destroying your world.”

Feenix looked at Kory asif she had two heads. Then awary look cameinto her eyes, asthough she
began to truly believe that the young woman in front of her was touched in the head.

"Don’'t beridiculous," she scoffed. "How could someone as pitiful and puny asyou destroy Tylana?|
won't be held by my oath if you refuse to answer my questions!™

A deep voice startled them.
"What oath isthat, Feenix?"

Both women had been so engrossed in their conversation, neither had noticed Rendolin’ s appearancein
the room. He was dressed in hisusual dove gray pants, but he had changed hisrobe for ablack, silky
shirt with billowy deevesand awide Slver sash at histrim waist. The shirt was open, reveding rippling
cords a hisneck and atantalizing glimpse of histanned chest.

Hisflowing golden hair wastied back with aleather thong, negtly exposing his pointed ears. His clear
green eyes danted up towards his ears, but only enough to be considered exotic. He d stand out ina
crowd, Kory thought, but not merely because of hisunusua appearance. His beauty, combined with
some mysterious interna power, would always cause eyesto be drawn to him.

Rendolin embodied the word charismatic.

Feenix jumped to her feet at the ef’ swords, but Kory remained seated on the stool. As she fought with
herself to appear caAlm and relaxed, her body dowly grew taut with tension, just asthough invisible hands
weretuning her muscleslike aviolin. She even felt her face pull into atight smile that was morelikea
grimace, shewas sure.

"Rendolin,” Feenix greeted him with awarm smile. "We didn’t hear you comein.”

"Do not gate the obvious," he said, taking in the way Feenix tried to hide her injury and the barely
suppressed anger on her face. "What oath did you make, Feenix?'

"l swore | would nat kill thiswoman. She wanted to talk."

Rendolin darted a glance towards Kory, then his gaze diced back to the warrior woman. ™Y ou, on the
other hand, wanted to fight."

"Well, yes," admitted Feenix with agrin. "It seemsyou know mewel, my Lord."

"We do not believein the taking of blood, unlessit isin defense of our homes or our families. Y ou know
this, Captain Feenix, yet you would threaten a guest in my brother’ s House? By what authority do you do
this? Unversed as sheisin the ways of war, hasthis guest posed athresat to you, great warrior that you
ae?'

The contempt in his voice made the fighter bristle and straighten her shoulders. Anger flashed intheice
blue eyes. "This puny wench isno threat tome! | could kill her in ablink of an eyel”

"And yet," murmured Kory, "l was ableto disarm you, twice."

Rendolin’ s shocked eyes met Kory’ s again. The amazed smile that sneaked across hisface, reveding the
delightful dimplein hisleft cheek, warmed her heart. "Thisistrue? Y ou disarmed acaptain of my



persona Guard?'

"She got lucky," Feenix said as she stepped between the two. "1 wasn't expecting such aweskling to
have atrick or two up her deeve. Next time she'll not fare so well."

"Therewill be no next time, Feenix," the High Priest said. "Korreneisaguest in thisHouse, and as such
you will tregt her with respect.”

"By thegod sright ear,” Feenix swore. "Y ou are arrogant indeed if you think you can dictate to mewho |
should respect! | give respect to those who have earned it, not at the bidding of some puffed-up f!"

"Isthisthe way captains from Port Marcus repay the hospitdity extended to them in foreign lands? Y ou
threaten and terrorize those who are weak and defensel ess?!

"She can take care of hersdlf,” Feenix stormed. "By the god' sleft eyel She broke my finger!” Holding up
the offended hand, Feenix waved her baby finger in front of hisface. "How do you expect meto do my
job with abroken finger?'

"Oh damn, I’ ve had enough,” shouted Kory, getting to her feet and facing the warrior squarely. "You
rave about respect, like you know what the word means. Y et you come storming into my room, without
30 much as aknock on the door, and start making demands and ordering me around like | was no more
than dirt under your boots!"

"| see the woman knows her place,”" Feenix said to Rendalin.

"Y ou don’'t know who | am or why I’'m here, and yet you have the nerve to start waving your knife under
my nosal"

"I"d know if you' d answered my questions, wench."

"Stop calling me wench,” Kory exploded in her face. "Lady, you don’t have a clue about who you're
dedling with here! | created Sasheena and everything oniit, and if | wanted to, | could erase you from this
world with atouch of my finger!"

As Feenix opened her mouth to make a scathing retort, Rendolin raised his hand and ordered silence.

"Enough of thishickering. Korreneisaguest in thisHouse, and aslong asyou are here, you will treat her
with dignity and respect. Do you understand me, Feenix?' he demanded.

"Just keep her out of my way," said the sullen warrior.
"Stay out of my room then, Captain,” retorted Kory.

Turning to Kory asif the women hadn’t interrupted hislecture, Rendolin continued, "And you must not
break any more of Feenix’ sfingers. Agreed, Korrene?" A glint of barely suppressed humor danced in his

eyes.
Kory felt an answering smiletug at her lips.
"I'll try to restrain mysdf in the future,”" she promised.

"Excdlent.” Rendolin nodded. He turned to Feenix and continued, "L et me see your finger. | will hedl it
for you, then you must go prepare for dinner. The Five Houses are assembling to meet Korrene.™

"I'll be damned if I'm going to St through another boring state dinner making small talk and watching



what | say. Have the dinner without me, Rendalin. I’ ve dready met your precious Korrene."
"Peace, Captain,” he soothed. "Give me your hand.”

After adight hesitation, the warrior shoved her hand at Rendolin. He gently stroked hisfingers over the
injury, humming astrange tune under his breath. Kory thought she detected adim glow around his hands,
but it could have been the sunlight from the large window. A faint trace of musky rosemary wafted to her
on abreeze, and awarm fedling of contentment seemed to settle on her shoulders.

AsKory watched, Feenix relaxed at the heder’ stouch and actualy closed her eyesin adeepy, sensuous
way. A tiny smile played around her full lips and the stressin her face relaxed into an dmost child-like
mask. Rendolin dowly stroked her fingersfor the last time, and Feenix let a contented sigh escape her
lips. Then she opened her eyes and amiled.

Kory was stunned at the beauty of the smile. A complete transformation had taken place during thetime
Rendoalin had used his hedling magic. In place of the hard, embittered warrior, a soft, gentle woman
emerged. For amoment, Kory glimpsed the person Feenix could have been if alifefull of suffering and
brutality had not been the profession that had been forced upon her. As she watched, Feenix seemed to
shake herself and come back to redlity. Like adoor closing on aglimpse of heaven, the woman pulled
her dignity and worries around her like a cloak, and the belligerent persona dipped back into place.

"Gototheinfirmary and have the finger bandaged,” Rendolin instructed her gently. "Keep the covering on
for two days, and do not use your hand during that time. Y our finger will bewell.”

Kory watched Feenix try to hide her fedings from the df. "She' sin love with him," she thought, "but he
doesn't have the dightest interest in her, other than asapatient.” She didn’t know why this knowledge
surprised her. After al, Kory had written astory with Rendolin and Feenix aslovers. It was only natural
the heroinefal in love with the hero. So why was Feenix’ atachment to the elf making her fed alittle
sad?

Shewastrying to puzzle out her fedings when Rendolin spoke again, interrupting her thoughts.

"We would be honored to have you attend the dinner, Captain Feenix. But you must do as you deem fit.
If you are not coming to dinner, then | will bid you good night now.”

Stll holding the warrior’ s hand, Rendolin bent gracefully at the waist and made aforma bow, kissng the
back of Feenix’s hand. Ashereleased it, he turned to speak with Kory. Even she, as mixed up and
confused as her trip to thisworld made her, could not mistake the gesture. Rendolin had just dismissed
Feenix asregdly asaprince. Without aword, Feenix vanished through the wall, leaving Kory and
Rendolindone.

CHAPTER FIVE
"Areyou injured?' Rendolin asked.
Puzzled, Kory stood and shook her head gently. "No. Why? Should | be?!

He stepped towards her with asmile. ™Y ou were in a disagreement with Feenix. She escaped with a
broken finger. | wondered what wound you had sustained.”

"Y ou automatically assume I’'m hurt, just because | had afight with that woman?1 can take care of
mysdf.”



"So Feenix said, but still, you are not trained for combat as sheis, and | worried for you.”

"Well you needn’'t worry about me. We know afew things back in my world, you know!" How dare he
think she was aweakling and needed someoneto fight her battles?

"Peace, sweet," he said gently. His green eyes held compassion and understanding. His mouth twitched
into adight smile. "I only meant to help you if you needed it, not argue with you.”

"Well you can help me by sending me home. | don’'t want to be here and it’ stimefor meto leave.”

"Ah," he said smugly. "So now you do believe my world exigts. | thought | would convinceyou intime.”
His sdf-satisfied look made her blood boil.

"Look, df," Kory said, jabbing afinger at hischest. "I don’t know how it happened, but | concede that
I’m herein Sasheena. All right? Are you happy? Now send me home!”

Rendolin turned from her and walked to the window. He was quiet as he looked out at the ships on the
sea

"Did you hear me?' Kory demanded as she sscomped to the window, grabbed hisarm and spun him
around. "l said | want to go home. Now!"

"l am afraid | can not grant your wish, Korrene.™
"It'snot awish, damn it!" she shouted. "It'sacommand! | demand that you send me home. Now, do it!"

"You of al people should know of the crisis Sasheenais going through, Korrene. | must use dl the
resources in my power to prevent the extinction of my people. | cannot send you home. | need you."

"Ligten, Rendolin,”" Kory began, trying to make him seereason. "I don't belong here. Y ou have Feenix to
help with your problem. In fact, send me home, and I’ [l make sure | write a happy ending and you and
your people get to live forever, okay?'

"Y ou can not write a happy ending for us, Korrene. | know what the ending must be to save my people.
Now | must seeitiscarried out. If | send you home, thereisapossibility you will finish the job you
darted; that you might destroy my world, and | cannot let you do that. No," Rendolin said, shaking his
head, "I cannot take the chance. Y ou will remain here at Sasheena.™

"You can't dothid You can't hold meagaingt my will!"

"Wedoit dl thetime, Korrene. Asyou know, any who stumbles across our idand isrequired to remain
here for the rest of their days, to protect the secret of our existence. Y ou would be no different than
those people.”

"l am different! | won’t be going to Port Marcus where your secret would be discovered. I’ll be going
home to my world, and believe me," she snorted, "nobody thereisinterested in you."

"Maybe so, but | till cannot take the chance that you would finish destroying my world. No. Y ou must
day here”

A plan, born of desperation, cameto her head. While reluctant to put it into action, Kory knew she had
to find something to use asleverage againg him. Y ou’ re forgetting, my finelord, that | know everything
thereisto know about Sasheena, your people and you. | created you, after al! If you force meto stay
here, I’ [l undermine your plan and make sure any attempt to save your peoplefails. | madeyou and | can



break you."
"You will not do that, Korreng," he said in a matter-of-fact voice.
"And what will sop me?"

Rendolin gazed at her intently for amoment before answering. When he spoke, his answer nearly ripped
her heart from her breast. "Can amother destroy her child? We are your family, Korrene. Y ou will not
destroy us.”

Tearswelled up from deep ingde, and Kory turned from him, walking blindly to the bed where she hung
onto apogt. Her lifeline to sanity. How could he be so crud to remind her of her londliness and barren
life?

"Please, Rendolin," she pleaded. " Send me home. Can't you seethat living in aworld of my own cregtion
will drive meinsane—if I’ m not there dready? To know everything that will happen, to guess every word
that will be spokento me...I will die of boredom. Don't you see, Rendolin? | need to creste. | need to
write. Here there is no place for me. There are no surprises. | know it al.”

"How wrong you can be, sweet," he said, reaching for her shoulders and turning her to look at him. Her
brown eyes glowed with tears and her chin trembled with her effort to keep a sob from escaping. "Have
you not learned yet? 'Y ou are no longer in control of our lives. What of your trip here? What of your
argument with Feenix? Did you know these things would happen?’

"No," she answered with awatery sniff.

"Isthat not amystery great enough to keep even you interested? Is not a quest to save—nay!—to create
an entire new race of people, not an adventure for even the boldest woman?'

"I’m not abrave woman. | just write about them. My lifeis no adventure, but at least | have some
urprisesinit!”

He placed awarm palm againgt her cheek. Histhumb gently smoothed the frown line from the edge of
her top lip to her jaw. Histouch was e ectrifying—it was al Kory could do not to pull away. Or did she
want to fling hersdf into hisarms?

"Here you would be aheroine, Korrene. Here you would have all the adventure your heart desires. Stay
here." She watched his strong jaw clench and some unknown emotion flit across hisface. " Stay with me.”

His eyes mesmerized her. They werethe color of the green sea, with flecks of gold in them. Sheloved
the way they changed color with his moods. The shape of hisfeaturesintrigued her, too. She had astrong
urgeto run her finger over one of his golden eyebrows, but forced herself to keep ill.

Unshed tears burned her eyes and the back of her throat. A pressurein her chest felt asif it would rip her
body into millions of shards, but she held her control. She hadn’t cried since Herb’ sfuneral.

Wi, no, that was't true. The last time she cried was over thiself. And the story. Suddenly she
remembered where she was and who she was with. Rendolin, the hero of her story. Rendolin, who
belonged with Feenix.

Kory stepped away from his hand and hastily brushed away the tears that had escaped. She took a deep
bresth before answering his entresty.

"How did | get here, Rendolin?"



He dropped his hand to his side before answering her. "I brought you here using my magic. It wasa
smpleteeport spdl.”

"How could you use magic in my world? It doesn't exist."

He smiled a her asif she were aprecocious child. "Magic existsin your world, Korrene. How else
would you know of it?"

"But you are not of my world. | created you out of thin air. How could you affect my world—me—if you
arenot of it?'

"Themagic | called upon came as agift from my god. | used magic from my world, which alowed meto
vigt your world in my physica body. The same magic alowed meto bring you home.”

"l don't understand,” she said, bewildered. She sat on the bed and raised her eyesto him.

"| dready explained about creating and making things," he said in exasperation. "Can you not accept the
fact that my magic and | exist? Y ou are here, and here you will stay. Now, shdl we get on with the
problem of my people?’

She was surprised at the coolnessin histone. She was ready to wallow in self-pity alittle while longer,
but it appeared as though Rendolin had had enough.

"Y ou aready know how to solve your people s problems,” she said in asurly tone. "I don't seewhy you
need me. Y ou have Feenix."

"Feenix was your idea, Korrene. Not mine." His voice remained doof, and he kept his distance from
Kory asthough he was reluctant to come close to her. "For now, you must get yoursalf ready to attend
dinner. The Five Houses of Sasheenawill cometo pay ther respectsto you this night. | would like you to
appear a your best."

She knew what the topic of conversation at the dinner would be. The Binding. Kory didn’t think she was
up to attending. She had no desire to watch Rendolin introduce Feenix to the assembly as his candidate
for the Binding Ceremony.

Because Kory had outlined most of the origina story, she knew that a Binding hadn’t taken place among
the People of the Seafor over ahundred and fifty years. She aso knew the Ceremony was only
performed for very specia reasons, and to very important people.

Kory snorted. There weren’t many on Sasheena more important than Rendolin. And the god’ s decree
had made Feenix extremely important to the cause of the eves survivad. Rendolin and Feenix werethe
perfect couple for a Binding Ceremony. She knew, because she had written it so.

Kory’s heart seemed to drop to the floor.

The mating vows most people took were vadtly different from the Binding Vows. Similar to wedding
vows on Earth, mating vows united a couple for the duration of their lives. A Binding Ceremony would
unite the coupleirrevocably for eternity. Nothing could break a Binding. Not even desth.

The Ceremony process began like awedding ceremony. The couple exchanged vows with each other.
But then the Binding part of the Ceremony began.

Each would be required to shed blood, which would be gathered into a specid, sacred chalice. An
ancient spell, secret from al but the High Priest, would be placed upon their mingled blood; then



magically, their blood—and their lives—would bejoined for dl eternity.
But the process was draining...and very, very dangerous.

Kory wasn't up to going to dinner and watching Feenix and Rendolin state their intention of Binding to
each other. Sheknew it was the right thing to do to save Rendolin’s people, but she didn’t want to have
to seeit.

Kory was confused about her fedingsfor the éf. She had created him for Feenix, and yet now that she
had met him and kissed him, her fedlings were different. She didn’t know why shefdt asif he now
belonged to her. Shetried to fight the completely illogical emotions.

"l don't think I"’m up to coming to dinner, Rendalin,” she said to the waiting EIf Lord.

"Y ou must attend. The Five Houses have been summoned to meet you and to hear the god’ s solution to
our troubles. You will bethere, Korrene."

He had turned dl lordly on her again, and she wasn't at al happy about receiving an order from him.
Kory had been living on her own for over three years, making her own decisions, and except for an
occasiona obligatory visit to her Massachusetts relatives, she came and went as she pleased. Even when
married to Herb she had never been hisdave. They made decisionstogether. She dwayshad asay in
her life.

Rendoalin wastrying to take away al control in her life. He had forced her to leave her home. He
practicaly held her as his captive. Now he was dictating when and where she would eat her meals. Kory
wasn't about to takeit.

"l said | don’t want to go to dinner, EIf, and that’ swhat | meant. Now go away and leave me done.” She
pointed to awall that she thought might be the door.

Rendolin closed the distance between them. She looked up into his stormy eyes, and the blood drained
from her face.

"Y ou will cometo dinner, Korrene, and meet my people.”
"Andif | don't?'

"1 will makeyou.”

There was nothing velled about histhrest.

"Y ou can’'t force meto go to dinner, Rendolin. And even if you called someonein to carry me down, you
can’'t make me eat something. And you sure as hdll can’t force me to make polite conversation with any
lords of your precious Five Houses!" Her anger was beginning to make her head pound.

"Oh my swest," hisvoice took on a satin tone, "my god and | can make you do whatever we want you to
do." His soft bregth touched her hair, like light fingers brushing afew stray tendrils. The timbre of his
voice had dropped to alow rumble and held the promise of something Kory could not quite understand.

Gently hisfingers stroked her smooth cheek and trailed down the column of her neck, begging an
invitation. His eyes grew soft and smoky green, hinting of forbidden delights. The delicate trace of
rosemary—apparently coming from everywhere and nowhere—teased her nose.

Without conscious thought, Kory turned her cheek into histouch, closed her eyes, and felt her body lean



towards his warmth. Her brain tried to put a stop to such nonsense, but her body turned traitor and
refused to obey her ungpoken command.

Rendolin met her body’ s movement and brought his other hand up to caress her hair. She couldn’t stop
hersdf from diding her arms around hiswaist and resting her cheek againgt his chest. The dow, powerful
beat of his heart was like amagic drum, soothing her concerns and pouring serenity into her heart and
mind.

He spoke afew foreign words barely above awhisper. She didn’t understand them, but thought they

were words of comfort and peace. The stress and strain of the past few days ebbed from her body,
leaving in their wake awarm fedling of contentment and well being.

"You will cometo dinner, Korrene."

It was more of a statement than a question, but Kory felt the need to respond in areassuring way.
"Yes, Rendolin."

"And you will prepare yoursalf to meet the Lords of the Five Houses, as befitting my specid guest.”
"Yes" Again she responded to hiswords.

"Itiswdl, sweset," he approved. Holding her away from his chest, he placed alight kiss on her forehead.
"I will return in time to take you down to dinner.”

Kory stood in the middle of the room, confused and disoriented. She had been talking with Rendolin just
amoment ago, but now he was nowhere to be found. Their conversation was about. . .she couldn’t
remember what it had been about, actually. Strange, she thought, but since she was so hungry, it didn’t
really matter. She needed to bathe and dressfor dinner. A stone bathtub had been carved from the wall
and was now filling with warm, scented water. A beautiful gown of turquoise silk was spread acrossthe
bottom of the bed, and beside it lay adelicate necklace of raw pearls, strung on asilver filigree chain.

She touched the gown with reverence, then carefully picked up the necklace, and held it against her
throat. The pearls were warm and seemed to pulse with alife of their own.

"How lovey," Kory said. "I will wear them tonight at the dinner, and Feenix will wonder where| got
them.”

After putting the jewery down, she turned, dipped off her gown, glided to the tub and stepped in. The
water was luxurioudy sensud againgt her skin and, with childish ddlight, she lowered her body intoit. A
Sigh escaped her lips as she leaned back againgt the doping sides of the tub and sank down into the
water to her chin. Closing her eyes, afeding of peace and contentment overwhelmed her, and she gave
hersdf up to pleasant dreams of Rendolin.

~%
"You didwhat?' Elawae susudly cam and serene voice rose on anote of darm.
"l enspdlled her with aminor charm,” Rendolin repested. " She will cometo dinner as planned.”

The diminutive efin woman paced across the beautifully appointed room, obvioudy upset by Rendolin's
announcement. She had the same golden hair, the same ddlicate nose, even the same dramatic dimpled
cheek, as her son. Both mother and son wore identical expressions of determination.



"How could you treat aguest so, my son? It goes beyond al bounds of hospitality.” She spun around and
met her son’ sstormy green eyes. 'Y ou must remove it immediately.”

"Mother, it will wear off within aday, and if | removeit, she will not cometo dinner. Y ou know what
hangs in the balance tonight. Korrene must be at the dinner for our plan to succeed.”

Elawae smiled swestly a her son and motioned him to St in one of the handsomely carved chairssetin
front of the fireplace. She took an overstuffed high-backed sofa, alowing the full skirts of her gown to
settle gracefully around her. She looked like a queen holding audience, her son thought.

He was gtill smarting from the argument with Korrene. She was one of the most obstinate and stubborn
females he had ever encountered. She knew what was at stake for his people, and yet she refused to
cooperate. Well, she would cooperate tonight at the very least, and maybe by tomorrow she will have
learned some obedience.

"Rendolin." Hismother’ swords broke into histhoughts. ™Y ou know it is unwise and unfair to manipulate
someone swill. Especialy someone who has no defense from your magic. | cannot believe you have
forgotten your training. That isone of thefirg thingsapriest istaught.”

While there was no mistaking the love and concern in her voice, disappointment laced her words. "How
could you have alowed yoursdlf to treat a guest so?"

"Mother, she would not be reasoned with. The woman smply refused to come to dinner and meet the
Five Houses. She knows the importance of this evening, and yet she would not even listen to reason.”

"Did you try to reason with her, my son, or did you smply put on your High Priest auraand demand she
atend?'

"I should not have had to demand anything!" he said, getting up from the chair and pacing in front of her.
" She should have seen her duty and accepted her fate. ‘ Tisnot so horrible after al.”

Rendolin moved to the cold fireplace and leaned againgt the pink marble mantel. Only occasiondly did
the people of Sasheena need to employ the use of fireplaces to keep warm. The House could usudly
supply the warmth and comfort its occupants needed. But during rare winter storms, the cheerful warmth
and glow of afire added to the pleasure of aroom. Aswith al the architectural wondersin Sasheena, the
fireplace was unique and specid. With oneword of command, it would light itsalf and burn continually
until its usefulness was no longer needed.

Rendolin picked up asilver-gray shell adorning the mantle and absently turned it in hishands. It was
carved in the shape of twin dolphinsrising from a cresting wave, but his eyes did not seeits beauty today.

Elawae watched her son from her perch on the sofa. She knew the peril her people faced, and she was
aware of the god’ s plan for their surviva. She had her own qualms and misgivings about the plan, but she
was faithful to her god and knew her son was atrue disciple. She knew the words Rendolin would speak
tonight came directly from Mac Lir, but shewas ef enough to wish there were another aternative.

"Did you ever think, my son, that Korrene does not see this solution to our troubles as her duty? Thisis
not her world, Rendolin, and so it has no claim on her. And certainly, we are not of her people.”

He turned from the contemplation of the figurine. "But we are her people, mother. Somehow, shewasa
part of our creation. Many would say that sheisagod, and has aresponsbility to us, her children. While
| do not understand fully how this cameto be, | do know Korreneisavita part of the solution to the
problem of our extinction. In away, we are her children, and she should fed the need to protect us.



Instead, dl shefedsisthe need to return to her dull world, where magic isonly in legends and adventure
is something one reads about."

"Give her time, Ren," hismother said. "How would you fed if someone had ripped you away from al the
familiar things and peoplein your life? Kory islost and confused, and needs time to become accustomed
tous”

"By the god' s beard,” her son stormed. "We do not have time! We must act now, or al could be logt!"

"Thereisno need of vulgar language, Rendolin," she admonished him. "1 was not suggesting we walt
forever. But the poor girl needs afew days—at the very least—to fedl comfortable with us.”

"l do not believe we have afew days. Mac Lir was specific that the People be informed of hisdecison
as soon as possible so that plans and preparations could be put into action. Y ou know aswell asl,
Mother," he said with aworried look, "there will be many people of the Houses who will opposethis
solution. Many will claim | do not spesk for the god.”

Thiswas Elawa€e s biggest fear, that the solution to the elves' extinction would cause civil unrest amongst
the People of the Sea. For years uncounted, the dfin races had held themsalves a oof from humanity.
Many of slvan kind believed humanswere little better than the beasts of thefield. To ask themto takea
human to their breast—to actualy accept humans as part of the solution to their criss—was going to take
alot of explanation and diplomacy. It was fortunate the People of the Sealooked to their High Priest,
Rendolin, for direction from their god, and had done so for more than a century. Hisword would carry
much weight with them.

But Elawae had another concern. If Korrene was akey to the god' s plan, then Rendolin needed her
cooperation. What would Korrene do when she discovered he had used magic upon her to charm her
into submission? A woman with as much independence as this one would not take kindly to the
knowledge that she had been duped. Elawae was sure Korrene would be furious with her son when she
found out, and perhaps never forgive him for his duplicity. She needed to convince Rendolin to remove
the spdl and tell Korrene of hisinvolvement.

She doubted it would be an easy chore.

"Rendolin," she said. "What do you think Korrene will do when she discoversthat you enspelled her so
that she would come down to dinner?"

The question hung on the air for along moment before he answered.

"Shewill bevery angry with me, | believe." Hiswords were softly spoken, but his mother had no trouble
hearing them.

"And how do you propose to convince her to cooperate with us after her trust in you has been broken?
Why should she pledge hersdlf to our cause after being treated thudy?!

"It will not be an easy jab, | grant, but shewill help us. | fed it. She considers us her children. Shewill do
al in her power to protect us. Besides," he added, "the god, Mac Lir has said that sheisthe one. The
god does not betray. Shewill pledge hersdlf to the plan.”

"You arevery sureof her," said Elawae. "Or very sure of yoursdlf."

"I am the High Priest of Sasheena, Mother. The god has spoken to me. As he speaks, so shdl it be.
Korrenewill agreeto the Binding."



Elawae prayed to Mac Lir that it would be so. Her people had no other choice. The plan had to work,
or they would al perish. A smal sigh passed her lips, and she turned the discussion to other matters,
despite the uneasiness she felt. The god would provide.

CHAPTER SIX

A young female servant arrived to show Kory down to dinner. A lightly tinkling bell sounded throughout
the room, not unlike wind chimes on agentle breeze. The sound vibrated through the walls and floor.

The servant led her through the wall and aong various corridors. The entire building appeared to be
made out of the same soft glowing material that composed Kory’s own room. The House was warm and
welcoming, and as she followed the f, she felt the House humming a soothing tune.

The servant motioned Kory into abeautiful room on the ground floor. Obvioudly it was meant to be a
room in which people were encouraged to relax and enjoy each other’ s company. The walswerethe
pae pink of theinside of aconch shell. Chairs, exquisitely carved with intricate patterns, and luxurious
over-stuffed sofas had been placed around the room at anglesto alow easy conversation.

Decorated in pearly grays, blues and greens, the effects al directed the eye to the focal point of the
room—alarge, detailed fireplace. The great mantle was of pink marble, veined with black and silver
flecks of quartz.

The spacious celling arched overhead, glowingly painted with delicate sea scenes. Beneath her fedt, the
same materid asthewallsand ceiling stretched before her in an unbroken span. Kory’ sfirst impresson
was that the room had been cut out of the cliff’ sliving rock; however, large open windows on two sides
of the room belied the room was a cave.

A tiny beautiful efin woman rose from a sofaclose by the fireplace as Kory entered the gorgeous room.
Kory knew immediately by her features she was Elawae, Rendolin’s mother.

Gloriousrippling hair the color of golden silk floated around her ddlicate face. The most beautiful
turquoise eyes Kory had ever seen gazed a her with intelligent curiosity, and just ahint of humor. The
diminutive woman made Kory fed large and clumsy, but the woman' s smile was warm and welcoming.
Kory smiled tentatively and accepted the unspoken invitation to join her on the sofa.

As soon asthey had seated themsalves, another servant entered, carrying asilver dish laden with sweet
smeling fruit. When he lft the room, Elawae turned to Kory and smiled radiantly. Kory was dazzled by
itsbrilliance.

"So you are Korrene," the beautiful ef spoke. "My son has spoken well of you. He said you had created
me for the sole purpose of providing a son for the entertainment of many unknown people.” Her soft
words held a strong element of humor, and Kory blushed.

"That was amisunderstanding, Lady,” she said, privately vowing to kill the ef when she had the chance.
The jerk was deliberately trying to embarrass her!

"My nameisElawag," the woman said, holding out her hand, "and | have been anxious to mest you,
Korrene"

Kory didn’t know whether she should shake the dainty hand or kissit. She elected to giveit adight
shake, then quickly withdrew her hand. "I’ m very pleased to meet Rendolin’s mother, my lady. | didn’t



know he had one."

Kory put her fingers over her mouth and blushed again a her thoughtless words. What would his mother
think of her? She was acting like afoolish schoolgirl.

"Yes. So hesad," answered Elawae with atwinklein her eyes. "But here | am, and hereyou are. Let us
get acquainted a bit, shal we?"

Kory couldn’'t help the feding of dread that spread through her body. Rendolin was right. She never
could have expected thisturn of events. Maybe she wasn't dreaming.

She clamped down on that frightening thought. She had to be dreaming. Thisjust couldn’t bered.

Before the two women could continue their conversation, Rendolin stepped into the room and strode to
their sde. Bowing gracefully to his mother, he raised her hand to hislips and greeted her.

"Mother. You areradiant asdways. And | see you have made the acquaintance of our guest, Korrene."

Turning towards Kory, he made the same graceful bow, and raised her hand to hislips. Thetouch of his
soft lips on the back of her hand sent atingle of anticipation and fear down her spine. She could read
nothing in his dancing eyes as he met her gaze.

"Yes, my son. Korrene and | were just getting acquai nted when you made your entry. Go away and
come back in afew moments so we may have the privacy we need to discuss you at gresat length." Her
voice was soft and filled with |ove as she chided her son. Kory found herself smiling at the elf woman's
words.

"Alas, Mother, | fear | can not accommodate you lovely ladies. Our guests are waiting for usin the Great
Hdl."

Kory was charmed by the light banter between mother and son, and found hersalf wishing to be part of
it. She wondered what it would be like to belong to afamily such astheirs.

"Very well," Elawae sghed with feigned rluctance. "Ourr little talk shal haveto wait for another time,"
shesaid to Kory. Taking Rendolin’s proffered arm, she continued, "Come aong, my dears. The
representatives of the Five Houses await.”

Rendolin captured Kory’ s hand and, tucking it into his other arm, he bent down and whispered into her
ear. "Courage, Korrene. ‘Tisbut adinner.”

With abeautiful lady on either side, Mac Lir’ sHigh Priest proceeded into the Greet Hall.

*

Thefirst thingsthat registered in Kory’ smind, as she stepped into the Great Hall, were the smells and the
buzz of conversation. Each wall supported alarge, open window, dlowing the evening breezes to waft
through the room, bringing atang of the seato mingle with the savory aromaof broiled fish, fresh baked
breads and exotic flowers. Blooms were hegped upon the tables, vying for room with the mounds of
food awaiting the guests' pleasure.

The next thing that registered was surprise. An f identical to Rendolin excused himsdlf from agroup of
people, and met the newcomers midway into the room. As he came closer, she noticed that hewasn't an
exact twin to Rendolin after dl. His eyeswere the color of newly forged blue stedl. The color reminded
her of the cold blade of an unused sword.



At hissde, clinging to hisarm, strolled a striking female with long black hair and silver eyes. He bent to
speak something in his companion’s ear, then smiled as she laughed ddightedly at his comment.

Rendolin squeezed Kory' s hand reassuringly, and Elawae gave her aheartening smile. Before
introductions could be made, the unknown ef raked his eyes over Kory, starting at her toes, up to her
face, then back down to linger at her breast. Tilting his head back dightly and gazing down his nose with
alook of mild distaste, he spoke.

"Well, brother. | can understand your desireto bed it, but how could you contemplate mating to it for life,
much lessBinding to it?"

Kory was stunned. The fact that she had just been insulted by a snobbish ef hardly registered in her
numb brain. What screamed through her soul was theword ‘ Binding.’

Sheturned her head to stare at Rendolin with horror. What the hell was going on here? Thiswas
definitely not in her manuscript!

"Thelorin!" Elawae stepped forward in great agitation and dismay. ™Y ou dishonor the House of Hiloris
with such insultsto our guest! Apologize immediatey!™

"Redlly, Maother," Thelorin answered with an amused chuckle, "Rendolin can not be serious! The cresture
isnot even aivilized."

Kory angrily opened her mouth to demand an explanation. Before she could speak, Rendolin pulled her
behind him as he stepped towards his brother, effectively shieding her. But instead of letting her go, the
arrogant ef maintained afirm grip on her am—amogt asif hewas afraid she'd run.

"Thelorin," hesaid in alow, deadly voice, "if you were not my own flesh and blood, by the god' sright
eye, | would force those words back down your throat.”

Hisgrip on Kory’ sforearm was painful, but she barely noticed. Since her first waking moment in
Sasheena, she had been confused, disoriented, and half-believing she wasinsane. She didn’'t know if she
was angrier at Rendolin for his highhanded interference, or with his pompous brother for theinsults. One
thing was certain. She was going to take her life back into her own hands, where it belonged.

"L ook, brother," she heard Thelorin say. "Even you, with your soft heart, can not deny this human does
not belong here among the Five Houses. How can you not see that a Binding with such acreature will
pollute our race? It isnot to be tolerated.”

"Everyone knows ahuman isnot anintdligent being,” said thefemae a Thelorin’ ssdein avenomous
voice. "They arelittle more than Mer Folk."

"If you can not control your mate, Thelorin, perhaps you should leave her in your roomsin future.”
Elawae' s soft, threatening words surprised Kory. She hadn’t expected such contempt from the elf [adly.

Thelorin spoke aforeign word to the femae, and she reluctantly left his side, looking a Kory with hatred
as she sauntered away to join asmdl group by thetable.

"What is he talking about?' Kory asked Rendolin, but he ignored her question, never even glancing her
way. Instead, he continued to cast awithering glare at his brother, releasing his hold on her to rest hisfists
on hiships. Thetenson in his straight back and braced legstold the story of hiseffort to stay in control of
hisrage.

"Y ou can peak to me of the pollution of our race?' he asked between clenched teeth. "I find it amusing



that you fed asyou do, considering the many evenings you spend in the dave pens.™

Though the words were spoken softly, the circulating air carried them clearly to dl present in the hall.
Someone gasped, and more than one woman sank dizzily into achair. Thelorin’sface darkened and a
thunderous scowl appeared on hisface. His expressive eyes turned as black as stones, and his mouth
hardened into athin line.

Gripping the handle of his ceremonia dagger, Thelorin growled, "I should kill you for thet, little brother.”
The menacein hisvoice sent achill up Kory’sspine.
"Oh dear," said Elawae sadly. "Thisis beginning to get out of hand.”

Before the older woman could further react to her sons, Kory found herself advancing on Thelorin, anger
spurring her forward. "'l don't think there will be any killing done tonight, although | could gladly wring
your neck if you gave me haf the chance!™

Where had those words come from, Kory wondered before redizing that she had said them. Kory
crouched in adefensve pogtion, gracefully balancing on the balls of her feet dightly infront of Rendalin,
but to hisright. Thelorin had to pass her to get at his brother.

Thelorin looked at Kory, then glanced back at hisbrother. "Ah, now | see" he said thoughtfully as
though a great puzzle had been solved. "Not only will it warm your bed, but protect your backside as
wdl."

"Wrong, scum,” yelled a deep voice from behind them. Kory barely had time to move out of the way as
Feenix jumped between Kory and Thelorin. "That’smy job, and amighty fine backsideit is" she
commented with ajaunty grin. "Careto test your luck, Lord Thelorin?'

Time suddenly seemed to stand till for Kory. Dimly, from the corners of her awareness, she watched the
stunned dinner guests as the horror on their faces mirrored their helplessness,

Shewatched in fascination as Thelorin, ignoring Feenix’ s presence, stepped towards his brother with
every intention of inflicting damage and harm. It wasthe faint smell of rosemary that first derted her. She
turned to look at Rendolin. He stood gripping an amulet in hisleft hand, holding it high above his head—a
look of pain and sadness on his handsome face. She knew he was going to cal upon the power of the
god and smite his brother in someterribleway. A foul taste rosein Kory’ s mouth as she redlized that she
was the cause of conflict between the brothers.

What was going on? She never wrote this!
"ENOUGH!
Elawae’' s command snapped Kory from her trance and stopped everyone in the room.

"Never, since our people have been on Sasheena, has there been blood spilled here intentionally! And
rarely, sSnce time uncounted, has brother fought against brother. What of our Oath of Peace?"

Rendolin dowly lowered hisarm, surprise washing over hisface as he looked at the amulet in his hand.
Thelorin too eased his stance and lowered his wegpon, acamer expression masking the rage Kory
sensed was till blazing in his heart. Only Feenix stood her ground, holding her dagger before her, eyes
never leaving Thelorin.

"| am ashamed for you, my sons. Ashamed to be called your mother. Isthisthe way the House of Hiloris



leads the People of the Sea? Did your father, and the rest of the brave shalen who followed Leondrilik
to protect Shdridoor, give up their lives for naught?"

Her words echoed around the Great Hall, draping a blanket of shame and embarrassment on the
shoulders of al who heard. Kory watched Feenix dowly stand to her full height and drop her aggressive
stance. The blade in her hand instantly disappeared into the top of a boot, but she continued to keep a
wary eyeon Thelorin.

Everyonein the room began to fidget and shift uneasily, many whispering to their immediate neighborsin
soft voices. All felt uneasy a withessing afamily squabble of such intense magnitude.

In an attempt to break the awkward moment, Kory moved to Elawae and spoke softly. "My Lady
Elawae, | apologize for my rude behavior and seeming lack of socid graces. | can only offer asan excuse
fatigue and my recent arrival. | ask your forgiveness.”

"Well spoken, my dear,” the older woman said, "but no apology is needed. Y ou are aguest herein my
House, and should not be forced to listen to rude insults. It is your host who should make the gpologies.”
With ameaningful scowl at her eldest son, she concluded, "We will not est dinner until hiswords have
been retracted.”

It seemed that everyone in the room held their breath for aheartbeat, but then Thelorin dowly sheathed
his dagger and turned a devastatingly charming smile on Kory. It nearly took her breeth away. How
could he suddenly appear to be so friendly and concerned? The ef was a chameleon.

"My mother, asusud, is right. Please accept my humble gpology for such appalling behavior. | know |
can never erase my coarse words, but if you will alow meto make amendsin some smal way, | will be
forever in your debt.”

As he made amove to take her hand, Kory stepped back defensively. The smile, she noticed, did not
reach hiseyes.

"Korrene has no need for your empty words, Thelorin," Rendolin said, again stepping forward to shied
her from hisbrother. "Merely gpologize."

For afleeting second, Kory saw aflicker of some dark emotion in Thelorin’s eye as he looked at
Rendoalin. Then, masking hisfedings once again, the older brother bowed to them both.

"I am sorry, Lady Korrene, for my rudeness and unkind remarks. Please accept my apology, and be
welcomein my House"

Elawae beamed approva on her son, pleased with his gracious words. Kory merely inclined her head in
hisdirection.

"Don’'t bdieve that snake," Feenix said. "That one can't be trusted.”

"Enough, Captain Feenix," Rendolin ordered. At hiswords, Feenix flushed and lowered her gaze. Kory
could gtill hear her mumbling beneath her breeth.

Elawae turned to Rendolin and spoke sternly, "Y ou will gpologize aso, Rendolin.”
"Apologize?' he asked in amazement, "Why am | gpologizing?”

"Y ou will apologizefor losing your temper and flinging insults a your brother. Let metell you," she
continued in adightly confidentid manner, "they did nothing to defuse the tense Situation.”



"Areyou suggesting that | wasthe cause of thisargument?' Rendolin’snormally musical voice was iff
with indignation. Kory fdt the urge to smileat his childish amazement, but fought to control her lips.

"Oh, do not be such achild," hismother said, losing patience. "It does not matter who sarted it." She
looked from one son to the other. ™Y ou both certainly did your best to insult each other and embarrass us
al. Now theonly civilized and dignified thing to do is gpol ogize to everyone so we may Sit down to our
dinner, which, I might add, is getting gppd lingly cold!"

Chastened by his mother’ s scold, Rendolin straightened his shoulders. "Apologies, Brother," he said, with
acurt bow of hishead in Thelorin’s genera direction. Then he turned to Kory and stared into her eyes
for along moment.

She was reminded of alittle boy caught stealing from the cookie jar as he reached out and raised her
handsto hislips, kissng them.

"Korrene," he said softly against her knuckles, bringing dl of that ‘little boy charm’ into play. "Please
forgive my rudeness and overbearing behavior. My mother is correct. | am abeast. Am | forgiven?'

The dight touch of hislipson her skin brought memories of hiskiss. Those lips had done such wonderful
thingsto her this morning when she had awoken. A blush raced up her neck and filled her cheekswith
color. She lowered her eyes at hisintense gaze and bit her lip. How could she not forgive him?

Rasing her gaze to meet hisagain, she answered, "Y es, but only thisonce." His eyestwinkled with
amusement. "And | expect you to tel me what Thelorin was talking about when he said you were going
to Bind with me," she added for hisearsonly.

The green twinkle dimmed as he dropped her hands and straightened. " Thank you, Korrene. | shall tell
you later asyouwish."

"Excdlent,” said the Lady of the House. "Rendolin, escort Korrene to the table—and Thelorin,” she said
to her other son, "you may seat me.”

CHAPTER SEVEN
Dinner was going to be painfully boring, Kory could tell.

After she had been introduced to al the members of the Five Houses in attendance, everyone sat down
at thelarge dining table. Befitting their rank, Thelorin, Lord of the House, sat &t the head of thetable, and
in her capacity as Lady of the House, Elawae sat at the foot. Kory gained great satisfaction from the
knowledge that Seleena, Thelorin’sfemale, did not appear to be pleased with this particular seating
arrangement.

Rendolin and Kory were placed on Elawae sright at the end of the table, Kory between mother and son.
The remaining family memberswere seated in no particular order of rank, asfar as she could tell, but
truthfully, she didn’t give the matter much thought.

Her head hurt with the strain of trying to figure out what Thel orin had meant about the Binding. She was
well aware of what a Binding was, she had invented it, after al. But Feenix was supposed to Bind to
Rendolin, and Kory should have no part in the Ceremony.

And every time shetried to question Rendolin, he either changed the subject or pretended he didn't hear
her...



She dtifled her annoyance and forced herself to concentrate on the conversations flowing around her.
Unfortunatdly, it seemed to all be about the same subject—the Binding, and if it should take place—but
nothing was being said to answer the burning question.

What did the Binding haveto do with her ?

Many of the elves were greatly opposed to the Binding. Shooting her covert looks when Rendolin wasn't
looking, they alowed their derogatory remarks about the inferiority of humans and how silvan and human
kind should not mix to reach her. She was definitely beginning to feel very uncomfortable and ill at ease.

Shewatched as Feenix tucked into her food with agusto that many men would find intimidating. Kory
was amused at the single-minded way the Captain attacked her food, dl the while ignoring the
controversy swirling around. She wished she could ignore the comments as easily as the warrior woman
seemed to.

Elawae tried to include Kory in much of the conversation, but the duties and demands of her gtation often
forced her attention to other places. Rendolin tried to make pleasant conversation with her, though ill
not answering her questions about the Binding. She refused to make his task easy and answered his
comments and questions with monotone, one-syllable noises, hoping he' d get the hint and answer her
questions, or elseleave her done entirely.

"There arefive ruling Houses of Sasheena, Korrene," he said quietly to her. "Hilorisisthe Ruling House
and my brother, asthe Lord of Hiloris, isthe Governor of theidand. He and | together share the
responsibility of both the tempora and spiritua well being of the People of the Sea™

"How nicefor you," Kory said in abored voice.

Undaunted by her lack of enthusiasm, the ef continued hislecture. "The House of Celeborneisthe
Harvest House. They know the secrets of earth lore and magic. NolawinisLord of Celeborne,” he said
with agesture of hishead in the direction of ahandsome, dark-haired ef two seats from her. "The House
of Ceeborne minestherichest sonesand metalson theidand.”

"The Hedling House isthe House of Olewis," he continued. "Many great hedlers and priests come from
Olewis"

She couldn’t contain her curiogity. "Y ou are from the House of Hiloris. Why are you High Priest instead
of oneof them?'

"| was called to the god' s service when | was ababe. It was foreordained that | be Mac Lir' sHigh
Priegt. But it wasin the House of Olewisthat | learned much of the hedling art. Sdlrinisawiseand
learned lord."

Kory met the kind eyes of an ederly ef mid-way down the table. She remembered meeting Sdlrin and
was grateful for his seeming kindness. She wondered just how old he was. Elves could live to be amost
one thousand years old. With his pure white hair and deep blue sparkling eyes, Sdlrin didn’t look aday
over 750 years.

"The House of Elarin isthe Sea L ore House. They are great builders of our lunteena—our slvan ships.
They dso know how to communicate with the animas of the sea. Theirsisthe only House that has that

Soecid ability."
"They talk with whales?' Kory asked in surprise.

"Y es, and with the dolphins aswell aswith the Mer folk."



"Mer folk?Y ou mean like mermaids?
Rendolin smiled at the amazed look on her face. "Do you find it so difficult to believe in the Mer folk?"

"Well, | didn’t put any in my story," she blurted out before she could stop herself. "I your peopletalk
with fish," she continued, poking atender fillet with her fork, "how can you est them?”

"Korrene, you must pay attention,” Rendolin gently chided, asif shewerefiveyearsold. "l said the
House of Elarin speaks with the animals of the sea. Whaes, dolphins, and Mer folk are mammals, not
fish. Fish do not have theintdlligence for speech.”

"Wdll, excuse mefor not splitting hairs.”

He stared at her for amoment, looking for something Kory couldn’t identify. Then giving hishead alittle
shake, hewent on, "Zelanor isLord of Elarin, and his daughter isthe most gifted when speaking with the
seafolk.”

Kory sighed and turned her head away to watch Feenix wolf down alarge piece of fish while carrying on
aconversation with an ef by her sde.

"Thefifth House isthe House of Helarn. Thisis our Military House, although due to our Oath of Peace,
we have not fought any battlesin many years. Not since Shdridoor..."

Hisvoicetrailed away, and Kory brought her attention back to him. She was caught by the distant ook
in hiseyes, and before she could stop herself, she reached across the table and placed her hand over his
in comfort. The gesture startled both of them.

"The great hero, Leondrilik, was a son of the House of Helarn. My father followed Leondrilik to his
degath at Shalridoor.”

"I'm sorry, Rendolin. | know how sad it isto lose afather. Mineis dead, too."

For uncounted moments they shared their grief in silence and forged an unexpected common bond. For
thefirg time, shefdt asif she might have something in common with thiself.

Rendolin wasthefirst to break the spell. He dipped his hand from hers and continued with hislesson.

"Mithrisis Lord of Helarn, and under his guidance we do have an idand patrol which keeps Sasheena
safe from unwanted visitors. Infact, it was the patrol that found Captain Feenix and brought her to us."

Kory pounced on the change of subject. "Y es, about Captain Feenix. | want to ask you about her,
Rendoalin. Since you are going to Bind with Feenix, what did your brother mean when he said you were
going to mate and Bind with me?" A hot flush crept up her neck to her cheeks. After hiskiss, Kory
amogt wished Thelorin wasn't mistaken about the Binding.

" am not going to Bind with Feenix," the df answered her.

"You'renot?' Kory's heart gave alittle flutter. "Then who are you going to Bind?Y ou have to take some
human woman to obey the god’ s command.”

Hetilted his head dightly to the Sde and looked a her with deepy, languid eyes. His mouth dipped into a
sensua grin, and he raised her hand to hislips. Turning her hand over, he answered, "Why, | will Bind
with you, of course, my swest."

Then Rendolin lowered his mouth to the palm of her hand and kissed its center.



Stunned, Kory sat in silence for afew heartbesats, enjoying the delicioustingle hislips had sent coursing
through her body.

Until hiswords penetrated her bedazzled mind.
"l don't think so, f!"

She jerked her hand from his grasp and turned her head away. With determination, sheignored the deep
chuckle that floated from him at her sde. Kory picked up her fork with anonchaance shedidn’t fed,
and tried to ignore the curious looks she was receiving from around the table. If she atein Slence, maybe
hewould leave her done.

Although the dinner was ddlicious, and included some of her favorites, Kory’ s appetite was not very
good. Shefiddled with her eating utensils and |ooked around the room in curiosity. As she noted earlier,
it wasavery large hall. Each of the three outside walls supported a huge window that took up most of
the wall space, dlowing the night breezes free access to the faintly rounded room. Long panels of creamy
sk had been hung beside each opening, and now were dancing and billowing in the wind like partnersin
an exotic dance.

Thedining areawas st up in the western end of the hall, and the view from the window was magical.
The sun had set long ago, but the stars and moon reflecting on the water cast asilver glow acrossthe
horizon. Somewhere, tiny bellsweretinkling in the wind, adding to the mesmerizing effect of moonlight,
glistening water and balmy breezes. She thought of adull, gray-washed memory of aweek spent in the
Caribbean with Herb. The scene here on Sasheenawas dive with color and other sensory delights. A
moonlight night in the Caribbean couldn’t compare with this.

Kory closed her eyes against the memory, |etting the conversationa buzz wash over her. So much had
happened in such a short time. She needed time to sort things out and get some control back in her life.

What was she going to do if Rendolin couldn’t or wouldn’t send her back to Vermont? Would she die
here in the make-believe world she had created? Could she possibly live on thisidand and not have
Rendoalin for herself? Would she have a place herein the lives of the People of the Sea?

She hoped they served coffee after the medl. She could certainly use some—black and strong. Better
yet, chocolate! Had she invented chocolate in Rendolin’s world? She couldn’t remember. Oh, what she
wouldn’t givefor apiece of smooth, creamy chocolate right now to soothe her nerves.

Suddenly, the jarring notes of awoman’s laughter brought her back to the situation at hand. Looking
down the table, she met the smug and amused face of Seleena. She was again hanging onto Thelorin's
arm and had obvioudy been laughing at something he'd said. Kory was sureit hadn’t been anything
pleasant. Thelorin’ sintense stare drew her attention to him. A shiver ran down her spine. Thisdf was
dangerous. No, more than that. He could be deadly. Kory made a mental note to keep a close watch on
him.

Thankfully, Elawae chose that moment to again engage her in conversation. Kory was able to turn her
attention to the older woman without the fear of Thelorin believing he had stared her down.

"Pay no attention to that one," Rendolin’s mother told her, indicating Seleena. "Sheis ever jedous, and
rarely pleasant. The only times| have ever seen her truly smileiswhen sheiswith my grandchild.”

"Y ou're agrandmother?' Kory asked in shock.

Elawae slaughter was atinkling of tiny chimes. Kory couldn’t believe such asound actualy camefrom a



living person.

"Y es, Thelorin and Seleena presented me with agrandson sometime ago. Jlarisisaddightful handful,
who hasinherited hislove of the land from his mother’ sHouse of Celeborne.”

"J lariswas the name of your husband.”
Elawae turned to Kory in surprise. "Y es. Did Rendolin tell you that?'

"No, | just seemed to know," she answered, wondering how much Elawae knew about her rolein dl
their lives. Kory searched her mind for something to say. "Then if you have a hedthy grandson, Madam,
perhaps your people are not dying off as Rendolin hassaid.”

"Often, things are not asthey seem, Korrene." As her attention was diverted further down the table,
Kory wasfree to ponder Elawae s last words.

There was amystery here, and Kory was sure it had something to do with Thelorin’s mate. What could
have caused the sweet Elawae to hold her son’s mate in such contempt? Seleena sonly saving grace, if
Elawa€e stone was any indication, was that she had mothered a son.

The puzzle would require further thought, but not tonight, Kory decided. She had enough on her mind
without thinking about someone else’ s secrets.

Kory let her eyes and mind wander again. Seeing her imagination cometo lifein the hdl’ s beauty, she
experienced afeding of pride.

She noticed that, dthough it was full night outside, not a single candle nor torch burned in the hall. Kory
amiled in ddight as she remembered the source of the light.

Asin her bedroom, a soft, diffused light caused the wallsto glow, alowing full visbility inthe room. That
effect, added to the iridescence of the dome, bathed the hal with light.

Kory knew that this phenomenon resulted because the el ves had found away to light the Houses with the
natural light of the sun, moon and sars. Thiswas another unusua facet of the House.

Looking up, she admired the craftsmanship of the calling. The entire hal was covered with adelicatdly
painted and etched dome, making the room appear asif it were indgde ahuge shell. The dome looked like
mother-of-pearl, with the celling awash in color and giving off an iridescent light. The swirling hues of

blue, green, silver, and cord rippled gently down the sides of the Hall, painting the walls with muted
shades that eventudly faded to the creamy white of addicate shell.

As she was admiring this creation, dinner cameto aclose.

"Rendalin, take Korrenefor awalk," Elawae said, rising gracefully from her chair. "l am surethereis
much you two wish to discuss.”

Kory agreed, but she wasn't too crazy about the fact that the elf’s mother had to point it out to him. If he
tried to give her another history lesson instead of answering her questions about the Binding, she was
going to hit him.

"We will respect Rendolin and Korrene s privacy,” the éf lady addressed to the rest of the guests. "There
will be entertainment in the music hdl. Thelorin, lead us o, if you please.”

Kory watched Thelorin offer hisarm to his mother and led her from the hal. Once again, the company



broke into groups, some making quiet conversation, afew wandering off on private business, and the rest
following the Lord and Lady of the House to enjoy the evening’ s entertainment.

Kory breathed asigh of rdief. At least she didn’t have to endure any more rude stares and comments.
"Come, Korrene. | would show you something beautiful "

"I think I’ go to my room, Rendolin,” she said, refusing to take the hand he offered.

"Thenight isyoung, and | have aneed to spesk with you. Come, do not make a scene.”

Kory had often read that particular phrase in romance novels, but no one had ever said those words to
her. A amile pulled at her lips as she redlized how absurd they sounded. Rendolin helped Kory to her feet
and led her outside. Asthey left, ddicate music began to fill the room, floating out into the night with them
like acompanion.

Kory turned to him, "What about this Binding Thel orin was talking about?*

Rendoalin placed afinger on her lips and answered, "We will speak of it shortly. Fird, | want to show you
something.”

They walked in slence for some minutes, she barely noticed where he was leading. So absorbed in her
thoughts of the Binding, she was surprised when he stopped without warning. She looked around hersdlf
and immediately recognized their destination.

Swaying before them in the gentle night breeze was an ocean of glistening flowers, bowing and bobbing,
casting magical shadows and glitter acrossthe night and into the air. Like fairy dust, Kory thought.

The air wasfilled with the heady scent of the pale blossoms, and it tickled her nose as she inhaled deeply.
Never had she smelled such a scent. It was abit like the combination of a Sweet rose and the earthy
amdl of wet autumn leaves. So unusud, but so feminine and ddightful....

Closing her eyes, shewaited for the flower she knew Rendolin would placein her hand. The flower she
had written he would give to Feenix.

"Doyou likeit?" She opened her eyes and saw him offering the blossom with atender look on hisface,

Hissmple question filled the night air with warmth. A soft thrumming began in the pit of her somach.
Kory quivered. Yet shedidn’t know how to respond. Thisdid not seem redl. He should be asking
Feenix that question. Why was he asking her?

"Yes, | lovethe Moonlight Garden,” she answered, because she knew he was waiting.

Rendolin smiled crookedly and dropped the flower on the path. "I should have known you would
recognize the Moonlight Gardens,” he said. "When did you create them? How many pages of paper
ago?" Hisvoice dripped sarcasm.

"Doesit redly matter, Rendolin?' Her head ached and she wanted to go to bed. "Tell me what your
brother was babbling about in the Grest Hall. What did he mean about you Binding with me?

"Why do you ask?Y ou seem to believe you know al thereisto know about my people. Y ou must know
the solution." His voice sounded curt and rough with anger.

"The solution | wrote was that you and Feenix would Bind together and create a new race—apeople
that are hdf f and haf human. In thisway, your race wouldn't dwindle to extinction because the human



blood would bring strength to your bloodlines. The Five Houses have interbred too many times, and for
your peopleto survive, new blood must be introduced.”

"I do not need ahistory lesson, Korrene. | know our situation well, and | know what | must do to save
my people. But Feenix plays no part in this. My god has picked you as my mate."

Stunned, Kory was rocked to her soul.
"Youlie, df," she et a him.
"A Son of the House of Hiloris does not lie, human." Hisvoice was sted.

She knew he was right because she had created him with an unwavering sense of honor. The High Priest
of Hiloriswas not capable of decelt, but what he said could not be true. How could a nonexistent god
dictate her life? It wasimpossible.

"If youdon't lie" shesaid, "then you're at least mistaken. Y our god can't have any bearing on my life. He
doesn't exist tome."

"Y ou areinfuriating, woman," he growled. "Simply because you refuse to acknowledge afact, does not
mean it does not exist. Have you not learned yet that your lifeis not what it was? Are you so blind to
change that you can not see that you are no longer the person you were?"

"What do you mean? Of course I’'m the same person. | have the same memories, fedings, everything,”
she shouted back at him.

Spinning around with hisarms held wide, Rendolin yelled at her, "L ook around you! Thisisnot where
you lived two days ago. Y ou no longer belong to that world, Korrene. Y ou now belong to Mac Lir."

"No, | belong to nobody!" Shetried to run from him, but he wrapped his arm around her waist and
pulled her back againgt hischest. "Let me go! | don’t belong here and | want to go home!" Kory had all
she could do to keep from crying.

"Mac Lir has chosen us, Korrene, and he gifts uswith agreat honor," he patiently explained to her
struggling back. He wrapped his other arm around her chest, pinning her amsto her side and preventing
her from clawing his neck and face.

"Some honor!" sheyedled. "I don’t want the honor, so tell Mac Lir to send me home. I’ll not be your
brood mare, df!"

"Y ou have no choice. Y ou have been chosen. We can not run from our destiny.”

"Ligten, you big jerk! He' syour god. You ded with him. I'm going home, now let me go." She kicked his
shin with the hed of her boot, causing him to moan in pain and loosen hishold on her.

Likelightning, Kory was off, running down awinding stone path towards the sea. Rendolin was close
behind, demanding in an angry voice that she stop. Kory raced on.

Just as she took two steps onto the sandy beach, his hand reached out and grabbed her gown, pulling her
backward. With a heavy thud, she landed on her bottom in soft, powdered sand. In seconds he was on
top of her, pinning her to the ground.

Their chestsrose and fell, touching each other with every bresth. Kory could fed her blood galloping
through her veinslike arunaway horse. She knew Rendolin could fed every best, just as she could fed



his

She struggled to throw him off, but he easily held her arms above her head, and sat squarely on her belly.
Her legs and feet could do no damage to him, and she reluctantly realized she was helpless.

Rendolin grinned down at her—awarrior victorious—his teeth white against a tanned face. Helooked
likeajack ‘o lantern.

"So now what?" she demanded of the smiling pumpkin face.

"Now you will lisento me," he answered, shifting dightly againgt her tummy. She closed her eyesand
tried to imagine herself somewhereelse.

His strong thighswouldn't let her.

The heat of hisbody was a contrast to the cool, damp sand benesath, causing a shiver to race through her
frame.

"Y ou must accept your fate, Korrene. Y ou will not return to your world." A gentle breeze stirred the hair
around hisface, asif aninvisible hand tenderly caressed, then lifted the silky weight of it before letting it
wash, like a golden waterfall, through transparent fingers. His green eyeslooked dark and mysteriousin
the moonlight.

She sensed a change come over him as he looked down into her face. In place of the teasing look, a
primeval emation glittered in his eyes—reflected moon glow, hot and urgent. The hegt from his body
scorched her heart, and amolten reaction jolted through her. She read the surprise on hisface. He must
havefdt it, too.

Instead of dowing, Kory’s pulse continued to pound in her ears, and itstimpani touch beat a savage
flutter in her pelvis, where Rendolin’ sweight centered. A blush crept up her neck and bathed her cheeks
inflame as she pictured his body joined with hers.

There was no sound except the swish of the seafoam sweeping the beach and their harsh breaths
mingling together. When he adjusted hisweight dightly, her thighs began to tingle with anticipation, and
warmth suddenly spread from her belly to her groin. It had been far too long since she had alowed that
part of her body to fed anything. The sensations Rendolin evoked were amost too much to endure.

"Get off me!™ she shouted as she lifted her hipsand tried to buck him off.

Ignoring the demand, he settled himself more comfortably before capturing both wrists easily in one hand,
bringing the other up to brush back her hair and dust sand from her cheek. "By the god' sright eye,
Korrene," he whispered, "you are beautiful.”

Histouch was warm and tender, sending another wave of heet to sear her body.

"Stop it." Mesmerized by the smoky depths of his eyes, she watched some emotion swirl within them as
he lowered hislipsto taste the pulse behind her ear. At her sharp intake of breath, he looked up and
smiled sensuoudy. Dipping his head again, he dowly licked the base of her throat to the point of her chin.

"Please, Rendalin,” she pleaded, "I want you to stop.” But her body had ceased its struggles and
betrayed her words by lying under hisweight in gtilled anticipation. Her body cried out for histouch,
while her mind screamed its protest.

Hisfingersdid up her collarbone to her jaw, wrapping around her ear and holding her head firmly ashe



dowly nipped the sde of her mouth and chin. Each sharp biteignited aburst of flamein her womb.

She smdled the sea so close by, itstang mingling with his clean scent of musky male, the flower he had
crushed earlier and the ever-present hint of rosemary. She watched his nogtrilsflare asif he, too, were
bresthing in the scent of her. Kory wondered what she smdlled like to him, and then the fleeting thought
was gone as she felt hisfingers dip into her dark hair and begin to message her scap lightly.

Again hisweight shifted, and she could fed hismale body press againg her traitorous pelvis and ssomach.
Without conscious thought, shefdt her hipsmoving againgt him asif they had amind of their own. A soft
moan dipped past her lips before she could bite it back. Trembling with the effort, she reminded herself
that thiswasn't redl; it was probably a dream she was having back homein her own safe and familiar
bed.

Shefdt Rendolin’slips stretch in asmile at the small sound. An answering growl vibrated againgt her
cheek where hislipstraced afiery path to her left eye.

"Y ou belong here, swest," he breathed on her closed eydid. Then histongue flicked out and touched
long lashes, like the touch of a butterfly wing. He kissed her nose. She amost smiled.

"We have work to do, Korrene." Shewasn't sureif she heard hislow voice, or the whisper of the sea.
"But for now," hesaid in her ear, just before nipping her lobe and then drawing it past hislipsto gently
suck, "itisthetimeto learn of each other.”

His mouth moved to her neck, directly under the assaulted ear, and across to the front of her throat.

Kory couldn’t stop the sigh that pushed past her lips, nor did she have command of her body. Rendolin
repositioned himsdf yet again; thistime to gently nudge her legs apart with hisknee and stretch himsdlf
full-length upon her trembling body. She arched up to meet him, rubbing her softnessagaing hisrigid
body. A deep moan tore from histhroat, but still he teased her.

Shefelt the cool night air bathe her hot face when he finaly pulled back and gazed upon her.

"Look a me, Korrene," he demanded, and she opened her eyes. The raw passion she found on hisface
was reflected tenfold in the depths of his stormy eyes. She felt asif shewould burn to acrisp under the
touch of his smoldering gaze.

"Touch me, Korrene," he ordered, and shefdt her freed hands diding up his shoulders. Shyly, she traced
the cords of hisneck up to hisjaw, then dipped into the depths of his golden mane, like amiser fondling
gold pieces. Hishair seemed to have alife of its own as she felt the silky smoothness of it caress her
sengtivefingertips.

Lowering her hands, she dipped her padmsinto thefolds of hisshirt to fed the warm, smooth strength of

his chest and shoulders. Like molten gold, smooth and hard, dl over. He gave another low growl as her
hands explored his chest and brushed againgt his nipples.

"l anred, Korrene," he said, watching as the emotions she felt chased across her face. "Fed me," he
ordered.

He lowered his mouth to catch thetip of her right breast with histeeth. Startled, Kory’ sbody jerked at
the unexpected pleasure as he continued to tease with his tongue and suck on the tender nipple through
the thin materia of her gown. She threw back her head, making a deep keening sound from the back of
her throat, and pressed her breast into hisface.

"L et us not waste any moretime, sweet," he bresthed against the damp materid. "L et me show you who



| an."

Rendolin traced the outline of her full lipswith thetip of histongue, then nipped the corner of her mouth
again. As she opened her mouth to rel ease another soft moan, he captured her bottom lip with histeeth,
gently pulling and then sucking just as he had done with her nipple.

"Let me show you who you are, Korrene." She heard hiswords just before his mouth finaly claimed hers
with hiskiss. As hislips came down, his hand cupped her swollen breast and his hips began to rock
between her legs.

Kory couldn’t remember when she had been so aroused. Passion encompassed her and swallowed her
up, leaving only the sense of touch in itswake. His kiss reached her soul, drawing her inner being up
through mists of despair, darkness, and depression, to emerge triumphantly into abright, sunlit garden.

His mouth tasted of the sweet wine they had drunk at dinner, mingled with mint and lemon. Histongue
teased the smoothness of her cheeks, tickled the roof of her mouth, then plundered and dueled with her
own in afrantic, erotic dance. Ingtinctively Kory met his advance, then gently sucked when she
succeeded in capturing his darting tongue. His whole body jerked, and another deep growl escaped him
at the unexpected act.

Ashiskiss continued, Rendolin’ s fingers played across her sengtive skin, igniting till more flameswhere
they touched. Kory responded to his kiss and touch like awoman possessed. She didn’t think she would
get enough of him, could open wide enough for hisentry, could hold dl hisgolden fire a once.

Perhaps she' d diein the attempt.

She didn’'t know how her gown had come off her shoulders and pooled at her waist. She vagudly
remembered helping Rendolin out of his shirt. As she dropped her handsto hisbelt to release his straining
flesh fromits prison, he quickly stopped her. She whimpered a protest, but was soothed with soft words.

"Hush, my sweet. Not now."

Kory heard the pained reserve in hisvoice, and disappointment cut through her heart like asharp knife,
bringing her back to earth. Ashereturned his attention to her breast, she wondered &t hisreaction. The
searing flames of passion dowly died as she searched for areason for his reluctance to take their passion
toitslogica conclusion.

"Why?" she managed to get out.

He was nuzzling her neck again, and his hands were diding between her legs, searching for the hottest
part of her. "Because we are not yet Bound," he answered againgt the racing pulse at her throat.

Kory’ swhole body tilled for a second then tensed like a coiled spring. So he would use her own sexua
longing and enforced abstinence to manipulate her to do hiswill.

Before Rendolin had time to react, shejammed her stiffened fingersinto the side of hisneck, below his
ear.

Rendolin bellowed in pain and rolled to the side, holding his throbbing neck.

"Don’'t you ever touch me again, you jerk!" she yelled jumping up, and thrusting her arms back into her
gown. "Tomorrow I'm leaving here, with or without your help!”

Rendolin watched her retreat up the path, back toward the House. He rose, dusting sand off his chest



and arms and shook his head in confusion.
"| thought she' d never leave.”
Whirling around, he saw Feenix step out of the shadow of an overhanging cliff.

"Close your mouth and tuck in your shirt, ef. We have work to do if I’ m going to whip those sorry
excuses for guardsinto shape.”

There were times when Rendolin wondered if having Feenix in charge of his men wasworth the
aggravation of her caustic tongue. He cast one last glance after Kory’ sretreating back, and then
motioned to Feenix with aresgned sigh.

"Lead on, Captain.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

The cries of gulls and the whisper of the seawoke Kory as the sun broke the horizon. She opened her
eyesto apurple and pink sky and clouds dancing on the surf.

Kory’s head was heavy from lack of deep and her eyelidsfelt asif they were made of sandpaper. After
leaving Rendolin on the beach the night before, she returned to her room and stormed around, punching
pillows and kicking the bed.

All of which shewanted to do to the dlf.

How dare he use his body to manipulate her into a Binding? How dare he even think he would be
successful? But he had been successful. If she hadn’t come to her senses when she did, she might now be
making plans to become Bonded for eternity to the arrogant, pompous jerk.

She blushed, remembering her lack of contral last night in hisarms. How could she have let her guard
down like that? It was dl more than anyone could take.

Kory was till in afrenzy over the way Rendolin had used her, when a servant requested her presence
downgtairsin Elawae s solar. Fighting to control her emotion, she followed the servant and entered the
brightly lit room full of fragrant flowers and trees. Elawae was waiting, and graciousy welcomed her.

"Wdl, my child," she sadwithawarm amile, "I hope you dept wel?*

"Thank you, yes." Kory’s hope that the small woman wouldn't see through her deceit was soon
shattered.

"You do not ook at al rested, Korrene. Was the room not to your liking?*
"Theroom wasfine. Such abeautiful room."

"Then what isthe matter?' It gppeared Rendolin’s mother was not going to let the matter drop. "Did my
son upset you last night?* After abrief pause, she continued, "I seethat he did. What did he say that has
you in such agtate?!

Kory didn’t want to discuss why she was so angry with Rendolin or the fact that she found him so
attractive. Frankly, it would be too embarrassing discussing those topics with his mother.



"It was nothing. | just misshome, | guess™

Elawae gave her a shrewd look and motioned her over to acomfortable looking chair. "Please be seated,
Korrene, and let usdiscussthis.”

"There' snothing to discuss,”" said Kory, Stting in the chair, tucking her feet under the seet. "1 want to go
home. Y our son won't let me. Period. End of discussion.”

"Did Rendalin explain why he does not want you to go home?”

"He said he needed to use al his resources to solve your peopl€’ s problem, and I’ m one of his resources.
Whichistota bunk, and | told him s0."

"Bunk?' Elawae asked ddlicately. "What is Bunk?'

"Oh, you know. Foolishness. Something that isn't real or true. Rendolin doesn’t need me. He knows all
he hasto do is send me home and I’ [| make sure your people live happily ever after.”

The beautiful woman gave Kory a strange, questioning look and asked, "How would you do that? Y ou
would not be hereto help us."

Kory suddenly redlized Elawae did not recognize Kory’ s true identity—creator of Sasheenaand the
whole dfin race. Obvioudy, Rendolin had not taken the timeto fill hismother in on their guest. Well,
Kory sure asthe world wasn't going to do hisjob for him.

"It'salong story, ma am. Ask your son to tell you someday.”

"Very well." Elawae | et the subject drop and opened anew topic. "I wanted to ask if you would like to
accompany me on atour of the House? | thought you might enjoy learning something of it and our

people.”
The smile and goodwill coming from the tiny woman touched Kory. "I'd love that."

They toured the vast complex for most of the day, while Elawae ingtructed Kory in the duties of alady of
aHouse. Rendolin’s mother was kind as she gently introduced her visitor to the ways of The People of
the Sea. Kory had the impression she was giving her the opportunity to learn as much about them as
possible. And that reason could only be the Binding, she was sure. The tour was just another idea of
Rendoalin’ sto manipulate her into doing hiswill. Well, she'd look over the House, but Kory was kegping
her own will, thank you very much.

Latein the afternoon, after viewing more of the House than Kory ever imagined existed, Elawae brought
her into ahall that was different from the rest. The atmosphere was hushed and till, asif waiting for some
person to breathelifeintoiit.

"Thisisthe House of Sanctuary,”" Elawae said. "And thisisthe master of the House, Celanor.”

A very old df stood up from behind a pile of parchments and books. Kory hadn’t known anyone was
there, the mountain of paper hid him so well.

"Cdanor isgoing to share some of our history with you, aren’t you, Celanor?’ the Lady asked with a
kind smile as she embraced the man warmly.

"Yes, indeed, my lady," he said, returning her smile.
"Thiswas Rendolin’sidea, | suppose,” remarked Kory with disdain. Shereally wasin no mood for yet



another history lesson.

"No. Actudly it wasmy idea." Elawag svoice held ahint of displeasure, afirst when speaking to Kory.
"I thought you might fed more comfortable while you are hereif you understood us alittle better.”

Kory blushed. How could such alittle lady seem so forbidding and disapproving al of asudden? And
why should it matter, Snce shewasn't redl in thefirst place?

"Thank you, ma am. It was thoughtful of you." Shewasrelieved to see Elawae amile.
"Let usst down, and Celanor will tell usagtory.”

Asif by magic, two servants brought out chairsfor the women, they settled themsd ves comfortably, and
the ancient elf began histae.

"Ages ago, when the world was born, The People of the Sea did not know desth. Families remained
together dways, for no member ever went beyond the sea. But then the Dark Hunter was released from
the abyss, and eves began to grow old and eventuadly die. Even the sea elves were not immuneto the
Hunter’ s spear.”

The old and cracked voice of Celanor whispered through the sanctuary, and Kory could tell hewasan
experienced oryteller. Even though she knew where the story was going, she found herself enjoying it.

"The god, Mac Lir, saw his children’ s sorrow at the parting of loved ones, and he in his wisdom provided
away that enabled a mated pair and their children, if they so desired, to be together even beyond the
seq, beyond the abyss, and for al time. It isthe Binding."

Kory found hersdf curious about the ceremony. When she had planned the Binding between Rendolin
and Feenix, only the outline was complete, not the actua event. She had avague ideawhat would
happen, but no details.

"How can such athing be possible, you might ask," the old éf spoketo her. "I have heard it said humans
believe that when a person dies, the spirit rots and dies ong with the body.” Hiskind old eyesheld a
glint of humor, mingled with something akin to pity for such amisguided race.

" Tistruethat the body will cease its function—that of housing the spirit,” he went on, "but the death of a
body does not mean the death of the spirit. It liveson.”

She amiled indulgently. Thiswas beginning to sound like a Sunday school 1esson from when shewas a
young girl.

"How isthat?' Kory asked skepticaly.

"Korrene," Elawae said. Kory had aimost forgotten her presence. " The essence that makes each one of
usindividuas does not liein how we look or walk, or the trappings we place on our body. The thing that
makes you who you are is your spirit. Look at my sons. To the unobservant, Rendolin looks and sounds
amogt identical to Thelorin. Yet | think you would have to agree that they are two digtinctly different
individuas"

"You'll get no argumentsthere,” agreed Kory.
"What makesthem different?’ asked their mother.

Smiling, Kory decided to play dong. "Their persondities. The way they think about things.”



"Correct. But you cannot see or touch those persondlities, for they areintangible. It istheir spirit. And a
spirit cannot be killed. Once aspirit has been born, it will live forever,” explained Elawae.

More and more like church. Kory hadn’t known those Sunday school lessons had taken such afirm root
in her subconscious mind, but they must have for her to create such an e aborate theology.

"It isthe spirit," continued Celanor, "to which you will Bind, for as Rendolin’s spirit will never die, sotoo
will yourslive on, even after your physical death.”

"Wait aminute" shesad impatiently. "Y ou’ re telling me that during this Binding thing, aspirit isBound, or
married, to another spirit, and since spiritslive forever, the marriage will last forever?' Thiswas never
taught in Sunday school, shewas sure of it.

"Yes, Korreng" said Elawae gently. " The whole family, when you and Rendolin have children, will be
Bound together forever, and throughout eternity. Y ou will dwaysbe afamily.”

All thiswas beginning to be more than Kory could take. This spirit thing was something she had never
given much thought to, but in her experience, once a person was dead, that’ s the end of it! She should
know. Herb had gone and died on her. Everyone she loved died on her, leaving her dl alone. That was
how it worked. Thiswas nonsense, and it was making her fed uncomfortable.

Before Kory could ask another question, a servant entered and handed a note to Celanor.
"Please excuse me, Lady," he said with abow after reading the missve. "I must atend to this."
"Of course, Celanor. Thank you for taking the time out of your day to speak with us."

"Yes. Thank you." Kory bobbed alittle curtsy that was more abow than not. So difficult to know exactly
how to act with these people, she thought.

Elawae led Kory from the hall, speaking softly asthey went. "I am sure you are fatigued from al our
exploration." Her smile gill stunned Kory, and she wondered if shewould ever get used toit.

"Wdl, I would like to grab something to eat and then check out the beach.”

The finwoman looked at her blankly for amoment, asif trying to trandate Kory’ swordsinto
something she could understand. After asecond or two, she blinked and smiled faintly. "1 will have one of
the servants bring ameal to your room."

"Thank you. Y ou have been very kind, Lady Elawae, and | want to thank you for showing me around
and telling me about your home."

"It was my pleasure, Korrene." She placed her hand gently on Kory’sarm. "1 am very pleased Rendolin
found you, my dear."

Before Kory could respond, Elawae waked away, leaving her in the corridor outside her room.

As soon as shefinished alight meal, Kory escaped to an isolated beach for some soul searching. This
whole spirit thing had to be abunch of bunk. Where had it come from? She hadn’t written anything like
that. She couldn’t believe it was aproduct of her own imagination; it wasjust too foreign an ideafor her.

Thinking of what she had heard that afternoon, she began to wonder just where a person’ s thoughts and
persondity did go after they died? She had aways thought they |left the dead body. But to go where? Did
they just evaporate like a puddie in the sun? Even the puddle went somewhere. It reformed into a cloud,



which then produced raindrops, returning to the earth as water.

Was sheto believe that somewhere Herb' s persondity, his spirit, still existed? That his thoughts were
floating around some nimbus existence, waiting for her?

No; besides, the old df said that spirits only stayed with each other if they were bonded to each other.
So, if that weretrue, then Herb' s spirit and hers wouldn't be together after she died. Did dfin spiritsgo
to heaven? And where was heaven, if it even existed? Her church leaders never could answer that
question to her satisfaction.

Kory’s confusion and unease mounted as she redlized she had not written thistwist to the story. It was
totaly new and she again had the unsettling feding of being completely out of control.

It wasafeding shedidn't likeat dl.

Fine, she decided. If the eveswereright about their spirits (she wasn't ready to include her sairitinthe
equation, not just yet) leaving the dead body and going somewhere, how much fun and excitement could
you have bound to someone you couldn’t see or touch, especidly if you' re aspirit too? Who would want
to spend an eternity tied to something they couldn’t touch? Or wasit different wherever those spirits
went, and touching wasn't such abig dedl?

Shetried to imagine being Bound to Rendolin, but not being able to touch his magnificent body, or to be
touched by him—not to fed hisarms holding her, or see those glorioudy green eyes devouring her with
desire. No. Such athing would be too much to ask. This Binding thing had to be afigment of the elves
imagination. A fase belief that the god had planted in their heads for some purpose of hisown. The
wholething wasridiculous.

So Kory' s thoughts went round and round, blinding her to the beauty and peace around her. She wanted
to go home, to her safe, comfortable, predictable home. But Rendolin wouldn’t send her, and she didn’t
have any idea how she could accomplish the deed without him. Unless, of course, she was already home
and in the throes of amgor delusion. That possibility scared her to desth.

Nevertheless, wasn't that possibility better than the one Rendolin would have her believe? Was sheredly
in some other world? It was hard to believe she had imagined hiskisslast night.

Thecry of agull close by brought her attention back to her surroundings. The sun was setting. She'd
better get back before it got too dark for her to see. She didn’t know what time of year it was, or even
thetime of day. When did the sun set, she wondered.

Kory had the feding she was being watched as she started the climb up the trail leading back to the
House. It was probably just Rendolin checking to make sure that she wasn't trying to leave theidand.
She began to fed uneasy and fearful as she climbed, which wastotdly stupid; what kind of danger would
shebein, here on an idand that was her own creation?

Even asthat thought crossed her mind, alarge boulder crashed down the side of the cliff, bouncing on the
trail above, careening towards her. Without thinking, Kory ducked and rolled to one side, narrowly
missing adrop from the ten-foot high cliff. The boulder bounced down the steep embankment and landed
where she had been standing seconds before.

After afew terrified moments, Kory cautioudy climbed back onto thetrail and resumed her journey to
the House. Her knees fdt like butter and her hands shook uncontrollably. 1t seemed to take hoursto
walk the winding path, and by the time she reached the House, she' d convinced hersdlf that she had been
afool to take awak on a dangerous path with which she was unfamiliar.



It wouldn’t happen again, she vowed. She was going home.

"May | comein?'
Although the words were polite, the inflection and tone of voice was laced with contempt.

Kory whirled around from the mirror where she stood trying to tame her wild curls. She was surprised to
see Thelorin step into the room.

He was impeccably dressed, and stood insolently leaning against one of the bedposts. At hisside hung a
jeweled sword.

"Do | have achoice?' she asked, annoyed. "It is your House."
"True," he answered.
Shefdt her musclestense. What could Rendolin’s eder brother want with her?

His shiny sted-gray eyesroamed over her body in an assessng way. Sheimagined his gaze leaving a
filthy trail whereit touched. She couldn’t suppress a shudder of revulson. An angry flush washed over
her face as he smiled smugly at her obvious distaste.

"What do you want, Thelorin?'

Pushing himsdlf away from the bed, he took a couple of stepstowards her. Hisright hand brushed aside
his open robe, and he rested hisfist on his hip in amovement she had seen his brother make often. A
sour taste filled her mouth.

"Weneedtotak."

"Oh?What could we possibly have to talk about?* She purposely forced alight toneinto her voice while
refusing to mask the didikein her eyes.

"I do not think you have a clear understanding of your position herein Sasheena. My brother has put you
in gresat peril."

"Thelorin, if you have something you want to say to me, do it and get out. | don’t have the patience for
your petty theatrics and thinly veiled threats. Say what you cameto say and leave."

Kory moved away from the mirror and put the bed between them. She felt safer with an obstaclein his
direct path to her.

"My, you are ararity, my dear,” he said with asmilethat didn’t reach hiseyes. "A femae who comes
right to the point without subtleties! At her impatient gesture, he continued, "Y ou yourself haveto agree
that a Binding between two different racesis nothing short of obscene. | am here to warn you that many
of my peoplewill not stand for it. In fact, most will not. | am afraid you may bein danger if you go
through with thistravesty."

"Y our mother does't congder the Binding to be atravesty,” Kory replied, fighting down the rage
buildingindgde



Taking another step towards her and putting his hands out in a hel pless gesture, Thelorin said sadly, "My
mother is not as young as she used to be, and aas, | fear her judgment has been suspect in anumber of
metters.”

If Elawae heard her eldest son speak about her like this, Kory knew shewould blister his earswith her
reaction.

"Y our mother seemsto be awoman of remarkable intellect and understanding,” she said. "And your
didoyadty in speaking about her in this manner would shame her.”

A shadow of emotion flitted across hisface, gone before it was identified. Forcing alight-hearted laugh
and acharming smile, he spoke again.

"The fact remains, woman, that this Binding should not take place. | believe you have voiced adesire to
return to your homeland immediately. | am hereto offer you that opportunity.”

Chapter Nine

Kory couldn’t believe her ears. There had to be some kind of catch. Thelorin hated her, so why was he
offering to help?

"Why would you help me? What do you get out of this?'

He stared hard at her for amoment, asif weighing hiswords, then gave asmdl, curt nod. "Sincewe are
speaking so bluntly: | want you gone. Y ou are athreet to my people and to my brother most especidly.”

"How can you say I’'m athreat to your brother? How could | hurt him?"

Hisnogtrilsflared in distaste. "'Y our very presence here on Sasheenataints our people. The thought of
you and Rendolin Binding forever cannot be tolerated. Y our blood will pollute our race and | can not
alow that to happen.”

Agan, afeding of d§a vu swept through Kory as she listened to Thelorin’ swords. He was supposed to
be trying to get rid of Feenix, not her. But of course she was't supposed to bein this stupid story. For a
second, shefdt faint, but the dizziness quickly Ieft as she blinked at the €lf.

All right. Thelorin was offering her away home. Perhaps she didn't like the source of her trangportation,
but why should she quibble over minor details? If she could use him to get home and away from this
strange and confusing Situation, so much the better.

Shedidn’t stop to think that if she were indeed insane, as she suspected, she was aready home and
nothing an imaginary elf did would bring her back to redlity. Kory believed Rendolin’ s brother could send
her home so she was willing to negotiate.

"Let’'sskip over how | will pollute your people and get right to the point, shall we? What do | haveto
do?'

Thelorin smiled a her easy capitulation. "'Be ready to depart tomorrow evening after dinner. | will havea
servant come for you one hour after the med."



Kory wasn't afool, and could sense atrap just aswell, if not better, than the next intended victim. She
had no doubt Thelorin was up to something. Her interest in ancient battles and dispute negotiations had
been the source of many long hours of enjoyment with Herb. They had belonged to the New England
Chapter of War Gamers International and had devoted awhole room of books, maps, histories and
gaming spaceto their mutua hobby.

"How are you going to send me home?' she asked.

"Y ou need not trouble your mind with the details,” he said, dismissing the question. " Suffice it to know
that you shal be deeping in your own bed tomorrow night.”

"Somehow that doesn’t reassure me. | want to know how you can send me from your world to mine." A
horrible possibility presented itself to her. "How do | know you'll send me back to my world and not just
some other place?

The df’ssmiledipped into asneer. "You do not.”

"What a piece of work you are! Do you honestly think I’d go with you, knowing you' d rather dit my
throat than look at me? You must be the insane one!™

"Whatever else| may be," Thelorin said, stepping around the bed and moving closer, "1 am ason of the
House of Hiloris. | do not lie. | do not want you here, but you will be safein my care. Much to my
regret," he added with evident disgust.

"Do you expect meto believe you have the same sense of honor asyour brother, after the way you
insulted me? Get red.”

"l do not expect much of anything from ahuman,” he growled, hisvoicethick with disdain. ™Y ou know
nothing of the honor of your betters, woman. Let us get back to the subject a hand." He had moved to
within an arm’ slength of her. Cornered between the bed and thewall, Kory felt the familiar demons of
anxiety claw their way from her belly to her chest. Y ou want to leave," he continued, "1 want you gone.
What isyour pricefor leaving tomorrow night?'

"What do you mean, my price?" It was beginning to dawn on Kory that he was offering money for
granting her heart’ sdesire. But a what cost to her?

"l am prepared to give you gold for your departure from Sasheena. In return,” he continued, "you will not
speak of thisto my brother, or to my mother. Do we have an agreement?”

"And what about your brother? As soon as | leave he will be on the next train to Vermont, demanding |
return with him.”

"I have taken care of that. He will not follow you because he will believe you have died.”
"Why will hethink I’'m dead?' Her question was heavy with distrugt.

"It would be s0o much easier if | did haveyou killed," Thelorin snarled, "but | have given my word and |
keep my oaths. | will arrange for abody that matches your general description to be found at the foot of
the cliffs. The creatures of the sea and the rockswill have removed much of thefacia features, but | will
make sure my brother has no doubt it isyour body that isfound.”

AsKory listened to Thelorin’s cold-blooded plan to deceive his brother, her somach churned and her
hands grew cold.



"l don’t want anyonekilled so that | can return home. What kind of amonster are you, that you can
coolly murder someoneto take my place?' Horrified a the ideathat she might be a party to murder,
Kory sdled dong thewall, moving away from the elf as she frantically looked for some sort of wesapon.

"Y ou insult me with your suspicions! People die every day inthe dumsand cities of the mainland. | will
have one of my people find such abody to be used for our purpose. That iswhy it will take until
tomorrow to prepare our plans.”" Seeing the disgust on her face, he continued, "If such aplan is abhorrent
to you, then | suggest you devise your own plan for kegping my brother away from you.”

Kory’smind balked at the thought of using some poor dead woman for her escape, but it was the best
chance she had for leaving—because she knew Rendolin wasn't about to send her home. If she managed
to get there on her own, she had no doubt he would follow her. However, it put her teeth on edge to
think she had to accept help from Rendolin’s brother.

"l suppose| haveto trust you, Thelorin. Although al my inginctstell me not to." She watched apleased
look move across his handsome face. ™Y ou just make sure your people don't hasten some poor
woman' s degth. There will be no killing on my account! Do you understand? Now, go away. | think I’'m
goingtobesck."

"Your faithin meishumbling, lady," said the ef with heavy sarcasm. Without another word, the Lord of
the House of Hiloristurned on his hed and walked through the wall. The House swallowed him up,
leaving alingering odor of refuse.

Kory turned to the window and sucked in two great gasps of seaair. That ef made her skin crawl.

Her pounding pulse began to dow, but ill her nervesjangled awarning. Anicy shiver trickled down her
back and she hugged herself for comfort. Thelorin was a very dangerous man; of that she had no doubt.
Of course, she had to accept his offer to send her home. Once home, she would wake from this fantastic
dream and get on with life.

It was obvious she couldn’t stay here and Bind with Rendolin, knowing his brother hated her and wished
her ill. Wéll, she couldn’t Bind with Rendolin even if Thelorin welcomed her with open arms. That idea
wasjust ridiculous. Kory wasn't even here, was she? She was probably lying in ahospital bed
somewhere and Pat and Mike were very concerned about her, hovering, worrying, crying.

Kory hated to admit it, but it was beginning to fed more and more like Sasheenawas red and her other
life was the dream. She mentally shook her head and forced hersdf to plan for tomorrow’ sjourney.

Man, what she wouldn't give for amochallatté, or even just astraight coffee right now.

~*

Rendolin waswaiting for her when she entered the reception room the next morning. Standing by the
largefireplace, he held the dolphin figurine. Kory wondered if it was afamily treasure, or just a pretty
datue heliked.

He was wearing tight black leggings and awrap-around, cream-colored shirt. The neckline came down
inalow ‘v, dlowing agood view of the swell of muscles under it. Over the shirt was the ever-present
long, open flowing robe. Today it was aceestia blue that shimmered in the light. The color
complimented the deep golden tones of his skin and hair. He wasn't wearing it tied back and the strands
spilled down his shouldersto rest on his chest like curtains of spun gold.

As she entered the room, he looked up and adow, lazy smile crept across hislips. His glorious green



eyes darkened with an emotion both deep and mysterious. The dimplein hisleft cheek appeared and for
an ingtant, Kory thought she saw thelittle boy he must have been.

She watched hislong fingers absently stroke the ddlicate dolphin he held, and the movement sent aripple
of excitement down her spine. Kory remembered the love scenes she had planned for Rendolin and
Feenix and how she wanted to put those fingers to work. Suddenly she was shy and ducked her head as
her cheeksfdt asif they burst into flame. Shewas acting like afool.

"Good morning, Korrene," he said, as he put the statue back on the mantle. "Did you deep well?*

She was wearing the clothes she had arrived in and felt dmost like her old self. Her feet were encased in
comfortable walking shoes, their rubber soles proof against rocks, sand, and long hikes. She wore her
favorite pair of denim jeans, soft and faded. Her blouse was actudly an old flannd shirt that had belonged
to Herb. She offset its baggy fit by tucking the shirttailsinto her jeansand blousing it out al around. It
was easy to move in and warm enough for those late New England fdl days.

"Y es, thank you. Did you?' Kory was pleased to see atouch of embarrassment pass over Rendolin’s
facefor an ingtant. It was quickly replaced by curiosity as he noted her clothing.

"I wanted to wear my own clothes,” she said at the question in his eyes. "These are comfortable for
exploring.”

"Exploring?’

"Yes. | want to do some sightseeing. Y ou know," she went on when he didn’t seem to understand the
term, "' want to visit certain places and check them out. Do you have a problem with what I'm wearing?'

He stepped to her and raised her right hand to hislips. Looking at her over the top of her own knuckles
he answered, "No, my sweet. Y ou look charming.”

Kory didn’t know how to react to hisflirtation—especialy after the fiasco of the other night. It seemed
that aroll on the beach, ending with a sock to the jaw were common occurrencesto him, if hisattitude

this morning was anything by which to judge. It had been so long since aman had bothered to flirt with

her, shewas at aloss. Actudly, if sheweretruthful with hersdlf, it was more like she had shut hersdlf off
s0 she didn’t have to deal with any man’sadmiration. Perversely, she wished she' d been practicing for

when Rendolin cameinto her life.

He released her fingers as shetried to pull her hand back.

"Thisisawonderful coincidence," he said. "l was going to invite you to share a picnic with me. | wanted
to show you some of my favorite spots. There are some beautiful places on Sasheenal think you would
enjoy seeing.”

"Thank you for your gdlant offer, Lord Rendolin, but I would rather explore on my own." She hoped the
formdity of her wordswould prevent him from pressing his offer.

"| regret to say that | can not alow you to wander on your own, my sweet. Y ou could become lost and
then | would not have the opportunity to apologize for my behavior."

"Don’'t beridiculous," she scoffed. "I know thisidand like the back of my hand, or did you forget?'

"Y ou do not know it aswell asyou think, Korrene. | would be greeatly upset if something were to happen
to you. Please let me accompany you to assure that you come to no harm. Besides,” hesaid with a
charming twinklein hiseye, "it would be a shame to waste the delicious med the cook has prepared for



lel

It was hard to resist the boyish look on hisface. He seemed as eager as a puppy to accompany her.
With plansfor leaving tonight in place, this might be the last time she would be done with Rendolin. Her
heart whispered that she owed it to him to give him a pleasant day to remember. The guilt shefelt at
plotting with his brother made her uneasy. If spending one day in the company of this charming and
handsome elf would make up in some small way for her betrayd, it wasasmdl priceto pay.

"Okay, Rendalin," she said with asmile. "l alwayswas asucker for apicnic. Lead on!"

Kory thought he would take her to the ocean to walk the cliffs and dunes, or perhaps show her the
beautiful, graceful shipscadled lunteena in the Elfin language. Instead he took her hand and led her avay
from the shore. Soon they traveled awell-worn path that wandered through delicious smelling trees and
shrubs, and up adight incline that led into the heart of theidand.

Hiswarm hand cradled hers asthey waked. Experimentally, she rubbed her thumb over the back of his
hand, surprised at the smoothness. With the warmth from the sun beaming over them and the dight
exertion of walking up the hill, shewould have expected his pam to be moist, but again shewas
surprised. The overdl sensation she had holding Rendolin’s hand was one of comfort and security.

"Where are we going?' she asked after atime of sillence except for the sounds of theidand. Seagulls
vied for spacein the sky with sweetly singing finches, jays and sparrows. The breeze rustling through the
shrubbery leaves and the tall grasses provided a background thrumming to the birds’ lilting warbling.

"I want to show you my favorite place on al of Sasheena. Areyou tired?' he asked.

"No, | could walk likethisdl day," she answered, startling hersalf when she redlized she spoke the truth.
It had been years since she had hiked. A memory of Herb touched her heart lightly, then flitted away like
the birds overhead. Rendolin’s smile caused alittle lurch in her somach.

The flowering shrubs gradually gave way to towering trees dripping with emerald maoss, smilar to the
Spanish moss found in an Alabamabayou. Tucked randomly amid the flowing greenery werelittle pink
gtar-shaped flowers that gave off a heavy perfume. Its cinnamon and vanillascent filled the air with a
romantic scent. Kory diced asideways glance at the ef and smiled when his eyes met hers. Again her
stomach jolted and atingle started at the base of her neck.

"What isthis place?'
"I thought you knew al there was to know of Sasheena, my swest," Rendolin teased.
"Well, okay. | waswrong. Just answer the question.”

He amiled at her impatience and gave her hand a gentle squeeze. "We are entering the Forest of
Hielaborn. It goes on for more than two milesand inits heart is one of the wonders of my world."

"Isthat wherewe re going?' She couldn’t help thelittle thrill of excitement that jumped through her veins.
“Itis"

It was obvious not many people ventured into the Forest, she thought, as the path became nothing more
than atrail. It soon becameimpossible for them to walk side by side so Rendolin let her hand go with a
gentle squeeze and took the lead.

The trees became more numerous and the air seemed to vibrate with avitdity that was amost audible. It



was as if someone, who was excited to see them, watched them. With each step, her own excitement
and anticipation rose. Shefdt likealittle girl visting acarniva for thefirgt time.

Something wonderful wasin store, but she didn’t quite know what it was. Kory could hardly contain her
excitement.

"If you look closdy,” he said, pointing to something through the trees, "you can just begin to seethe
JoyousRiver."

She squinted in the direction of hisfinger, but couldn’'t seethe water. "1 can’t see. Where?”

"Youwill be ableto seeit clearly when we reach that rise," he indicated with asweep of hishand. "Can
you hear it?"

"What? Theriver?'
"Yes. Can you hear theriver, Korrene?'

Tilting her head to the side, she frowned before answering. "All | can hear arethose noisy birds. | never
realized there were SO many birds on Sasheena” Lifting her face to the treetops she continued, "1 can
hear them, but | can’'t seethem.”

A chuckle escaped the elf and she turned to look at him, aquestion in her eyes.
"What you are hearing, Korrene, istheriver."

"But it sounds like abunch of birds chirping and Snging!"

"Come," he said and started off again.

Rendolin led the way to the top of the rise and stepped off to one Side of the trail, making room for Kory.
She stopped beside him to catch her breath and then looked to her right. Sunlight dancing on water
dazzled her eyes and she raised her hand to block the glare.

Below them stretched ariver of slver, gracefully bent and rolling through the thick, ancient trees. Emerald
green moss draped the banks of theriver, tendrilstrailing in the sllvery water like young maidenswashing
their hair. Black and gray boulders dappled the water’ s surface, looking like old men in their baths, asthe
water rushed and foamed around and over them.

"Oh, Rendolin, how beautiful!"
He smiled at the delight and awe on her face.
"Ligentothewater," shecried. "It soundslikeit’slaughing at ugl”

Something tugged at his heart as he stood and watched her expressive face. If he had to dothegod's
bidding, then at least he would be doing his duty with afemae that attracted him. And perhaps Binding
with ahuman would not be dl that bad, he thought. After all, Mac Lir did say she had atrace of silvan
blood in her. Perhapsit would be enough. Perhaps.

"Now you know why we cdl it the Joyous River," he said with aamile.
"Oh, I’ve never seen anything likeit! Can we put our feet in?' she asked likealittlegirl.

"Come," he said, taking her hand again. "Thereis aplace further on where you can put your feet into the



water. [tisnot very far."

Kory was delighted. It was asif she were waking insde a Hildebrandt painting. The vibrant colors of the
trees, plants, and birds amost brought tearsto her eyes. The slver sheen of the water reflecting the sun’s
gparkle was like a pricel ess necklace. Even the air she breathed into her lungs had an aroma and taste
that conjured up hedlth and vitality. The smell of crushed herbs and flowers, dong with the moist scent of
theriver, followed their progress further into the forest. With every step theriver chuckled and laughed
encouragingly, leading them on.

Kory’sfeet danced along thetrail as she struggled to contain her excitement. All she wanted to do was
rush towards the source of the merriment, but Rendolin’sfirm grip on her hand prevented it. For a
second, she was annoyed with hisrestraint, but hiseasy grin banished her impatience in atwinkling.

Suddenly they stepped out of the trees. Before them was a velvet green meadow, dotted with rainbow
hued flowers, their stalkswaving hello in agentle, warm breeze. Beyond the meadow the Joyous River
rioted down amountain Sde, forming adender amethyst waterfal that pooled in agranite and crystal
basin before overflowing and running off through the forest.

"We cometo the Heart of Sasheena," Rendolin said.

She couldn’'t resist the lure of the river any longer. Ignoring his command to wait for him, she threw her
amsinto theair and ran into the meadow, laughing likeachild.

Kory hadn't fdt so freein dmogt alifetime.

CHAPTER TEN

Kory raced across the meadow towards an inviting swath of deep green grass, ignoring Rendolin’s shout
to stop. Laughter bubbled up inside and spilled over her lips asthe wind rushed through her hair, lifting
dark curls off her face. Shefdt likealittle girl again.

She hadn’t been this happy since she was eight years old and her family was ill dive. Thelast time she
had laughed for the purejoy of it had been the family camping trip. They had set up their tent in afield
next to atrout stream. So many happy memories. So long ago.

The sun shining down from the roya blue sky warmed her skin and heart. Becoming warm from the hike
earlier, she had unbuttoned her flannd shirt. Now she pulled it off and tossed it into the wind, leaving only
afaded blue tee shirt for modesty’ s sake.

Just before reaching the inviting patch of grass, Rendolin’ sworried shouts finaly began to penetrate her
bemused brain, dowing her mad dash.

Which was probably what saved her life.
"Korrene! Stop! That grasswill kill you!"

Asthewords of danger findly sank in, Kory cameto a stop, but not before taking five stepsinto the
harmless|ooking vegetation. The sweet herba scent of afreshly mown lawn met her nose—the exact
moment razor sharp pain stabbed her feet.

"Do not move!" Rendolin commanded as he raced to her, stopping just outside the swath of grass.



"My feet," she cried. "What' sthe matter with my fet?'

"No, do not st to look at your feet,” the elf commanded when Kory made amoveto sit. "Do not turn
around. Do not move your feet!"

Thefear in Rendolin’ svoicejolted Kory. Just what had she gotten hersdlf into thistime?
"Well, | can’'t stand hereall day," she shouted over her shoulder. "Do something!™
"Hush, Kory. | am doing something.”

Kory thought she detected annoyance in hisvoice. If anyone should be annoyed it should be her. "Wéll,
whatever it isyou' re supposed to be doing, hurry it up! My feet fed like they’ re being eaten dlivel What
isthissuff?"

"They are Blades of Grass. Deadly vegetation that grows in patches on Sasheena.”

"What the hell are you doing, taking meto aplace that is deadly? | thought we were going to havea
picnic lunch!™

"I did not know the Blades had grown in the meadow. It has been along time since | have been here. My
duties do not alow meto go on picnics often. Here," he said close behind her. "I am going to throw this
blanket to you. Seeif you can catchit.”

Sheturned her head towards his voice and caught the heavy wool blanket just asit came hurtling towards
her. "What am | supposed to do with this?"

"Fold it in haf, then again length-wise. Now carefully drop it on the ground a step away from you."

Feeling awave of weakness wash over her, Kory stumbled a half step as she dropped the blanket.
White-hot pain shot up her leg. Biting her lip until she tasted blood, she fought to remain standing.

"Good," his voice soothed. "Now step onto the blanket, Korrene. Carefully. Do not fall and do not step
onto the grass.”

"Rendolin,” she said, her voice wavering with pain as she did as hetold her. "Why am | fedling so weak?'
"It isthe poison, Korrene."

A flare of terror rushed through her body, amost causing her to collapse. "What poison? Am | going to
die?'

"No, my sweet." His voice camed her fears somewhat, and she was surprised to fed adight surge of
energy. "You are doing well, Korrene. Now step towards me, but stay on the blanket.”

While her back had been turned, he had made stepping-stones out of the different items he had found
around him. Her flannd shirt, folded into a neat square, wasthe ‘ stone' after the blanket. The backpack
Rendolin had been carrying their lunch in lay on the ground closest to him. The food was scettered dl
around the ground, ignored in his attempt to provide safe footing.

"Cometo me, Korrene," he urged. " Carefully step on your shirt, then the pack.”
Again asurge of weakness washed over her, and shewavered. "l don’t think | candoiit.”

"Yes, you can! Look at me, Korrene." Kory met hisintense gaze. "Y ou can do it." He seemed to be



pushing hiswill through her, giving her no option but to obey. "Cometo me."

Heraised his hands, reaching out to her. A bolt of pure energy poured through her, and atrace of
rosemary teased her nose. She was surprised to be able to stand upright and walk to the edge of the
blanket, although her feet screamed in protest.

Her legs trembled as she stepped onto the shirt, with barely room for one foot. Tears streamed down her
face unheeded.

"One more step.”

AsKaory obeyed hiscommand, shefdt hersdlf faling into aswirling tunnel of colorsand lights. Thetrip
|asted forever.

~*

Rendolin was surprised to see his hand shake as he eased Kory’ s sneakers from her bleeding feet. The
rubber soles had been cut to ribbons, allowing the dangerous Blades of Grassto inject lethal pollen. If the
poison in her bloodstream was not neutralized soon, she could die. The death would not be an easy one.

He carried her to the edge of the river, where the waters gathered in the basin after spilling over thefalls.
Laying her gently on the grass and removing what remained of her shoes, he hurried to the River and
dipped alinen napkin into the cold, clear water. The cook who had packed their lunch had not intended
that the piece of material be used as a bandage, but Rendolin was glad it had been packed.

Tenderly he cleaned the bottoms of her feet, softly speaking ancient words as he did so. As he worked,
he could not keep his thoughts from the human woman stretched unconscious on the ground.

Why had she not stopped when he commanded? Her constant flaunting of his authority grated on his
patience. His hand clenched around her foot in frustration, causing alittle moan to escape from Kory’'s
lips. Self-conscioudy he loosened his grip.

What had Kory been thinking as she rushed to the meadow? His jaw ached from clenching histeeth so
tight. By the god' sright toe, she had been beautiful as she raced the wind down the gentle dope. The
clothes shewore reminded him of the curves and soft flesh contained in those strange breeches. His
fingers had tingled with the remembered texture of her warm skin.

Thewarm skin he hdd in hishand now.

He paused in hisminigtrationsto look closdly at thefoot in hishand. It wasasmall foot, with beautifully
shaped toes. The nailswere pink and healthy. Kory’ sarch was well defined, like the supple curve of a
young birch. Softly he traced a blue vein that started under the delicate anklebone and disappeared up a
curvaceous calf. The texture of her skin was as soft as a dove' s breast, but he noticed that the creamy
peach color was awash with an evil ydlow tinge.

His heart skipped in darm and he sucked in aquick breath. "Foolish woman! What if | had not been
here?Y ou would be dead and the god’ s commandment would not have been fulfilled.”

Rendolin was surprised at the strength of hisfedingsfor Kory. He had not planned to become attached
to her, but he supposed it was only natural that he be concerned about her welfare. After al, Mac Lir
had given her to him; she was hisresponsibility and he had been cardess of his charge.



"I will take better care of you, Korrene," he spoke as he continued to clean the poison and blood from
her feet. "The Binding must take place.”

"I"d gppreciateit if you would stop mumbling over my feet," said Kory in awesk voice.

"Liedill," he commanded. He did not expect the wash of relief that her words delivered to hisheart and
mind. It was asif atidal wave of soothing solace rushed through his body, leaving him wesk, but cam, in
itswake. "I must clean the cuts completely before | heal you." His voice sounded strained to hisears, and
he hoped she didn’t notice.

"Hed me?'

"Yes. | must call upon Mac Lir to neutralize the poison in your blood before it reaches your heart. Now
be quiet and rest. Thiswill not hurt or harm you."

Rendolin was surprised but pleased to see her relax again upon the grass. He did not expect her to obey
him without an argument. The poison must be working on her nervous system aready. He needed to act
quickly.

Taking three cleansing breaths, he closed his eyes and sought the center of hisbeing, while calling upon
the god to lend his powers and heal the human woman. He touched the talisman in his headband and
activated the magic. The words of the spell came clearly to his mind and passed through hislipsina
melodic, sngsong chant. The scent of rosemary, Rendolin’s personal magica essence, danced with the
magic and raced through his blood. Energy pulsed at his fingertips and surged through his pores.

Gently, the High Priest pressed his palms againgt the soles of Kory’ sfeet, and for a heartbest the surge of
energy passing into her body wasliquid fire.

Then the fire was banked, and comfort and peace flowed into her flesh. Rendolin’ s smile reflected the
innocence of achild asthe hedling took place.

*

Asthe heat in her feet subsided, Kory felt awarm, comforting presence envel op her whole being. She
knew she had been serioudly injured, been poisoned in fact, but she couldn’t detect any worry or fear. It
was asif some powerful person had taken her hurts and fear and just thrown them away. Thefedling
reminded her of when shewasalittle girl, hurt or frightened, and her mother or father would comfort her.
She knew everything would be okay because they were there to protect her. Kory hadn't felt that since
shewas eight years old. Not since her parents were killed.

Dimly the sound of Rendolin’ s voice penetrated her befuddied mind, and while she couldn’t understand
the words, she knew he was soothing her body and mind with his song. The smell of rosemary hung
heavy inthe air. He was casting a gpell. She was beginning to recognize the scent of hismagic.

It was strange. She never redlized magic had an odor, but every time Rendolin used his magic, Kory
remembered smelling the herb. It was there when he had hedled Feenix’ sfinger, and it was there when he
hed invited her to dinner—

Kory sat up suddenly, jerking her feet from Rendolin’s gentle grasp.
"Y ou conniving svingl™

The surprise of her words and movement shocked Rendolin out of his spell. For amoment he did not
react, and she was on her feet in a second.



"Y ou used magic on me! How dare you manipulate mein that way?'

"Korrene," he began, "be careful. Y our feet are il very tender and raw. Y ou could do yourself damage.
Here," he motioned to a comfortable looking patch of grass. "Sit down and | will bind your feet so they
will not get infected.”

"Forget my feet," Kory shouted. ™Y ou used magic on meto get meto go to that boring dinner, didn’t
you? Don’t try to deny it," she continued, "1 know you used magic, you underhanded, dirty snesk!"

"I do not know why you are so upset. | merely persuaded you to cometo dinner.”

"Y ou persuaded me by putting aspel on me! | remember it al now," she turned her back on him and
blushed with the memory of primping and preening for him. Thelong, luxurious bath she had taken, and
the amount of time spent on her hair and appearance. She chose to ignore the fact that she would have
enjoyed the bath and probably would have spent the time on her appearance any way. She was angry
that he had taken the choice out of her hands when he used the spell.

Remembering what had happened after the dinner, when they had gone for awalk, she wished the
ground would open and swalow her completely.

"You planned it dl, didn’t you?' Turning to face him, Kory waited for an answer, but he merely looked at
her in aconfused way. "Y ou planned to seduce me so that | would agree to the Binding. How could |
have been so dense?’

"I merely planned to speak with you, reason with you, Korrene. What we shared...what happened on
the beach was as much asurpriseto me asit wasto you."

"Don’'t you come near me," she shouted as hetook astep in her direction. "I can’t believe | fell for your
spdl without ablink of an eye! Y ou'relower than pond scum!™

"Pond scum?”
"| said get away fromme! | never want to seeyou again aslong as| livel"

Ignoring her command, Rendolin took another step towards her and drew himsalf up into his most royal
presence. "Korrene, close your mouth! | would speak.”

"Why you, you..."

"Hush, | said, or | shal be forced to place asilence spell upon you so that you may hear my words."
"Youwouldn't dare," she breathed in totd fury.

"Spesk again and we shdl see™ A hint of rosemary wafted her way.

Kory’ s brown eyes snapped in frustration, but she bit her lipsto keep from spewing the words on her
tongue.

"Hird, St and let me finish heding your feet." Before she could refuse, he bellowed, " Sit!™
Kory hastily plopped down on the grass, keeping her eyes on the angry df’ sface.

Kneding at her Sde, he continued the job he had started on her injured feet. Y ou must not put pressure
on your feet for afew days, until they are completely healed. It would be too easy for the cutsto reopen
andinfectiontosetin."



"They fed fing" she said, trying not to flinch a histouch.

"They are not fine. The magic has cleansed the poison from your system and closed the wounds, but your
flesh istoo tender to withstand your weight and pressure for long. Y ou are not to walk for three days.”

"Three days? 1’ m going home as soon as possible—"

Hisfierce glare cut her off. "Three days." Seeing that she had nothing more to say for the moment, he
continued, "1 am going to carry you to the pool and you will soak your feet intheriver whilel explain
about the spell.”

She was surprised at how easily he scooped her up into his arms and walked to the water. She put her
arms around his neck to steady herself, and inhaled his scent. A strand of his hair teased her face, and it
was al she could do to keep from burying her face in its golden depths.

Carefully Rendolin put her down, lowering her feet into the cold water. Almost immediately Kory fdt a
tingling, not unlike an dectrical charge, begin in her feet and race up her legs and throughout her entire

body.
"What wasthat? It fdt like ashock."

"The Joyous River holds healing properties. If anill person drinksfrom its waters, the diseaseis cured.
Wounds are hedled when soaked in thewaters. Y ou are feding the magic of theriver.”

"So you did not need to cast a spell to hed my feet,” she asked, skeptical.

"The spell wasto stop the spread of poison in your blood. And to close your wounds. The river will
continue to hedl you asyou st here" Hetossed her an aggravated glance. "Must | cast that silence spdll?”

"Fine! I'll shut up!" Kory folded her arms across her chest and turned her face towards the violet-hued
waterfdl. "Y ou don't haveto tel metwice" she grumbled. "I’'m not deaf.”

The ef sghed deeply and sat beside her on the riverbank. However, he didn’t put hisfeet into the water,
but folded hislegs and made himself comfortable. When the silence and tension had stretched amost to
the bresking point, Rendolin finally spoke.

"l waswrong to cast the spell on you.”

For amoment Kory thought she misunderstood hiswords. She had expected to hear adefense for the
use of magic, and his explanation of how important it was to do the god’ s bidding, yadda, yadda, yadda.
She swung her head around and gaped at him.

Rendoalin looked uncomfortable and cleared histhroat, obvioudy ill at ease. "1 should not have cast the
spell on you to force you to go to dinner. Please accept my apologies.”

Why?

"By the god' sleft ear, doesit matter?' he demanded angrily. "'l said | waswrong. Can you not just
accept my words and move on?"

Kory couldn’t quite comprehend his reasoning for offering an apology. Somehow it didn’'t seemtofit his
character.



"l want to know why you cast the spell in thefirst place.”

He sghed again, asif complying with her question was the hardest thing he had ever done. ™Y ou would
not come to dinner, and it was important that my people saw you." His exasperation was obvious. "l am
asking much of my people to accept a human as my Bonded mate. They needed to see that you are
beautiful and intelligent enough to fulfill your duties as my mate, and that you are worthy of me."

Swallowing her annoyance at the implication she might not be good enough for him, Kory couldn’t help
but ask, "And am 1? Not that I'm going to Bind with you," she added hadtily.

"Yes, Korrene" he answered quietly. "Y ou are worthy."

She couldn’t ignore atiny thrill of joy at hisgpprova. ™Y ou could have explained that to me. | can be
reasonable, you know."

Rendolin shot her an incredulous glance before continuing, "I asked you to come. Y ou refused. A Son of
the House of Hiloris does not beg.”

No, Kory didn't suppose one did. A Son of the House was used to commanding respect and receiving
immediate obedience. For thefirst time Kory realized hisworld had been thrown completdly into
confusion just as much as hers. A Binding wouldn't be easy for him, ether.

With that revelation came an overwhelming desire to enjoy these experiences on Sasheenato the fullest.
It didn’'t matter if she wasinsane or not. What mattered was that finally aman she admired, and to whom
shewas attracted, wanted her in hislife. Had in fact gone to great lengths to insure that she was safe and
comfortable and tried to meet dl of her needs.

Suddenly Kory knew she was going to stay with Rendolin. Shewould tel Thelorin thisevening she
wouldn’t go through with their plan. She was sure he would give her ahard time, but in the end, what
could he do? If sherefused to go home he would have to honor that decision.

In the meantime, it was a glorious afternoon. The sun was warm, the meadow aromantic spot for a
picnic and even theriver provided a symphony of gentle chucklesthat crested adescant for the
songbird’ smusic. Most importantly, the man of her dreamswas within arm'’ slength, and he wanted to
become her matefor eternity.

“I'm hungry.”

Rendoalin blinked at her change of conversation. After asecond he gave her atentative smile. "Areyou
reedy for our picnic, then?"

"Y es, unless you tossed dl the food into that lethal vegetation when you emptied the backpack.” She
smiled into his green eyes, and was rewarded with his heart-stopping dimple as he returned her smile.

Getting to hisfeet he said, "Wait here. Let me seeif anything can be salvaged.”

Kory watched him trot to the edge of the velvety Blades of Grass. She loved to watch the way he
moved, al graceful lines and sensua angles. If thiswas adream, she prayed she would never wake up.

He was soon back, carrying food wrapped in the blanket. Asthey spread the cloth and set it out, they
continued to smile shyly a one another, asif they shared a secret.

He unwrapped a package of cold broiled fish, and Kory asked, "So what happens after the Binding
takes place?’



His hand outstretched to offer her aportion of the fish, Rendolin’ sbody stilled. Slowly alight seemed to
begintoignitein hiseyes, and hisface took on a glow with an indescribable emotion.

"What are you saying, Korrene?' She barely heard the quiet words.

Shetook the food from his hand. "When will our Binding take place?' Then she bent her head to lick the
spicy juicesfrom hisfingers.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The woman was indeed insane. Rendolin stood and looked down at Kory in pure bewilderment. One
minute she was raving about how she does not want to see him again, and the next she was agreeing to
Bind with him,

Hewould never understand humans.

"Areyou saying you have changed your mind and will now Bind with me?' He needed to make sure he
understood.

"Why are you so surprised? | thought you' d be pleased.”
"You did say you would Bind with me?' He till could not quite take in the possibility.

Kory sat up straight and put on a belligerent face. "Why? Have you changed your mind and don’t want
to now?"'

"Woman, do you know how to answer a question without asking another?' He was surprised a how
angry he was becoming. Asthe high priest of Mac Lir, hewas proud of his self-control, but this human
woman shredded that control as easily as afish swam.

Rendolin watched Kory as adeep flush crept up her neck and anger make her eyes spark. By thegod's
right eye, shewaslovey. But he must find out what her words mearnt.

Forcing himself to concentrate on the subject, he asked again, "Do you agree to Bind with me?”

"You are the most irritating person | know! Why are you getting mad at me? I’ m the one who was hurt,
you know," Kory said as she dammed a piece of fish down on the ground. Rendolin jumped to his feet
and began to pace the riverbank in quick, angry strides.

"You areacting likeachild, Korrene." Heinhaed deeply, trying to regain his cam. He stopped his
pacing and turned back to face her. "Simply answer my question—uwill you Bind with me?"

"YS"

The shouted word startled the jaysin anearby treeinto flight. The noise of their cries barely penetrated
Rendolin and Kory’ s awareness. Both were intent on staring the other down. Her face was red with
anger and embarrassment. Histanned face was set in hard lines and a deep scowl. Neither seemed to be
aware of the word she had uttered until the last ringing echo of it died on the breeze.

Rendolin was amazed at therdief he fdt when hefindly realized what she' d said. Suddenly unsure of
what to do, he stood taller, placed one hand on his hip, and cleared histhroat.

"Well. Good." Hefdt like afool, athough he did not know why. "It iswell."



Korrene looked asif she were waiting for something. Was she expecting something more from him? He
glanced around, trying to figure out why she was sitting there so till and quiet. It was not like her, and it
made him nervous.

"Good," he said again. Then, with another nervous glance her way, he walked back to the picnic area
and sat down. "Good." He picked up an apple and bit into itsjuicy flesh.

Kory sat asif stunned for another moment. She didn’t know what she was hoping for when she accepted
his proposd, but it certainly wasn't the reaction she was getting.

"Good?" Shewatched him closdly, but he continued to eat the fruit with maddening cam. "I tdll you | will
Bind with you for eternity and al you can say is, ‘ Good ? What kind of reaction isthat? Good?"

With asigh Rendolin put the apple down and looked at her. She could see he wastrying to humor her,
annoying her even more. After afew moments of silencein which she patiently waited for him to say
something else, she pushed up onto her knees and threw acarrot at him.

"Well ?
He ducked asthe carrot flew past his|eft shoulder, to land with aplop in the water.
"Do not throw food, Korrene. It is not polite.”

"Not polite?' she sputtered, barely able to control the urge to throw herself at him and batter his chest
with her figs. "Who in the world ishereto seeif | throw food or not?' She picked up the first thing her
hands touched and waved it in hisdirection. "I’ll throw food if | want," and thistime her aim wastrue.

Rendolin looked down at his chest, watching with disgust as greasy fish flaked and dripped dowly to land
in hislap, spreading an oily stain acrossthe front of hisleggings. Kory watched in amused horror ashe
dowly looked a her with astedly Stare.

"Y ou should not have done that, human."

Hiswords were clipped and hard in the soft air around them. Kory began to think she had made a
mistake. Perhaps one doesn't throw food at ahigh priest. She sat without breething, hardly knowing
what to do asherosein royd indignation. She felt like arabbit caught in the gaze of ahungry wolf.

"Sorry," she said, but the word never made it past her lips before he moved with the deek grace and
agility of apanther.

Kory found hersalf knocked off balance and on her back. The sweet tang of crushed grass mingled with
the aroma of sticky nut cake. It dowly dawned on her that the smell of the cake was coming from the
goo on her face. He had actualy thrown the dessert in her face!

Shewiped frosting from her eyes and saw him standing over her, straddling her body with hislong, lean
legs, amerry grin lighting hiseyes and face. As shelay there, pieces of fish dripped onto her somach and
crumbs of cakerolled off hisfingers.

"Y ou shouldn't have donethat, f."

She wiped more of the cake from her face and dowly licked her fingers clean. She suddenly brought her
right leg up, hooked her foot behind hisleft leg and pulled, knocking him to his backside. In aflash she
was on him, holding his shoulders down and sitting on his chest.



"Now what are you going to do?" she asked, chuckling as shelooked into hisface.

His green eyes sparkled like polished emerads and the dimple she loved tucked into hisleft cheek. She
wanted to press her fingertip there to measure its depth. Hisfull lipswere drawn back in awide smile,
and white, pearly teeth glowed againgt histanned face. A deep rumble of laughter reverberated through
his chest before finding itsway out of his mouth.

"If 1 tll you," helaughed, "it will not beasurprise.”

"Nothing you do, Rendolin Hiloris, would be asurpriseto me."

He quirked adanted eyebrow at her and pretended to frown. "Are you sure, Korrene?'

"I'm sure, df. What will you do? Roll over and pin me benesth you? Like you did the other night?*

Suddenly, the laughter fled from his eyes. She watched them turn adeep green and then dideinto
smoky-gray. Kory fdt the change of mood descend upon them like awarm blanket.

In atwinkling she was again on her back, but Rendolin did not alow her to stay there. He dipped his
arms under her knees and arms, stood in one fluid motion, then carried her to theriver.

"Wheat are you doing?'
"ltisasurprise”

"No! Don't you even dare do what | think you' re going to do!" Kory struggled in hisarms, but they were
like bands of stedl. Theriver chuckled its amusement, making her think that it was enjoying her dilemma.

Rendolin had walked to the riverbank, where the water gathered beneath the falls. For amoment he held
her in hisarmswithout moving. Kory began to relax, thinking that he had only meant to frighten her.

Then, with no warning, without aword, he pitched her into the pool.

The clear water closed over her head as she screamed. As her bottom hit firm river bed, apart of her
realized that the water wasn't as cold as she' d thought, nor the pool as deep as she' d feared. She lunged
back towards the surface.

"What did you do that for?' she yelled as she erupted from the river and stood in chest deep water that
sent tingles dl through her body. It fet dive, asif every drop wasaliving cdll, every rivulet an artery and
the current of the water was the pulse of theriver’ s heart. Surprised by the sensation, the words she
planned to fling a him were stopped in her throat.

Rendolin smiled at her likealittle boy.
"What isthis?' The awe she fet was beyond any experience she' d ever had.
"Thisisthe Heart of Sasheena, Korrene. The Joyous River isdive."

~*

Rendolin watched Kory standing in the river, awondrous ook on her face. The rays of the sun streamed
through the branches of the nearby trees and touched the rising spray from the waterfal, creating a
rainbow halo around the woman. He redlized as he stood there in the midst of Mac Lir's creations that
this moment was a spiritua experience hewould never forget. All the words the god had spoken
concerning thiswoman burst upon hismind in one crystd, clarifying ingant.



Rendolin knew in the innermost core of himsdf that Korrene had been meant for him.

She sood in the middle of theriver's stream, with the living water chuckling and churning, her head tilted
asif listening to addightful song. Black curls clung to her head and face, dripping water down her back
and between her breasts. The pae blue garment she wore molded to them and clung to her hardened
nipples like asecond skin. The restless water reached to just under the rounded curves, causing them to
bob dightly with the current and waves. She seemed oblivious to everything except the sensation and
sound of the water. Rendolin’s mouth went dry at the thought of touching her again.

"What do you mean, it' sdive?"

Her wordsjarred him from his thoughts, and the magica moment was gone. Nevertheless, alingering
sense of destiny and purpose confirmed his belief that the god had just spoken to him in some spiritud

way.

"Theriver itsdf isdive. The water isnot like other water. All the droplets of thiswater make up the being
that istheriver. Can you not hear it speaking to you?"

At first he thought she was going to deny hisword, then awondrous|look came over her face and she
gently smiled.

"Yes. | do believeit is speaking to me." She looked up at him with happy brown eyes. "At first | thought
it wasthe birds, then al | could hear wastheriver laughing a me. But now, | think | hear words. How
can that be?'

Thejoy glowing on her face caused atightening of his ssomach muscles. Hisreaction to her did not
surprisehim.

Shewas beautiful.
And hewanted her.

"Theriver isabeing, Korrene, just asyou are. The only differenceisthat Mac Lir created it differently
than you or I. Instead of flesh and bones, the river is made of water and amystical essence. | do not
know how it cameto be. | only know that it is. What doesit say to you?"

"Wdll, you can heer it, you tell me."

"It speaks differently to each person. The words and songsit Singsto me are not the onesit tellsyou. But
this| do know. Y ou are approved of, or the river’s sound would not be like the chuckling song you hear,
but rather like the roaring floods.”

Her smile spread further across her lips and she bent to listen more closdly. After amoment, the smile
dipped from her lips and alook of amazed concentration crossed her face. She stood thus for long
moments before nodding her head once and standing erect.

"What did it say?' he asked. She looked as though something of great importance had been spoken. He
thought he could seefear aswell asawein her eyes.

"It called me by aname." Her voice was barely loud enough to carry over theriver’ slaughter.
"What wasit, Korrene?'

"Glenowadli ."



He shouldn’t have been surprised, but the name shocked him. Here, then, was yet another confirmation
that this human had been born to save his people. "Do you know what it means?' he asked.

"I'm ... | think s0." Thefear in her eyes and voice was more than Rendolin could stand. He stepped into
the water and stood in front of her.

"Say it
"Rendalin," her voicetrembled and broke. "I’ m afraid.”

"Say it." He had to hear her say the words. Then he would know with surety that Mac Lir’ swill would be
done.

Thetip of her pink tongue darted out and licked her lips. Kory’ s eyes darted behind him, then to the left
and right, but returned to hisemerad gaze.

"Say it, my sweet.”

The Joyous River nudged the back of her knees and laughed amel odious song. The sun rested upon her
shoulderslike agolden blanket and the forest hushed to hear the words.

"Mother of Nations."

Kory barely got the words out before Rendolin caught her up in astrong embrace, kissing her mouth like
aman claming along awaited prize.

~*

By thetime they returned to the House, it was twilight. Rendolin inssted upon carrying Kory the entire
way because her feet were too tender to withstand the hike back.

She hadn't redlized his strength and endurance. Not once had he stopped for arest and she never
detected aloss of breath from the effort of carrying her. She nestled in hisarms and placed her head on
his shoulder. It felt asthought the hollow from his collar to his shoulder had been made specifically for her
head.

Their conversation on the way back was minimal. Occasionally he asked if she was comfortable and she
would ask if he needed to rest. It was almost like they had become strangers with little in common. Kory
knew that wasn't true. Ever since she had agreed to Bind with him, astrange shyness had come over her,
making her fed unsure of hersdlf.

Except when they had been fighting and arguing. Then she had forgotten her timidity and enjoyed the
battleto itsfullest. Until he had dumped her in theriver.

Kory thought about the experience of being immersed in the water. Never had shefelt such a sensation.
It was asif her whole body had been taken in and welcomed by aliving, sentient being. The fedling that
theriver heard her words and thoughts and enjoyed her company was too foreign a concept to
completely grasp. But that was minor compared with the sound of theriver’ svoice.

How could ariver speak to her? Had she imagined the words—the name—theriver had given her?
While her brain told her such athing could not happen, her heart and soul knew it had. It seemed that
while shewasin Rendolin’ sworld, logic was a usdess commodity. Every time shetried to apply it to her
Stuation, nothing made sense. Perhaps faith and trust were better skillsto hone.



They approached the House from the northwest and the sight of itsairy wallsrising from theliving
limestone overl ooking the seatook Kory’ s breath. The setting sun reflected off the massve walls, giving
the entire building and surrounding cliffs the effect of having been dipped in molten gold. FHowersand
herbs had been cultivated around it, softening the severe angles of stone and sea.

Before Rendolin reached the door, people ran to meet them, and questions were asked faster than Kory
could keep track. Rendolin explained that she had falen into a patch of the deadly Blades of Grass. He
gave indructions to have the vegetation dug up and diminated the next day.

Asthey made their way into the House, Elawae met them at the door. Ushering them inside the massive
entry, she ordered ahot meal be prepared and taken to Kory’ sroom, and quickly following as Rendolin
carried Kory towards the bedroom.

"Ohmy dear," Elawae said in aconcerned tone, "what happened to you?'

For thefirgt timein what seemed like hours, Kory roused hersdf from the contemplation of the day’s
events. Her head fdlt heavy and fuzzy, asif she had had too many drinks.

"I cut my feet," shereplied.

"Korrene stepped in Blades of Grass, mother," said her son as he carried her into the bedroom. "I have
given her ahealing, but she needsto rest.”

"Yes, indeed." Elawae sent a servant for bandages and herbal salve, and continued to follow her son.

Before the wall swallowed them up, Kory glanced over Rendolin’s shoulder and met the eyes of
Thelorin, who was standing by the sweeping staircase watching the scene before him. Her heart thudded
inaarm at hisfuriouslook. Perhaps changing her mind was not going to be as easy as she hoped.

Rendolin carefully placed her on the bed, stepping back as his mother began to fuss around Kory.

"How did you get al wet, my dear?' she asked, opening a chest and pulling out awarm looking robe.
"We must get you out of those damp clothes.”

"| took her to the Heart, Mother."

Elawae s head came up with astart. She shot her son a questioning glance, then looked at Kory with her
turquoise gaze. "And did the river speak to you, child?’

"It named her "

"Korrene can speak for hersdlf, can she not?' Holding up the robe for Kory to put on, she motioned
Rendolin to moveto the far sde of the room. "Turn your back, Rendolin,” she admonished. "WdI?" she
asked Kory when her son had done her bidding.

Fedling awkward about disrobing in front of Rendolin’s mother, Kory tugged off the tight, wet clothes
and dipped into the wel come warmth the woolen robe gave.

"What isthis name my son saystheriver gave you?'

"Glenowaeli." Kory trembled as she spoke theword. If it wastrue, then half the responsibility of an
entire race rested on her shoulders, and it scared the living hell out of her.

Kory watched the color drain from Elaweage sface; the dainty elfin woman sat on the bed asif her legs
would not hold her dight weight. The name seemed to bring fear even to Rendolin’s mother.



Rendolin had returned to the side of the bed when Kory said the silvan name. Now he watched as his
mother tried to collect hersdlf and regain her usua dignity.

"It istrue, mother," he said to her, with atender glance a Kory. "The river has named her Mother of
Nations. None can deny the god' swill now."

"What doesit mean?' Kory could no longer keep the questions from spilling out of her mouth. It waslike
adam had burst and words tumbled forth without control. *Who can not deny it? What does that name
have to do with anything? Will someone pleasetdl mewhy | have thisterrible feding that my lifewill
never be the same again?'

"I think it would be better if Rendolin explained it to you, my dear,” said Elawae. She stood and
embraced her son before turning to Kory with asmile. She bent, placing a gentle kiss on her cheek and
dropping into agraceful curtsy. Kory was so stunned by the gesture, she didn’t hear the elfin woman's
farewdl.

"Why did she do that?' she asked, when Elawae had |eft the room.
"She paid homage to you, my sweet."

"Why would shedo that? | don't likeit. I'm nobody specia, Rendolin. Tell her not to do it again—it
makes me uncomfortable.”

Rendolin sat on the edge of the bed, taking her cold handsinto his own. He began to rub Kory’ s hands
between his, warming the chilled fingers.

"Y ou underestimate yourself, Korrene," he said as he worked on her fingers. "Mac Lir has chosen you
and you can not run from your fate. Y ou are very specia indeed.”

Kory pulled her hands from his grasp. "I don’'t want to be chosen by Mac Lir, or any god. | don’t want
this name that your river hasgiven me. Can't | just be me?”

"Did you mean what you said at the meadow today, Korrene? Will you Bind with me?”
She had trouble following his change of subject. "What doesthat have to do with it?"

"Our Binding will change you, and it will change me. Our soulswill be sedled together for eternity. We
will have aresponsibility to Mac Lir and to our people. We are not ordinary people, Korrene." He
moved closer to her on the bed and took one of her hands again.

"Do you know why the name Glenowaeli had such astrong effect on my mother?"
"No, tell me."

"Thereisan ancient legend among my people that one will come from afar land and save our people
from untold danger and evil. Thisheroine will be asatool for the gods and bring great destruction and
chaos before bringing peace. Most believe the legend to be smply ataeto while away the long nights.”

Kory looked a him and he gppeared misty through aglistening of unshed tears. "And doesthis unlikely
heroine have aname?'

"Glenowaeli, my sweet. Her nameis Glenowaeli .

Her eyesfilled to overflowing, but she ignored the wet path the tears made down her cheeks.



"l don’t want it, Rendolin. | won't accept it." She wouldn't be responsible for awhole race of elves
dying.

"You will not bedone," he said, wiping the tears away with the pad of histhumb. "Y ou do not have to do
thisaone, Korrene. You and | will be Bonded, our soulsfused as one. While Glenowaeli isyour name,
soit will be mine. The name, when spoken of you, istrandated ‘ Mother of Nations . But Glenowadli

can be gpplied to me. The word can mean * Father of Nations . When we are Bonded and our souls are
asone, thelitera trandation of the word will be * Sacred Parents .

"But we don’t know each other, Rendolin. | thought | knew you, but today showed me how wrong |
was. | don't know what you're like in the morning after abad night’sdeep. | don’t know what you do
during the day, how you support yourself, what your hobbies are—nothing! And you don't know that |
talk in my deep, | leave the towels on the floor, and love my coffee hot and black. How can we Bond
forever when we might be totally incompatible?’

"It istrue we do not know everything about one another. But consider the things we do know." Hisvoice
was reasonable and soft, holding that deep timbre she had cometo love. "First, we have both been
chosen by the god, have we not?'

"So you say, but asfar as| know, thiswholething isn't red!"

He gave her astern look. "I thought we were beyond that, Korrene."

"Oh, right. | forgot. And, of course, sinceyou said it, it has to be the gospd according to Mac Lir."
Kory watched his struggle to keep histemper.

"Y ou would not be here wereit not by the god’ s plan. | wear his mark here, on my shoulder.”

Helifted her hand and placed it inside his shirt on the smooth warm skin of his chest. She could seeand
touch the mark, about the size of aquarter, on the swell of his chest where his shoulder met his body. " Of
course you can not see the other mark,” he whispered.

"What other mark?" She was beginning to fed warm and languid, relaxed yet completely aware of him as
amde.

"The brand on my heart."

Looking up in surprise, shewas caught by hisintense gaze. The beautifully exotic eyeswere again dark
with passion, smoldering with afire degp within, but banked and held in check. The heat from his body
wrapped around her, and she forgot to breathe.

"What brand?' she barely got out.
"The one you put there when | was not looking."

Rendolin leaned towards her and covered her lipswith his own. The kisswas gentle, tentetive,
guestioning. She answered by bringing her hand up to fondle his hair, forcing a deeper contact.

After amoment, he released her mouth and pulled her onto hislap. Her passion-filled eyes were the
color of polished mahogany, reminding him of hisfavorite season, autumn.

AsKory closed her eyeswith asigh, he noticed the long, full lashes splashed tiny shadows across her
cheeks. The shape of her eyesfascinated him. They were not dightly tilted out like the people of hisrace.



Instead they were wide and evenly balanced above her pert nose, asif the god had placed them there
with great precision.

Leaning close, he bent and lightly kissed aclosed eydid, tasting sdt from aforgotten tear, before her
eyesfluttered open.

"Do not be afraid of our destiny, Korrene," he said tenderly. "It isagift from the god." He nipped her full
bottom lip, then the side of her mouth. "Do not be afraid to love when you find it." He gently suckled her
earlobe. "It isthe greatest gift bestowed by the gods."

"I'm afraid to love, Rendalin. | don’t know very much about it," she whispered, her arms entwined
around hisneck. "All I know islove causes pain and death; loss and anguish. Those are terrible things for
the mother of araceto giveto her children, wouldn't you say?"

"To know life, one must know deeth.” He kissed the little valley of her full lip, just below her nose. "To
know love, one must know hate." He captured her bottom lip and sucked gently.

"Everything hasits mate, my sweet." Hiswhispered words soaked into her skin as he nuzzled the hollow
of her throat. She smelled sweet, like vanillaand nutmeg. "Good has evil." He nipped her collarbone.
"Love hashate." He licked the sweet flesh between her breasts. "Joy has sorrow,” he breathed on her
slky skin hatly, "and Korrene has Rendolin." His questing mouth found her swollen breast and caught the
nipple with hislips. She tasted even better than she smelled.

Kory felt that her body would shatter into thousands of splintered pieces at the exquisite sensud pleasure
hislips, teeth and tongue gave.

"I hate your brother," she gasped as he did hislong fingers under her robe and down a smooth thigh. His
handsignited afirein her blood wherever they touched.

"I know, sweet," he soothed againgt her taut nipple. "We will move after the Binding." Hisvoice,
thrumming through her sengtive flesh, made her tremble.

"Doesthat mean | loveyou?' she asked in adaze. He was driving her to distraction with histongue and
his hand, and she didn’t know what would come out of her mouth next.

"Yes," heanswered into her flesh, then brought hishead up, forcing her eyesto meet his. "And | love
you." Thelook she saw in his eyes was a combination of passion and surprise.

Her control broke into fragments, and hot tears spilled over her lashesto splash againgt their skin.
"I'mterrified.”
Hefdlt the words rather than heard them, but he understood her fear.

"I'mjoyful," he answered, then gathered her into hisarms, rocking her until the tears were spent.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Kory stretched luxurioudy and smiled like acat with abowl of cream. She must have dept along time,
for she felt warm and rested. Eyes open, she looked around the room for her f. When sheredized she
was done, asense of emptiness came over her, but she quickly told hersdlf she didn’t havetimefor that
sort of nonsense. There were too many thingsto sort out.



She wastorn by emotions. One part wanted to giggle and dance for joy. Shewasin love and heloved
her back. She hadn’t expected to find love again after losing Herb, but here shewasin love again, and
loved inreturn by an df. An df, of dl thingd

But the other part, the degpest part, said it wouldn't last and she would be alone again just when it was
least expected. That part of her didn’t want to bein love; didn’'t want to put her faith and trust in another
being. That way led to pain and rejection.

She stretched again, biting back ayawn. Her nose detected the aroma of food, and she soon discovered
her dinner on alittle table next to the bed.

She put her feet gingerly to the floor and dowly stood up. The throbbing in her tender feet was just
bearable, and she hobbled to the table to peek under the cover of adelicate ceramic pitcher. Hot water!
Piping hot water! Why couldn’t it have been coffee?

With a disgppointed sigh, she picked up aglass of juice and thought about how tenderly Rendolin had
carried her dl the way back from the meadow, and how much she wanted to make this new life work.

"Wadl, Herb," she said, sitting back on the bed. "I didn’t go looking for it, but | hope you can wish me
luck withmy new life

"With whom are you spesking?' Thelorin' s voice startled her into spilling the chilled, sweet juice she was
spping. Thered liquid spilled into her lgp and across the creamy expanse of the coverlet.

"Don'’t you people ever knock before coming into aroom?' she demanded whiletrying in vain to stop the
gain from spreading.

"Knock? Why?"

"Oh, I don’t know! How about letting a person know you want to come in? What would you have done
if I had been naked, or in the tub, or something?'

"Thereisno need to become vulgar,” he said with disdain. "'If you werein a state of undress, the room
would smply not alow meto enter.”

"Oh, never mind," Kory said. "Y ou probably wouldn’t understand the concept of manners, so let’sjust
get on with this, okay?'

He walked to the foot of the bed, glancing around asif looking for something.

"Areyou ready to depart?’

"No. Infact, I'm not going home. I...1" ve changed my mind." Kory rushed to say the words before she
lost her nerve.

Brigtling like an angry badger, he scowled hisdispleasure. "'l will not change our plans. Prepareto return
to your home."

"Ligten, Thelorin." She wished she could leave the bed and move away from him. He made her nervous.
"I know | told you | wanted to go home, but your brother and | have cometo an understanding. I'm
going to stay and Bind with him."

Kory didn’t know how it was possible, but Thelorin pulled himsdlf up even straighter, and theragein his
eyes nearly took her breath away. Ingtantly, atrace of mint reached her nose, and she was certain he was



about to cal forth some sort of magic to strike her dead where she sat. A chill ran down her back as she
watched him wrestle with hisemotion.

"I should have expected you not to keep your word. Humans are nothing but lying anima's, with no sense
of honor." He stepped around to the side of the bed. "However, you are mistaken if you think | will alow
thisBinding."

Trying not to show fear from the threat the f radiated, Kory pushed back against the headboard, trying
to look regd. "Get out of here, Thelorin! Y ou can’t make me go, and we have nothing more to talk
about."

"Oh, can | not?" he ground out between clenched teeth. "Thisismy House. | come and go as| please,
humen.”

A dtartled squeak escaped from Kory as Thelorin grabbed her wrist and tossed back the covers,
scattering the remains of her meal over the room. "What are you doing? Get away from mel™

Terror coursed through her as he dragged her to her feet. The pain almost brought her to her knees, but
shewould be damned if she’ d show such weaknessto him. Shetried to pull free of hisbruising grip, but
he continued to drag her away from the bed.

"I will not dlow you to pollute my race! My brother will come to his senseswhen you are gone. When he
learns of your deeth he will no longer have this unnatural desire to Bind with ahuman.”

Fear fluttered like a captured bird in her belly as Kory redlized she couldn’t put Rendolin through the pain
of thinking that she was dead. She knew how devastating that was.

"What about the god's command?’ She barely got the words out. “"Rendolin will never go against Mac
Lir swishes." Shefought to keep tears out of her voice. "How can you defy your own god? Isn’t that
scrilege?!

"Sacrilegeis human blood tainting our race. | will not alow it."
"Y ou're going to disobey agod?’

"I do not believe Mac Lir could possibly have commanded my brother to do thisthing. Rendolin must
have misunderstood.”

Shaking her head in disbelief, Kory asked, "How can someone misunderstand something like that? | think
you' rejedlous of your brother.”

She was sure he would hit her when she saw him rai se his hand, but somehow he controlled himsdlf.
"Y ou know nothing about it, and it no longer concernsyou."

Thelorin reached into hisrobe and pulled out aleather band with something attached to it. She couldn’t
identify it for amoment, but then she recognized Rendolin’ s headband with the beautiful piece of cordl.
The last time she had seen it had been that afternoon in the meadow where they had fought,
laughed...and found love.

"That'sRendolin’s." Again Kory tried to pull away, athough her feet were so painful she could barely
gtand, never mind run. "What have you done with him?"

"Do not turn melodramatic, woman. My brother hasno idea | borrowed hislittle piece of god magic.



After | get rid of you, | will returnit to himand al will bewell.”

Panic threatening to overwhelm her, Kory forced herself to bresthe deeply and dowly. "Are you going to
kill me?'

Thelorin gave her agenuine smile before shaking hisheed. "Asmuch as| would grestly enjoy eliminating
you as athreat to my people, | am a Son of the House of Hiloris. I honor my oaths. | will not kill you, but
merely send you back to the sewer from which you came. Even as| waste my time explaining thisto you,
severd of my trusted people are arranging for your ‘accident’. Y our body will be found tomorrow
morning at the foot of the cliffs, aswe planned. Unfortunately, you will be safe and sound in your own
world, where my brother will not find you."

Taking adeep breath, shelooked him squardly in the face.
"Hell find me, you know. HE' |l come for me and then return and confront you."

His dark eyes narrowed and he gave ahumorless bark. "Do not try to thresten me, human. | do thisfor
my brother as much asfor my race. | can not stand by while heruinshislife.”

He dragged her into the middle of thelarge room. "No, he will not find you because he will be too grief
gricken to fully question and investigate your untimely death.”

Kory’s heart ached for the pain Rendolin would suffer when he discovered she was gone. No one should
have to go through that hell.

"My peoplewill have ample timeto cast the gppropriate spells which will ensure the corpseisidentified
asyours." He smiled cruely. "No. Do not look for my brother to come, human. Y ou will be forever
disappointed if you do."

Making sure that his grip on her wrist was strong, Thelorin raised the magica headband and called out
strange words. Kory felt an overpowering panic clam her. She opened her mouth and ahigh, piercing
scream echoed through the room. Her heart cried out for Rendolin before the blinding lights and crushing
darkness of teleportation claimed her.

"Rendolin, my son."
TheHigh Priest turned from putting his robes of office away to meet the sorrowful eyes of his mother.

"Mother. What isit?" Noticing the tears glistening in her turquoise eyes, he quickly moved to take her
hands and pull her into the room. “"Why are you upset? What has happened?’

Elawae pressed her lipstogether asif not saying the words would make them less true. Whatever she
had to say to him wastearing her gpart. Her obvious pain sent a bolt of fear searing through his heart.

"A body has been found at the base of the cliffs.” She placed her hand on his cheek. "It isKorrene,
Rendolin."

Hisbrain did not register her words for asplit second; time enough for his heart to drop to histoes.
Korrene had been safe in her room not more than twelve hours ago. It was a mistake.

"It must be some other woman,” he said. "Korreneisresting in her room. Her feet are too tender for her
to bewaking on the cliffs."



"No, my son," hismother said, atear dipping down her cheek. "Korreneisnot in her room.”

He brushed Elawae aside and hurried from his room. There had to be some mistake. Korrene was part
of Mac Lir’ splan. She could not be dead. The god would not alow it.

"Korrene," he called as he stepped into her room. Unable to breathe, he searched the empty room. She
was not there. The bed was neat and looked as though she had never lain there. The room had the fedl of
disuse, with no lingering traces of the human woman. Not even the hint of her scent clung to the air.

It was as though Kory had never existed.

Elawae stepped into the room quietly and watched her son as the truth began to dawn on him. If she ever
had any doubts as to Rendolin’ sfeglings about Binding to the human, they were laid to rest as she
watched hisdisbelief turn to despair.

"Whereis she?' heturned to her and asked.

"They have taken her to the Healer’ s House, to Sdlrin. But he could do nothing for her," she called after
him as he raced from the room.

Minutes later he burgt into the Hall of Hedling and confronted Lord Selrin himself.
"Whereis she?' Rendolin demanded. "What have you donefor her?!

The aged df shook his head sadly, sending his flowing white hair scattering across his shoulders. "'l am
sorry, Rendolin," he said, hisbright blue eyesfilled with compassion. "All of our hedling arts can not bring
someone back who is dead. Thereisnothing | can do for her."

"No! There must be something you can do. The god would not alow her to die before the Binding!™

The painin his chest surprised Rendolin. Histhroat felt asif it were closing up and preventing air from
entering hislungs. Hismind whirled, searching for some shred of hopein aforgotten cure or spell, but
could find nothing.

Sdrin put his hand on Rendolin’s shoulder in an effort to comfort the distraught df, but he shook it off
impatiently and glared at the hedler.

"Asthe High Priest and hedler, Rendolin, you know thereis nothing that can be done onceapersonis
dead. Especidly if the corpseisnot whole." Hisvoicetrailed off.

"What?' Rendolin did not think he could take many more surprisestoday. His mind did not seemto be
functioning properly, and hewas not sure if he had heard Sdlrin correctly. "Not whole?'

"Rendalin," the hedler began kindly and with agreat deal of sorrow, "the body must have been in the sea
for many hours. Asyou know, the surf pounds the base of the cliffs unmercifully; anyone caught in the
current is battered to desth within minutes.”

Rendolin covered hisface with his hands as Sdrin’ swords penetrated his pain-filled mind.
"Added to that, sharks and other sea creatures..."

"Stop!" Rendolin’s sharp command cut through the hal like aknife. "I do not want to heer it." He paced
the hall, only to return to stand in front of the older éf. "'If what you say istrue, how do weknow itis
Korrene and not some other poor soul ?*



Sdrin hesitated before answering. " The body was identified by the clothesit wore, aswell asitshair and
thefact that it is human, of course. Thereis no other human missing on Sasheena. Y our Korrene can not
be found." Again he placed a gentle hand on Rendolin’s shoulder. "I am afraid it is Korrene. | am sorry."

After amoment of silence, Rendolin asked, "May | see the body?'

"l am sorry, Rendolin," Sdlrin said again. "There really was not much to see. | have disposed of the bodly.
But the clothing is till here, if you wishtolook at it." He motioned towards atable that held a soggy pile
of cloth.

If Rendolin had any doubts|eft, dl of them fled when he examined the clothing. Thelight bluejeansand
the shirt with red and black squares she had worn yesterday on the picnic were shredded, but till
identifiable.

He picked up the remaining scrapes of blue shirt material she had worn under the larger red and black
one. Hiseyes blurred as he remembered how it had molded to her body after he had dumped her into
the Joyous River. The blue material had clung like a second skin, and she had looked so happy standing
inthe water, listening to the River’ svoice.

Gods! How could she be dead?

Turning on hished, he left the hall without a backward glance. His only thought wasto go to the
sanctuary and ask the god how he could have | et this thing happen. It did not make any sense, and above
al dse, Rendolin needed sense and order in hislife. The god would answer his questions.

*

Sunlight played across Kory’ sface. The bright red glow forced consciousness up from the depths where
it had been dumbering. Eyes opening, the glare of the sun blinded her, sending white-hot light into her
brain.

"Oh," she moaned, and rolled over onto her side to escape the nagging light. Shewas only partialy
successful; the sun’s beam continued to shine on the | eft Side of her face. Kory opened her right eye and
waited for the morning blur to recede.

Sowly she recognized her own bedroom. The pale pink walls were decorated with soft pastel flower
printsin oak frames. The antique oak bureau stood against the wall, cluttered with persona treasures.
Family photos leaned drunkenly against each other; perfumejars emitted musky scents from opened
tops, costume jewelry strewn haphazardly; asilk flowered Hawaiian lay sprawled atop manuscript notes,
car keys dangled from adrawer.

The bathroom door stood open and exposed aview of alarge pink and white striped bath towel balled
up on thefloor, next to apair of insde-out blue socks and black running shorts that had somehow had
missed the hamper. A brawas hanging on the doorknob. Laundry day was Monday.

Kory’s eyes popped wide open and she sat up.
Home! She was home!

Immediately her joy was replaced by the fedling of total loss. Rendolin. She had lost Rendolin. He
thought she was dead.

For afleeting second she thought perhaps the whole thing had been a dream—until she stood, and the
painin her feet reminded her of the picnic the day before. Looking down, she redlized she was not



wesaring her norma éttire. A long coral-colored robe brushed her ankles and the light shift under it had
not been bought at the local Sears store.

No dream then. Sasheenawasreal, and so was her df.

Her brain registered the familiar ache of loss. Y et again, when she had learned to love, Kory was | eft
aone.

"I must be cursed, Herb," she cried doud, sitting on the bed. "Why do dl the people | lovedie? Am1 a
jinx?'
Grabbing a pillow, she wrapped her arms around it, pressed her face into its softness and let the

heartbreak wash over her. The tearswracked her body, burning her throat and causing her chest to ache.
Her temples throbbed with every besat of her heart.

"Why must | dwaysbeleft done?”
The heart-wrenching question hung in the air unanswvered.

Kory gave hersdf up to complete despair.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The god was not speaking to Rendolin. He had spent the better part of an entire day in the sanctuary on
his knees, pleading for answers, but Mac Lir remained silent.

Rendolin was logt and confused. He did not think it possible. Mac Lir had ingtructed him in the Binding
ceremony; he had prepared the sacred instruments and retrieved Korrene from her world...only to have
her killedin his.

It did not make any sort of sense.

"| should have been there to recover the body," Rendolin muttered to himself as he knelt on the stone
floor. The stones were worn smooth from years of wear and tear, but they were uneven. The High
Priest’ sknees were callused from frequent knedling. Rendolin’slegs began to cramp, and he shifted
dightly to easethe pain.

"Perhaps | could have done something if | had been there." Histhoughts returned to Korrene' sdeath. "At
the very least, | could have looked upon her face one more time before her body waslaid to rest.”

He shifted again, immediately trying to focus on his devotions. He had been taught years ago asachild
how to ignore painful knees and legs, and to concentrate on the god. Lacking his usual devoted
concentration was anagging irritation in the back of his mind. He pushed thoughts of Korrene from his
mind and again focused on the god.

"O, Lord of the Seaand al within," he prayed. "Grant unto thy servant the knowledge of thy will. For
what purpose did | bring the human woman to our world, if shewasto die before the Binding?' Again he
waited for the answer to his prayer, as he struggled to keep a strange achein his heart from consuming
him.

"Did | displease thee somehow, Lord? Isthat why she was taken from me? Did | not fulfill thy every
command? Why hast thou el ected to punish thy servant in thisway?' Hisvoice rosein volume and



despair. "Why didst thou permit meto begin to care for the human woman? To love her?"

Rendoalin jerked hishead up in surprise. Love? The word should have seemed dien to hismind when
used in conjunction with Korrene—ingtead it felt right. Love. Isthat the fegling he had for the human
woman? True, he had told her in the meadow he loved her, but that was during the heet of the moment,
and Korrene had been injured. He had merely comforted her—had not he? Rendolin admitted that he
was attracted to her, and in away that would make the Binding for eternity possible. It certainly would
have been agreat sacrificeif the god had expected him to spend eternity with someone he was not
attracted to.

But love?

Tentatively he examined the hollow achein his heart. He remembered the vague feding from long ago
when hewas avery smdl child. It was the same sense of |0ss he' d experienced when his mother told him
his father was dead and would not return to them. Grief for words left unsaid, hugs not given, laughter not
shared, would be with him always.

Now, the loss of Korrene seemed greater than that long ago loss of hisfather.

Rendoalin rubbed his cheek when an itch became too annoying to ignore. He was surprised when his
fingers came away wet. Silently atear had crept out of hiseye, rolling down hislean cheek. Tears...for a
humen?

He was stunned to discover the truth. He loved Korrene. Hewould be lost and lonely without her.

An echo of hisanguished cry rolled through the cavern of the sanctuary, disturbing the young priestsin
their studies. Some of them lifted their heads from the heavy tomes they were copying and raised
guestioning eyesto the ingtructors. The teachers, with sad shakes of their heads, motioned for the
studentsto continue, for they knew that their High Priest wasin the greatest agony—and only the god
Mac Lir could take away hispain.

~*

Theringing of the telephone brought Kory out of the well of misery she had crawled into. Thejangling
noise wouldn’t go away, and itsinsistent nagging cried out to be answered. She had succeeded in
ignoring it for what seemed like the past haf-hour, but her brain wouldn't dlow it to go unanswered. She
wished she had put the answering machine on before she had collapsed in tears.

"Helo," shesaidin adispirited voice.
"Kory!" A voice on the other end shouted in her ear. "Where the hell have you been?!
llPa.ll

"| was about ready to send the police to your house to find out if you were dead!" Pat’svoice held a
curious mixture of anger, relief and annoyance.

"I’'m here. What do you want?'
"I want to know where you'’ ve been for the past four days, and why you haven't answered the phone.”
"Four days?' Kory was having difficulty concentrating on Pat’ swords. "What do you mean, four days?”

"The past four days. Areyou al right? Never mind," she continued before Kory had a chance to answer,



"l cantell you're not. I'm coming up there.”

"No! No, Pat, please. I'mfine. Don’'t bother coming al the way up here.”
"I'mon my way, girl. I'll seeyou in about five hours."

The line went dead before Kory could refuse the offer again.

Damn! What was she going to tell Pat when she got here?

"That I’'min love with an df from another world and I’ [l never see him again?I’ll belocked upinthe
loony binfor surel”

Kory found it mildly amusing that al the time she d thought she was insane in Sasheena, she had actualy
been fine. Now that she was home, the chances of her being labeled insane were far, far gredter.

Her samile dipped into apainful frown and tears began to flow again. Where was dl thisfluid coming
from? She hadn’t cried this much when Herb died. Why was Rendolin’ sloss so hard on her?

As much as she had loved Herb, they hadn’t connected as well as she and Rendolin. Herb was caring
and kind, but hiskissesdidn’t rock Kory to her toesthe way the df’ s did. When she thought about her
husband, the word that came most often to mind was "nice." Herb was nice.

Rendolin, on the other hand, was adventure.

Kory hadn’t redlized she craved adventure. Where had she learned to welcome the thrill and excitement
of the unknown? She would have thought, after al those years of being bumped from one foster hometo
another, she would have been cured of any craving for adventure and excitement. But those years hadn't
redly offered her anything other than insecurity and the fear of not being wanted.

Rendolin wanted her. She knew that. He wanted her on more than just onelevel. She wasthe key to his
peopl€e s savation. Kory knew that now with al her soul. But there was more.

Rendolin wanted her as awoman. The way he touched her, kissed her, and looked at her told her he
found her desirable. She knew she made him tremble with want and need. The knowledge had given her
afeding of power, which she had never fet with Herb.

Herb had been her friend, a buddy.
Rendolin could have been her lover, her soul mate.

Kory grabbed abox of tissues and made her bleary way to the sofa. She pulled the quilt off the back of
the couch and wrapped hersdlf in its comforting folds. Tucking her feet up beneath her and hugging a
yellow checked gingham pillow to her chest, she rel eased the sobs she had been holding back, and
proceeded to saturate the little pillow.

Five hours later, when Kory failed to answer Pat’ s repeated knocks, her sister-in-law used her key to
open the door and found Kory adeep on the sofa. Pat was shocked to see her red and swollen, tear
streaked face. Dark curls were plastered to cheeks and chin, and looked in need of a good washing. Pet
stepped back, closed the door with a soft click and went into the kitchen to start some coffee.

It looked like they were both going to need it before the night was over.

~*



"What will we do now?'

Elawae watched her youngest son as he stood at the window, looking with sightless eyes out to sea. He
had spent the entire night standing at the window without speaking, without eating, without moving. She
was worried about him, but did not know what to do to ease hispain.

"About what, mother?' She was surprised to hear him answer. She had amost thought he wasin atrance
and could not hear, but she felt she needed to make some sort of effort to reach him.

"About the Binding and our people.”

When the slence stretched to more than ten minutes, Elawvae walked to his sde and placed her small
hand on hisarm. "What shal we do about the Binding, Rendolin?’

"TheBinding will take place.”

His mother was confused. They had lost Korrene. How did her son think the Binding could take place
without her? She stroked hisarm gently and lovingly, thinking hewasin shock and did not remember that
the human was dead.

"Korrene can not Bind with you, my dear.”

Rendoalin looked down at her with eyesthat held no life. "1 know that, mother. | am not some child who
has goneinto denid.” At hiswords, she closed her eyes hoping he could not see her distress.

"Ancther human femaewill be found. The Binding must take place.

"Has the god spoken to you, my son? Korrene was named Glenowaeli . Another will not survivethe
Binding. And neither will you."

Helooked back towards the sea and she watched him try to tifle a sob.

"The god has not spoken to me, but his command remains. | must Bind with ahuman femae to save our
people. Itisthe only way."

Elawae turned from the window and moved to atable laden with things to entice Rendolin’s appetite—he
had not eaten for dmost two days. She picked up apesar...then put it back. "Do you think that iswise,
my son?"

Startled, Rendolin turned to face her. The sun shining into the room cast his hair ablaze with golden lights.
Hisface wasin a soft shadow, but Elawae could till read the sadness and despair on his handsome face.
Shedghed a thesight.

He and his brother looked so much like her dead husband, J laris. How she missed him till. Could
Rendoalin’s pain compare to the loss she ill felt for her dear companion? She had not thought his
emotions had been so strong for the human, but perhaps she had been wrong.

"Of coursethe god' s command must be obeyed. Another human will haveto do."

A dight smile curved Elawae' s mouth. Rendolin’s strong sense of duty mirrored hisfather’s, and nothing
she could ever do or say would sway such purpose.

"Y ou know your brother’ s fedings regarding this Binding," she began, but he cut her off with amotion of
hishand.



"Thelorin iswrong. Just because heisthe Governor of Sasheena does not give him theright to disobey a
command of Mac Lir. The Binding isthe only way our people will be saved. We have been over thistime
and again. | have no patienceto explain it again.”

"There are many of our people who agree with your brother.”

"Ah, these purists! They do not understand the true situation. They do not know what evil they court if
they do not dlow the god’ swill to take place.”

Elawae was sartled. "What do you mean?'

Rendolin moved further into the room and placed his hands on his hips. She recognized the stance; it was
one he used when he was agitated or trying to exert hiswill on someone.

"Thereismore at stake than just our people, mother. Mac Lir hastold me our destruction ismerely a
smal part of alarge plan to eradicate the entire sillvan race from our world."

Although the words did not make much sense to her, she could see that he was serious. Who would plan
to destroy awholerace, Sea Elves, Night Elves and Woodland Elves? It did not seem possible. Had not
the Night Elves been successful in dmost completely destroying her people before they found the haven
of Sasheena? Had not her beloved J laris been killed by those foul silvan kin? Had not enough strong Sea
Elves met their fate at the hands of their own cousins?

"Perhaps Thelorinisright, my dear,”" she said to Rendolin. At hislook of astonishment Elawae continued,
"Perhaps you misunderstood the god. ‘ Tis an easy thing to misinterpret the words of deity."

"No! | cannot be mistaken, Mother. | can not."

Elawae flinched at the anguish in her son’ swords. She knew he carried the heavy responsibility of the
people on his shoulders—had done so since he had been called to the priesthood asasmall child. She
watched him battle his own doubts and insecurities and wept slently. If she could spare him thispain, she
would.

"No. Thereisno doubt. The god was explicit. Hisingtructions are clear, mother. | told you about the
vison and the experience | had soon after it happened. Y ou believed me then; why not now?"

With the degth of the human female that could have saved her people, Elavae had found Thelorin's
words to be more enticing and believable than words spoken through avision. Where was her faith in her
son and her god? It seemed to be as fleeting as the seafoam.

She ached for the pain her son was feding. She did not understand why she believed, other than
Rendolin was the god' s chosen. She had even supported her son in his attempt to fulfill the god' s decree.

"l am sorry, my son," she said, bowing her head in shame. "'l do not know what has come over me. |
know that your vision wastrue, and that the god should be obeyed. Please forgive me."

Through avell of tears, she watched the anger melt as he redlized she wastruly sorry for her words. He
reached for her and she stepped into his embrace. Together they clung to each other, each giving the
other strength and hope.

"Itisdl right, mother," she heard him say into her hair. Thetop of her head reached only to his collar
bone, and he tucked her into the protection of hisarm. "1, too, have moments when my faith waivers. But
| know what | saw. | know my god spoketo me. If | wereto deny that fact, then | would have to deny
my very existence. | cannot do that. Mac Lir hastold me what to do. Now | must find away to



accomplish hiscommand.”

"But, Ren," she said, stepping back and looking up at him. "It is such ahard thing to accomplish. How
can Mac Lir expect you to succeed?’

Hewas slent for amoment, searching for an answer. Findly, with asmile, he seemed to find the answer.
"Hewould not give me atask that was impossibleto complete. | will do al I can to fulfill hiscommand,
and hewill blessmy efforts. All will be as he has decreed, mother. The Binding will take place, and our
peoplewill be safe. You shall see”

He pulled her back into his arms and she rested her head againgt his chest.

"You shdl see" hesaid again...but his heart cried Korrenel

*

"S0, let me get thisstraight. Y ou' rein love with an df, who you' ve just spent four days with on an
isolated idand.”

Pet’ s matter-of-fact voice didn’t offer much comfort to Kory asthey sat at the little kitchen table, sipping
hot coffee. Thelooks shewas giving her only proved to Kory that Pat was sure she had gone around the
bend.

"Pet, let’ snot talk about it any more. I'm tired and my feet are throbbing.”

"Yes. Your feet. Let me have alook at them." She bent down, picking up one of Kory’ sfeet. Pat sucked
in her breath when she saw the angry red marks that laced the bottom of her feet. There were no open
sores and no hedling scabs, but the red weltslooked to be painful, even though they obvioudy were clean
and hedthy.

"Holy cow, girl," Pat said. "It looks like the bottoms of your feet werein amesat grinder!”
"I told you, | cut them and Rendolin had to heal me. They were poisoned.”
"Right. You dmogt died. | remember.”

"Ligten, Pat. Y ou're not going to believe anything | say, so let’ sjust drop the subject, okay? Y ou won't
take my word for it, even though you can see my feet arein bad shape. Y ou won't even admit that this
stupid get-up I’ m wearing isn't from around here. Where do you think | got it if not in Sasheena?'

Pat gently put Kory’sfoot down as she tried to wipe the concerned look off her face.
Kory wasn't fooled. She knew Pat was going to try to placate her.

"lsn't it possblethat you made it, Kory? It looks redlly comfortable, just the thing to wear around the
house while writing your book." At Kory’ s stormy ook, she continued, " Speaking of the book, how’sit

going?"
"| destroyed it.”
Pat blinked at her for a second. "What?"

"I destroyed it. | didn’t believe that Rendolin wasred ether, and so | ripped it up, thinking I’ d stop
having halucinationsif | just got rid of the stupid book."



"Well, that’sgood, isn't it? And he went away, right?"
"Oh yes. Hewent away, but he took mewith him. He didn’t like the idea of me destroying hisworld.”

They sat in sllence, Sipping their coffee, as Pt tried to figure out what she could do for her very confused
friend. Something had happened in the house; that much was obvious. The office was amess. Papers
were strewn al over the place, dong with books and files. It looked like a hurricane had been released in
the smdll area. Perhgps Kory had stumbled upon an intruder and they’ d fought in the office. Maybe she
had been hit on the head and that’ swhy she was acting the way shewas. Yes. That wasalogica
explanation.

"Wereyou hurt any place €lse besides your feet, Kory? How' s your head?

"My head'sfine! I’'mteling you, | wasn't here. | waswith Rendolin in Sasheenaand damn, Pat," Kory's
voice broke astearsthreatened again, "l miss him so much and | didn’t even know what | had when |
had him." She folded her arms and put her head down, sobbing.

Pat put her arm around Kory’ s shaking shoulders and tried to ease some of her pain. Whether she was
imagining it or not, Kory’ s heart was broken and there was no denying the pain she was going through.

Pat moved to the phone, called her husband, and made arrangements to stay with Kory a couple of days
until she could convince her to come home with her. Then Pat sat back down next to the crying woman
and tried to soothe away the pain.

It was going to be along night.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The High Priest of Sasheenafdt like death. His eyes stung from lack of deep; his mouth wasdry and his
stomach cramped from lack of nourishment. His soul felt withered and crushed from the loss of Korrene,
but gill he continued with his dutiesin the sanctuary. Rendolin knew the god would show him the way to
save hispeople, if he only continued to havefaith.

The dawn was breaking on the third day since the discovery of her body. Three dayswithout arguing
with the human woman, without hearing her laughter. Rendolin bent his head, using the pain in hisknees
to help focus on the words of the ancient prayer. He found perverse pleasure in the stinging pressure,
knowing the ache in hislegs was only minor compared to the constant achein his heart.

Korrene, the mate the god had chosen for him, was dead. Y et, the Binding had to go on. His people’'s
lives depended on it. He had to find a replacement to Bind with.

What was the purpose of finding Korrene, of the vision, of the unrest and torment his people had recently
experienced, if the god was just going to take her away again?

"Why, Lord? Why take her before the Binding?'

Thewords of afamiliar prayer gave no comfort as he performed the tasks he had done athousand times
before. He let his mind wander back to the day before—when his brother had sought him out during
evening prayers.

Learning that Rendolin till planned to go through with the Binding, Thelorin had cometo try to dissuade
him from the ceremony. Rendolin frowned dightly at the memory of that discussion.



"Well, little brother,” Thelorin had said. "I hear that you intend to go through with this charade.”

Rendoalin was preparing the atar for an upcoming minor ceremony. He swung around to look at the older
df insurprise.

"Thelorin." Rendolin’ s voice reflected his astonishment. ™Y ou must be worried indeed to ventureinto the
sanctuary. It hasto be a least fifty years Snce you last cameto worship.”

"More likefifty-five," said Thelorin, stepping further into the hal. "But | did not come hereto worship or
commune. | cameto find you and try to talk some sense into you. Mother tells me you intend to continue
in thisridiculous Binding, even though your Korreneis deed.”

Turning back to the task at hand, Rendolin resumed folding a heavy cloth of black silk, embroidered with
gems and gold thread. He did not answer right away, using the smple chore to hide hispain.

He wondered what his brother was up to.

Mac Lir knew it took a certain temperament to be alord, and another to be a priest. He had given each
brother ajob that suited hisindividua persondity. They had dways held differing viewpoints, but each
respected the other’ sways. Lately, however, Thelorin had been amost insolent towards their god and
towards Rendolin’ s office of High Priest. Rendolin would no longer condone thislack of respect to the
god.

"Theorin," Rendolin said, smoothing awrinkle from the cloth before turning to face his brother. "1 know
you do not agree with the idea of a Binding with another race, but | do not understand your refusd to
comply. It isthe commandment of our god. Heis not something to trifle with.”

"Well, you see" the other df answered lazily, "I do not believe Mac Lir has commanded you to Bind with
ahuman. | think you are blinded by the power of your office, and you have misunderstood what the god
commanded.”

Thelorin rested one booted foot on the cover of aheavily bound trunk. Leaning hisforearm on hisknee
and bending dightly forward, he lowered hisvoicein afriendly and confidentia way.

"I think you have been without a mate, or bed partner, for far too long, Ren. It worriesme." Hisleering
grin was enough to anger Rendolin.

"That isenough, Thelorin! 1 would not poke too closely into another’ s deeping habitsif | were you.
Y ourswould not hold up very wel under an examination, | believe."

Pushing the heavy chest away with hisfoot, the older brother stood straight and moved closer to
Rendolin with asneer on his handsome face.

"At least my appetites are normal, and do not lean towards dien freaks!"

"Have acare, Thelorin," the Priest said, trying to control agrowing anger. "'l but obey thegod's
command, asismy duty."

Thelorin laughed a Rendolin’ sintengty.

"Need you be reminded that the Night Elves are our morta enemy, and not shaleeni—mindless
whores—to dake your lust on?' Rendolin continued. "Have you forgotten what they did to our people?
To our own father? To flaunt your vigtsto the dave pitsisto dismiss J Laris s death as meaningless, and
does not spesk well of your relationship with your mate.”



"My relationship with Seleenais none of your affair. And I need no reminder, little brother, of the evil
deeds of our enemies. But the Night Elves you should be concerned with are not the daves. They, at
least, are of our own race. Y ou intend to pollute our noble blood by intermingling with an inferior
cregture. Have you no pride?

Rendolin took adeep breath, trying to calm hisanger. Arguing with Thelorin was not the way to win him
over to Ren’ sway of thinking. The only weagpon he had in his arsena was reason, and he needed aclear
and level head for that, not one filled with anger and frustration.

"I understand your concern for our people, Thelorin,” he said camly. ™Y ou are the Governor of Sasheena
and are understandably interested in preserving our heritage.”

With an impatient wave of hisarm, Thelorin yelled, "Do not try your priestly tricks on me, brother! | am
not achild to be soothed and murmured over. Y our condescending tone insults me!”

"l am merdy trying to explain to you Mac Lir’ swill in this, so that you may understand.”

"| am aware of what you say isthe god’s command, but it does not make sense to me. Why would the
god of the silvan people wish for usto interact with humans? Why would Mac Lir want to pollute his
children with such asthose?

"Because regardless of your fedingsin the matter, you can not deny that our people are dying out. There
have not been any pure silvan babes born to our people since before our exodus to Sasheena.”

"The birth of my son digproves your theory, brother!"

Rendolin looked at his brother in silence. Was Thelorin so blind? Could he not see the evidence of Mac
Lir' slogic when helooked a his mate and son? Rendolin shook his head sadly before continuing, “One
child born every three hundred and fifty years will not save our race, Thelorin. Humans are astronger
people than ours. They have the capacity to overcome many situationsthat silvan can not. A race bred
with human strength and abilities, dong with the slvan race s magic and longevity, will be arace ableto
withstand the many rigors and threats that beset them from outside forces.”

"What outside forces? 'Y ou spesk inriddles,” Thelorin growled.

"The Sea Elves are not the only silvan race that isin danger of extinction, Thelorin. The god hastold me
thereisaplan to eradicate all slvan folk from the face of the world. The Sea Elves are thefirst, but the
Night Elves and Woodland Elves will aso see extinction if we can not stop thisevil now."

A look of astonishment flashed across Thelorin’ sface, only to be replaced with one of disbelief and rage.

"By dl the sandsin the seal Not only would you taint our race with filthy aien blood, but now you twist
the words of our god to force your will! Thisis sacrilege, and even the High Priest of Mac Lir can not
commit such acrime and go unpunished”

Thelorin’sgray eyeswerethe color of boiling thunderclouds benegth his golden brows. An angry sneer
was on hisface as he stared at the younger €f.

"Thelorin, you do not understand,” Rendolin began.

"I understand well enough,” Thelorin cut him off. "Asthe Governor of Sasheenal should, by dl that is
decent, have you stripped of your office and held for trid." Sorrow replaced the rage, and he continued
in acoaxing tone, "But because you are my brother, and | am convinced you are not in your right mind, |
will delay your arrest until tomorrow. | know you will cometo your senses tonight and announce that the



Binding will not take place, and no one need ever know of thisterrible crime you contemplate.”

His smileturned Rendolin’ s ssomach. "The only person with authority to remove me from officeisMac
Lir, aswell you know," Rendolin answered in alow, angry voice. "If you have the audacity to have me
arrested, | will not stand trid. The god will seetothat!" His voice rose with each word, as the strength of
hisfaith and conviction grew. "And if you wereto put meto death, my brother, this merging of human
and slvan raceswould still take place, for it isthe will of the god, and a mere elf such asyourself can not
gop thisdestiny!”

"You disgust me." Thelorin wasfurious. "All the Houses will stand with me on this. Already many of our
people have stated their loathing of this Binding. Our people are arguing amongst themsalves, uneasiness
prevailsthroughout the countryside. If you persst in this charade—this abomination—there will be civil
unrest and bloodshed will result. Would you have this on your hands, brother?!

"Y ou could put astop to it by smply siding with me. Mother believesin my vision. If you would but ask
the god, he would make it clear to you, aso."

"I will not lower mysdlf to ask our god such afoolish question. Y ou are misguided, priest. Asfor our
mother believing you, it is quite smple. She has aways pampered you, and since the death of our father,
it has grown worse. | knew her coddling would warp your thinking someday, and obvioudy that day has
arrived. 1 will not alow you to pollute our race, Rendolin. | order you to renouncethisfase vision, or by
al you hold dear, | will seeyouinirons, god or no god!"

With that threat, Thelorin stormed out of the sanctuary, leaving Rendolin done.

A night full of prayer and meditation had brought no answersto his questions, and he was forced to admit
his brother’ s reasoning would attract followers.

The questioning voice of ayoung priest forced Rendolin’s thoughts back to the present. He quickly dedlt
with the minor problem so he could return to his contemplation on how to serve both his people and his
god.

Then, like adragon landing on adaisy, aname crashed into hismind.
Feenix.

Of course. Korrene had told him she had created Feenix to fulfill the human requirement for the Binding.
In fact, she had intended that Rendolin and Feenix be Bound as a meansto save his people. Rendolin
knew that Mac Lir wasthe creator of them al, of course, and that the god was the true author of this
particular story. However, he aso knew that Mac Lir had sent Feenix to Sasheena for some purpose.
Why could it not be for this? However misguided Korrene had been in her thinking, Feenix was not
immune to him, he knew. The warrior woman had let it be known on many occasionsthat she was
interested.

Rising to hisfeet, his tiff legs protested the quicknessin which heleft the sanctuary to search for the
human woman. If he could convince her to Bind with him today, the ceremony could take place
immediadly.

A part of him rebelled againgt the thought of Binding with anyone other than Korrene. Theachein his
heart pulsed in time with his bresthing. But his duty was clear. He had to save his people, and the only
way was through the Binding.

Rendolin searched the practice grounds where he knew the captain could be found teaching the young



adultsthe art of warfare.
It wasironic that awoman versed in deasth would hold the key to his peopl€ slife.

Watching the warrior woman block afierce sword thrust, sending her opponent into the dust, Rendolin
smiled thinly and advanced into the yard.

The god' swill be done.
Feenix saw Rendolin approaching and moved to meet him.

"Hello, my friend," she greeted him. "What brings you to the training grounds? By theway, I'm sorry to
hear about the woman. | didn’t like her much, but | know you had plansfor her."

Feenix wiped her sweaty face on adusty tunic and ran her hands over her hair, pushing damp tresses
away from her face while shewastalking. Long hair bound in aplait hung down her back. Some of the
tendrils had worked loose and the moisture had caused them to curl and cling to her cheeksand
forehead. Those curls reminded Rendolin of Korrene,

The sght of the warrior woman squeezed his heart and he was convinced hewould die from the pain. In
fact, Feenix put himin mind of the other human woman. They had the same pert nose, long neck, full lips
and dark hair. Feenix’s eyes were the deep blue of alake, where Korrene' s were a delicious brown.
Feenix’ s complexion was clear of the small frecklesthat graced Korrene snose,

Ignoring her remarks about the dead woman, Rendolin took her by the arm, moving away from the
enclosed area.

"Hey," she sad, pulling her arm from his grasp, "what’ sthe matter? Where are we going?'

"Captain Feenix," he beganin afirmvoice, "l have aneed to speak with you. It isamatter of great
importance.”

Rendolin watched her face, detecting concern, worry and speculation, but nowhere did he read
annoyance.

"Let mewash up and I'll join you at the House in an hour."

"Aye," he agreed before turning and walking away, his mind aready on the difficult task of persuading his
people to accept the Binding with a human, and with Feenix as that human.

In alittle less than an hour, Feenix joined him in the large Sitting room where his mother and Korrene had
first met. He pushed the memory roughly from his mind and concentrated on the duty ahead of him.

"Welcome, Captain Feenix," he said, holding aglassout to her. "May | offer you some wine?"
"Thank you," Feenix said, taking it. "What wasit you wanted to talk about?"

Trueto form, Feenix went right to the heart of the matter. Rendolin had hoped for alittle small talk to
help cam hisjitters. No wonder she was such a success againg her opponents. She did not alow them
timeto plan adtrategy.

"Areyou aware of the Binding that was to take place between Korrene and mysdf?'

"I had heard something, but I’'m not sure my information was correct. Why don’t you tell me about it?"



In asfew words as possible he explained the situation. He told her of his peopl€ s problem and how the
god had given him the solution. He briefly explained about the Binding and how it wasto have fused
Korrene and his souls together for eternity so that they could form anew race, stronger and better able
to survive,

When he finally stopped speaking, she turned from him and took a deep sip of the wine. He watched as
she swdlowed the rest in one large gulp.

"So what does this have to do with me?' she asked, holding her glass out to berefilled.

"Asyou know, Korrene s body was discovered afew daysago,” he explained, ignoring her glass. "She
was the chosen of the god to Bind with me. | need to Bind with another human in order to save my
people. | would ask if that woman would be you."

"Damn, df, you' re not asking too much, are you?' Feenix took the bottle from Rendolin’shand and
poured another glass of the pale wine. "What makes you think I’ d want to Bind with you?"

"I know you find me...interesting. It is enough for me."

"Well, | don’t know if it'senough for me! Why would | want to be stuck for al eternity with an ef whois
in love with some other woman?' Gulping the second glass down, she glared at him over therim of the
delicate crystd glass.

While he had admitted to himself that he loved Korrene, he was not ready to hear that truth from anyone
else. Her smile angered him and he wanted to wipe it from her face.

"Nothing has been said of love, Feenix. Whileit istruel do not loveyou, | find you attractive and
intelligent. | believe we would dedl well together. For my peopl€’ s sake, | would bewilling to try.”

"For your peopl€e' s sake," she repeated flinging the glass againgt the ssone mantle. "I could not careless
about your damned people, Rendolin! What about me? What do | get out of it?"

Rendolin watched her put the bottle to her lips and drink deeply. Some of the liquid trickled out of the
sde of her mouth and dripped off her firm chin onto her breast. He had never noticed before that Feenix
was much larger than Korrene. He much preferred afirmer and tauter breast than the heavy load the
captain carried. He closed hiseyesin despair as he remembered the fed and weight of Korrene' s breast
in his pdm. His mouth went dry. The loss squeezed his heart in despair.

"You," he began, wetting hislipsto alow the wordsto be spoken. "Y ou will have dl the honor and
respect due to my Bonded Mate, dong with the undying gratitude of my people.” Seeing the sneer begin
to move across her face, he quickly continued. ™Y ou will live much longer than most humans, for your
blood will have been mingled with slvan.”

"Great! | will livealong and prosperous life with an ef who does not love me. Just what I’ ve dways
wanted.” Shelooked him in the eyes, and he thought for amoment that he detected regret. "No thanks,
df. | won't Bind with you. Find yourself another human.”

Her words surprised him. While he did not particularly want to Bind with Feenix, he had been sure she
would agree. The god' swill must be done, and she was attracted to him, he knew it.

“Why?

"Why indeed?' she said under her breath, asif trying to understand her own words. She took another
deep drink from the bottle before answering him. Y ou were right, you know, about me wanting you.



I’ve watched you, Rendolin. I’ ve longed for you to take me up on my offers, but you dwaysfound a
polite way to put me off. I’ ve dreamed of you holding me, of usin my bed, of what you could do with
those beautiful hands, and | wonder at myself for not taking your deal and kegping my mouth shut. Buit |
can't doit. Even | have more pride than to take the leavings of another woman. Find yourself another
human to breed your new race. This onewon’t be your brood mare."

Rendolin watched as she wiped the wine from the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand. Tipping
the bottle up, sheredized it was empty. With asnort she tossed it onto the couch and turned to face him
squarely. She stood with feet planted, hands dightly away from her body; yet close enough to reach her
sword if the need arose.

He was struck again by the smilaritiesin the women. A deep part of him was thankful she had refused his
offer. It would have killed him to be Bonded for eternity to a constant reminder of hislost love. Even for
his people and hisgod, he did not think he had it in him to survive such torture.

"Then my people are doomed,”" he said softly.
"You give up pretty easily, don't you, €f?' Her words struck him likeadap in theface.

"What do you know of such things? Y ou, who fight and kill at the command of others, who hire out to do
the dirty work of her superiors? Y ou have no idea of the importance of this Binding. Thereisno other
human femaeto fulfill the commandment.”

"Easy, df, or you'll find out | don’t do all my killing at the biding of someone dse. | can kill on my own,
too."

He watched her rage s mmering under the surface, and knew she was close to losing her temper
completely. Just as bewildered and confused as she was, Rendolin understood some of her pain and

rage.
"I have not given up, Feenix, but | admit | am at astanddtill right now."

"So go meditate or commune or whatever the hell it isyou priests do when you' re looking for answers.
Just don't expect to find your answers here. This human female wants none of your leftover duty.”

Captain Feenix swept out of the room with the grace of aqueen.

He stood in the middle of the room, staring at the spot where she had been swallowed up by thewall. He
could not commune. He could not think. He could not meditate. Even if the god were trying to answer his
prayers, he could not hear him... because al he could hear was his heart telling him how much he missed
Korrene. The memories were poignant and potent. They were overpowering and he could not escape
fromthem.

What was the use of running from them anyway? If he locked them up in his heart and never let them out,
they would overpower and destroy him. Better to face the memories and pain head on. Perhaps that way
he could come through the other side of the grief in one piece.

Suddenly Rendoalin lifted his head and his breath caught in histhroat. If he could not escape them, and if
he was going to face them, the best place to do that would be in Korrene's home. He would go back
and take his grief to a place where he could be aone to work through it. He would go to where her scent
was overwheming and the Sight of her possessions could ease his pain. Or kill him with itsweight. It did
not matter much to Rendolin. He would go to Korrene’ sworld and wrestle his demons.

He touched the headband and spoke the magica words.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"Kory, I'm back!" Pat called from outside the closed bathroom door. Kory had decided to take a hot
bubble bath to relax her sore and tired muscles. She was gtill weepy every time she thought of losing
Rendolin, but at least she was beginning to function again.

They had sat up throughout most of the night, until Pet had convinced Kory to go to bed and get some
rest. Pat made the couch into a bed and both women had dept until noon.

After finding nothing to eat in the kitchen, Pat decided to go to the market. They had made up alist of
things they needed. Number one on Kory’ slist had been Double Chocolate ice cream and lots of
chocolate and caramel candy bars. Pat’ sincluded more nutritional needs such as milk, eggs, bread, a
couple of thick steaks and sdlad makings.

A sadlad wouldn'’t be out of order, Kory supposed as she got out of the bathtub, athough she was
looking forward more to the chocolate.

Kory dressed and made her way to the kitchen where wonderful smellswere stealing through the air. Her
stomach growled and she redlized she hadn’t put anything in it for more than twenty-four hours, other
than coffee. A decent meal would go down pretty well, she decided.

"Fed any better?' Pat asked as she tossed the salad and munched on a piece of cucumber.
"Some. But my head iskilling me."

"Sinus headache," Pat nodded. "I dways get them when | have acrying jag. After you eat you'll fed
better."

"Dol look asbad as| fed ?'

Pat looked at her then grinned abit. "Not if you like swollen eyes and red noses.”
"Thanks, Pat. Y ou dways were good for my ego."

"I bought two extraboxes of tissues, just in case.”

"I don’t know how to thank you," Kory replied dryly. | must be coping, she thought to hersdlf; I'm
getting my sense of humor back.

Depressed at the thought, tears stung her eyes again.

The women ate the meal mostly in slence, each deep in her own thoughts.

"Where are those candy bars?' Kory asked as she got up to clear the table.

"In abag above therefrigerator. | thought I’d put them high up. Y ou know, ‘out of sight, out of mind' ?"
"No such luck, Pat. The only thing that’ s going to keep me from that chocolateisamiracle.”

They cleaned up the kitchen together, Kory breaking down only once as she remembered doing dishes at
the sink the first morning Rendolin gppeared. The redlization that she would never see him again, except
in memories, caused her to head for the bathroom with anew box of tissues, leaving Pat to quietly finish
drying the dishes and start another pot of coffee.



"I’m going to check out the news," Pat called to Kory as she waked into the living room. "' want to see
what the weather is going to—who the hell are you?"

Pat’ s scream startled Kory. Jumping up from the edge of the tub, she rushed into the living room and
stopped dead in her tracks.

"Korrene?' The shock of seeing her wasin Rendolin’s voice and mirrored in hisface. For afleeting
second pure joy made his eyes glow with love and tenderness, but that glow was quickly replaced with
anger and disbdlief.

"Rendolin," she cried and ran to him, expecting him to open his arms and welcome her.
"Y ou know thisguy?' Pat’ swords barely registered asthe rage in Rendolin’ s eyes stopped Kory.

Kory ignored her sster-in-law as she looked intently into Rendolin’s beloved face. Tears of joy
threatened to spill down her face.

Rendolin made no move to welcome her into hisarms.

"I’m s0 glad you came for me, Rendolin,” Kory said with atentative smile. She didn’t know what he was
waiting for, but the look on hisface and his silence were beginning to worry her. "How did you find me?'

"| cameto mourn the death of awoman | thought | knew," hisnormally musical voice sounded hoarse
and gruff. "Ingtead | find her very much dive. | find atraitor and aliar.”

The pain couldn’t have been fiercer if he had hit her in the face. She thought for amoment she would
collapse under the weight of hisrage and disgust. But her legs stood firm and her mind screamed at her to
say something—anything—to take away hisdisdain.

"What' s hetaking about, Kory?' Pat demanded. "Who the hdll isthisguy and why is he throwing insults
ayou?'

Like alittle bantam hen worrying over her chick, Pat stepped between Kory and Rendolin in an attempt
to get their attention. Ignoring her, they continued to stare a each other—he with rage and derision, she
inlonging and sorrow.

"I don’'t know who you are, buddy,” Pet yelled at Rendolin, "but if you don’t leave right thisminute, I'm
cdling the copd™

Rendolin merdly continued to look over her head at Kory, asneer marring his normally beautiful features.
Hislovely emerdd eyes had turned aflat green, theleft eyebrow raised in disdain. "When did you and
Thelorin make your plans, woman? How long did you plot behind my back for the ruination of thegod's
plan?'

"No," shewhispered, taking astep towardshim. "It wasn't likethat at al. 1..."
"Silence! | will hear no more liesfrom you, Korrene."
"l didn’t lie, Rendolin! Y ou knew dl adong that | wanted to return to my home.”

"Y ou told me you accepted the Binding." His eyes changed again, to adeep moss green. "Wasthat alie?
Werethe kisseslies, too, Korrene? Did you liein my arms, gritting your teeth as you waited patiently for
Thelorin to save you from me?"

Kory felt numb, like aboxer who should have thrown in the towel two rounds earlier. Too much had



happened in such ashort time.
"That'sit! I'm cdling the police.”

Pat moved towards the phone, but Rendolin prevented her from reaching it with aflick of hishand and a
srange word. The smell of rosemary permeated the room, and Kory realized he had used magic to hat
her sgter-in-law’ s movement.

"What did you do to her?' Kory raced to Pat’sside. Theterror in Pat’ s eyes sent a chill down Kory's
spine. "Undo the magic right now, Rendolin! Pat has nothing to do with our quarrd.”

"Shewill cometo no harm. The spdll will disspate in afew minutes.” He stepped toward Kory and made
amoveto clasp her arm, but she ducked and avoided his reach.

"I want to know why you think | plotted with your brother.” Surprised to redize she gill had some fight
left in her, Kory was relieved to know she hadn’t turned into a complete wimp on his appearance.

"On Sasheenait is believed that you are dead. The body of awoman washed up beneath the cliffsand
she wore your outland clothes. Tell me you know nothing of this, Korrene."

"Well, yes| knew..."

"The only person with the power to teleport you here who had areason to stop our Binding ismy
brother. He could not have accomplished this without your aid.”

"l admit that when hefirgt offered to send me home | said yes, but that..."
"And did you plan with him to subgtitute another woman for yoursdlf, to make me think you were dead?’

"l knew he was going to fake my desth so you wouldn't follow me here, but he assured me the woman
was dready dead and that was before..."

Rendolin cut her off with another chopping motion of his hand. " So you ddliberately deceived mein an
attempt to prevent me from obeying the god' s command.”

"Will you let me explain? The day of the picnic..."

"Ah. Yes, the picnic. The day you pledged to Bind with me. The day | began to believe we could find
eterna happinesstogether. What afool | was!"

Kory couldn’t bear to see the loathing and hatred in his eyes. She needed to let him know that her return
home had been amistake. That Thelorin had forced her to return.

She moved to stand ahair’ s breadth away from him and put her hand on his chest. Looking up into his
angry face, shetried to explain one moretime.

"I changed my mind the day of the picnic, Rendolin. | had decided not to go home. | wanted to stay with
you. But Thelorin wouldn’t listen to me! He forced meto return here.”

She could see he didn’t believe her and that her words were not hel ping the Situation.

"If you do not stop spouting lies, madam,” he said in adeadly quiet tone, "I will slence you permanently.”
Again thefaint trace of rosemary wafted to her nose, and she knew he would make good on histhrest.

"Rendolin,” shetried again, "please bdieve mel"



He stepped away from her hand, asif contact with her somehow contaminated him. "Madam, | will never
believe another word that comes out of your mouth.”

"But the Binding—your people—what will you do?'

"Never fear, aBinding will take place. Even believing you were dead could not stop the command of the

god”

Her somach sank as Kory realized he planned to Bind with someone else. Had she meant so littleto him
that he would find someone so soon after her death?

"Feenix." The name set her teeth on edge. "Y ou asked Feenix to Bind with you, didn’'t you?' The anger
that raced through her body shocked Kory. How could he Bind with that bloodthirsty woman?

"When you told me your first lie, Korrene, you gave up any right to participate in the planning of the
Binding Ceremony.”

Kory couldn’t believe hisvoice could be so cold.
"A Binding will take place, with or without your consent.”

"So what are you doing here?' she asked sarcagtically. "Why aren’t you back at Sasheena making happy
with Feenix?"

For a second she thought she detected confusion in his eyes, but it was quickly replaced with another
emotion she couldn’t name.

Rendolin looked around the room. "I s there anything you want to bring?’

"What do you mean?' She couldn’t prevent thelittle legp of joy her heart made. She must have
misunderstood him. "Wheream | going?”

"I am taking you back to Sasheena. Mac Lir has decreed that | am to Bind with you, and so it shdl be."

"But you just said you will never trust me, so why would you want to Bind with me?' Kory wouldn't trust
hersdf to believe her good luck. He wanted her!

"l did not say | wanted to Bind with you." He turned to look at her with contempt. "I said Mac Lir has
ordered it. | shal obey him."

Again her hopes were dashed. She was sure thisyo-yo of emotions was going to be the death of her.

"I"ve changed my mind. | don’'t want to Bind with you after dl." Never would she admit to him again that
shewanted eternity with him.

He stalked across the room and clasped her narrow wrist in hislong fingers, causing afrisson of chillsto
run up her am and trickleinto her belly.

"Y ou have no choice, Korrene. | ask again. Isthere anything you would bring?'

Damn him, and damn her heart. She wanted to go with him more than she' d ever wanted anything in her
life. She couldn’t refuse him again. Even if he hated her for the rest of her life, being with him was better
then lifewithout him.

"What about Pat? What will happen to her?’



"Asl sad, shewill bewell. The spell will be gonein afew more moments.”
"Can she hear us? Does she know what’ s been going on here?"

"She has dl her faculties except movement.”

Kory looked over a her friend. "Then why can't shetak?'

"Because she can not move her mouth or throat." He gave her another impatient look. "Are you ready to
leave?’

"Wait." Kory moved towards Pat, and Rendolin let her go. Kory knew she couldn’t leave her without an
explanation. "Pat, please forgive me. | loveyou, but | have to go. | hope you understand.” She thought
she saw confusion and sadnessin Pat’ s eyes, but she aso believed she read understanding.

"l love him," Kory whispered to her. "I don't know why, but | have to be with him. Even if he hates me.
Maybe later, when he' snot so angry, | can convince himthat | didn’t lieto him." She waited, hoping for
some sort of sound or sign, but none came other than atear glistening in Pat’ seye.

"I loveyou, Petti. Take care of yoursdlf, and give the kids ahug and kissfor me." Kory leaned over and
wrapped her arms around the only friend she’ d ever had for longer than three months. *I’m gonnamiss
you, girl." She wiped atear from her eyes and smoothed the hair back from Pat’ sface. "Think of me,
happy and content, living in my own world." She kissed the dtill cheek. "1 love you.”

"Areyou ready?' Rendolin asked as she stepped away from Pat. He averted his eyes when she looked
a him.

"Give meaminute. There are somethings | want to take."
"Be quick about it, woman," he commanded. "We must return and prepare for the Binding."
Kory waked into the bedroom with a disgusted sigh. "Y our precious Binding can wait five minutes™

Therewaslittlein her life Kory felt important enough to take. All her family was dead, except for Pat and
her children. Being passed around from one foster home to another for so many years precluded any
close friends she might need to contact. She had nothing of value other than her computer, which of
course she could not bring. But she did want to remember her loved ones.

Kory headed straight for her cluttered bureau and picked up two of the photos that nestled there like
drunken soldiers. She picked up afamily portrait in an antique slver frame. Tentatively she touched the
face of asmiling, dark-haired man. He had laughing blue eyesthat crinkled in the corners.

"Dad," shewhigpered. "l missyou."

Her gaze moved to the tiny woman at his side. She had short curly brown hair. She was laughing at the
camera, and her brown eyes were closed. But Kory remembered the exact shade of brown; likea
polished piece of amber, they used to glow when she was happy. Her father had hisarm around her
mother’ s shoulders, and it looked like he was holding her up because she was laughing so hard. He had
been.

"Mom, | missyour laugh. | wish you were hereto tell mewhat | should do.” Then Kory smiled midtily. "l
guess | wouldn’t take your advice, though.”

Her fingertip dipped down to the blond youth standing next to her own eight-year-old sdlf. The camera



had caught him in the act of pulling her shoulder length hair. He was sticking histongue out at her, and she
was cgptured forever in the act of tickling him.

David had been awonderful big brother. They had fought, played and laughed together every day. He
taught her how to climb trees and catch snakes. She taught him how to jump rope and dress a baby doll.
Davy. She never had such afriend as her brother. She didn’t think she ever would again.

The photographer had been her Gramma Kiteridge, her mom’s mom. Kory remembered that day. They
had al gone to the zoo and then to the park for apicnic. Kory had aways loved picnics. It was only
about seven months after that day at the zoo that her family waskilled in the car accident. Gramma
Kiteridge had died afew months |l ater.

Next Kory picked up apicture of hersalf and Herb on their wedding day. She wore white, of course.
The dress had come from a second hand store and she' d made the vell. It had been a beautiful dress,
though, long, full of imitation pearls and lots of lovely lace. She had fdlt likeafary princessinit.

"Herb," she said to hissmiling face. "I’ ve found someone new." She smiled and went on, "Actudly, |
don't know if you'd call an elf someone. But I’ ve talked with you about him before. It's Rendalin. You
know, the hero of my story? Well, | don’t exactly know how it happened, but he'sred and | love him.”
She touched the picture. "I’ m going to take you with me because | don’t want to forget you. I’ ll dways
loveyou, but now it’ stime for me to start awhole new life. | know you' re happy for me. | can fed it."

She hugged the picture for amoment, then looked at it again. "I missyou, hon.”

Kory picked up both photographs and walked back into the living room. Rendolin was standing where
she had left him, with hisfeet braced gpart and his hands on his hips. Thelook on hisface was one of

long suffering.
"Areyou ready?'
"Yes. No!" she answered. "Just one morething." And she jogged into the kitchen.

Reaching up to the top of the refrigerator, Kory took down the brown paper bag that held about ten
chocolate and caramel candy bars.

Turning to the counter next to the sink, she opened the cabinet, took down alarge unopened can of
coffee, and put it into the bag. She thought about the coffee pot, but remembered there would be no
electricity where shewas going.

Shereturned to Rendolin’s side and nodded.
"That isdl you will take?" he asked, surprised at how little she had.
"] don't care about therest," she said. "Pat can do what she wants with the stuff."

Hetook her wrist again, but thistime hisgrip wasn't as strong. With alast ook around the apartment she
had caled home for the past two years, Kory was ready.

"Goodbye, Pet," she cdled to her stiff sgter-in-law. "I’ll missyou.”

Then Rendolin touched his headband and spoke hisforeign words. Kory’ s nose was assaulted by
rosemary and then her world dropped out from under her feet. She closed her eyes and felt her body
spin, and then there was nothing.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
"By thegod' sright ear!”

Rendoalin threw the goblet of wine across the room and watched it drip down the wall. " Shelied to me,
mother! She ddiberatdly plotted with Thelorin to kegp me from performing the god' swill."

He stood with his back to Elawae, hisarms crossed and his back straight as a plank. He wanted to
return to her room and shake Korrene until her teeth rattled. Instead he forced his handsto be till by
tucking them under hisarms.

"Perhaps Korrene did not understand the importance of the Binding, my son,” Elawae tried to reason
with him. " Or perhaps she smply wanted to go home, back to her own people.”

He swung around to face her, mouth tightly drawn in an effort to keep unwanted, unexpected tears of
rage at bay. " She understood the importance, mother. How could she not? Whether she knew it or not,
for months she has been doing the god’ s bidding, tapping into our world, preparing herself for this
Ceremony. Thevery fact that she thought she created our world—created this Situation—shows that the
god has been preparing her."

"Then perhaps she was not ready to accept the god’ swill. Not everyoneis as duty bound asyou, my
son. Has the god ever spoken with her as he speaksto you?”

Rendolin waved her question away. "He only speaksto his priests, as you should know. But | mysdlf
explained the Binding to Korrene. She understood the importance of it. She agreed to Bind with me." He
swallowed deeply, trying to free himsdlf from the threat of tears. "We came to an understanding at the
meadow. The Joyous River named her, mother.” To hisdismay, the effort to keep the tears at bay
caused hisvoice to crack.

Turning away from her, he continued, " She knew what she was doing as she plotted with Thelorin to fake
her death. | will never trust her again. How can | Bind to her if | can not trust her?

He knew his mother was looking at him in pity. Gods, how could he have been so blind asto expect a
human to abide by an agreement? Had he not been warned? And by his own flesh and blood.

But the god had told him Korrene was his soul mate. He had felt the attachment, the beginning of love
and trust. The god would not lead him astray. Korrene was his mate, and for the sake of his people, the
Binding would go forth.

But by Mac Lir' s beard, how could he give his heart to her when she had proved to be so deceitful ?
"Whereis Korrene now?"

"Sheisin her room deeping. For some reason, teleportation seemsto have a strange effect on her. She
aways arrives unconscious. Shewill awvaken in afew hours."

A tense silence blanketed the room as Elawae watched her youngest son wrestle with his emotions.
"What will you do now?'

In three quick strides he moved to the fireplace and leaned against the mantle. Picking up the dolphin
figurine, hefought the urgeto fling it against the wall as he had done the goblet. He had never behaved so



violently in hisentirelife. Hislife asahigh priest had not prepared him for the anger and rage that hefelt
at Kory' sdidoyalty. While he was angry with Korrene and dismayed &t her betrayal, he was consumed
by unreasonable rage towards his brother.

"I must confront Thelorin, of course”

"Oh, Ren. Please wait until you have calmed down. Nothing good will come of it if you facehimin

"| fear thereis not enough timein eternity for me to cam down. Not only did my intended mate lie and
deceive me, but my own brother planned to make afool of me. More than that, mother, he deliberately
plotted to disobey our god. And he then had the audacity to accuse me of misusing my office!”

Rendolin could not sit or stand till. The thought of his own brother causing so much turmoil and potentia
harm to his people made his blood boil. "How can he think he is doing right by our people? | do not
understand what heisthinking."

"When will you spesk with him?" At the sound of his mother’ sworried voice, Rendalin felt a pang of
guilt. He knew she hated to have her sons at odds. But thisissue was too important to the Sea Elves and
to the god to let pass without some sort of confrontation. As much as he loved his brother, their
difference of opinion on the subject of the SeaElves possible extinction had to be resolved.

"I have sent for him to meet me here as soon as possible. | know you do not like to see usargue, but |
would gregtly appreciate your presence during our talk." He did not know how he could keep from
coming to blowswith Thelorin, but if their mother were here, he’ d have a better chance of contralling his
anger.

"l will stay, for | too have something to say to your brother. But | will be very displeased, Rendalin, if you
two do not settle your differencesin acivilized manner.”

He smiled athin smile at his mother’ swords. Thelorin might be the Lord of Sasheena, and Rendolin
might be the High Priest of Mac Lir, but Elawae was the Lady of the House of Hiloris and few could say
no when she issued acommand, including her children.

"It shdl be asyouwish, but | am gill sorely tempted to pumme some senseinto him!”

Elawae turned the topic of discussion from her sons' confrontation to that of the impending Binding.
"When will the Ceremony take place?'

"I have spoken with Lord Selrin and he agreed that the Ceremony should be two days hence.”
"Sdrinwill officate?"

Finally stting down, Rendolin tried to concentrate on his mother’ swords. "Y es. He holds the highest
officein Mac Lir' ssarvice, beside mysdf."

"And you can not very well officiate a your own Binding," his mother agreed.

"l do not see why not," Thelorin spoke from the other side of the room. "Rendolin seemsto think he can
do anything. Why not officiate a his own Binding?'

Fighting the urge to defend himself from his older brother’ s barbed words, Rendolin stood glaring & his
brother. The need to be on the defensive with Thel orin was becoming ahabit he did not enjoy. His
frustration at his brother’ slack of support, coupled with hisfear of failure to save his people, resulted in



Rendolin aways feding inadequate around the ol der €lf.

It had not dways been so. Before the god’ s command to find the human woman and Bind with her, the
brothers had shared a strong and loving relationship.

Just as Rendolin was the spiritual |eader of the People of the Sea, Thelorin wastheir ruler. Thelorin had
always before been able to look at aproblem and find the best solution. Rendolin looked up to his
brother and admired the just and fair way he governed. However, their relationship had been more than
the hero worship of ayounger brother toward an older one.

Rendolin had been ayoung boy when their people had been forced to flee their ancient homein
Shdridoor to the hidden idand of Sasheena. He could still remember hisfear on that dreary morning in
his childhood when Thelorin woke him and instructed him to hurry and get dressed.

The city had been under attack from the Night Elves for months. Many young and brave elves had met
their death or been captured by their evil kin. The Sea Elves did not have the expertise in combet to
successfully defend their home. They were apeaceful people, content to till the fertile land around their
city, fish the seas and build beautiful magical ships, caled Lunteena. They also traded with other
segports, and life was very good and pleasant.

The Night Elves had decided to wage war on the peaceful community, and were winning. They had
aways been a bloodthirsty people, often hiring out their swords as mercenaries to any country or
land-hungry lord who could afford the fee. Suddenly without warning, they had turned their blood lust on
their own cousins, and the war had not gone wel for Rendolin’s people.

On the morning he was abruptly woken, asmall contingent of sea elves had decided to take the battle to
the heart of the Night Elves own city, Cragamore. Led by the hero, Leondrilik, the small band of brave
elves had staged a battle, alowing the women, children and old onesto silently board a Lunteena and
escape to Sasheena.

None of Leondrilik’s company, which included Rendolin’ sfather, had ever made their way to Sasheena
It was believed they had dl given their livesto dlow their people a chance to reach the idand.

Rendolin remembered the grief and pain he had felt upon learning hisfather was dead. The only thing that
made that time bearable was his brother, Thelorin.

The older brother became like a second father to the young df. Thelorin taught him how to use a spear,
how to sail a lunteena, and had been there when his younger brother drank too much wine and made his
first passat awoman. It wasto Thelorin that Rendolin went when the god, Mac Lir, first chose him to be
his servant. The High Priest remembered well the feding of pride and joy when Thelorin had proudly
proclaimed to the Five Houses his brother’ s calling.

His heart was heavy at the loss of that camaraderie, but asMac Lir' s servant, Rendolin could not dlow
Thelorin to upset the god' s plan. His duty was clear and it saddened him that his brother would not, or
could not, support him inthis. In al the years of admiring and honoring his brother, he had never redized
how narrow-minded Thelorin was when it actudly came to other races. The knowledge sickened him.

"Lately | have noticed, Thelorin,”" Elawae' s voice broke through Rendolin’ sthoughts, "that you have
acquired the unfortunate habit of insulting your brother as soon as you walk into aroom. It isahabit
beneath the dignity of the Lord of Sasheena, and as your mother," she paused for breath, "1 know you
were taught better manners.”

Thetwo brothers glared at each other and ignored the diminutive woman. Drawing the dignity of



countless years asthe Lady of Sasheena, Elawag’ s piercing turquoise eyes glared a her eldest son,
drawing his atention back to her.

"Thelorin, gpologize immediatdy to your brother."
The Lord of Sasheenamade aformal bow to his mother, then straightened to hisfull height.

"Asmuch asit pains me to disobey you, mother, | can not gpologize to my brother. Rendolin has some
how developed an ego of grandiose proportions,” he said tiffly, "and | fed it ismy duty, as governor, to
put astop to thisludicrous plan to Bind with ahuman femde.”

"And you care not how you achieve thisgod, do you, brother?' Rendolin’ s voice whipped through the
ar and jerked Thelorin' s attention back to him. "Even at the cost of your honor!"

"What do you remember of honor, little brother?' scorned Thelorin. ™Y ou would lower yoursdlf to
actudly mate with ahuman! Y ou are not fit to be the spiritual leader of our people—you who would
pollute our blood with such filth!"

Intent upon forcing the dur against Korrene down Thelorin’ sthroat, Rendolin charged acrossthe
room—only to be stopped by Elawae as she stepped between the furious men.

"Enough of this" she ordered. "By dl that is holy and held sacred by our people, | have never heard such
words spoken, brother to brother!" She placed her small hands, one on each of their chests asif her
dight strength could force them gpart.

"What would you have me do, Mother?' Thelorin demanded. "Asthe Governor of Sasheenaitismy duty
to protect our people and administer to them in their best interests. The mingling of human blood with
slvanisnot in our peopl€ sbest interest. | must put astop toiit!™

"Mac Lir has spoken to me, his High Priest, and has commanded that this thing must take place in order
for our peopleto survive! In my office as High Priest to our people,” Rendolin continued, "'l must seeto
the interests of our people. The god has commanded. It isour duty to obey. Thereisno aternative,
Governor.”

Thelorin turned away in frustration, walking a couple of paces towards the mantle before turning back to
face hisfamily.

"How can you even consider Binding with a human, Rendolin?" he asked in a confused tone. "1 do not
understand how you can stomach the thought of such athing.”

"It amazes methat | could haveraised achild who isso blind," Elawae murmured as she stared at her
edest son.

"Thereisno choice," Rendolin answered his brother. "The god has commanded this. | must obey. You
know this, for you confirmed me at my caling and vowed to uphold my office asthe head of Mac Lir's
church so many years ago. | do not understand why you will not support this decison.”

"I will not support the contamination of our people with this proposed obscenity. | do not believe the god
would ask it of our people, and | will do al in my power to prevent this abomination.”

"Even to the plotting with the human woman againgt me to betray my duty! Tel me, Governor,” Rendolin
sad with asneer he had learned from Thelorin. "Did you kill the human found at the bottom of the cliff
yoursdlf, or did you have one of your ‘purist’ followers do your dirty work?"



"Why, you snot-nosed, sanctimoniousidiot,” his brother snarled. "There are ways of attaining one' s god
without resorting to violence, which | would think apious, self-righteous fool such asyoursdlf should
aready know."

"Thelorin!" Elawae said in great concern. ™Y ou did not have that young woman killed, did you?"
Her eldest son gave her adisgusted look before answering.

"Of course not, Mother. Rendolinisjust letting his overactive imagination run away with him. Much like
he must have done when he convinced himself the god had chose him to save our people by this
abomingtion of aBinding."

"l believehim," Elawae said smply.
Rendolin watched his brother’ sface go from dishdlief to anger.

"So! He has somehow beguiled you into believing this hoax aswell? Well, neither of you will change my
mind on the subject, madam, and | regret the necessity of arift between us, but | will fight this Binding
with every ounce of strength in me!™

"And what of your duty to our people?' Rendolin asked him. "Y ou would deliberately act in away that
would cause civil unrest between our people? What of your oh so honorable oath to protect them?”

"It isnot | who has chosen a course that will bring shame and dishonor to our people, High Priest. You
haveit in your power to stop this unrest before it becomes civil war." Thelorin looked at his mother, and
Rendolin saw sorrow reflected on his brother’ s face for amoment. ""Renounce this vision you claim you
had, brother, and there will be no reason for division between our people, or us."

Suddenly Rendolin felt very tired. The disagreement between them would never go away until something
drastic was done. He was very much afraid blood would be spilled over theissue, and his heart was
heavy over the thought.

"l can not renounce what | know, Thelorin. The vision was sent from Mac Lir. | know it, as| know my
own name. | could no more disavow our god than | could deny you are my brother. No, Thelorin,” he
sad, shaking hishead, "'l have my duty to perform, asyou have yours. | will go through with this Binding,
for itiscommanded by Mac Lir."

Rendolin met hisbrother’ sangry gaze, defiancein his stance and the pain of betraya in his heart. What
he would not give to have his brother stand by him and support him in this duty. However, he knew that
could not be. Thelorin wastoo set in hisways and in hisintolerance. Strange to think that before he knew
Korrene, Rendolin had been as prejudiced as his narrow-minded brother.

The thought of Korrene brought even more heartache to him. Not only had he cometo realize hisbias
againg humanswasill founded, he had cometo care very deeply for her. Hisingrained sense of honor
would not dlow himtolie, even to himsdlf. He had fallen in love with her. He did not know how it had
happened, but he could not deny the fact.

Hewatched, as Thelorin’slook abruptly changed, asif he had suddenly solved a problem that had been
worrying him for sometime.

"By the god'sright ear,” Thelorin breathed in dishelief. "Y ou arein love with that human! Y ou poor,
misguided foal."

Thelorin turned and walked through the wall, shaking his head sadly.



Rendolin was |eft to Slently agree. Hewasafool.

He stood in the middle of the room for amoment, then wearily threw himself onto the couch. Elawae
moved to one of the upholstered chairs opposite him. He felt her concerned gaze upon him, but he was
too tired and discouraged to speak. How had things gotten so out of hand? All he wanted to do was
obey hisgod and do his duty. Somehow, the situation had become so complicated he did not know what
to do to accomplish hisgods.

What price, duty? The price of hisbrother’ slove? The price of his honor?
The price of his people’sblood?

It was too much to ask. He was not up to the challenge. He would never be strong enough to fulfill this
obligation to hisgod, and at the same time satisfy his commitment to his people.

For thefirgt timein hislife, Rendolin found that serviceto his god was not awe comething. Heredized
he had never truly understood the term sacrifice when referring to his god before.

Rendolin was afraid he would have total understanding of the term before his duty was discharged.

Again hismind turned to the human woman degping in an upgtairs room. What of hislovefor her? Could

he ever cometo trust her again? What if he tried to make her fal in love with him?Would he then be able
to trust her? But how could he do that? It was obvious she had no fedlings for him, or she would not have
plotted with his brother to betray him.

How could he Bind with awoman that had no fedingsfor him? The thought of an eternity Bonded to a
person who did not love him was more than he could bear to consider. What adternative did he have?In
order to save his people, Korrene and he must Bind. Again, theword sacrifice flitted through hismind.
Sacrificefor hispeople.

Remembering the fed and touch of Korrene' s body, the way she walked, the freckles sprinkled across
her turned up nose, the way her eyes crinkled when she laughed, he thought that perhaps eternity with her
would not be such ahard sacrifice.

But, oh, how much more satisfying it would be if she could cometo love him, even just alittle.

"Rendolin," his mother spoke softly to gain his attention. "We must make plansfor the Ceremony. Y ou
will obvioudy hold it in the sanctuary hdl, but whom will you invite, and where will the Celebration Feast
be held? | can not believe your brother will alow the Feast to be held herein hisHouse.™

He dragged his thoughts back to the present. His mother was right. Plans had to be made, and she was
thelogical oneto organize everything.

"Where would you suggest we hold the Celebration? Y ou areright. Thelorin will forbid it to take place
here. Infact, | am surprised he has dlowed Korrene and meto remain in the House, knowing | intend to
go through with this‘ abomination’ ashe cdlsit.”

"He would not throw his own brother out of the House, Rendolin,” she said in shocked tones. "It would
not be an honorable thing, even if you are a each other’ sthroats a the moment. Perhaps we should think
of removing Korrene to another House for now. | do not want him being rude to her, and | am sure he
would not hesitate to insult her again should he meet her in the dining hall or herein the itting room.”

"Perhaps Sdrin would extend the courtesy of his House' s hospitdity until the Binding takes place. After,
we will need to have aplace of our own, of course."



"Have you given much thought asto where you will live?'

Actualy, Rendolin had. Under norma circumstances, he would have brought his mateto live herein the
House of Hiloris, but with his brother’ s attitude towards K orrene, such athing wastotdly out of the
question.

"I have, mother, but | would prefer to wait and seeif it is possible to accomplish before | say anything.”

Elawae |ooked alittle surprised that he would keep such athing from her, but she agreed to wait for the
location. She did not want to push this overwhelmed son of herstoo far.

Asthey stood to leave the room, each with their own duties and occupations to attend to, Feenix burst
upon them.

"If you don’t want to have ariot on your hands,” sheyelled, dirt and dust covering her face and clothes
like ashroud, "you’ d better get your sorry ass out there and put a stop to your brother’ s speech! He's
telling the people you have lost your mind and are misinterpreting visons from the god!”

Wonderful, Rendolin thought as he rushed from the room. His brother was not wasting any timein doing
his duty! What would hisgod require of him next?

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Kory had written scenes smilar to thisin many stories. The heroine wakes up in an unfamiliar place,
confused and disoriented until she gets her bearings or until the hero comes a ong and makes everything
Clear.

But, like so many other things she had learned latdly, redity wasn't anywhere closeto fiction.

Kory knew exactly where she was. She didn’t have to open her eyes and look at the large, spacious
room, see the carved bed or even look toward the wall with the open window. She could tell she was
back in Sasheena just by the smell and the sounds.

Soft whispers of waves kissing wet sand and foam racing across the beach reached her ears, bringing
back amemory of apassion-filled evening on the same beach. Faintly, the cadls of gullswhedingintheair
made a sweet melody sung in timewith the waves.

And the smdlls.. . drifting through the window on a gentle breeze was the clean, fresh scent of ocean air,
an odd mix of salt tang with adash of fish. It was strange how she had come to love the pungent aroma
of Rendolin’shome. Kory couldn’t remember having such a strong sense of smell before coming to
Sasheena. Perhapsit had something to do with the magical idand itsdlf.

She sniffed afew times, but could not detect her f’ s personal scent of salt, musk and rosemary.
Rendolin wasn't in the room, so it was safe to open her eyes.

Another falacy she had written many times was that upon waking, the heroine dways became
immediately aware of some great event or catastrophe which had taken placejust prior tolosing
consciousness. Her awareness of Rendolin’sdisgust had never left. Even while unconscious, her mind
wrestled with the heartbreaking knowledge that he hated her. He believed she had plotted with his
brother to thwart the completion of hisduty.



Kory sat up and angrily brushed away the tears that had come unbidden yet again. She wastired of
crying! What good did tears do when the man she loved thought she was beyond contempt? She had
always hated women who turned into watering pots at the drop of ahat, and here shewas acting just like
one.

Wéll, enough was enough! Starting today, she was going to start taking back her lifeand live it the way
she wanted.

And she wanted to be right herein Rendolin’shome.

She dso wanted to have hislove. Unless she could get him to listen to her, that wasn't likely to happen.
She didn’'t want to reved that his brother was aslow as asnake, but if never trusting her again wasthe
dternative, then Kory would make sure Rendolin knew Thelorin was Kipling's Kaa personified!

She amiled, remembering Kipling' sstoriesand in particular, The Jungle Book about Mowgli and his
adventuresin the jungles of India. All the animas had aname, and Mowgli’ s name for the nefarious
serpent he had to overcome was Kaa. Shefelt it was appropriate for Thelorin, and determined to think
of the older df that way from then on.

Thefirst thing she was going to do was change into something pretty and comfortable. She enjoyed her
jeans and worn shirt from home, but if shewas going to live here for therest of her life, she might aswell
dart looking like andtive.

The next thing to do was hunt down Feenix and have an old fashioned heart to heart with the hussy. The
only human female who was going to be doing any Binding with Rendolin was Kory. Although Rendolin
said he was going to Bind with Kory, she wanted to make sure Feenix was clear on that issuel

Shefolded her old clothes and put them into the chest at the foot of the bed. She aso stashed her supply
of coffee and candy—after breaking off a piece from one of the chocolate bars and popping it into her
mouth. It was al well and good to decide to take back on€e' slife, but everyone needed alittle boost to
accomplish theimpossible.

As she changed her clothes, asmall problem surfaced. She had not thought it important to bring extra
clothing because they were available on theidand. Now sheredized that she had only one braand one
pair of panties, with no ideawhat to use when they inevitably wore out; she Kory wondered if elves even
wore such things! Who would she ask about such athing? When she had been here before, she had
washed her delicates by hand and hung them to dry over night, to be worn again the next day. Such a
thing wasn't going to cut it for eternity—they’ d wear out within amonth!

W, her underwear was the least of her problems right now, she supposed. She needed to find Feenix
and put her gtraight. Then she’ d chase down Rendolin. Perhaps he had cooled off enough to talk
reasonably.

Before Kory had a chance to even begin her hunt for the warrior woman, a servant stepped through the
wall. She noticed the last time here that dl the servantsin the House had adarker complexion than
Rendolin and hisfamily. This particular femae df had pure white hair, eyes of pae blue—crystd blue,
Kory thought—and skin the color of watered-down coffee.

Although young, the df was beautiful in an exotic way, with lean, high cheekbones and the beginning of
an ample chest. She wore ashort tunic reaching to just below her knees, and on her feet were what
looked like house dippers. The only other interesting thing about her was awhite tattoo on her left calf
depicting adolphin cresting awave, smilar to the headboard of Kory’ s bed and the statue on the mantle
she had observed Rendolin fondle.



"Pardon, lady," the elf spokein aquiet tone. "Lord Rendolin wishesto spesk with you and | anto
indruct you to follow me."

Kory clamped down on the initid wave of rebellion that surged through her blood at the servant’ swords.
Feenix could wait while she spoke with Rendolin. Perhaps he wanted to apologize for his angry words.
More likely, she thought, he wanted to berate her some more and then browbest her into agreeing to the
Binding again.

"Whereishe?' she asked the young €lf.

"Follow me, please.” The servant turned to lead her through the many corridors and halls of the House.

Kory smeled it long before she entered the room where Rendolin was waiting; leather, ink, and the scent
of old, musty booksfloated on the air like dust particlesin a sunbeam. As she stepped through the living
rock shefound hersdf in alarge library, itswalls covered with shelves and row upon row of scralls,
leather books and even some plates of metal bound together by large iron hooks.

Kory didn’t know why she was surprised to find alibrary on Sasheena. She knew the elveswere
intelligent and logica people. Somehow, she hadn'’t thought about how they would keep their records or
if they read. She now realized how naive that was.

"Comein, Korrene," Rendolin said with awave of an elegant hand. "' Please be seated. We have much to
discuss”

From his tone she knew he had not forgiven her yet, and she didn’t think he would. He appeared to have
an agendafor this discussion and she was pretty sure it was about the Binding.

She came further into the room and sat in alarge, leather and wood chair placed to one side of hisown
huge chair. There was a desk for writing, but it was over toward awall containing another of the House's
unusual open windows. It was a chearful place to have adesk, Kory thought, within easy reach of a
number of books, yet far enough away from the center of the room to offer privacy.

On the other side of the room, clustered in acomfortable group to encourage discussion, were three
chairsand asmall sofaof buttery leather, with light blue and green pillows tossed on top. Kory
recognized Elawag s hand in the decoration of the room.

As she sat waiting for Rendolin to begin his discussion, she noticed an odd decoration on the wall above
the desk. She had no ideawnhat it represented, but it was made of feathers, shells and what looked like
delicate bones. It dmost had the feel of an American Indian artifact, but she’ d bet her last candy bar that
it had nothing to do with earth.

"Mother will join us shortly, but before she arrives | wanted to have a private word with you."

Hisvoicewas aoof and cold. She could find little of the passonate ef she had laughed with in the
meadow.

"The Binding will take place tomorrow evening..."
"Why s0 soon?"

He frowned before answering her question. "My brother and some of his purist followersincited ariot
yesterday after | brought you back. Once the Binding is done, their displayswill cease.”

"Was anyone hurt?' Was she ever going to be free of the curse that dways hurt people?



"Not serioudy,” he said, unconcerned, turning the subject back to hisagenda. "As | was saying, until the
Binding, you will bethe guest of Lord Sdrin. Y our things are being moved to the House of Olewisaswe

"Thoughtful of you to ask my permission.” If he was going to continue to be ajerk, so would she.
Rendolin cast her a scowl and continued.

"After the Binding we will not be living herein my brother’ sHouse. | am making arrangementsfor a
home to be provided for you."

Hiswordsjolted Kory from the feigned indifference she was trying so hard to maintain.
"Youwill not beliving there with me?"

"I will be making...other arrangements,”" he answered without looking up from a parchment hewas
viewing. "Y ou will be required to make certain responses at specific times during the Ceremony,” he
continued, asif she had not spoken. "Mother will instruct you. Y ou will, of course, conduct yoursdf as
befitting my mate, and not in your usud outlandish manner.”

"You jerk, how do you expect meto act at my own wedding? I’ m not asimpleton, you know!" She
couldn’t believe hisgdl! Firgt, he ordered her about asif she were achild, then insulted her about her
conduct. "What are you expecting, naked dancing and bungee jumping?'

Rendolin looked up from the parchment and gave her aglacid, green stare. "1 expect you to act in an
honorable way, but | fear | will be disgppointed in that areaagain.”

"Y ou know, you redlly arethe biggest ass I’ ve ever met," Kory said, standing up, clenched fists at her
gde. "If you'djust let me explain about..."

Thedf cut her off with a chopping motion of his hand. "Sit down, Korrene. Y our dramatics are wasted
onme. | know dl | need to know. The subject is closed.”

She stood looking at his granite expression. Nowhere was there a softening. He had closed hismind and
his heart to her, and nothing she could say would makeit change.

"Y ou told meyou loved me."

His eyes hardened, giving the appearance of green chipsof ice. "That was before | knew you to be the
traitor and liar that you are. One who could plot with my brother against my god’ swishes. | thought you
an honorable woman. | waswrong.”

Hiswords were like daggers thrown at her heart. With the stiffness of an old woman, Kory eased back
into the chair. There was nothing to say, for it felt like life was ebbing out of her wounded heart and she
would surely dieof it.

"As| wassaying," he resumed, "Mother will instruct you on your part in the Ceremony. An appropriate
gown will befound for you and anything el se that you may require. She will take care of dl those
annoying detalls™

Annoying. Hefound this Binding to her annoying? A duty that had to be performed in order for himto
do hisjob?How humiliating that the greatest love of her life thought she was nothing more than aduty.

"During the Binding, in order for the magic to work, we will be required to endure abit of pain.”



Shelifted her head and looked a him in surprise. "What kind of pain?'

"Nothing dangerous, Korrene. Lord Selrin will open avein and collect our blood in a sacred goblet. He
will use hismagic to quickly hedl thewounds. Thereisno danger to elther of us."

"What happensto the blood?!

"By the power of Mac Lir, it will become magically transmuted into propertiesthat will alow our soulsto
be merged for eternity. We will both then partake in drinking from the goblet in order for the Binding to
be complete.”

She blinked like an owl. Had she heard right?

"l haveto drink blood?" At the barely discernible nod she exclaimed, "And you people think humans are
barbaric? At least we don’t drink each other’ s blood at our weddings. Forget it, Rendolin; I’'m not
drinking anybody’ s blood." Kory shook her head in emphasis.

"Itisnot truly blood. 1t will have been dtered by the power of Mac Lir into the agent that affectsthe
Binding. Y ou will drink from the goblet, Korrene, or the Binding will not be performed.”

She swallowed bile. "Why doesit have to be our blood? Couldn’t it be blood from acow or afish or
something?'

She saw that Rendolin did not redly want to answer her questions, but he was trying to be considerate
and dlay her fears.

Perhgpsdl of hisfedingshadn’t been killed...

"The Binding isactualy aspell. All spells have specid ingredients—components—that must be exact in
order for the spell to work." He crossed long legs and rested his arms on the arms of the chair, then
looked out the window and relaxed into an instructor mode. " The components for aBinding include
certain herbs with specid properties, such as yarrow, angelica, sage, mugwort, basil..."

"And rosemary?'

Heturned his head and looked at her with an expression in hiseyes she didn’t dare to identify. "And
rosemary,” he agreed.

"That'syour herb."

Hisface rdlaxed ahit, and she thought she saw ahint of asmiletug a hismouth. "Aye, itis." Hisgaze
flickered to her mouth for asecond, and Kory couldn’t prevent her heart’ s erratic beat. "Rosemary isfor
purification and for...remembrance.”

Kory could fed the hesat as his eyes changed color yet again. Theice chips seemed to be melting as she
watched his gaze take on a smoky green hue. Her breath camein quick little puffs, and shetried not to
squirmin her seet from the body tingles.

Her movement seemed to break the spell, for he cleared his voice and continued. "Your herbis
motherwort. It isagtimulant.”

Shewrinkled her nose. "What an ugly name—motherwort. It sounds like afungus that growson
mothers.”

Helaughed at the description and she smiled. "It isaso said to gladden the heart.”



Kory didn’'t know what to say to that. Rendolin always seemed to be able to put her off balance, so she
looked down at her clasped hands and asked another question.

"What arethe minerds used in the Binding?'

Hewas sillent for amoment and when he spoke, his voice was again devoid of emotion.
"They are mostly ground gems such asrose quartz, garnet and ruby. A pearl or two."

"I haveto drink rocks?' Shelooked at him again, surprised at the answer.

Again he smiled indulgently. "Only the merest dust from each. Y ou will not even notice they arethere,
Korrene."

Why did he have to be so handsome and have such glorious hair that made her dwayswant to run
fingersthrough it? If she was going to spend eternity with amate that distrusted and hated her, why did
he have to be so gentle and kind and why, oh, why did he have to have green eyesthat tilted up and a
dimplein his cheek you could drive atruck through?

Again shefdt her body responding to his gaze. Hisleft eyebrow was quirked in ateasing way, and the
glintin hisemerad eyesinvited her to share hisamusement a her question. How could he smile with her
if he distrusted her? Kory didn’t think he knew what he redlly wanted.

Perhaps, given time, Rendolin might begin to love her again, and life wouldn't be so very bad.

"What does the blood have to do with the Ceremony?' she asked in an attempt to keep her thoughts
from getting too excited.

"The blood has many purposesin the Ceremony. Fird, itissymbolic.” Rendolin’seyeshad again
changed, from clear green to a deeper, darker shade. "It isalso afixative for the magic." Hisgaze
dropped to her lips, then traveled dowly down her chin and neck. "It acts asthe catalys." Hisvoice
trailed off asif he had run out of breeth.

She watched him position himsdaf more comfortably. Kory licked dry lips before asking the next
question.

"A catdys for what?' Her whole body seemed to be vibrating to the timbre of hisvoice.

Rendolin wiped his palms on histhighs. He uncrossed hislegs, and then quickly crossed them again. He
looked uncomfortable sitting in the chair, so she was not surprised when he quickly stood and walked
over to the desk.

"The blood mingles and becomes the impetus that causes the merging of our souls,” he said with his back
to her. He had picked up a quill and was absentmindedly running the soft feathers through hislong

fingers
Kory’s breath caught as she imagined the texture of that feather and his hands on her skin.

She stood and moved towards him; drawn to his side by an invisible thread of such force her will was
totally subjugated. He sensed her presence and turned as she stepped to the desk.

“Why?

Her question might have been about any number of things unspoken between them, but he choseto
remain on thetopic of the Binding.



"As| have explained before, when we Bind you will become, in asense, onewith me, and | with you.

Y our mortal blood will minglewith my silvan. Y ou will have magica blood running through your veins,
and | will have mortd." He touched the feather to her jaw and traced her jugular vein down to the cleft
between her breasts. His eyes followed the feather’ s path hungrily. She stood perfectly sill, experiencing
thetouch and fed.

"Why must it be our blood?Y ou never answered that question.” Her words were no more than a
whisper, and he bent closer asif to hear them. She smelled his delicious scent of musk, seaand
rosemary. Her kneesfelt weak, but she stiffened them for fear shewould fall.

"The blood must belong to the two who are Binding, so that when it minglesin each body, the heart will
recognizeit." He dragged the feather dowly over her breast to rest where her heart was beating wildly.
There was no doubt in Kory’ s mind that the emotion in his eyeswas pure lust. She was sure her need
mirrored his.

The urge to touch the strong column of his neck was overpowering. Giving into it, she ran her hand up the
sde of hisneck and then dipped her fingers under his hair, stroking the powerful cords at the back of his
neck.

At thefirg touch, his eyes darted back to hers with afierce penetrating look. She wanted to melt into his
lean body from the hest of his gaze, but sheforced hersalf to remain abody-width apart.

She dropped her eyesto hismouth, sucking in her breath at the seductive smile she saw hiding there.
Kory felt her own lipstremblein anticipation of hiskiss, for she knew he would kiss her.

Rendolin brought his other hand up to cup her cheek in hiswarm palm. Kory closed her eyes, turned her
face into the embrace to breathe in the aroma of his sun-browned hand. She smelled ink, herbs, and fresh
moist earth. He must have been working outside, she thought as she nuzzled his skin with her lips.

He brought the quill up to play againgt the other side of her face, flicking it gently from templetoearina
dow, erotic motion. A sigh escaped her lips and was met by his deep chuckle. He was proud of the
response his hands had coerced.

Two could play at thisgame, Kory thought asfingers entwined around golden hair, then dipped to his
firm jaw and around his ear. Gently she rubbed the pad of her thumb againgt his cheek, beforefindly
touching the il quirked eyebrow with an index finger. Her fingertips were so senditive, shefelt him close
his eyes before she began to explore the texture of his skin. His heart danced a quick tempo, and her
own matched his pace.

Rendolin dropped the feather and his other hand snaked around her head so that his hands held her
firmly, thumbstilting her face up for hiskiss. She opened her eyes and knew she couldn’t escape the
impending ondaught of passion if her life depended upon it. He held her ill for what seemed an eternity
as he searched her face. For what, she didn’t know. She knew her heart must bein her eyes. He had to
seethelove shefdt for him. Still he held her without moving.

"Rendolin," she whispered, barely able to get the words out, "if you don't kissmel’m going to die," and
for al she knew the words weretrue.

Uttering aword she didn’t recogni ze, he crushed her body to his, covering her lipswith his hot mouth. All
the hurt, pain and desire he had held pent up within was unleashed, and Kory thought she would be
consumed by his urgency. Histongue flicked fire through her being as his handstrailed flames over her

body.



She clung to his shoulders—awoman without the power to stand. She felt his muscles bunch and ripple
as another wave of passion swept over her.

Without conscious thought, she rubbed her hips againgt his hard body and he moaned into her mouth asif
he werein agony. Suddenly he released her mouth and used his lips and teeth to nip and lick a path down
her neck to the cleft of her throbbing breasts. With an impatient motion he swept the robe aside and
kissed hisway to her hard nipple. She thought she would die of pleasure as he took it into his mouth.

Her hands were busy trying to explore every inch of chest and back. Somehow she had succeeded in
opening his shirt and it hung haf on, haf off. When she pinched one nipple between her finger and thumb
a the same time she suckled his ear lobe, he groaned, lifting her off her feet, ditting her on the edge of the
desk.

Her arms were suddenly empty as he dropped to his knees and lifted her gown to her thighs. He dipped
her soft leather boots from her fet, pulling her stockings off in arush. Kory dipped her fingersinto his
long hair and massaged his skull as he kissed first one instep and then the other. He ran hands up the
outside of her legs and cupped her buttocks as she sat on the old wooden desk. She couldn’t stand it
anymore. Threading her fingersthrough hislong locks, she pulled hishead up to look into his eyes.

All control seemed to be gone from their ssormy depths. His lips were moist from their kisses, and the
only emotion she could read on hisface was of great need and desire. She searched, and athough she
saw atrace of tendernessin hislook, she could find no love.

It would have to be enough for now.

Kory loosened her grip on hishair, releasing him. He bent his head and kissed the insde of her knee,
using his shoulder to nudge her legs further apart. A flame of desire legped through her, and she trembled
at the touch of hislips and tongue. Shetried to bite off amoan of pleasure as his mouth sent hot tremors
up her thigh, but the sound reverberated around the room before she could stop it.

Rendolin halted his assault on her leg and became absolutdly till; atatue of aknight knedling in homage
to hislady. Then dowly, reluctantly, he lifted his head and she saw reason returning as he forced his ardor
to subside.

"Please" she whispered. He knew what she was asking. She could see the comprehension in hisface,
but he carefully pulled her skirt down and gently arranged it around her legs.

She grabbed two fisgtsfull of hair to prevent him from rising. "Rendolin, make loveto me." Never had she
asked that of aman. Herb had been her one and only lover and she had rardly instigated |ovemaking. It
shamed her that she was not strong enough to keep from asking this elf.

Hetook her hands from his head and stood in a graceful movement. "We can not," he breathed on her
pams as he placed akiss on each.

"Why? We are both adults, and we' re going to be Bonded tomorrow! Who would it hurt?”

She could see the passion ebbing from his eyes, but could aso plainly seethat hewas till aroused and in
need.

Hetook a deep breath before answering. " There must be virgin blood for the Binding spell to work
properly."

She did off the desk and wrapped her arms around hiswaist. "1’m not avirgin, Rendolin. | was married,
remember?’



Hetook a step back, asif putting space between them would help cool hisblood sfever.

"I know it well, Korrene. It is| who have never made love before.” She couldn’t quite believe her ears. "'l
amthevirginthat will Bind to Glenowaeli . If we continue as we have been, Korrene, the Binding will kill
usboth.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

It was very late by the time Kory had the opportunity to eat dinner, and she barely touched the
exquisitely prepared meal. Too many things had transpired that day, and her mind wasin turmoail.

Within minutes after Rendolin’ s shocking declaration that he was avirgin, his mother had joined them in
the Archives. Kory admitted to hersdlf that it was agood thing he had stopped their love making when he
had, or else Elawae would have waked in on avery embarrassing situation.

The efin woman had been happy to learn Kory was dive, and had spent the entire afternoon with her,
instructing her on what would be required a the Ceremony, on the Binding etiquette, who would bein
attendance, and what she would wear.

Kory stood for over an hour, as alovely foam-green silk gown was measured, pinned and sewn.
Personally, she thought the pale green was not agood color, and that she would look better in something
vibrant, or perhaps awhite gown with ahint of blue. However, there wasn't any timefor the seamstress
to fashion abrand new gown, so she had to make do with a makeover from some other woman’s
wardrobe.

Two times abride, Kory thought, and two times hand-me-down gowns. What kind of an omen was that
for an eternity with Rendolin?

After the seamstress had left, Kory had been taken to temporary lodgings at Lord Selrin’s House.
Sdrin’'smate, Lady Zelani, greeted her and showed her to the room she was to occupy for the evening.

TheHouse of Olewiswas built in the same manner as Rendolin’ shome, only much larger. Zelani
explained that part of the House was used for the Healing Hall where the People of the Seawent for
medicd problems, aswell as where the young elves answering the Healing call weretrained. Asaresult,
there was need for many roomsto house the trainees and sick.

Sdrin’s House was not Situated above the cliffs, asthe House of Hiloriswas. Instead it was nestled
among asmdl forest of evergreen trees, in alevd areancot far from the diffsbut still within easy reach of
the ocean.

The room wasn't as spacious as the one Kory had occupied in Hiloris, but it would be more than ample
for one night’ s stay. She found her few possessionsinside a beautifully carved chest bound with copper
bands. Zelani gave her the key so she could fed that her things would be secure during her stay. She had
no doubt that even if sheleft the lid open, no one would touch her things, honor being so ingrained in the
dlvan culture, but she took the key with asmile and thanks.

Time hung heavy on her hands as she was left done to rest and prepare on her own for the coming
Ceremony. She had no ideawhat they thought she should do to prepare. When she had married Herb,
she spent the night with Pat. They went to anightclub to celebrate her last night of freedom and got
drunk, dancing with male strippers and laughing until their somachs hurt.



Compared to those memories, thiswas pretty dull.

Kory had hoped to spend this evening with Rendolin, but it was obvious she was destined to be
disappointed. After their little groping session this afternoon, she didn’t redly expect him. Still, it would
have been nice to have someoneto talk with.

She paced the room, looking at the sparse but tasteful decorations. A braided rug on the floor added a
gplash of yellow, green, blue and violet in the otherwise neutra colored room. There was no window, but
the room was large enough so that she did not feel closed in.

Just when Kory thought she would go crazy from boredom a servant entered, announcing that her
presence was requested in the Sitting room. Surprised, but relieved she didn’t have to stay by hersdlf all
night, Kory followed the servant through the House.

Waiting for her were Lord Sdlrin and Lady Zdlani from the House of Olewis, Rendolin, Elawae and five
or six people she had met at the dinner she had attended so many days ago. It seemed like years had
passed since that night—the night Rendolin had touched her with passion for thefirst time. She put the
memory aside and tried to concentrate on the introductions.

Elawae came forward and took her hand, leading her further into the room. She introduced Kory to Lord
Mithrisand his Lady Noela of the House of Helarn. They nodded and smiled pleasantly.

Next came Lord Zelanor and his Lady, Leoni, from the House of Elarin. Neither of these august
personages deigned to greet her, but merely stared hard and remained immovable. Kory felt like she was
abug they had inexplicably found on adinner plate.

Elawae introduced her to the last éf in the room, apriest by the name of Elaris; who, in aforma voice,
expressed great pleasure in meeting her.

Lastly, Kory met the eyes of Feenix, who was standing far back in the room in ashadowy corner. When
Elawae made the introductions, Feenix merdly sad, "We ve met.”

"Indeed we have," Kory agreed, casting the warrior a heated |ook, which was met by one of contempt.

"Now that dl the introductions have been made," Rendolin said in atake-charge voice, "we have things
to discuss before tomorrow’ s ceremony. Please be seated, everyone, and make yourselves comfortable.
| fear thiswill be along mesting.”

"| prefer to stand,” said the Lady Leoni of Helarn. "My Lord and | can not spare more than afew
minutes, so please, High Priest, get on with what you have to say."

"Herenow," her husband blustered, turning red with embarrassment. "I think we can sparetime to hear
thelad out, my dear. Give the boy a chance.”

He reminded Kory of Sir Ector from the Disney version of T. H. White's The Swvord in the Sone with
hisfull white mustache and stout physique. He was the perfect foil for hisLady’s stern, willowy figure.

"Thank you, Lord Zelanor,” Rendolin said. "1 will try to be asbrief aspossible.”

Kory found achair where she could watch the different facesin the room. Most looked a Rendolin, as
he stood in the middle of the room, with interest and hope; but their looks were of concern and doubt.
Obvioudy Rendalin had hiswork cut out for him, whatever it was he had in mind.

"Asyou know, there have been someincidents, in the past day or so, of fighting among our people. The



cause of this contention isthe fact that | intend to Bind with a human femae, thus obeying our god's
command.” Helooked around the room at each person, but none spoke. "I am aware that my brother,
Lord Thelorin, and anumber of citizens..."

"A large number of citizens," Lady Leoni interrupted.

"A large number of citizens,” Rendolin repegted, with anod to her, "believethat thisBinding isnot in the
best interests of our people. That, in fact, | have not been commanded by Mac Lir to do this, and am
abusing my officeasHigh Pries.”

"Well you must agree" said Mithris, "that it isabit unusud for an f to Bind with ahuman.”

"Unusud perhaps”" agreed Elawaein her mild voice, "but not forbidden. My son ismerdly fulfilling his
duty asthe High Priest of Sasheena.”

"There are some who would say your sonis merely fulfilling his own perverted desires, Lady Elawae,"
Lady Leoni spoke again.

Rendolin’smother glared a L eoni, causing that lady to squirm uncomfortably. "Those who say such
thingswould bewrong.”

Rendolin moved to Kory’sside. "l pray that this Binding will prove to be successful for both Korrene
and mysdf." He placed his hand on Kory’ s shoulder. "But make no mistake," histone turned stern, "1 go
into this Binding as a servant of my god and not for any persona reasonsor gain.”

"That'sdl wel and good," said Feenix, striding over to the group, "but the fact remains there sgoing to
be trouble tomorrow, and we' re here to discuss how to keep it at aminimum.”

"Captain Feenix iscorrect,” injected Lord Sdrin. "l do not want to have the Healer’ s Hall crowded with
kin, dueto ariot over thisBinding."

"Weareadl in agreement with that, Sdlrin," spoke Mithris. "I have aerted my peopleto the possible
threat, and the military will stand ready to keep the peace—from both sides of theissue," he added with
ameaningful glance around the room.

"Has my brother requested that the House of Helarn back him in his attempt to thwart Mac Lir' splan?”

"No, Rendalin," the leader of the military answered. He was atrim, fit man with an impressive bearing.
His golden hair was cut short and he wore a copper band around his head. "However, as the Governor
of Sasheena, itishisright to do so. | am just grateful to Mac Lir that so far | have not been called upon
to choose on which sde of this disturbance my House would stand. | hope the House of Helarn will
remain neutrd inthis”

"How can you remain neutral when the god has made his command known?" asked the priest, Elaris. "It
isclear that our duty isto obey, for we are his children and have pledged to honor him."

Kory thought she heard the makings of azedot in the priest’ stone. Elaris' eye shown with an excited
light that could have been the beginning of fanaticism.

"Not everyoneisas convinced asyou, Elaris, that our High Priest has correctly interpreted the god's
command, begging your pardon, Rendolin," said Sdlrin with afriendly grin and twinkling blue eyes.
"Thelorin and the otherswho follow him fed that the god would not ask an €f to Bind with a
human...especidly an df of such high sanding asthe High Priest.”



"A god' swill should not be questioned,” ingsted the priest. "It should be obeyed.”

"Thisis getting us nowhere," Feenix commented. "We need to have a plan of defense for tomorrow. |
suggest we stop this damn usdless arguing and get down to business.”

"The Ceremony will be open to any who want to seeit,” Elawae said. "If someone wanted to hurt
Korrene or Rendolin, it would be easy for them.”

"Close the sanctuary, then, and keep al but invited guests out,” suggested Lady Noela.

"That isnot tradition, Lady Noela," Rendolin explained. "The people should be alowed to see their High
Priest Bind with hismate."

"The hell with tradition,” Feenix shouted. "We re talking about the safety of people here! Close off the
sanctuary asthelady said, and let in only invited guests. It’ sthe only way to make surethereisn't ariot in
the middle of this Ceremony."

"Hold your tongue, woman," Lord Mithris commanded. "Y ou may be the head of the High Priest’s
guard, but I am the Lord of the House of Helarn. Y ou have no authority to make military decisions. That
ismy job."

"Wadl, any fool can seethat if the publicisadlowed to attend this event, the risk of ariot or worseis gredt.
What do you suggest? Ask the assembly to please refrain from fighting during the service?'

Kory was pleased to see that the abrasive warrior woman wasjust asirreverent to Mithris as shewasto
her. Apparently none were safe from Feenix’ s caustic tongue.

"That isenough, Feenix," Rendolin spoke.

She straightened her shoulders and backed away from the group. It was plain Feenix didn’t like
retreating, but would obey Rendolin’s order.

"What did you have in mind, Lord Mithris?* Elawae asked politely, attempting to soothe tempers and
restore order.

"A guard of about eight soldiers should be posted outside the sanctuary to watch for any trouble makers.
The people should be alowed to attend the service, but as soon as the Ceremony begins, the doors
should be shut and none alowed entrance.

"In the sanctuary proper, another guard of approximately ten or twelve will be posted around the area. In
case there is any move to stop the Ceremony or trouble of any kind, these guards can quickly act and
remove the offensive party.”

Everyone seemed to agree Mithris' plan was a sound one. However, Feenix again didn’t keep quiet.

"There should be more guards outside the sanctuary. If aconcerted effort to storm the proceedingsis
made, eight soldiers are not going to be enough. And the doors should be closed before the Ceremony
begins. Anyone who wantsto stop the Binding would naturaly want to be in place before the excitement
garts. Closethe doors at least ahdf hour before everything begins.”

"A good point, wouldn't you say, Lords?' said Elaris, giving Kory the impression he was worried about
hisown skin.

"Y our point iswell taken, Captain,” said Rendoalin. "Perhaps more soldiers guarding the doors would be



inorder, Mithris. However, | agree that the doors should remain open to alow as many into the service
as possible. When the Ceremony begins, the doorswill close.”

Kory was sure she heard Feenix swear under her breath, but no one else seemed to notice. Feenix might
be an obnoxious bore, but she did appear to know her business.

"Feenix and her guard will be in the sanctuary, covering the proceedings closdly. With al these provisons
made, | do not see how the Binding can be prevented. Even if thereis an outburst, the Ceremony will
continue.”

Rendolin looked around the room again, waiting for anyone to offer another suggestion or comment.
When none were forthcoming, he nodded briskly and thanked them for coming.

Acknowledging their host and hostess, the gueststook their leave. Soon only Elawae, Rendolin, Sdrin,
Zdani, and Kory were | eft. Kory had not uttered aword during the meeting. Instead, she had watched
the dynamics of the group, interested in the subtle plays for power that had gone on.

The fact that the Houses of Celeborne, Elarin and Hiloris—except for Rendolin and Elawae, of
course—had been absent from the meeting told her that more people were against the Binding than for it.
Mithris had made it plain that while he and his lady had attended the meeting, the House of Helarn
intended to remain nonpartisan, and they could not look there for any support other than the bare
minimum.

"Isit redly asbad asit seems?' Kory spokefor thefirst time since being introduced to the guests.
"| fear itis, Lady Glenowadli," Sdlrin answered.

The use of her efin name surprised Kory, for she was not used to being addressed by it. She didn’t
know if sheliked it or not.

"We have been busy most of the afternoon, performing healing on many who received hurtsin the
dtercation today," explained Zelani. "1t saddens me grestly to seekin fighting kin."

"No onewaskilled, | hope!”

"Do not worry, Korrene," said Elawae, patting her hand in areassuring way. "Rarely is someonekilled
when hit with afigt or kicked in the shin."

"Sofar. But if my brother continuesto incite the people with his damaging remarks and dlegations, it will
not be long before someone takes up abow or knife and does some real damage.”

Kory watched as the concern and fear for his people washed across Rendolin’ sface. Her heart twisted
and she ached to comfort him, but didn’t know how. Despite today’ s passionate lapse, he fill distrusted
her and believed she had congpired against him.

"That iswhy this Binding must take place as soon as possible,” Sdlrin agreed. "Once it has been
performed, thereis nothing Thelorin or anyone can do to prevent the god swill from being fulfilled. The
Binding must proceed tomorrow without any problem.”

Rendolin turned to Korrene and asked, "Do you understand al that will be required of you tomorrow?
"Yes. Y our mother explained everything, and I’ ve practiced thewords. | think I'll befine."

She wished the beautiful words had real meaning to them both, but it was enough to know he at least



desired her physicdly. That was something, she supposed.

"The gownislovely on her," Zdani said with asmile. She had seen it when the seamstress had ddlivered
it for thefind fitting. "She will make abeautiful mate for you, Rendolin.”

"Itisgetting late, Ren," Elawae said with asmile. "I believe Korrene should get some rest before the
excitement of tomorrow.”

"Yes, of course," he agreed. "I will escort her to her room, if you have no objections.” Thislast was said
to Kory, but she was under the impression sheredlly had no say in the matter. He obvioudy had
something on hismind he wanted to share with her.

"That would befine" she said. Then smiling a them al, she said her good nights and accompanied
Rendolin from the room.

When they reached Kory’ s bedroom, Rendolin came in and paced up and down, asif reluctant to come
to the point. He looked like aman who didn’t relish the job ahead of him.

"Okay, Rendolin. Just spit it out. What' sthisal about?

He shot her ahard look. "Y ou certainly do have a coarse way of speaking, do you not? Y ou and
Captain Feenix aresmilar inthat.”

"Just get to the point. I’ m tired and want to get some deep.” Kory sat at the edge of the bed, giving him
the option of sitting in the room’ sonly chair if hewanted. "And | don't like being compared to that
woman, thank you very much.”

Rendolin ignored the chair and continued to pace.

Finaly he stopped his movement and turned to speak. Still he seemed to be struggling to find the words
he needed to say.

"If thisisabout theincident in thelibrary,” she began, "there’ s no need for you to apologize. | wasjust as
much at fault asyou."

"Apologize?' he asked in amazement. "Why should we gpologize for acting upon our mutud attraction?
Did | do or say something that warrants an gpology? | do not remember having done so0."

Shewasn't sureif she should fed glad at his comment or angry. Kory decided to think about it later
when shewasin bed.

"Wel, if itisn't aout this afternoon, it must be about the Binding. What?'

He rubbed his palms againgt hislegs and took another turn around the room before stopping in front of
her again.

"The Binding is dangerous, Korrene."
"You'vetold methat, but you aso said I’ d be fine because Sdrin would heal my cut immediately.”

" am not speaking of theincision to let your blood. | am speaking of the Binding itse f—the magica
process that will take place in your body." He looked worried and nervous.

Kory decided she' d better start worrying too.



"How dangerous?’

Heran hishand over hisface and through his hair in anervous action she had never seen him display.
Rendolin was very worried. Kory began to shake.

"If the spell components are not precise, are not exact, then aBinding can kill the participants.” He
watched her face.

"Oh great," she said, getting off the bed and doing some pacing of her own. "Y ou'retdling methat if
Sdrin usestoo much rosemary or too little ruby powder, we' ll die?”

"No. The amounts of herbs and minerals do not have to be that precise.”
"Then whét the hell are you saying?' Kory demanded.
"Do you remember our talk about the blood?"

"Of course! And | remember you told me virgin blood was needed in order for the magic to work.” She
gave him agtartled look. "Y ou’ re not going to tell me that some time between this afternoon and now you
stopped being avirgin, are you?"'

"Of course not," he snapped at her. "Therewill bevirgin blood in the goblet.”
"Then what are you trying to tell me?' She was very closeto losing her patience.
"A Binding will not work with pure human blood."

He stood in front of her, watching intently to see how hiswords would affect her.
Kory was confused. "What?"

"The Binding will kill the participantsif even one of themis of pure human blood."

Kory stood in the center of the room with her head tilted to the Side, trying desperately to understand
what Rendolin was attempting to say. She had the distinct impression he was about to rock her world in
away she never could have expected.

"Areyou telling methat after al the fussthat has been going on about this supid Binding thing, you and |
are going to dietomorrow?" She couldn’t quite grasp his meaning.

"Wewill not die, Korrene."

"But I’'m ahuman. You just said if one of usisahuman, the Binding will not work and we' ll die. | don't
undergtand thigl"

"l said if one of us had pure human blood, we would die. Y ou have been chosen by Mac Lir because
you have atrace of slvan blood running in your veins. It will be enough to protect us.”

Hewas serious. He actualy believed she had dfin blood. Where could he have gotten such aridiculous
idea?

"Rendolin, I am ahuman. There are no such things as eves on earth. They are make-bdlieve. Children’s
dories. Nothing more.”

"Wheredid your children’s stories come from, if there are no silvan peoplein your world? There are



many legends and songs about magic and evesin your world, correct?
"Well, yes, but they’re just made up.”

"No. When the gods made the Seven CdlaWorlds, they created children to live on them, to till and tend
the soil. The slvan onesare Mac Lir’ s children. They were placed on all the worlds, just as humans, mer
folk and otherswere." He watched to see if shewastaking in hiswords.

"Unfortunately, the silvan folk of your world, of Earth, have been hunted down and are now extinct.
Much like the way our people on thisworld are being eliminated. Mac Lir could not stop the extinction of
our peoplein your homeworld, but he determined to end it here. That iswhy we were chosen,
Glenowasli. You and | will be the beginning of astronger silvan race, one that can endure many
hardships and overcome most trials thrown our people’ sway."

She shook her head asif in adaze. "If eves are extinct on earth, then how can | have silvan blood? It
doesn’'t make any sense”

"Every oncein awhile, over many generations, achild isborn with atrace of slvan blood, but they
usualy do not survive."

"Why not?'

"The forcesworking to obliterate our people seeto it that accidents happen. And if that does not work,
they are often hunted down and killed by your own kind."

"What are you taking about?' She wasredly having ahard timetaking in everything he wastelling her.

"Humans have no tolerance for anyone different or strange, and so many timesthey would provide the
means by which the one with silvan blood would be killed."

"I’ ve noticed elves aren't overly fond of different peoples either, Rendolin!™

"True, but elves usudly alow the strange onesto go their own way. We do not massacre humans just
because they are different from us."

Kory returned to the bed and sat. He had given her much to think about, but her curious nature needed
more information before she could make a decision about beieving him or not.

"Thisisafascinating story, Rendolin, but what doesit have to do with you and me?"
He sat intheroom’s only chair, moving it closer to the bed asif he was about to impart agreat secret.

"You are such achild, Korrene. Mac Lir has protected you al your life so you would grow into the
woman you are now. He hasaneed for us. It isour destiny.” At her skeptical 100k, he continued. "Have
you never wondered about all the accidents that happened in your life, where people were killed but you
were never touched?'

Once again Kory ft the pain and anguish of the loss of her family and Herb. The burden of guilt she
carried around with her because she should have died with them had been a heavy load.

"That wasn't destiny; that wasjust luck."

"No, Korrene," Rendolin said, taking her handsin his. "That was Mac Lir protecting his child. Y ou were
destined to become Glenowaeli because you have the blood in you."



She pulled her hands from his. "If that’ strue, then how come | can’t do magic like the rest of you elves?
And don’t tell meit’ sbecause | was on Earth, because I’ ve been here for days and I’ ve never so much
asfdt awhiff of megic!"

He amiled at her lack of slvan knowledge.

"Not dl eves have the gift of magic, you know. But in your case, the silvan blood is so thin, so dight, that
it would not alow an outward sign of magic. However," he continued, "you have aways been in touch
with your megic.”

Again Kory shook her head, refusing to believe hiswords.

"When you were in your world, writing your story about elves, how did you know of me and Sasheena?
How could you describe so accurately Feenix and me and places here on the idand?

His question rocked her. She hadn’t given it any thought since she' d redlized shewasn't insane. How did
she know about Rendolin and Sasheenaand dl the rest? If shedidn’t createit out of thin air, then where
did her knowledge come from?

Taking pity on her completely confused expression, he continued his explanation.

"With Mac Lir' shdp, you tapped into our world. The faint trace of slvan blood coursing through your
veins allowed you to dip behind the vell of worlds and see Tylana. The scenes you wrote down in your
book were scenes you saw herein my world. Y ou were merely recording what you saw."

"Then | didn’t create any of it? I’ m not agood writer?'

"I did not say that. Y ou certainly have more cregtive imagination than anyone | have ever known before.
And asfar asyou being agood writer, did you not tell me you had written a previous book?"

"Well, yes" shesaid sadly, "But it wasn't redlly that good. It wasjust drivel tied up in aromantic bow.
This story wasto be my masterpiece! And | didn’t even think it up!”

Kory wasfeding very inadequate and totally off guard. She had just learned she was probably an €f,
never mind how many times removed, and then she wastold that she didn’t create the world of which
she had been so proud. That she, in fact, had no impact on the people or times. It was a very lowering
thought, and one that would take some time getting used to.

Helet her think about hiswords for awhile. The sllence in the room stretched to long minutes, but it
wasn't an awkward quiet. Kory felt completely safe and at ease. She didn’t fed any of the tension she
would have expected, given that she adored him and he could not care less about her.

Finaly she asked, "Okay. If | have slvan blood in me, then why isthis Binding so dangerousto me?"
Rendolin seemed pleased that she had accepted his words and was now inquiring about the Ceremony.

"Thetrace of dlvan blood will preserve your life, but your body will still undergo atraumatic change, and
the stress could cause complications.”

"What kind of complications?"

"I do not know, Korrene. Thistype of thing has never been attempted, to my knowledge. But," he rushed
on when he saw the fear on her face, "Mac Lir would not protect and nurture you for so many years,
then command meto find you and Bind with you, if he did not know that al would be well."



"You havealot of faith in thisgod.” The doubt in her voice was unmistakable.

"l have seen him, Korrene. He has spoken to me. He has told me what we must do. | know that if | obey
him, dl will bewdl."

"l wish | had your confidence."

Suddenly shefelt tired and drained. The thought of climbing into the big bed, dipping under the covers
and closing her eyesto everything waslikeasren cal.

Rendolin must have seen the weariness on her face.

"I will leave you now," and he arose from the chair. "I will be back tomorrow to escort you to the
sanctuary. May Mac Lir give you pleasant dreams,” he said and then kissed her tenderly on the cheek.
Before she had time to respond, he disappeared through the wall.

He was such apuzzle, she thought. One minute regal and stern, then distrustful and angry, then tender
and caring. It would take an eternity to figure him out, she decided just after climbing under the covers
and closing her eyes.

Kory dept the deep of the innocent and knew nothing more until morning.

CHAPTER NINETEEN
Kory looked over the bal cony railing and down into the sanctuary hall.

People werefiling in and greeting friends, but the feding in the Hall wasn't what one would normally find
at awedding back home. The atmosphere was thick with tension and low murmurs. Her neck and back
muscles were tightening and stretching, nagging at her mind like ataut bowstring.

Rendolin was a her Side, as was Elawae, but for some reason shefelt dl aone. A stranger in astrange
land. Where had she read that? Never mind.

She fdt like an observer outside her own body as she scanned the room. Thiswasn't redl, it was some
sort of weird dream, and she’ d wake up in alittlewhile.

Except she' d been dreaming the dream for dmost two weeks, with no signs of waking up.

The ba cony where she and the Binding party stood was about twenty feet above the Hall, and large
enough to hold at least thirty people. Elawae had told her it was where dl the ceremonieswere held, so
the people could see and hear the proceedings clearly. Kory thought the dtar area of most churcheson
Earth was more ‘homey’ and accessible to the public, but to each its own, she guessed.

It was dmost time for the Binding to begin. She was surprised a not having second thoughts or cold feet.
It wasdmost asif she knew in her heart that thiswas the path she had to follow, athough it made little
senseto her head. How could she contemplate living forever with aguy she' d only known for two
weeks? But shejust knew it wasright.

Wéll, redly she' d known Rendolin for longer than two weeks, if you count all the weeks she had been
writing about him. Actually, I know Rendolin more intimately than | knew Herb when we got
married, shethought. Describing him on paper so often gave me a more intimate feel, so to speak,
than | ever had with Herb.



Kory could fed her face begin to smmer as she thought about the e’ sbody. IsaBinding night likea
wedding night? Her somach did alittle flip as shelooked over towards Rendolin.

He was spesking with Lord Sdlrin, going over the ceremony and last minute details. Selrin would be
performing theritual, and athough she had only known him ashort time, Kory trusted the older ef
completely. With him there, aswell as Rendolin, she knew she would be as safe as humanly possible,

Except they weren’t human and, if she could believe Rendalin, neither was she. Completely.
"Areyou dl right, my dear?' Elawae s gentle voice broke through Kory’ sthoughts.

She smiled a the older woman and nodded. "When will the Ceremony start? 1’ m getting tired of just
standing here with everyone gawking at melike | was some sort of fresk.”

"Oh, not afreak, dear. Just abit...unusua. There has not been a Binding on Sasheenasince wefirst
settled here. Thisis an opportunity to remember the old times and to teach the younger ones. They
cannot help but stare, Korrene. Y ou are an answer to our prayers.”

"I never wanted to be an answer to anyone' s prayers,” she muttered. "I’m just not used to all these
people and dl thisfoolishness."

At Elawae sdight frown, Kory fdt shame.

"Okay. It snot foolishness; but redly, Lady Elawae, | wish we could just do this Binding thing quietly
without dl this pomp and circumstances.”

"Pageantry hasits uses, Korrene. | think you need to learn those usesiif you and my son want to
successfully forge anew race. And dear," she continued with a soft pat on Kory’sarm, "since you will
shortly become part of our family, could you find it in your heart to cal me Elawae, or perhaps even
Mother?'

"Y ouwould alow meto call you Mother ?* Kory was touched. She didn’t know Rendolin’s mother had
accepted her so completely. Tears threatened as she realized how much she wanted to call this beautiful
andregd df mother.

"Mother," shesaid quietly.

Elawae' s own eyes were suspicioudy wet, but the smile she gave Kory was pure sunshine. "The
Ceremony will begin soon. I must go and take my place, but you are not alone anymore, Korrene.
Remember that." And she was gone, leaving afaint trace of rosesintheair.

Kory searched the crowd below. There was no sign of Thelorin, but that didn’t mean much. Shewas
sure he would wait until the Binding began to make adramatic entrance. It was hisstyle.

Shefidgeted with the deeves of her gown and tried to remember the words she was supposed to say.
Her thoughts shied away from the actua Binding itsalf. She never liked needles, and having a plinter
removed was equivaent to mgor surgery in her mind. Letting someone cut open aveinin her wrig,
without the benefit of anesthesia, was more than she cared to contemplate.

Insteed, she thought about the times Rendolin had touched her and held her. The many timesthey had
laughed together and argued.

Kory loved him. It was as smple as that.



She knew he was only going through with this Ceremony for duty’ s sake, and it tore a her heart to think
he did not return her love. Something had happened to her herein hisworld. Kory had found faith in her
ingincts and in her own emotions. She would act upon that faith by committing herself for eternity to an
elf who did not love her, and who would probably aways secretly consider her beneath histouch. She
prayed to whatever god or gods existed that somehow she would be able to endure it. Somehow,
Rendoalin would cometo love her, just alittle bit, even if that love was only based on gratitude for her
sacrifice. 1t would be enough.

"It hasto be enough.”
"Pardon, Korrene. Were you speaking to me?"
Rendolin bent his head to her, hisformal politeness effectively dousing her fragile hope with ice water.

"When will thisthing start? I’ m getting tired of standing here like astatue for that gawking crowd. And my
feet hurt.”

"Areyou nervous?'

"Of course not!" She made the mistake of 1ooking directly into green eyesthat brimmed with skepticism.
"Oh, dl right. Maybe alittle. | don’t like needles.”

"Therewill be no needles. Just Sdrin’ sknife"
"Wondeful."

"Lord Rendalin." He turned as the priest, Elaris, hurried to him. "Captain Feenix ordered meto fetch you,
Lord."

Kory shook her head dightly at the priest’ s salf-important air. As Rendolin and the other elf moved
away, she heard him complain about Feenix’ s highhanded behavior, but Rendolin’ sresponse waslost to
her.

Hedidn't even excuse himsdlf before leaving her side, she observed. Somelover.

She reached insde a pocket and pulled out half acandy bar. Asinconspicuoudy as possible, she
unwrapped the paper and popped a piece of the chocolate into her mouth. Caramel dripped from her
bottom lip, but she flicked her tongue out to catch it before it could spot her gown. Ingtantly, the warm
sweetness melted on her tongue, and she fdt it begin to soothe her frazzled nerves.

Nothing like agood old American candy bar to calm you down. Now, if she could just indulge in ahot
cup of coffee, she' d be ready for this Binding when Rendolin findly decided it wastime.

Suddenly, music began to play from directly underneeth the bal cony. Asthefirst few notes of alute
thrummed in the air, the crowd began to settle and their murmuring became whispers. Rendolin returning
to her sde, linked hisarm in hersto lead her towards the dtar where Lord Sdlrin waswaitingina
jewel-encrusted robe.

Kory had never seen so many pearls sewn onto a garment. She wondered how much it weighed.

They stood with the bacony on their right, their profilesto the audience. They faced the atar and Sdlrin.
Rendoalin was closest to the railing and Kory was inside on hiseft. The audience did not have aclear
view of Kory, but they could al watch their High Priest as he performed his part of theritud.



The massive doorsto the sanctuary had been closed and the crowd in the back by the doorswas
ganding, straining to see. Music from lutes and pipesfilled the hdl with a haunting melody. There were
hundreds of candles around the room, placed on the dtar, in wall sconcesand in tall standing holders,
lending their warmth to the heat dready radiating from the pressed bodies below. The smells of incense
and beeswax mingled with the pungent odor of herbs and flower—all combining into acloying,
nausesting pall, reminding Kory of afunerd.

A light buzz began in her ears, asif an army was marching around in her head, behind her eyes. She
gulped agreast mouthful of air, which tasted of incense and smoke. Her hand rested in Rendolin’s. She
could fed atrickle of perspiration roll over her palm and seep between her fingers. How embarrassng!
Her pdmswere wet and clammy, and she was trembling like a spoonful of Jdll-O.

She straightened her shoulders, drawing another deep breath of air. Holding it to the count of four, she
then dowly released it through pursed lips, straining for composure; but she only succeeding in trembling
more,

Rendoalin released her hand to crumble some dried leavesinto the pink crystal goblet resting on the ditar.
It seemed to be a monstrous thing with a sinister look, waiting patiently for Kory to take adrink. She
could amost see demonic eyes gleaming maevolently at her in the pattern of jewels embedded along its
rim. Her heart began to race and bang againgt her ribslike a prisoner trying to burst fromjail.

The buzzing in her ears became even louder, drowning out Lord Selrin’ swords. She was afraid she
would miss her cue and muff her lines. Desperately she watched hislips, trying to read the words as he

spoke.

The army in her head was now doing drills at double time, and agiant’s hand in her somach clenched,
forcing the air from her lungs as cramps dammed into her. When her blood began to run firgt fiery hot,
then icy cold and her head became light, she knew she was on the point of amagjor, full-blown anxiety
attack. She groped for Rendolin’sarm, hoping his strength would keep her standing if her legswereto
giveout.

Asheturned to look down at her in concern, she caught aflash of movement in the crowd to Rendolin’'s
right. Beforeit had timeto fully register in her mind, ablur of black and white erupted from behind Sdlrin
and dammed into Rendolin. Theforce pulled Kory down aong with him.

Instantly, pandemonium broke out. WWomen were screaming and men shouting. Sted clanged against
sted; grunts of pain added a strident harmony to the symphony of voices. Kory knew civil war had
broken out in earnest.

Thedtar cloth went up in flames as a candle was did odged from the tapers. She watched as Sdlrin beat
out the firewith his bare hands, and the smell of burnt meat combined with the cloying sent of wax and
herbs.

All thisKory absorbed in the matter of seconds before she noticed that Rendolin was not getting up, and
that the black and white shape that had hurled itsalf a him wasin redlity Captain Feenix.

A yellow-feathered arrow protruded from the captain’s neck, lesking crimson blood al over her lesther
vest and splashing onto the granite floor of the balcony.

A woman'svoicerosein ahigh, piercing wail, driving spikes of agony through Kory’ smind...before dl
became black and the screaming stopped.



Rendolin could not move. A great weight on his chest pinned him to the ground, and his head felt asif it
were going to shatter into a thousand pieces.

What happened?

Noise began to register in hisbrain, and he opened his eyesto try to find its source. Somewhere a
woman was screaming hysterically and hewas afraid it was Korrene. He needed to get to her and keep
her safe. The Binding must be performed.

The Binding.

Suddenly hismemory returned, clear and sharp. The Ceremony was being performed when Captain
Feenix yelled something and jumped at him, knocking him sprawling onto the hard granite floor. He must
have hit his head. He moved—and red and gold sparks shot through his head behind his eyes. A moan

escaped hislips.
"Rendolin! Lord Rendalin!™

Through the haze of pain, he heard Sdlrin’ sworried voice. He opened his eyes again, squinting against
the orange haze.

The heavy weight waslifted from him and he sat up dowly.

"WhereisKorrene?' The words were thick and heavy on histongue. His heart leaped into his throat and
hefelt asif it were going to choke his bregath off.

He cleared histhroat and tried again. "'Is Korrene safe? What happened?”

Sdrin pushed someone out of the way and knelt beside the High Priest, gently checking the back of his
head for abruise. His persona scent of mint tickled Rendolin’s nose, reminding him of hismany years
apprenticed to thiskind and generous man.

"She hasfainted, but will bewdl," Sdlrin answered him. "Right now | am more concerned for you. Do
you hurt any place other than your head? Can you move your legs and arms?"

"Fainted?' Rendolin demanded. His heart continued to beat timpani againgt his chest, and he was amazed
to see his hands shake. "Are you sure sheiswell? Leave me bel™ he commanded, pushing Sdlrin’ s hands
away. "l only hit my head. Seeto Korrene. Make sure sheiswdll.”

If anything happened to her after he had aready mourned her death once, he would persondly tear apart
the person responsible for her injuries.

"' She has been removed to my home," said the older €lf, helping Rendolin up. " She will be well taken care
of there. Y our mother iswith her. | fear Captain Feenix may not fare aswell.”

For thefirst time, Rendolin noticed ayoung priest saunching anasty wound in Feenix’ sthroat. Beside
her lay an arrow broken in haf, fletched with yellow festhers.

Only Thelorin's persond guard fletched their arrows with yellow.

"Issheyet dive?' he asked Sdrin. The older elf moved to take the place of the young priest, not
answering Rendolin immediately. He watched as the Lord of the Healing House quickly applied herbs
and went into atrance. Mint overpowered the acrid smell of burnt material and staleincense.

Hedid not have long to wait. Within amoment or two Selrin opened his eyes and looked a Rendolin



with aworried glance. "Sheis near death. We must remove her to my home. | have stopped the flow of
blood s0 she will not lose any morelifeforce. If she survives the trangport, we have a chance of saving
her. But we must hurry.”

Whilethe other hedlers were busy treating the wounded on the balcony, Mithris' s soldiers and Feenix’s
guards had brought order to the Hall. It now stood empty of al except the guards, as Rendolin and the

hedlers escorted Feenix’ s limp body to the House of Olewis. Rendolin noticed a puddle of blood in the
center of the Hall. Hisface was agrim mask as he walked into the sunshine.

*

Kory couldn’t get anyoneto tell her anything. She was beside herself with worry about Rendolin, but
even Elawae didn’t know if he was safe.

Every time Kory moved her hands, it felt like she was being jerked by a marionette string; they were
shaking so badly she couldn’t hold aglassto her lipswithout spilling the liquid down the front of her
gown. She put the drink aside for fear of ruining the beautiful materid.

Kory had awakened in the little room where she had spent the last night, in Selrin’ shome. Elawae was
with her, and tried to reassure her, but Kory could see that Rendolin’s mother was just asworried and
upset as she was.

"I’m not going to wait herelike agood little girl until someone remembersto tell us something,” Kory said
with afirm set to her mouth. She stood on unsteady legs, and ignored the dull ache till felt occasiondly in
her feet. "Come on. Let’ sgo find out for oursaves."

Elawae shot her a swift, questioning glance, then seemed to make up her mind. "Y ou areright, Korrene.
Wewill not wait until someone comesfor us. We might be helpful." She gathered her gown in her hands
and marched from the room. Kory smiled grimly and followed.

Kory was surprised to find order and quiet in the Healing Hall. She had expected it to be a beehive of
confused activity. Instead, it was almost deserted except for activity in thefar, well lit corner. Thetwo
women hurried in that direction, fearful of what they might find.

Rendolin suddenly stood and Kory thought she would faint for the second time that day. Elavae made a
soft sound, deep in her throat, as she threw hersdf into hisarms.

"My son," she cried, touching hisface and patting his shoulder. "'l was afraid you had been killed."

"I amwell, mother." Kory watched him wipe atear from his mother’ sface before dropping akiss on her
cheek. Then, with agentle but firm motion, Rendolin moved his mother away from him, and stepped
back from the table where ablack clad figure waslaid out.

Kory watched Selrin and two other elves busy working over the body, before it registered in her mind
that it was Feenix lying o still onthetable.

Then the scene was blocked from view as Rendolin enveloped Kory in hisarms.
"Areyou truly well?* he asked the top of her head.

Kory pressed her cheek against the scratchy materia of hisrobe and nodded. She didn't dare trust her
voice yet, not with the mountain of unshed tears backing up in her chest and throat. She breathed his
scent in deeply and redlized nothing in any world smelled as good as sea spray, lemon, musk and
rosemary.



"Y ou smell so good." Her voice was muffled againgt his chest, but he understood her words, nonethel ess.
He put his hands on her shoulders and stepped back to look into her face.

" wasworried that something had happened to you, Korrene, and al you can tell meisthat | smell
good?What sort of greeting isthat?"

She saw the worry in his eyes dowly fade as amusement took its place, and an answering smile tugged at
her lips. "It sthe best greeting you're likely to get, €f, unless you want meto collapse a your feet with
relief. | thought you were dead, Rendolin. | saw amovement in the crowd and then you dropped like a
ton of brickswith an arrow sticking in you." Shetouched the side of hisface and neck with cold fingers.
"I should have known you' d be too stubborn to lie down and dielike any normal person.”

She touched his chin where the dimple lived, then looked up. He seemed to be fighting some emation
deep ingde himsdlf, but he didn’t give her the time needed to determine what before hislips crashed
down on hers and he stole her breath away.

His hands roamed her shoulders and back, seeking to reassure himsdlf that she was indeed fine. When
hisfingers entwined in her dark curls at the back of her head, she couldn’t restrain amoan of pain.

"Y ou have been hurt!" Rendolin held her away from him and looked at the back of her head.
"I just knocked my head when | went down, Rendoalin. It'sjust abump.”
"A bump the size of agoose egg,” he said with concern. "Let me hedl it.”

"The hedlers dready did. | don’t even have a headache anymore. Besides, you should be taking care of
Feenix," shereminded him. Now that she knew he was okay, shefdt alittle guilty about not asking how
the captain was doing. "How is she?'

"Sdrin and the healers are doing their best to heal her. He has stopped the bleeding, but the danger isthat
the arrow was poisoned and it struck the artery that carries the most blood to the heart.”

"Thejugular.”

"Aye. And sinceit is so close to the heart, some damage has already been done. It will be sometime
before we know if Sarin can reverse the effects of the toxin.” He looked down at the woman in hisarms
with aworried frown. " She will need our prayers, Korrene. Will you join meas| pray?"

No one had ever asked her to pray with them, and it seemed alittle embarrassing to her. She didn’t often
pray hersdlf, but she knew it was alarge part of Rendolin’s everyday activities. Whether she believed
they’ d do any good or not, he obvioudy did.

"I would loveto," she said, putting her hand in his. Before taking more than two steps away from Elawae
and the working hedlers, athought cameto her. "Why is Feenix wounded and you are not?"

He stopped dead in histracks, still as stone, before he glanced back at the heders. A tense look settled
on hisface. "She saved my life, Korrene. Sheleaped in front of me and took the arrow that was meant
for me"

He released her hand.
Kory wanted to weep at the pain on hisface. His next words amost ripped her heart from her breast.

"The arrow was my brother’s." He turned astony facein her direction and looked at her with dull eyes,



asif seaing her for thefirst time. "My own brother tried to kill me.”
Kory had no wordsto comfort him.

"But you dready knew that, did you not?" The pain and hatred in his eyes nearly stopped her heart.

CHAPTER TWENTY

How could Rendolin forget the woman'’ s deceitful nature, even for amoment? Had the fear of losing her
wiped dl her liesfrom hismind? What type of man was he, that apair of brown eyes could obliterate a
lifetime of honor and duty? When had K orrene dipped into his heart and carved aroom of her own?
How could he have dlowed her?

Wéll, it would not happen again! Thank Mac Lir’ sright eyebrow, he had come to his senses. Korrene
would never again get past his defenses with her creamy white skin and those tiny dots dancing across
her nose. He would shut his mind the next time shelet loose with her sensuous laugh in hisdirection. He
was the High Priest. He had learned control of his body and emotions years ago. That training would
enable him to ignore her charms and perform hisduty.

"Areyou implying that | had something to do with Feenix’ sinjury?* Kory fumed.

Gods, how innocent she sounds, he marveled. He could not be taken to task too severely for
succumbing to her will and losing his own. She had a stronger magic than he had ever encountered.

"It was no mereinjury, Korrene, aswell you know. That arrow was meant for me and if my brother did
not pull the bow himsdlf, he had someonedo it for him.”

All hislife he had been taught humans were not to be trusted. He knew they would betray their own
mothersto gain what they wanted. What had made him think Korrene was any different? Wasit because
the god had chosen her? Or had he convinced himself that the trace of silvan blood coursing through her
veins prevented her from dishonoring her pledge?

Hedid not know. Ren only knew that he felt hurt and betrayed, and instinctively wanted to hurt her in
return. Rendolin wanted her humiliated and crushed, the way he had beenin front of al his people a the
Ceremony. His next words were flung with al the skill and accuracy of ahuntsman’s spear.

"When did you and my brother have timeto plan? Last night after | Ieft your room? Or wasit the night |
brought you back from your world? What did you pay for his services, Korrene? Wasit your body,
knowing | would be unableto tell snce | am avirgin and you are not?!

He watched her eyeswiden in surprise and her lips thin with anger. Even in deceit she was beautiful, and
hefdt hisbody respond. He clamped firm control over hisdesire and the tendril of guilt drifting through
his conscience. Despite everything, he still wanted her. He knew hislust would never be daked in one
night of mating. Not in one night, one month or one year. It would take an eternity, and he hated himsdlf
for such weskness.

Rendoalin turned away, hoping to hide any trace of weakness. He might be dying insde, but he' d be
damned if hewould let ahuman seeit.

Kory watched Rendolin’ s hands clench and unclench as though he wanted to squeeze her neck ina
vise-like grip. There was no trace of the charming dimple as his mouth pulled down into afierce frown.
Hiseyeswerethe dull gray of thunderclouds; his brows pulling together in asingle band across his



forehead.

"Wait aminute," she sputtered. How could he even think she would plan something like this? Didn't he
know sheloved him? Hadn't those hot kisses and passionate touches meant anything to him?"What
makes you think | had anything to do with it? 1 can’t stand your brother!”

"Y et you plotted with him to lie to me and send you home. Isthisjust another way for you to be free of
me and go back to your miserable existence?"

"| tried to explain about going home, but you won't listen! | had aready decided not to leave you
when..."

"I will hear no morelies, Korrene," Rendolin said, turning his back and leaving her standing in the middle
of theHall.

"Wait just one minute, buddy!" she shouted, grabbing hisarm and trying to spin him around.
He shook her off, continuing on hisway.

"Hey!" She had to run to keep up with hislong strides and her feet were really beginning to hurt, but she
scrambled in front of him and shoved himwith al her might. "Don’t you dare walk away from me, you
bigjerk! I'mtired of trying to explain mysdf to you when you won't listen, but if you expect meto Bind
with you, you' d better listen to what | haveto say."

"Andif | refuse?' Helifted agolden eyebrow in adisdainfully attractive manner.
"Then | will not Bind with you. Ever."

Kory watched him cross hisarms over his chest and stare down hisnose at her. He looked like he was
observing an insect crawling on his boot.

Her chest rose and fell from her exertion and her feet felt asif they were onfire. If he didn’t respond to
her ultimatum soon she was going to embarrass herself and collgpse yet again on the ground.

Before he could answer, the priest, Elaris, hurried up to them and spoke to Rendolin.
"Lord Sdrin says Feenix isresting easy now. If she survivesthe night, shewill mogt likely live."

Rendolin clapped the priest on the back, turned from Kory without aword, and the two started down
the path without alook back in her direction.

"Where are you going?' She had to get off her feet, and the fact that she couldn’t follow him made her
even more frustrated.

"To pray." He continued without afdter in hisregd dride.

"| thought you wanted meto go with you."

"l changed my mind," he threw over his shoulder, like aking scattering coinsto his subject.
Then heturned the corner of the building and was gone from her sght.

"Damn!" She sat down in the middle of the path.

And they say women are stubborn! Rendolin could give lessonsto a mule!



With al theinsght she had gained about him while writing her story, Kory couldn't figure out why he was
S0 pig headed about her wanting to go home. She thought they had resolved that in the meadow and at
the River. She told him sheloved him and would stay and Bind. He had told her heloved her. She had
believed him, morefool she.

When she went to college, why hadn’t she mgjored in psychology instead of journalism? Maybe then she
could figure out how to get him to remember that he loved her.

Shewas sure heloved her. He had to. She wasn't about to throw away everything she knew and risk her
future happiness unless he loved her—as much as she loved him. Now al she had to do was convince
him.

Within afew moments, Elawvae emerged from the Hedling Hall and walked to her. "Why are you Sitting
on the ground, Korrene?'

"Because my feet arekilling meand | can’'t walk back to the House by myself. Do you think you could
get someoneto hep me?’

"Whereis my son? He could carry you back."

Kory wasn't fooled by the innocent look in the lovely turquoise eyes gazing down at her. She knew
Rendolin’s mother was aware they’ d had another spat. It galled her to haveto tell Elavae what
happened, but perhaps she should betold just what ajerk her precious son really was.

"He left me here because he thinks | plotted with Thelorin to kill him today! Have you ever heard
anything soridiculousin your life?"

Elawae stood there, just looking down at her for a minute before asking in aquiet voice, "And did you?"

Kory fdl back, but caught hersdf by placing her hands on the ground behind her. What awedding day
thiswas turning out to be. Her loving groom accused her of attempted murder, and her future
mother-in-law wanted to know if Kory had plotted to kill her son. Was she the only sane one here? Was
everyone else crazy?

"Of coursenot!" Shefdt like Rendolin had punched her in the ssomach and then his mother came aong
and kicked her in the kidneysfor good measure. "How could you think such athing?'

"Well, you have never said that you loved him, and you have continualy expressed your desireto go
back to your own world. | suppose killing him would be a permanent solution to your problem.”

"I would never kill anyone, and I’ m insulted that you would think | could! Besides..." she Sarted to add,
but then thought better of it. "Never mind."

Elawaetilted her elegant head to the sde dightly, athoughtful look on her face.
Kory thought the silence stretched on forever asthe efin woman studied her.
"Do you love my son, Korrene?"!

Kory opened her mouth to deny the charge, but somehow the words just wouldn’t come out. How could
her voice desert her at such atime? She cleared her throat and tried again to explain that liking someone
was not the same asloving him.

"Yan



Wherein theworld had that come from?

Kory waited for Elawae s smile of gpproval, but it didn’t come. Instead, adight frown washed across
her face, to be replaced by aworried look.

"Then why have you plotted againgt him?"
"I never plotted againgt him," Kory denied hotly. "I would never hurt him!"

"Y et Thelorin sent you home and then staged your degath so that Rendolin would believe you gone
forever. That isnot plotting againg him?"

Her stern voice brought back Kory’ sfedlings of guilt over the episode. Perhaps Elawae would listen to
an explanation, even if her stubborn sonwouldn'’t.

"l did agreeto let him send me back, but that was before | spent the day with Rendolin at the Joyous
River. | had decided to tell Thelorin | had changed my mind before we got back. But Thelorin wouldn't
ligento me. It must be atrait that runsin your family, Elawae. Anyway, he refused to let me back out
and forced meto return. | couldn’t stop him!™

She watched emotionsflit across Elawag s face faster than ahummingbird’ swings. She couldn’t tell what
the dfin woman wasthinking.

"Thdorinisvery determined when he makes up his mind to something.”

"| tried to get away from him, but my feet were so sore| could barely stand, never mind run.” Kory
hoped Elawae would believe her. She had to get someone to understand what happened. "He grabbed
my wrist and pulled me to him. Then he touched Rendalin’s headband. ..”

"He had Rendolin’s headband?' Elawag' s voice was sharp with disbelief.

"Y es. He said he borrowed it so the god’ s magic would work for him. He said he would put it back
before Rendolin missed it.”

"You are sureit was Rendolin’ s and not some other headband?'

"No, it was Rendolin’s. Thelorin said it was." She was puzzled at Elawae s concern. While it wasn't very
nice of Thelorin to use Rendolin’s property without permission, he evidently had returned it, snesk that he
was, and so no harm came to Rendolin. "Isit important that he used Rendolin’s headband?'

"Yes. It explainswhy there was no trace of new magic in your room, especialy no trace of Thelorin's
magic. Hedid not use his own, he used Rendolin’s"

"l didn’'t know you could detect magic or even who used it."

"Magic hasadistinct odor, Korrene, and all persons using it have their own scent. Have you never
noticed Rendolin’s magic scent isrosemary?!

"Well, at first | thought it was because he used that herb alot, but then | realized it was strongest when he
cast aspdl.”

"A good tracer can follow amagic trail like adog follows arabbit. The tracer can tell who the magic user
is by the scent, dong with other senses. Thelorin did not use his own magic, so there was no scent for
anyoneto notice, other than Rendolin’s. Since Rendolin had used his magic in your room anumber of
times, no one questioned its presence. My eldest sonisvery clever.”



While there was pride in her voice when she said it, Kory aso heard worry and regret.

"You don't redly think Thelorin tried to kill Rendolin, do you?' Kory couldn’t stop from asking the
question. If anyone knew Theorin’'smind, surely it had to be his mother.

"Rendolin is convinced his brother tried to kill him, and | do not know what the consequences will be.
Feenix is near desth and that, of course, isaterrible thing. But even worse would be brother fighting
againg brother. Thisincident must not be alowed to get out of hand.”

"Why is Rendolin convinced Thelorin was behind it? Anyone could have shot that arrow.”

"The arrow wasfletched with the yelow feathers of Thelorin’sHouse. It isavery distinguishing color.
Thereisno mistake; the arrow was Thelorin's."

"But you don’'t believe he did it, do you?' Kory had been watching Elawae closely. She was pretty sure
the older woman didn’t believe her edest son would harm the youngest.

"No, Korrene. | do not." Elawae dusted off alarge boulder by the side of the path and sat daintily, not
very far from Kory. Kory couldn’t help but compare her own clumsy decent into the dust to the way
Elawae gracefully aighted upon the rock. If € ephants walked upon two legs, their name would be Kory.

"Asyou sad, anyone could have shot that arrow. If an n wanted Thelorin implicated, it would not
be such adifficult thing to steal the yellow-feathered arrow and useiit. Also, there was poison on the
point. The People of the Seado not use poison. That isatrick the Night Elves perfected many years

ago.

Kory’s heart began to beat with excitement. Of course! 1t made perfect sense. Even sheknew Thelorin's
sense of honor would not dlow himto kill his own brother. "Are you saying that the Night Elves shot
Feenix?'

"No. | am saying it isthe type of deed they would do." Shelooked off to the distance. Kory followed her
gaze. Waves were pounding the rocks below the cliffs. Thewind picked up, bring the taint of rain. But
Elawae wasn't looking at the surf crashing on the rocks. Her eyes searched beyond the horizon, beyond
the cliffs of Sasheena. Kory was sure she was seeing her homeland of Sharidoor in her mind' seye.

"If itwasn't Thelorin, and it was't the Night Elves" Kory prompted, "who wasit?'

Elawae sat asif she hadn’t heard the question; beautiful eyes unfocused and far seeing. The scent of
roses wafted on the sty air.

Was the fin woman casting aspel1? Kory couldn’t tell. Looking around, she assured hersdf there were
no roses close by to be the source of the smell.

"I will send someoneto assist you to the House," Elawae said. Then she stood and hurried back toward
the Hedling House.

Before Kory could respond to her words, Elaewae was gone and Kory was left Stting in the dust waiting
for therain to come,

"| tell you, brother, | did not try to kill you!"

Thelorin' svoice was like the roar of asealion. Rendolin did not want to listen, but his mother had



ingsted that this meeting take place. To give her credit, she made sure Lord Mithris and some of his most
trusted soldierswere dso in the hdl. She knew her sons, he thought with awry twist of hislips.

"Isthisnot your arrow?' Rendolin asked, thrusting the broken piece of wood with the feathers il
attached in Thelorin' sface.

"You know itis, but I did not shoot it, nor did any of my people.”

"Youllie, brother.” Rendolin threw the arrow to the floor. When would Thelorin and Korrene stop trying
to deceive him?"Y ou did not want this Binding to take place, and you would do anything to keep it from
happening. Including killing your own brother.”

"If | were going to kill anyone," the eder f shouted, "it would be that human you brought here, not my
own flesh and blood!"

"You aready tried that." Rendolin sneered in Thelorin’ sface. "When you and K orrene plotted to fake her
death so that | would not be able to obey the god’s command. But you learned then that nothing would
stop mefrom my duty. Y ou redlized the only way to stop me would beto kill me."

It was dl Rendolin could do to keep his hands from his brother’ sthroat. Never had he felt more prone to
violence than when he redized Thelorin was the author of the intended nation.

Theonly thought that kept returning to him was how much enjoyment he would get from punching his
brother in the face afew times.

But Mac Lir' sHigh Priest must not allow his baser passionsto overrule his head; a hedler does not resort
to violence. But by the god' sright toe, just onefist in Thelorin’ slying mouth would feel so good.

"l admit that my people and | thought if you believed the human woman dead, you would put asde this
abhorrent idea of Binding with ahuman. We miscaculated.”

Thelorin was standing beside an old, carved oaken table. He leaned one hand on it asif the only thing
kesping him from tumbling to the floor wasits solid weight.

Rendolin looked closer a him and noticed for the first time that his brother’ s face was apae, unhedthy
color and that hisleft arm hung limp a hisside.

Asmuch as hetried, the hedler’ sintuition in Rendolin could not be sllenced. Ingtinctively he sent asmall
divining spell out to discover the cause of Thelorin’s problem.

And was surprised at what he found.

Thelorin’s collarbone was broken, he had a knife gash on his upper arm that was the cause of agreat
amount of blood loss, and he was suffering from adight concussion. Rendolin was amazed his brother
was able to stand there and argue with him in a coherent manner.

Hisfirg ingtinct was to have Thelorin St down, but anger and pride kept him from showing such
compassion. Instead, he turned to Mithris. "Would you have a servant bring some wine, Mithris? | find
that pulling the truth from my brother isahard, dry busness.”

Rendolin pulled out achair from the table, straddled it, and laid his arms across the wooden back before
returning his attention to the wounded df. " Sit, brother."

As hethought, Thelorin refused.



"Sit or | will havethe guardsforce you down."

A flash of color flooded Thelorin’ s face as his anger surged, but after amoment he sat. A hissof pain
escaped his pinched lips, but Rendolin pretended he had not heard.

"S0," he said quietly as his brother shifted to amore comfortable position. He did not think Thelorin
would be at ease until the shoulder was hedled. "Y ou insst that you did not try to kill me. Y et the arrow
was yours. Explain to me how this could be. And how a man who professes to hate humans can plot
murder with one."

Thelorin banged the goblet down on the table, dopping the red wine over hishand. "I plotted with no
human! They do not havetheintellect for espionage.”

"Another lie, brother! Y ou planned and executed her return home with Korrene. A human. Or wasit she
who planned the entire thing and you merely did her bidding?’

He knew nothing could have been more caculated to raise Thelorin' sire than to suggest he did the
bidding of afemde, and ahuman femae at that.

"Unlike some | could name," his brother snarled, "1 am not led around by the nose by a pretty pair of
eyesand acomely figure. The plan was ming!™

"More lies! Korrene wanted nothing except to return to her home. What did she promise you for the
srvice?!

Againg hiswill, visons of Korrene' s soft flesh lying beneath Thelorin’ s hands nearly sent Rendolin over
the edge. His handsitched to pull his sword, or to cast alightening bolt in his brother’ sdirection. Taking
deep breaths, he barely contained hisrage. He would not let it get the better of him.

"She did not cometo me, | went to her. | told her | wanted her gone from Sasheena and would send her
homeif she agreed to help mefake her death so you would not go looking for her likealove sick bull.
She was happy to agree. It seems your human did not take to you as much asyou did to her."

Thelorin’ sred-rimmed eyes searched his brother’ sface, and his mouth Stretched into adreadful leer. He
licked his parched lips before continuing. " She could not wait to get away from your pitiful embrace.”

Rendoalin’s heart fatered. He knew the exact moment it had died. Likeatida pool in the sun, it shriveled
up and withered away, leaving acold, hard lump. Its only use wasto pump blood through his body. He
wished it would cease that function aswell.

Korrene wanted nothing to do with him.

"Since you refuse to admit the truth about your part in Captain Feenix’ sinjury, you leave me no choice
but to use my magic upon you.”

Thelorin Sraightened in the chair. "Y ou can not use a Truth Spell on me. | am stronger than that.”

"Under normal circumstances, | would agree that you could hold out for avery long time, brother. But in
your current weakened condition, | believe | will get to the heart of the matter in short order. Y ou have
lost alot of blood.”

"Cast your spell then, little brother. Y ou will seethat | have spoken true about your human agreeing with
my plan.”



Rendolin had no doubt of that truth. What he needed to know wasif his own brother had tried to kill him.
"And what dsewill welearn?'

He knew Thelorin was close to collapse. The loss of blood and the pain from his collarbone had teken a
great toll on him. That the spell would work, he did not doubt. But Rendolin prayed his brother would
not make him use it and shame him. He watched as his brother closed his eyes and dropped his head into
hishand.

Thelorin took aragged breath and his body shuddered before he spoke again. "Korrene did not want to
go back to her world. | forced her."

Rendolin did not know what he expected his brother to say, but it certainly was not this.

"Do not lie more to me. Korrene had been plaguing me to go home for days. | am surprised she did not
ask you sooner to send her home."

"Itistrue. | madeit very clear that | would do anything to get rid of her. She knew | spoke thetruth. |
outlined how we could fake her death. She was not happy with that, fearing that someone would be hurt,
but she findly agreed to the plan.”

"Then by your own words she plotted against me," Rendolin said, as he poured himself aglass of wine
from the decanter. Thelorin reached acrossfor the bottle and splashed the red liquid into his own gobl e,
making a puddle on the smooth surface of the wood. "How can you say she had changed her mind?"

Thelorin drank deeply of the wine before answering. "When | came for her that night, she said she had
changed her mind and would stay and Bind with you. | could not let that happen, so | forced her to come
withme"

"How?'

"She could not move very fast because of her injured feet, and | was able to capture her easily. | used
your headband to teleport to her world. Fortunately, she fainted during the transport.”

" She has no condtitution for teleportation,” Rendolin observed fondly. Even with the proof of her decelt
before him, she had the power to generate warm thoughtsin hismind, curse her soul.

"When we reached her world she could not argue or fight. | Ieft her lying on her bed and came back. |
knew if she had been awake, bleeding feet or no, she would have fought like abull sedl to come back to
you."

A littlethrill of hope blossomed in Rendolin’s heart. Could it be that the day in the meadow and at the
Joyous River had changed her mind? Could she have redlly meant it when she agreed to Bind with him?
"If what you say istrue, brother, you have much to answer for."

"I know that well. | have acted in away that would bring shameto our father’ seyes. But | swear to you |
did not try to kill you, little brother. | would sooner cut out my own heart than harm you. Y ou must know
that. | have alwaystaken care of you; even from the time our father waskilled by the Night Elves. Itisa
habit of mine." He smiled wanly, but the putty color of his skin worried the hedler.

It wastrue that Thelorin had aways taken care of hislittle brother. He could remember countlesstimes
when Theorin had let him follow him around; times when he had taken the time to teach ayounger
brother fighting skills and to hone hissword play. To Rendolin, it was asif hisolder brother had taken the
place of hisfather. It had put hissoul in agony, thinking Thelorin had planned to kill him.



"Then explain how it could have happened, brother.”

It seemed to Rendolin that Thelorin sagged with relief, that he welcomed the opportunity to speculate
possibilities and work out solutions with him, as they had done countlesstimes before.

"I think someone wanted you to die, and wanted everyone to think | had done the deed. We are
fortunate that Captain Feenix was S0 vigilant and acted quickly.”

"Y ou would give some credit to ahuman, Thelorin?' Rendolin could not help tease hisbrother just a bit.

"| give credit whereit isdue," answered the elder without atrace of amusement. "It would have been
smple enough to steal an arrow or two from the armory," he continued asif Rendolin had not spoken.
"An archer hidden in the sanctuary before the Ceremony would be no hard feat.”

"The guard searched the hdl before any were dlowed in, and they found no one."

"There are nooks and crannies aplenty, Rendolin. Do you forget the timeswe hid and played amongst the
statues and carvings? A man determined to remain undetected could have succeeded.”

Rendolin nodded. When he wished to be aone to commune with the god, the High Priest could make
himsdf invisbleinthehall.

"Of course, whoever the nis, hetook achance on the poison,” Thelorin added.

"How s0?" While his brother was busy taking, Rendolin had taken the opportunity to finish monitoring his
wounds. The most serious was the gash the knife had made, but while it continued to bleed Juggishly,
nothing vital had been touched. Once the wound had been sewn and healed, Thelorin would befine.
Setting the collarbone would be painful, but that, too, was aminor wound.

"Who would believe that the Lord of the House of Hiloris would stoop to poison? That isan evil trick
that thankfully has never been adopted by the People of the Sea” Thelorin took another drink, then
continued, "But, little brother, | swear by Leondrilik’ s sword, that whoever it wasthat tried to kill you, |
will hunt down asjustice demands. | make you that oath.”

Before Rendolin could comment, like agust of wind from a mountaintop, Elawae swept in and stopped in
the middle of the room. Her youngest son watched as she quickly took in Thelorin's sate, then turned to
monitor hisown state of mind.

"Y ou are correct, my son. It was not any of our people who shot that arrow.”

Shelooked around at the men in the room and Rendolin saw agrim smiletug at her lips. With agart, he
recognized the look of hatred in her eyes. It was alook she got only when remembering the loss of her
husband, and the terror of Shalridoor.

"The Night Elves have found us.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

"Whét the hell are you doing here, woman? Can't a person diein peace without finding you hovering
over them?

Feenix’ s voice was rough and husky from pain, but Kory had no problem understanding the words.



She' d been Sitting beside the fighter’ s bed for the past two hours, hoping Feenix would wake so they
could talk.

"Back to normal, | see," Kory commented, putting aside the quill and parchment she had been using.
"Now that you' ve recovered your wit and charm, it won't be long before you' re whacking people with
your sword again.”

"Bequiet. My head hurts and your dulcet tones are not doing it any good.” Feenix put her hand on her
head and tentatively felt around. "Am | aive? What happened?’

Kory offered Feenix aglass of cool water, before answering. "Yes, you'redive, but just barely. You
took an arrow that was meant for Rendolin. Do you remember?”

Feenix seemed to be searching her memory, when suddenly her eyes focused and she grinned dightly.

"I remember. The Binding was about to take place when | detected afishy character in the back of the
hall. He moved out from behind a.column, and raised abow. | only had time to push Rendolin down
before the arrow was loosed.” A worried look came into her eyes. "How ishe?!

"He sfine, but you' ve been unconscious for dmost two days.”

"Fromwhat? An arrow’ s scratch? I’ ve taken worse hits and kept on fighting for hourdl" The captain
seemed completely baffled by the thought that a mere arrow would incapacitate her.

"Wil, this arrow was poisoned, and hit you in the neck. How do you fed, by the way?"

Feenix touched the bandage on her throat and winced a bit. "Perfect. | shouldn’t belying herein bed. |
have work to do. Did they find the scum who shot me?' She moved to St up, thought better of it, and
laid her head back down with alittle moan.

"Y ou need to rest more—Rendolin’ s orders.”

"Blagt that ef! What the hell does he know?" Feenix closed her eyes; the exhaustion on her face proved
to Kory the ef did know what he was about.

"Feenix, | know you'retired, but | wanted to thank you. If it hadn’t been for your quick action, Rendolin
might be dead.” And Kory would have lost yet another loved one. The thought of how close she had
come to losing the man she loved scared her to death. Elves were supposed to live forever!

"Y ou don't have to thank me, wench," Feenix’ s voice sounded soft and weak. "And don’'t go getting dll
mushy on me. | wasjust doing my job. That’swhat | get paid for. Now go away and let me deep.”

"You can't lieto me, Captain. | know Rendolin means more to you than just ajob." Shewatched as
Feenix opened one eye and scowled. "And I’ m grateful. He means alot to me, too."

"Widl, you have adamn poor way of showing it!"

Kory had made her mind up before visiting with Feenix not to lose her temper. She wasfinding it difficult
to keep that promise. The abrasive warrior woman was about aswarm and cuddly as a porcupine, and
just astouchy.

"Widl, never mind. | just want you to know if you ever need anything, I’ d like to repay the favor.”

"Then answer my question—did they catch the scum that shot me? Wasit one of Thelorin's people?’
Feenix’ voice was giving out and her face was pinched and drawn. Kory thought she should send for a



heder, but she knew she owed Feenix an answer.

"Thelorin swearsit wasn't any of his people, even though the arrow was from hisarmory. Heand a
bunch of soldiersare out searching for the n." Her words didn’t seem to have any effect on the
woman in the bed. Feenix’ seyesremained closed, but Kory knew she was listening.

"WhereisRendolin?' Kory could barely hear the words.

"He' s been cooped up in that sanctuary of his, praying to his god since yesterday afternoon.” She hoped
her voice didn’t sound aswhining to Feenix asit did to her own ears.

Feenix forced her eyes open and sent Kory adisgusted look. "Still haven’t made up, have you? Why
don't you just throw yoursdlf in hisarms and kiss him to unconsciousness? That’ swhat he wants, you
know."

Kory felt hersdf blush. "How do you know?" Shefdt like ajunior high school pre-teen with afirst crush.

"Don’'t be more of an assthan you aready are, Korrene." Kory didn’t know how Feenix could continue
to speak, her voice sounded so weary. "I seethings. He wantsyou.” She closed her eyes again and her
breathing became degp and more regular.

"But does he love me?' Kory asked hersdf before leaving the degping woman.

Asshewasleaving the Heders Hal, Kory heard Rendolin call from the entrance of the sanctuary. As
she watched, he stepped into the sunshine and hurried towards her. Great. She didn’t fed like another
confrontation with the stubborn ef, but supposed it was inevitable. Better to get it over with.

She watched the sun play across hisface, casting shadows as he moved in and out from under the trees
aong the path. His hair was molten gold and the long tresses bounced and danced with his hurried steps.
The day was warm and his robe was open, revealing his bronzed chest, for he wore no shirt beneath. His
muscles rippled from exercise, and she longed to smooth her pams over hiswarm skin.

Ashedrew near, she could detect the odor of stale incense clinging to his clothing, reminding her of the
aborted Binding. Her heart jumped in her chest at the grim set of his beautiful mouth. He was going to
argue with her again.

"I need to speak with you, Korrene."

"| thought as much." Her ssomach was doing an aerid routine of flipsand dips, using her heartstrings as
the trapeze.

"Will you come with me to my home? We would be more comfortable.”" She couldn’t detect any anger,
but neither could sheidentify what emotion he wasfeding.

Hetook her arm, guiding her dong the path, walking at a comfortable pace for her.
"How areyour feet coming dong?"

"Better. Sdrin did another healing on them.” Kory peeked at him from benesth her lashes. "I opened the
cuts again the other day chasing after you."

"Aye."

That’s all he was going to say? She should have known the arrogant jerk wouldn't offer an gpology for
al the pain and worry he put her through. Fine.



They soon reached the House, and he led her into the Sitting room and motioned for her to Sit. She sat on
the couch without aword, waiting for him to start the conversation.

She had never fdt so awkward with him before. It might makeit alittle eeder if she only knew where she
stood with him. Shedidn’t know if the things he had said that day at the River had only been wordsto
get her to agree to the Binding or not. She watched him pace around the room and knew that he was
dsofedingill & esse.

Suddenly, Kory began to fed better. He wasn't in complete control, which eased her tension.
"Thelorin has found the assassin.”

She hadn’t expected him to speak with her about his brother. "Good.”

"The nation attempt was planned by our ancient enemy, the Night Elves.”

"o

"l owe you an gpology." He looked at her expectantly.

"Yes?' Shel d be damned if she' d makethiseasy for him.

"Areyou going to ansver mein one Syllablewords al day?' Rendolin pushed his hair back from hisface
with an impatient gesture. She dmost smiled. ™Y ou are not going to make this easy for me, are you,
Korrene?'

"No." Shewas enjoying hersdlf immensdly.

Kory could seeit wastaking al hisrestraint to keep from storming out of the room. She gave him credit
for mastering hisfrudration and anger.

He stood over her, obvioudy trying to ruffle her cam. Like abig bully, she thought. She smiled
innocently, and blinked twice while holding her bregth.

With an angry sound, he continued pacing. "I waswrong about Thelorin plotting to kill me." He stood
with his back to her, his hands clagped behind him. He looked like he was expecting her to hit him.

"Y ou were wrong about me, too."

Hedidn't turn, but the tight leggings he wore enabled her to see muscles bunch in hislegs, then relax. His
shoulders, too, seemed to sag alittle before he took a deep breath. The silence stretched for long minutes
before shefindly heard hisvoice.

"Aye. You, too."
She amiled at his back, content to wait him out.

Again the dlence lasted an uncomfortably long time. Kory could have written two full pages, in long hand,
before his voice shattered the stilIness.

"How long are you going to make me suffer?”

It took al her resolve not to givein to theforlorn little boy voice. She knew hewasn't achild, and if she
was tempted to think he was, al she had to do was remember the way he had kissed her lips until her
toes curled, or the strength of his arms as he carried her home. No, he was not a child, and if she had any



hope of making her life with him work, he had better learn she expected the same courtesy and degree of
trust from him that he expected from her.

"Almogt aslong as you made me suffer. Let’s see...aweek should do. Y ou earned it, you know."

Turning from the window, he dropped his handsto hisside. The sun was at his back, throwing hisface
into shadow, but she could see the chagrin on hisface as he moved to stand in front of her.

"Aye. | earned it." Reaching down, Rendolin took her hands and guided her to her feet. "I wasafool not
to believe you, and am deeply sorry, Korrene." His velvet voice trickled down her spine, sending hot
white sparksto her soul. "Pleaseforgive me.”

Kory bit her lip and tried to stedl hersalf againgt his charm. It wasn't impossible—she knew it wasn't
impossible—but it was close.

"And that’ sit? Y ou say you're sorry and | melt into your arms?’ The arrogant jerk. "It doesn't work that
way with me"

"How doesit work?What do you want, Korrene? What do | say for your forgiveness?'
As much as she could tell, he was sincere. Certainly theworried look in hiseyeswasredl.

But was heworried he couldn’t win her around in timeto Bind, or was he worried he' d lost her love?
Shecouldn’t tdll.

"Why do you want meto forgive you, Rendolin?' She held her bresth, waiting for hisanswer. "Isit just
because you need mefor this Binding?'

"Y ou know how vitd the Binding isfor my peopl€ ssurvivd. Itismy duty."

Thiswas like gathering abucket of water using asieve. Why couldn’t he just answer the question,
without al the Side tripsto duty and country?

"Y ou once told me a Son of the House of Hiloris never lied. Stop sidestepping the issue, Rendolin, and
just answer the question. Why should | forgive you?"

Shetried to restrain her temper, but he was pushing. She knew her patience was closeto an end. If he
didn’t give some reason other than that blasted Binding—if he couldn’t give some assurance that he,
Rendolin, wanted her—needed her—Ioved her—then Kory was going to get up and walk out the door.
Maybe she couldn’t go home, but she wouldn't give hersdf to aman who had no lovefor her. She
wouldn't sl hersdlf for so little ever again.

She could fed the tenson in hiswhole body. She knew thiswasn't an easy thing for him, but she had to
know.

"I need you."

She bardly heard the words, but they were a start.

"Why? So you can do your duty to your god? | want more than that."

"By the god' sright toe, what do you want, woman?' She thought maybe that she had pushed too far.

He released her hands and scraped hishair from hisface, then planted hisfeet, stuck hishandson his
hipsand glared & her. "I havetold you | am sorry..."



"Sorry for what?' she interrupted.

"Sorry that | falsely accused you of plotting with my brother to kill me.”

"Y ou have no choice since you found out he wasn't the one who wanted you dead.”
"What do you want, Korrene? Tell meand | will giveit to you."

Her heart beat with the fear of her own vulnerability. She knew her entire life' s happiness depended upon
what was said here in the next few minutes. After so many years of being afraid to give hersdlf to any
person, to love anyone, just the thought of telling Rendolin that she loved him scared her to desth. It felt
like she was standing beside Niagara Falls without the guardrail to keep her from fdling.

"I want to know how you fedl, Rendolin. | want to know if you can trust and love me. | need to know if
spending eternity with you is going to be worth my while. Isloving you going to kill me?!

There. She' d doneit. Now Kory needed the courage to wait for his answer. Please, God, let it be an
answer she could live with.

"| told you, at the Joyous River, that | loved you." He stopped and searched her face. She willed him to
goon. "l ill do, Korrene." Hetook her hands again. "Only Mac Lir knowswhy, but | am destined to
adwaysloveyou."

She ducked her head so he would not see thejoy shining in her eyes, or the happy smile she couldn’t bite
back. Hiswords weren't enough.

"Doyou 4ill think | dept with Theorin?!

She looked up intime to seethe pain in his eyes, which was reflected in her heart, but she had to know
what he thought. There was no way she was going to spend eternity with aguy that thought she had
madeit with hisbrother.

"Ah, Korrene," he seemed to drag hiswords from his soul, "I was angry and worried, but most of al |
was insane, thinking he had touched you." The words washed over her likeabam. "I thought he had
betrayed me and it hurt so much, | wanted to hurt someone else. Y ou were an easy target, much to my
shame. Please forgive me." He bent his head and kissed her knuckles, then laid his cheek dong the backs
of her hands.

Pulling one of her hands away, she dipped her fingers around the nape of his neck. His hair was cool to
the touch, but his skin was warm.

"Wereyou redly jedlous?' She couldn’t help asking. She had afeding it would be arare occasion when
Rendolin would be this humble and contrite. She didn’t think she' d want to see him thisway very often,
but it was comforting to know this Sde existed.

"Aye,"

He breathed the word on her skin, then pulled her down with him to the couch where he could wrap his
arms around her comfortably. Kory decided, as arms and spine danced with goose bumps, that she had
punished him enough for one day. It was probably time to put Feenix’ s adviceto the test.

Kory cupped hisface with her palms, in the same manner he had done to her, and pulled hislipsto hers.
Her kisswas gentle, soft and he smply accepted it without demur.



"I loveyou, Lord Rendalin Hiloris." Her next kiss became more demanding. Rendolin came alive, taking
over the course of the embrace.

Histongue played across her bottom lip until she opened for him, and then he stroked her soft mouthina
way that set her body to trembling.

She loved the way he tasted. She savored him like a Belgian chocolate, kissing chin and neck, then down
the strong column to his chest. When her teeth found his nipple, he groaned into her hair and held her
mouth tight againgt itstaut peak. His smooth skin excited her, and his handslit aflamein the center of her
that threatened to destroy her. She moaned in pleasure.

He raised her faceto kiss her lips again, then sat back, dragging great breathsinto hislungs.
"Before this goes any further, Korrene, we must talk.”

"I don't want to talk," she said, reaching for him again.

Gently he held her away from him, and smiled at her. "We must. It isimportant.”

With afrustrated growl, Kory dropped her hands from his body and sat up.

"TheBinding, | suppose.”

Hissmilewidened. "The Binding."

She adjusted her clothing and tucked her leg under her bottom. "Okay. What's on your mind?* If they
got thistak over with quickly, maybe she could convince him to take up where they had | eft off.

Not alikely god, but certainly worthwhile,

"l do not mean to rush you, Korrene, but the Binding must take place immediately. We have learned that
the Night Elves know Sasheena exigts, and that they are planning to attack in the next few weeks."

"How did you find that out?"

"Thelorin questioned the assassin and his accomplices. They had been geased, but my brother’ smagic
soon broke through the spell and he discovered the plot.” Rendolin clenched hisfistsand bit hislipin
agitation.

"What'sa gease?' Shewasn't up on dl thismagica terminology and she might aswell sart her education
now.

"When a gease spell is placed on a person, heis compelled to obey the caster’ s command. If the caster
commands that the enspelled person perform a service, they do dl in their power to obey and complete
the service. A powerful Night EIf cast aspell on thisman to kill me. Luckily, Feenix foiled the plan.”

"But how were they able to find someone from Sasheenato make the kill? 1 thought the Night Elveswere
unawareit existed."

"Apparently, one of our people was captured the last time he visited the mainland.”
Kory was confused. "But | thought you didn’t go to the mainland, for fear of being discovered.”

"Periodicaly we make runsto Tylanafor information and goods. We do a brisk trade with afew sdect
citizens of Port Marcus. One of our people was captured, enspelled, and sent back with ordersto cause



as much dissengon as possible. The Night Elves ordered him to kill me, knowing that if the High Priest
were killed, Sasheenawould be thrown into confusion until another was appointed. They hoped it would
be just enough time for them to attack and finish the massacre they started at Sharidoor so many years

agjo.

With agtart, sheredlized that her turning up and causing such unrest among the people who believed, as
Thelorin did, that humans and elves should not mate, only lent itself to their Sratagem.

Instead of being the salvation of these people, Kory had amost been their destruction.

A cramp clutched her ssomach as she realized she had dmost jinxed awhole race. "What are we going
to do?'

"First we must have the Binding. That iskey to our success. The god has set many thingsin motion so
that you and | could complete thiscommand. If it iswell with you, | would like the Ceremony to bethis
evening.”

"Tonight?' She was stunned. Was she ready for this? She had gathered her courage to go through with it
afew days ago, but could she summon the strength of will to try it again?

"It will beasmall gathering, sweet." Rendolin had taken her hands again and was rubbing histhumbin a
circular motion over the sendtive pads of her fingersand pam. It was driving her mad with itsitchy tingle.
"Only our immediate family and the heads of the Houses will bethere."

"What will | wear? The gown was ruined, what with al the blood and dust...and wrinkles..."

Rendolin had dipped his head and was now licking the fingers he had just been massaging. If hewasa
virgin, where did he learn such skill a making love?

"Mother has been working on another gown," he said as he nipped each fingertip with hiswhite teeth.
Kory couldn’t think. " She saysthisoneisblue," he nipped the pad of her thumb, "and should look well
onyou." He captured her middle finger with histongue and pulled it into his mouth, then proceeded to
suckle onit like ababy with apacifier.

"Rendalin?' Shewas mesmerized by the blissful ook on hisface as he feasted on thefinger. Every time
his tongue swirled around, electric shocks jolted through her body.

"Hmmm?' He set that finger aside and laid waste to her pinkie. Then he dipped the other hand up her leg
and cupped her hip, caressing it with the same rhythm as histongue on her finger.

"If we re going to be Bonded tonight,” she could hardly think with his mouth and hands setting her heart a
new tempo, "shouldn’t we be getting ready?

He released her fingers and kissed her nose. "Thereistime to get reacquainted, sweet.” He moved to her
chin, then nipped hisway to the hollow above her breasts. "I’ ve missed you, Korrene."

Kory closed her eyes, letting hersdf enjoy his minigtrations. He moved closer, pulling her dmost
underneath him, and captured her lips again. Her heart was so full of love for him she thought it would
burgt. She prayed that he would always love her and never leave her.

She dipped down onto the couch to lie back, and he followed, positioning his body over hers, nudging
her knees gpart with one of his own. Her hands dove benegth hisrobe, opening it for her hungry view.
Just as she ran her hand down the length of histhigh, he became deadly ill.



"Korreng," he said, hisvoicefilled with the effort to gain control of his breathing. "We have company.”

Her eyesflew open and searched the room franticaly, until they cameto rest on afigure standing just
ingde the room.

"Don’t mind me," said Captain Feenix as she moved further into the room. "Just go on with what you're
doing. I'll wait until you' re done.”

Kory fdt like dapping the self-satisfied grin off the warrior’ sface.

"l see you took my advice. Good thinking," Feenix said as she sprawled into the closest chair, seemingly
content to watch the show.

Likealittle girl caught looking at her brother’ s nudie magazines, Kory pushed Rendolin away, scrambling
to agtting position. Rendolin casudly adjusted his shirt before rising to greet Feenix.

"Areyou well enough to be out of bed, Feenix?' he asked politely.

"Oh, yes. Don't worry about me. | wastired of just lying there when there’ sawar to plan. When do we
go over drategies?!

Kory’'sface began to cool, athough her pulse was il doing the one-minute mile.
Why was it she and Rendolin were always interrupted before they got Sarted?

"Y ou should be in bed, Feenix. You were at death’ s door just yesterday." She didn’t have much hope of
convincing Feenix to go away, but she had to try.

"What' sthe use of living with elvesif you can't get them to hedl your wounds? I’m healed.”" Feenix
looked at Rendolin with ddlightful expectation. "Where sthe scum that shot me? | want hisliver.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The deep blue gown shimmered in thelight of hundreds of flickering candles. Kory had never worn
anything as exquiste asthe slk that draped her body. The dark sapphire hue complimented her smooth
complexion, adding aluster to her eyes she didn’t know she possessed. Of course, she knew some of
the luster was from the knowledge that Rendolin redlly did love her. She had never been so happy in her
life

Or so frightened.

The sanctuary was empty except for the few invited guests standing on the balcony with Kory and
Rendoalin. The great hall below was dark and silent. Lord Sdrin was officiating.

She knew her df was happy that his brother was at his Side thistime. She glanced across Rendolin’'s
chest a Thelorin, and caught the smug grin of Feenix.

Somehow, the warrior woman was under the impresson that the Binding wouldn't be taking place
without her advice. That's how much she knew, muttered Kory to herself.

Thefirgt part of the Ceremony was similar to awedding back on earth. Music was sung, prayers were
said to invoke lasting love and fertility, and vows were made to each other.



Kory had wanted to write something profound and moving to say, which would proveto Rendolin’s
people she was worthy and would impress them for generations to come. She was awriter. She should
have been able to come up with something.

In the end, her vow was smple, but sincere.

"Rendolin, in front of al these witnesses, | promiseto love you forever and to honor you and our people
for eternity."

The dazzling dimpled smile she received from her beloved set her heart racing.
When histurn came to speak hisvows, she barely dared to breathe for fear she wouldn't hear hiswords.

"Korrene, Glenowaeli—I pledge my lifeto you, now and forever. | cherish you as my heart, and protect
you asmy body. My soul isyoursthroughout eternity.”

Kory couldn’t stop the tears streaming down her face as she smiled back at him.

When that part of the ceremony was over, Selrin brought forth the rose crystal goblet, and Kory's
stomach seemed to drop to her feet. Shewas so afraid of this part. What if shedidn’t really have any
slvan blood in her? What if she died?

Or worse, what if she caused Rendolin to die?

She didn’t know what insane idea made her think she could go through with the Binding. It was barbaric!
Draining blood from her wrist and being expected to drink it—even if it was magically changed into
something else. What sort of people were these, anyway? Why hadn’t she done some research into dlfin
folklore or something? She' d never heard of such aceremony where the bride and groom exchanged
blood and vows. She had to get out of here before her blood wasn't enough—they might decide to chop
her up and serve her as the wedding feast!

Rendolin must have seen the panic on her face. He dipped an arm around her waist, pulling her into his
chest. Kory fdt hersdf iffen and tried to push him away, but his velvet voice wasin her ear, soothing
her with itsmusical tones.

"Hush, swest. | am here. All will bewdl. Shhh."

Hislong fingerstraced her jaw and dipped into the dark tresses of her hair. The stroking of hisfingerson
her scalp had acalming effect.

"Rendolin, cast agpell on me so | won't know what’sgoing on. | don't think | can bear to watch." Kory
didn’t know how she got the words out of her mouth, past her dry tongue.

"l can not, sweet," hisloving voice whispered to her. "Y ou must betotally aware of the path you have
agreed to take. Any magic except for the god' s could be deadly. Have faith. The god will not forsake
lﬁ"

"Faith," she muttered into his chest. "I’ ve never had much faith, so how the hell am | supposed to get
some now?"'

Shefelt him drop akiss on the top of her head before tilting her face up with hisfingersto meet hiseyes.
"Havefathin me, Korrene. Havefath in our love. It will be enough.”

"You'reasking alot, df."



llAyell
"By the god’ sleft eyebrow, will you just kiss her and get on with it! | have awar to plan.”
Everyone looked at Feenix in varying degrees of shock and horror.

Kory couldn’t stand it. She burst out laughing. At the sight of the Captain’ ssilly grin, she whooped even
harder and doubled over, holding her belly. Leave it to Feenix to put thingsinto perspective.

Gaining some control, Kory threw her arms around Rendolin’s neck. "Y ou heard the Captain. Stop
wasting time and kissme! She hasawar to plan.”

Not waiting for Rendolin to act, she pulled his face down, capturing hislipswith her own. It was dl he
needed to become an active participant. She was pleased with the response she received. Hiskiss
vanquished most of her terror, and she knew she would complete the Binding.

"Now, Sdrin," Rendolin said, returning Kory to her place beside him, "'let us continue with this Binding."
With aquick grin to his brother and one to his soon-to-be mate, he continued, "We have awar to plan.”

~*

The knifewas athing of beauty. She' d never seen agold dagger before, and wondered if the soft metal
would hold an edge sharp enough to make a clean cut.

The hilt was bare of any design or ornamentation except for alargered jewe set inthe end. Asthe knife
flashed in the candlelight, Kory could see that one edge of the blade was etched with runes and sea
creatures.

Sdrin’s hand was firm and unwavering as hislong fingers held the dagger above her wrist. She could see
thefine hairsthat covered the back of his hand, bleached white from the sun.

A light blue cloth was folded neatly and draped over hisforearm, like the towel waitersin fine restaurants
have for mopping up spills.

Was the blue cloth for cleaning up her blood?

Rendolin held Kory’ sarm till, exposing the wrist to Sdlrin’ s knife. Was she expected to do the sameto
Rendolin—offer hisveinslike asacrifice to his god? Would she even be dive to hold hisarm after shelet
the df dit her wrigt?

She didn’t understand the words that were being chanted by Selrin and the other priests. Therewasa
loud ringing in her ears, and shefdt lightheaded. She couldn’t get enough ar into her lungsto bregthe
properly, but that was the least of her problems. In three seconds she was going to bleed to death, and
there was no one on thisworld or in the human world, to mourn her death. How could she have dlowed
hersdlf to be put in this pogtion?

The gleaming gold of the dagger blurred with the golden whiteness of his hand as Sdlrin touched her skin
with the knife. She jumped, but Rendolin knew hisjob—he held her arm steady. She couldn’t take her
eyesfrom the knife.

It was funny how everything seemed to move in dow motion as she waited for the bite of the blade.
She' d read about that in countless books, but had aways thought it was some sort of contrived bit for
the reader’ s fascination.



Now Kory knew it wastrue. Shefdt like screaming a Selrin to hurry up and get it over.

Thetip of the dagger disappeared asit dipped into the tender skin of her wrist. She watched asathin red
line gppeared, and dark, hot blood swelled around the blade and surged over her white flesh. Quickly,
Rendolin turned her wrist so the thick liquid would spill into the goblet held under their joined hands.

Kory was surprised she felt no pain. Not a prick, not asting, not athing. Her body must be in shock, just
like her brain.

Five...9x...seven.

Kory counted the drops as they splashed into the crystal goblet, knowing that seven was a special
number and al that was required.

Quickly, Sdrin used the blue cloth to blot the blood seeping from her arm, gpplying afirm pressure as
Rendolin continued to hold thearm till. Then, just asthe hint of burning agony began to gather itself
aong thearm, Sdrin drew his thumb aong the seam of the gash, and the crigp scent of mint filled her
nogtrils.

She watched as his thumb moved across her wrigt, leaving behind smooth flesh. Not atrace of the cut
remained. Even the blood that stained her skin was gone. The only evidence that her lifeblood had been
tapped was the small puddle of red in the bottom of the goblet, and afew smudged stains on the blue
cloth.

Magic.

Shelifted her eyesin awe and caught the kind and warm gaze of Lord Selrin. He smiled reassuringly at
her and turned to Rendoalin.

Quickly, the same service was performed on Rendolin, with Kory trying to hold hisarm asfirmly ashe
had held hers. Again she watched the knife dice open athin line, and counted as the drops of blood
joined hers. The wound was quickly hedled and not atrace of the act remained. She wasn't even light
headed any more.

Rendolin hadn’t lied to her. She hadn’t died.
Kory let go adeep breath she didn’t known she had been holding.

Rendolin placed awarm kiss on theinside of her wrigt, just where the knife had diced. He was so proud
of her, he had to offer some physical approval. As histongue touched the tender flesh, he heard her take
asharp breath. He smiled, knowing he had ignited aflicker of desire.

Rendoalin knew that for Korrene, the most terrifying part of the Binding was over. She had been afraid
that shewould bleed to death. That was not hisworry, for he knew Selrin would never endanger their
lives

He was worried more about the mingling and transformation of their life force into the sacred and magica
potion that would bind their soulsfor eternity. It was imperative that Korrene have sillvan ancestry
somewherein her genedogy. If not, the Ceremony would kill them both.

As he crushed the aromatic herbs and listened to Sdlrin chant the words to the sacred spell, histhoughts
were on Korrene' s safety. There was no way to tell how thiswould affect her. A Binding had never been
performed where one of the participants was not afull-blooded df. Hisingtincts told him shewould be
strongly affected, but in what way €luded him.



He had seen to it that a bed had been made up in the antechamber of the sanctuary, just afew feet from
the dtar area. If she collapsed and needed attention, there would be a place where she could be
comfortable.

Every priest and hedler had been derted to the possibility of danger. His mother and Thelorin had inssted
that he take similar precautions for himself, because once he drank the potion, there was a good chance
that he, too, would be in danger. That was minor. He would survive; he was Mac Lir’ stool and was
needed for the surviva of his people. Aswas Korrene.

While hisfaith assured him they would both live, it was the measure of danger to Korrenethat had himin
such atate of unease.

The pungent aroma of the herbs, mingled with the liquidsin the goblet, brought his attention back to
Korrene. Hismate. The thought was addight to his heart.

Hewatched her observe the proceedings asif she were going to write about it later. Her brown eyes
were wide with wonder, and her nose wrinkled asthe bitter smell met her nostrils. He was|ooking
forward to making her his, completely. He had dreamed about the consummation of the Binding for days.
Rendalin found it difficult to wait.

"Lady Glenowadli. Lord Rendolin." Kory started at Slrin’suse of her dfin name.
She had best become used to it, Rendolin thought with asmile, for an entire race will remember her by it.

"Together you must hold the chalice and repesat the remaining words of the spell." Sdlrin bestowed a
fatherly smile on each of them, and Rendolin wished for amoment that his own father had lived to see this

day.

His mother had worked long and hard with Korrene to teach the correct words and phraseology. It was
of the utmost importance that the spell be completed correctly. Usudly thiswas not aconcern during a
Binding, since both participants were familiar with the ancient language of spell cadting.

But Korrenewas not. If her inflection was off dightly, if even one word was mispronounced, the spell
would be wasted, and the Binding would have to begin again. Rendolin sent aquick prayer to Mac Lir
that al would go well. He didn’t want to wait for his mate any longer than necessary.

The ancient words were spoken in soft, firm tones into the hushed reverence of the sanctuary. Rendolin
felt the presence of Mac Lir clearly, becoming stronger with each word, until the god' s closenesswas
like amantle settling over the assembled company.

Korrene s stunned eyes, filled with unspoken questions, met his over therim of the chdice. His chest
swelled with pride as she continued the spell, although he knew she would have liked to stop and ask
questions. He tried to reassure her with the warmth of hissmile, putting hiswhole heart and mind into the
curveof hislips.

Asthe echo of the last word of the spell floated away on the scent of mint, Rendolin heard The Voice.
Thewordsfilled hismind and heart, reaching down to comfort his soul.

"Well done, my son. Thisunion is blessed as the sea kisses the land, forever.
Receive the soul of Glenowaeli unto your own."

Thetime had come. With the god' s blessing il ringing throughout his being, Rendolin lifted the goblet
high, bowed towards the sea, and drank from the cup. The potion tasted as pure and clean as spring
water bubbling from the earth. Its coolness soothed histhroat and camed his mind. All would be well.



Then, asthe ancient rite decreed, he offered the chdice to Korrene—Glenowaeli—and she took it from
his fingers without atremor. As she repeated his actions and then raised the crystal goblet to her lips, she
held his gaze steady with her own before taking her share of the magica potion.

Her face mirrored her surprise at thefirst taste of the pure potion. Joy washed over her countenance as
she swallowed.

Rendolin took the goblet from her hands.. . at the exact moment she closed her eyes and collgpsed into
Feenix’ sarms without aword.

"Korrengl"

Rendolin quickly placed the cup on the dtar and moved to take her from Feenix, worry filling hismind.
Before he could reach his mate, he too dropped to the ground as stillness stole over his being.

~*

Kory wasin the Joyous River, swalowed up by the water’ s soothing embrace. Floating there effortlessly,
unconcerned about the need to breathe or the concerns of her world.

All waswell; she was content to let fears and worries float by asif nothing touched her.

A Voicewas speaking to her, of comfort and love, of family and peace. She knew her life had changed
and she was now Rendolin’s mate. She was connected in some way to him. She knew hetoo floated in
the River, listening to the Voice, and while she was |ooking forward to being with him soon, she knew for
now she must wait and she consented to this.

Asthe Voice spoke, music, liketiny bells and chimes, tinkled in the background, exactly like the sound
she’' d dwaysimagined stars must make in the black universe asthey twinkle and speak to each other.
One part of her knew such an ideawas ludicrous because stars are large gaseous something-or-others
and no noise can be heard in space. But that part of herself was dowly becoming quiet as the other
part—the silvan part—became more and more dert and dive.

The Voice spoke to her of forests and streams, oceans and mountains, magic and music. Shefdt asif a
part of her had been waiting eonsfor the truth and knowledge the V oice imparted. She reached for the
knowledge asif her soul was a sponge and the truth the water of life.

Kory had no way of counting the hours, or days, she spent floating within the River. It did not matter, for
within the River there was no night and everything was the day of existence.

But eventudly, when her mind and soul were filled with the River’ struth, Kory began to float to the
surface, and the River released her with asoft caress and a promise of eternd love.

*

"Glenowadi ?'
There was a sound buzzing around her head and she wanted it to go away.
"Korrene, wake up.”

The sound was nothing like the soothing V oice of the River. Maybe if ignored, it would go away and
leave Kory in peace, while she pondered the truths of the River.

"It istime, Korrene. Wake up and look at me.”



She couldn’t hold on to the VVoice and the peace shefelt in the River. The sound was becoming too
insstent, and the truth seemed to be dipping away. Kory fought to stay in the warm comfort of the dark
nothing, but light began to intrude her mind and her eyes opened a crack.

Thelight was blinding, and shelifted her hand to shield the brightness.
"Korrene. Wake up. | am here.”

She recognized the voice, but couldn’t put anameto it. She knew she should know, but it dipped away
from her likeapicklein apond.

"Please, sweet. Come back to me."

There was such longing and worry in the sound, Kory decided she needed to know where it came from.
She opened her eyes again and blinked to focus on the sound. A face came dowly into focus and she
findly had anameto put to the noise.

"Renddlin."

Shefdt his hands on her face, smoothing away her hair and tracing the line of her jaw asif he wanted to
memorizethefed of her. "Rendolin, am | dive?'

"Aye, my swest. You are dive, thank Mac Lir." He kissed her full on thelips, as her hands wandered up
to caress his neck and hair.

"What am | doing in bed?" The dream of the River and the VVoice was dipping further away, but the
knowledge that she had changed in some fundamental and permanent way stayed with her.

"Y ou have been in acomasince the Binding."
"A coma?' She couldn’t remember. "Did we complete the Binding?"

"Aye, Glenowaeli. Y ou can never escape me now." Sheloved the grin on hisface, but was amazed at
thetearsin hiseyes. They looked like polished emerads at the bottom of a pool of till water. She
reached out, caught atear on her fingertip, and brought it to her lips.

"Why areyou crying, Rendolin?I’mfine."

He put his head down on her chest, his cheek resting againgt her soft breast. "'Y ou were gone along time,
Korrene. | thought | would lose you for eternity.”

She stroked his golden mane and noticed silver at histemples, above where hisddicioudy pointed ears
touched his head.

Silver?

"How long have | beeninacoma?’ She had heard stories where people werein comasfor yearsand
years, only to wake up and find their entire life had dipped by.

"The Binding took place five days ago, Korrene. | feared you would never wake up.”
"Hvedays?'

It didn’'t seem long enough for Rendolin to get gray hairs, but if he was worried about her, perhaps. Then
she knew—somehow just knew—that Rendolin’sgray hairs didn’t come from worry over her. The



Binding had changed him, just asit had changed her.

"Look at me, Rendolin." Something in her voice must have warned him that she had guessed something
was different. He lifted his head and turned to meet her eyes.

Kory was shocked as she looked into his dear face. Tiny lines soread away from the corner of hiseyes,
where smooth, firm skin had always been. She had not been mistaken. Therewas atouch of slver at his
temples and his golden hair had lost some of its sheen.

"Oh god, Rendolin. What has happened to you?" She reached out to touch hisface, tracing the linesto
convince hersdf they wereredlly there.

"The Binding has taken atoll on us, Korrene. Y our morta blood has aged me some, but not to worry,"
he hurried on at her distress. "I shdl be around for many, many years. | am just alittle older, and perhaps
wise."

His attempt a humor tore a her heart. "Oh, my df. What have | doneto you?'
Would her love aways destroy those she loved?

"What are afew years of my life, when | shdl have eternity with you? | would willingly give up fifty years,
to loveyou for one day."

He drew her into hisarms and she wept on his shoulder. The comfort he offered her was sweet and so
necessary. He stroked her hair and murmured words of love and comfort to her; she selfishly took al he
offered and wanted more.

Gradually the full extent of hiswords settled in her mind and made sense. He had said “toll on both’ of
them. What was her pendlty for loving beyond her world?

"Rendolin?' Shewas afraid to ask, but knew she must. "What isthe toll the Binding took on me? Am | al
here?"

Helooked at her and smiled hislittle boy grin. "Can you not fed that you are dl here?| can bardly keep
my hands off you, my swest, for | have waited to consummate this Binding for years, it seems” He
kissed her nose. "Do not worry. You are dl here, and | shdl proveitinjugt alittlewhile.”

"But tel me how I’ ve been affected. | cantakeit,” Kory said, athough she wasn't sure she could.
He smoothed her hair back from her brow. "Y our hair has changed, Korrene."

"My hair?' Sheraised her handsto her head, but hewouldn't let her touch it. "What' s wrong with my
har?'

"Nothing. | think it isvery beautiful, but | think you will be shocked until you get used toiit.”

"Get used to what? What are you trying to tell me?" If he didn’t come out with it soon, she'd run
screaming to the nearest mirror. Was it so bad that he was having trouble saying it?"If you don’t tell me
right now, €f, I’'m going to hit you!"

She wanted to smack the smile from hislips, but decided to wait until hetold her the terrible truth.

"The magic was a shock to your body—your system. Y our hair haslogt its beautiful curls, Korrene, and
it hasturned the color of dlver.”



She gtared at him in shock. Silver? Was she an old woman? How could that bein just five days?
“I'mold?"

"No, sweet," he said with achuckle. "Y our hair has merely changed, but you have not. In fact, because
of the magic and the mingling of our blood, you will now live dmost aslong asany df. We have many
yearstogether, Glenowadli. Many nightsto enjoy.”

"Redly?1’m not an old hag?’

"Redlly. You are ill asbeautiful asyou’ ve aways been, but now your hair islike burnished silver shining
inthesun.”

"And graight?' She couldn’t quite believeit.
"Aye. ‘Tisdraight. | am sorry for that, sweet."

She stared at him for amoment then blinked two times before alaugh escaped her throat. It felt so good
to laugh.

"What's so funny?' Feenix swaggered into the room. Bracing hersdlf against the bedpost, arms crossed
and smug smiletill in place, the cgptain continued, "Going to have another pillow fight?!

"Y ou couldn’'t know it, but I’ ve dways hated my curly hair. That’swhy | wrote Feenix’ shair aslong and
graight!" Kory buried her facein her pillow and laughed until her somach hurt.

"Y ou better look after your human, df," Feenix commented. "I don’t think she’ sright in the head.”

Kory suddenly sat up and threw the pillow acrossthe bed, hitting the warrior full in the face. "Get out of
here, Captain. Go plan your war. The df and | have aBinding to consummeate!”

Feenix flipped the pillow back on the bed and turned with a sassy grin. "About time, too!"

And thewall swallowed her up without another sound.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Something in the room was stalking her.

Kory opened her eyes, and even though it was the middle of the night and the room’ s glow had been
doused, she could easily see the chest with her belongings and the rug on the floor. She blinked, thinking
someone had put anight light on, but no light shonefrom thewalsat al.

The colorsin the room looked washed out, asif they were hiding behind awindow painted gray, but she
could distinguish between blue and red, aswell asydlow and brown. Never experiencing anything like
thisbefore, it worried her at first. But then, like the memory of aVoice from the beginning of time, she
redized she was|ooking at the world through silvan eyes. Thismust be how Rendolin and dl his people
saw theworld. Had the Binding given her slvan sght?

Before she could explore this new development further, Kory heard the beast again.

Something was with her in the room. The menacing sound of abeast’ s hot, cruel bresth—in and out, in
and out—paralyzing her with fear as she tried to identify where the monster could be. 1t was like greet



bellows pumping thefires of hell—but search as she might, she could find no trace of it.

Then other sounds became audible, each asloud as the breathing, and al assaulting her ears as though an
amplifier was atached to her head. Nothing was distinct and it came from every direction; she couldn’t
get agrip on any one sound. A cacophony of noise, that wouldn't be silenced, came from every
direction.

Kory huddled under the covers with apillow over her ears, but the terrifying racket continued unabated.

Shethought of finding Rendolin, but she was il in Sdrin’shome, and her mate was on the other Sde of
theidand. He had decreed that she should rest one more night in the Hedler’ sHall and their Binding
Night and celebration would take place tomorrow, when she was fully recovered.

For now, shewas done...and terrified.

And then the whispering began. Distant and quiet at first, compared to the pandemonium in her room, but
inggtent in its persistence to enter her mind. Not just one distinct voice, but severd...many...and then
hundreds, dl vying for attention at once.

Kory strained to listen to asingle voice, but could only discern jagged conversations, alittle a atime:
"...thefiresfor baking..."

"...Ah! Mother..."

"...Aye nowitis..."

"...dead! All dead and nothing to do..."

Thewordsdl came from different voices, but none completed a sentence and nothing made much sense.
Now that the Binding had taken place, was she truly going insane?

What was happening?

The voices held fear, joy, horror, and the entire gamut of emotions assaulted her senseswith a power that
she' d never before experienced. They threstened to crush her with the combined weight of their intengty.
It fdlt asif her ears were bleeding from the pressure of al the sounds. She moaned, and tears sprang to
her eyesat the pain.

A wind came up from nowhere and swallowed the whispering, but the beast’ s breathing intensified and
with it came amillion other soundsto bombard her sanity.

Oh, God, what was happening?

Eventually, after what felt like hours, the pillow seemed to have adampening effect and the bedlam in her
head quieted. The beast, she now realized, was just the ocean surf, but it beat upon her brain with the
same ferocity it battered the cliffs of Sasheena

Her racing heart settled down to aheavy pace, and the fear-induced body swesat cooled. With the pillow
firmly in place, Kory found that the noise was barely managesble. She prayed it would soon go
completely away.

When the servant gppeared the next morning with abowl of fruit and hot water for coffee, Kory was il
in bed, huddled against the headboard with the pillow over her ears. At the servant’s gentle voice
questioning her health, Kory’ s head nearly split in half. The words banged and echoed around inside her



head asif she were standing inside the bells of Notre Dame. She dared not even utter a moan of agony
for fear her head would shatter like a crystal glass under too much pressure.

The servant scurried away, only to return in amoment with Lord Selrin and Lady Zelani. Onelook at
Kory’s huddled form, and they seemed to know exactly what to do.

Zdani smiled encouragingly, Sitting on the bed, wrapping her asams around Kory; she couldn’t believethe
comfort and cam that washed over her a the touch of her hostess. But it wasn't until Selrin moved his
hands lightly over her forehead and temples, leaving behind the scent of crushed mint, that the
pandemonium ceased.

Afraid to move lest the clatter return, Kory sat ill, holding her breath, waiting for the next wave of
screaming din—but nothing happened. Salrin removed his hands and patted her on the shoulder. Zelani
continued to hold Kory, rubbing her back in soothing circles, murmuring soft, comforting sounds.

"l can hear you and it doesn’'t hurt," Kory whispered to the woman.

"Itiswell, Korrene," reassured the older woman. ™Y ou are only experiencing the Awakening. All will be
well soon.”

"All slvan children go throughit," Selrin added in his deep baritone. "'l should have anticipated this,
Korrene. | am sorry you had to endure it alone. Because of your human blood, | did not expect thisto
take place, but | waswrong."

"] have sent for Rendalin," Zdani said.

Gratefully, Kory shut her eyes and fell adeep, trusting that her mate would set thingsright.

*

"Why isthis happening to me?' Kory asked Rendolin.

He had come early in the morning. He woke her and carried her to hisroom in his brother’ sHouse. She
felt safe and protected, and she never wanted to be away from him again.

"All slvan children experience the Awakening when their magic powers start to mature. Instead of
experiencing your powersalittle at atime, alowing you to become accustomed to them, you are having
to endure the full brunt of your powers a once."

"Hasthis ever happened before?' She knew she sounded like a scared little girl, but she couldn’t help it.
That experience last night had been more than she could ever have imagined.

And the truly terrible part of it was that Rendolin hadn’t been there to help her through it.

"It has been known to happen, but rarely. But fear not, Korrene. The dampening spell Selrin placed upon
you will keep the worst of it back until you are strong enough to control it yoursdlf." He smoothed the
hair from her face and gave her aglorious smile.

"How long will that take?' She had to know how long an awakening lasted. If it was only amatter of a
few weeks or months, she could handleit. If he wastalking years, she didn’t know how she would be
able to cope.

"That depends upon you, swest. | will lessen the spell alittle at atime, until you have learned to control
and handlethe magic.”



Wonderful. If puberty was anything to judge by, he wastaking years!

"What if your spell wears off and it al crowdsin on me?1 don't know if | can go through that again,
Rendadlin."

Hetook her hand and placed it on his heart. Kory was comforted by its strong, steady beat. "I will not
leave you aone again. | will be there and you can depend upon meto shield you. Always, Korrene.”

How long had it been since someone was there for her?

Rendoalin enfolded her in hisarms and stroked her hair. Kory fdlt the heat from his body, and itswarmth
seeped through her bones.

Inwhat Kory was sure was an effort to take her mind off the experience, he asked, "Will you fed up to
the Binding Celebration tonight? Mother has been driving the servants unmercifully. Even Thelorin and |
are afraid to come within aroom’ slength of her, for fear she will have us out cutting flowers or moving
tablesinthedining hal.”

She chuckled against his neck. It was easy to picture Elawae directing an army of servantslikeatiny
generd. Thethought of stuffy Thelorin moving furniture around like acommon laborer turned the chuckle
into an open laugh.

"| takeit Theorin has made himsdf scarce.

"Oh, aye, my swest," he said, kissing her temple and nibbling down to her cheek. "Heis busy with Feenix
and Mithris"

She knew he was referring to the campaign againgt the Night Elves, but didn’t want to spoil the mood
with talk of war. Kory was grateful for that.

"Rendolin?' Hislips and tongue were busy on her neck, just below her ear, and somehow his hands had
found their way to the bare skin of her back and shoulder.

"Hmmm?' He didn't stop his sweet attack, but instead leaned into her and forced her to fall back on the
bed they were sitting on. She discovered that her hands were busy on his nape and back, too. Hislips
drove her crazy.

"Will you make love to me now?" She didn’'t know she was going to ask that question, but once it was
out, was glad. It seemed like she' d been waiting forever for him.

She' d had plenty of time to think about her Binding Night. If she’ d been back on earth, the union would
aready have been consummated. But thanks to the coma, everything had been put off. The extratime
only caused her to become nervous and unsure of hersdlf.

Although she had been married for more than three years, and she considered her love life normal, Kory
was beginning to wonder if making loveto an df was different. And if so, how?

She knew they were compatible biologicaly, but what if €veswere turned on by someredly weird
thing? What if, with dl her experience, she was not able to satisfy Rendolin? What if hisfirst imewasa
total failure because she didn’t know what he needed?

She' d never loved anyone the way she loved him. She could see now that what she had with Herb had
been mostly friendship. Their love was comfortable and safe, fulfilling her needs at the time. What shefelt
for Rendolin rocked her world. Sometimes she didn't think her heart was big enough to hold dl the



emotion heingpired.

Rendoalin stopped nibbling on her neck and cupped her face in hislarge hands. She thought she could fall
forever in the green depths of hiseyes.

"Ah, Korrene. | want to make love to you one thousand different ways." She sucked in abregth, heart
galoping unchecked. "And when we havefinished, | would sart al over again.”

Rubbing his thumb across her lips, he traced her eyebrows with along, tapering finger. "But we need to
go dow, sweet." He kissed her lips. "'l would not want to hurt you."

"Hurt me?' For thefirst time, Kory sensed that he was unsure of himself. She detected abit of uneasein
the way that he held her and she could see doubt lingering in his eyes.

"Y ou would never hurt me, my love." Tears pricked her nose and threstened to fall. "1’ m the one who
should beworried. Do dves make love differently than humans?’

He wrapped hisarms around her holding her tight. Then, to her immenseloss, let go. "Korrene, you
know | have never made love. But al my research has confirmed that eves and humans are competible
sex partners.” His dimple rode his cheek brazenly, as he wiped atear from her face.

"Then make loveto me, Rendolin. We ve waited long enough.”

With gentle hands, he proceeded to remove her gown, kissing and touching each inch of flesh asit was
bared to view.

"You arelovey, Korrene" he said, when her breasts were bared to his eyes. Lifting them, he smoothed
his thumbs over senstive pesks. Before continuing, he nuzzled his cheek againgt her heated flesh, then
suckled each tip.

Hest like liquid fire shot down her body to pool in her womb. Hislips and tongue were cresting
sensations that sent tingles al the way down to her toes. She cradled his head in her hands and pushed
her breast againgt his mouth, silently begging for more.

She uttered a groan of distress as his mouth reluctantly |eft its feast, hands skimming down her sidesto
finish removing the gown bunched at her wais.

"I want to see dl of you, my sweet," he said with arakish grin. She moved to help him, but he waved her
hands away. Shelay back quietly; alittle embarrassed at the ministrations, but content in the knowledge
that soon it would be her turn to apply the dow torture.

Soon he had the gown off and on the floor. She fought the urge to cover hersdf with her hands. No man
had seen her nudein along time. She worried he would not find her attractive. That perhaps she couldn’t
compete with thetiny efin perfection that seemed the norm on Sasheena

"Oh, gods, Korrene," she heard him whisper. "I have never seen anything so beautiful indl my life” His
words brought tearsto her eyes, and before she could speak, his hands were on her body, touching,

exploring, loving.

Again she wondered where he had learned how to make love, since he had never had sex before. But as
hisfingersdid magica things up and down her belly and thighs, she decided it didn’t matter.

"My turn," she said, struggling to st up. Immediately he dove for her lipsand did his hard body on top,
pinning her to the bed.



"Let me seeyou,” shefinally said when he broke the kiss and nipped her neck. Her hands were busy
tugging at his shirt, but he didn’t seem interested in removing his clothes. All he seemed to want wasto
taste and touch her all over.

"l want you, Korrene," he murmured againgt her ear. The sméll of the sunin hishair and the taste of
rosemary and lemon on hislipswere driving her into afrenzy. Hisfingers and hands were everywhere
and his glorious mouth knew exactly where the attention was needed most.

"I need to fed your skin next to mine, Rendolin.”

Kory’ swords sent a bolt of white heat searing through his body. It was dl he could do to keep himsdlf in
control and not embarrass himsdlf like ayouth in the thral of the Awakening. He had to dow down.

Hefdt her heart racing beneath his hands and he knew his echoed her beat. Fighting to steady his
breathing, he sat back, giving her hands the freedom they needed to open his shirt.

He closed his eyes at the touch of her cool hands. Hisflesh was so hot; it was surprising her hands did
not burn where they met his skin. He had never dreamed what her hands could do to him. How could a
mere touch send his senseswild? It made no sense, but most things having to do with his Korrene did not
make sense.

She smdled of vanillaand woman. And the beginnings of some darker, muskier scent that he knew
would be her magic. Sdrin had effectively shidded it, but he could fed it, smel it, working itsway
through the cracks of the spell. If he was not careful, he could send her spinning out of control inthegrip
of afar more dangerous experience than just sex. If her magic came out al at once, without a chance for
her to become used to it gradually, the resulting tempest of power would devour her mind.

Rendolin could not, would not let that happen.

He ripped the shirt off, impatient with its confining buttons and folds. When the coal air of the room hit his
over-heated skin, he regained abit of control. Until he made the mistake of gazing down at her body,
displayed initsentire rosy glow for hiseyesto feast upon. By Mac Lir' s beard, how did he become so
blessed asto have her for his Bonded mate?

He could not stop the groan that dipped past hislips as her hands came up and smoothed over his chest.
Her fingers sought out his nipples, as his had doneto her earlier. She rose up and captured onein her
mouth, teasing it with her tongue before sucking gently. Again whitefire bathed hisloins, and hefelt
himsdlf become heavy and urgent, straining againgt the materia of hisleggings.

Suddenly his body bucked and his brain went blank as she brought her hand down his chest and
massaged his throbbing shaft. The combined pain and pleasure nearly undid him. He fdlt her fingers
working on the opening of hisleggings, and avoiceinside his head screamed at her to hurry.

Finaly he wasfreed, and she was there to catch him. "Ooh, love. Y our hands," Ren moaned in delight.
She had magic in her hands.

He helped her get rid of hisleggings, and then they werelying on their sdes, flesh to flesh for the first
time. She was 0 smooth and cool, curvesfitting just right againgt his hard planes. Could Mac Lir have
made anything more perfect than her body?

He became aware of little sounds coming from Korrene' sthroat. She sounded like asmall kitten, begging
for attention, and his entire body ached to for hisown release, but first, he must pleasure her so that his
clumsy attemptslater would go unnoticed.



He hoped. He prayed.

When she had released hisrigid shaft from hisleggings, Kory was amazed at the weight and size of him.
His hot smoothnessfelt so right, so familiar. She couldn’t wait to see his golden body bared completely,
and soon the leggings were lying on the floor on top of her gown.

He had tiny golden hairs on histhighs and legs, and their dightly abrasive fed againgt her skin heightened
an dready oversengtive system. Kory had never noticed how erotic aman’s body felt against her own.
She couldn’t get enough of histouch or the fed of him. She wrapped aleg around histhigh and his shaft
pulsated against her somach. Her body was awash with desire.

"Hush, my sweet, hush,” she heard him say, as he changed position and she found hersaf on her back
again. She wasn't aware of making noise, but then she hadn’t been aware of anything except aneed for
him.

His mouth nipped her wai s, finding her hips as his hot hands did up the outside of her thighs, cupping her
bottom.

Kory knew what he intended, and her body trembled with anticipation.

"Please, Rendalin," she was't sure what she wanted, but it seemed he did. Her body bucked at hisfirst
caress, and then she was|ost in sensations that were more powerful than any she had ever experienced.
Shefdt asif shewere breaking apart in amillion sparkling rainbow colors. His mouth set off an erupting
volcano that had been lying dormant within her body for uncounted years.

Kory waslost in avelvety black world of sensation that sparkled with glittering jewels. The only thing
that existed was the sense of touch, and it was so intense her body exploded over and over, each
explosion feeding upon the next. She thought her heart would stop and she' d float forever in the velvet
sensation, waiting for the next glittering eruption.

Dimly becoming aware he was cradling her againgt his chest, she spirded down from the giddy heights of
the volcano. "Oh, Rendolin," she managed to speak. "I love you so much."”

He kissed her eyes and her chin, then suckled on her lips, flicking his tongue until she opened for him. He
tucked her benegth his body and nestled himself between her legs. Without thought, she brought her legs
up, opening completely for him.

Ren broke the kiss and raised himsalf up on his elbows. He trembled, and she could see the questionsin
hiseyes. All Kory could think to do wastry to soothe hisfears.

"Please, my love. Now. Love me now."

Still he hesitated, athough she could fed his need. Ruthlesdy, she hooked her leg around his hip and
moved benegth him. Histhick shaft met her soft mound, and with a groan he entered with one swift
stroke.

Kory arched and met histhrust with her hips, matching stroke for stroke, and again shefelt thefires
within build. She ached to reach the velvet place, and her breath caught as he followed, knowing
ingtinctively that he would be there with her, would experience the explosion just as she would.

Then hewas there. Not just in spirit, but there. In her mind. In her soul. And together they spiraled
through the velvet and forged alink stronger than the physical act of love,

Kory’s human awareness stepped back as the Silvan Bond claimed her. Together forever, she knew that



Rendolin would aways be with her and shewith him.

"Aye, | am here, love."

"Rendolin? What is happening?"

"The Bonding, Glenowaeli. We are one. For eternity, my love. For eternity.”

~*

The Binding Celebration taking placein the dining hall of the House of Hiloris could be heard in the
Archives, where Rendolin, Thelorin and Feenix had escaped the noisy revelry to discusstheir plans.

Kory found them huddled over amap.
"What are you doing in here? The party is out there.”

"Comein, my love," her mate said, moving to meet her and kiss her hand. Histouch in her soul wasas
soft asa butterfly wing, as strong asthe sea. "My love."

Thelorin and Feenix smiled awel come, then resumed their ingpection of the map.

Sincetheir experience earlier in the day in their room, Kory’ s senses were sharper, and her awareness
more acute. She knew Rendolin wanted to protect her from worry and danger, and she was aware that
the other two thought she would only be in theway while they planned their people' ssurviva.

But they were her people now too, and there was no way they were going to leave her out of the plans.
"So, what have you decided?!

Thelorin returned to the map before answering. "We know the Night Elves plan to attack Sasheenain
twenty-five days. Our spies have confirmed this. We will take theinitiative from them.”

"How will we do that?' How many times had she huddled over amap, playing military gameswith Herb?
Perhaps even then, Mac Lir was preparing her for Rendolin’ sworld.

"We will take back Shalridoor and attack them in their own home," explained her love, meeting her eyes
with asecret smile. "They will not be expecting an attack from us, and perhaps the surprise will be
enough to carry the day."

"Andif it’'snot,” put in Feenix with alook of utter glee, "we |l take as many of the scum with usaswe
w,]!ll

Kory watched the three of them as they discussed strategy, planned attacks and worked together for the
good of their people.

The desire to be needed and useful had become amost acompulsion during her life on earth. Kory
hadn’t been needed there; no one depended on her for surviva; no one' s happiness depended on her
love. Even when her parentswere dive, it seemed now that she had been merdly biding her time until
Rendolin would come and claim her as hisown.

"For eternity," she heard hismusica voice whisper in her mind, and the comfort the words gave seeped
into her soul.

She would never go back to earth; that world where she felt unwelcome and unsafe Since shewas alittle



eight-year-old girl. Homewasthisworld, and an idand of evesthat was now part of her life. Family was
Rendolin, and arace of people yet to be born.

"Wl then," she said, moving to look down at the map, "I guesswe' d better get started. If we havea
whole race to parent, Rendolin, we' [l need ahome for them.”

"Aye, my swest. That wewill."

"For eternity."

EPILOGUE
"There are afew thingsfrom my world | wouldn’'t want to give up, Rendolin.”

The two newly Bound lovers were enjoying afew stolen moments donein their suite of rooms. The
House had gtrict orders not to let anyone intrude on their privacy.

The room wasfilled with the aroma of sea-washed sand, dozens of flower petals crushed benesath them
on the bed, and the mingled essence of their individua magic.

"And what would that be, my sweet?"

The ef was busy memorizing every dip and swell of her body, using eyes and hands, to Kory’ sexquisite
tormen.

"Oh, coffee and chocolate come immediately to mind."

"I do not know how you can stand that dark brew," he said, tracing her ribswith along finger. "But the
chocolate; now thet is something dmost asdeliciousasyou.”

Kory alowed him to kiss her deeply before pulling away and resuming her train of thought. "We havea
tradition where the husband and wife go away al by themsavesfor awhile. To get to know each other
without others around.”

"Mmmm. Thistradition sounds promising.”
"It's called ahoneymoon. And | want to have one."
"Another sweet idea.” He nibbled her fingers. "l suppose you want it now rather than after the war.”

The smile she gave him seemed to light the room with amillion candles. " That would be wonderful, but |
was thinking more aong the lines of after things settle down abit.”

She let the fingers of the other hand wander down his body. "We re needed here. If we' re going to be
the parents of anew nation, then our placeis here hel ping our people prepare for war."

"Mec Lir chosewell,” Rendolin said, kissing thetip of her nose. ™Y ou are awise and noble woman,
Korrene. Our people are blessed to have you with us."

She blushed at his compliment.

"After we' re victorious and at peace, we will have our honeymoon.”



He sighed deeply as her searching fingers found what they had been questing for. "I am honored you fed
that my people are now yours. | know Thelorin and Feenix can be relied upon to make dl the
preparations without me..."

"Without us, Ren. | intend to be asinvolved in thisasyou are.”
"Without us, my swest, but | fed the need to be with them in their decisons.”

"I never doubted it, my love." Her hands had been busy in their exploration. He was smooth and hard
and she shivered with anticipation.

Rendolin cupped her breast in hishand, running histhumb over the nipple. "I believe | know exactly
wherewe shdl go.”

She shuddered at histouch and tried to concentrate on his words despite what hisfingers were doing to
her. "Where would that be, my Lord?"

"Weshdl vist the Joyous River for our Honeymoon."

Kory wrapped her arms around his; pulling his head down for another kiss, she said against hismoist lips.
"Youwon't regret it, df.”

~*

The sea god, Mac Lir, looked down upon the lovers and was pleased. His children of the sea now
stood a good chance of survival. He was ready to begin the next phase of his plan.

He cast his eyesto the north and west. The Wood Elves had also been fighting a lost cause for
decades against the Night Elves. They must be brought to safe harbor before the demon god,
Tuawtha, could be defeated.

It would require cunning and skill. And an unlikely catalyst.

Mac Lir again looked to the island of Sasheena and smiled. He had an unwilling servant in the
warrior woman, Feenix, but she would do his work, he had no doubt.

His smile deepened. The next few millennia would not be boring at all.

The End of Book One of the Sylvan Wars Saga
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People, Places& Thingsof Tylana

Ashilor —  Ancient home of the Wood Elves of Tylana. Also, the
name of alarge area of forest northwest of the Backbone Of The World
mountain range.



Carthig—  Large, yellow moon. Generdly, thefirst of Tylana stwo moonstorise.
Cheear — Magical auraaround a person. Can only be detected by a Tracer.

Cheetamuk— A tall tree, bearing cheenuts as fruit. The leaves of the
tree are veined, broad and dark green; the wood is easily cut and shaped
within thefirg few days of harvesting, but dries quickly in the shape it has
been fashioned. The dry wood of a Cheetamuk treeisvery hard and
resstant to cuts, nicks and insects, making it the most prized of al hard
woods. The flowers emit adelicious vanilla/cinnamon scent that ishighly
prized as a perfume. Rumored to be a potent aphrodisiac.

Cragimore— Ancient home of the Night Elvesof Tylana, located in
The Backbone Of The World mountains.

Draglu — Dark Serpent god. Creator of al reptiles and crawling creatures.
Elemjiah — Human god, crestor of al humans.
Eon — Small blue moon. Generdly, the second of Tylana stwo moonsto rise.

Grounding — The ceremony where aWood EIf comes of age by
surviving aspecific amount of time (usudly 2 to 4 weeks) on the ground,
fending for themsdlves. Prior to the Grounding, aWood Elf spendstheir
entirelife among the trees of Ashilor.

Illoytae—  Sacred meeting ground; Glen of Peace.

Kestrel — Flower bearing plant only found in fertile meadows
throughout Tylana. Plant grows to gpproximately 6 to 7 centimetersin
height, bearing blue star-shaped flowers that emit afresh scent. Plant has

potent healing properties; may put an unsuspecting person to deep if the
flowers are crushed and the scent inhaled for too long.

Lunteena— Dedlicate, magicd saling ships

MacLir—  Slvangod, creator of al magicad humanoids, including
elves, faeries, nymphs, pixiesand thelike.

Naes — Mystic god/goddess, creator of al magica creatures,
including unicorns, phoenixes, salkies, Pegasus, and thelike.

Pensifyre— Doublelute instrument, strung with pure slver strings,
played with two hands.

Pitar — Fabled magica feline, said to have telepath and empathic
powers. Fierce and deadly, these creatures arerarely, if ever, seen.

Sasheena— Magicd idand where the Sea Elves found sanctuary
during the Silvan Wars.

Shalen — Band of young, maeslvanwarriors.

Shaleni—  (dang) Camp follower; femaewho follows military



encampments and earns aliving as a progtitute, often preying on the
casudties of war; femae of low moras.

Shalridoor — Ancient home of the Sea Elves of Tylana, located on the
southeastern coast.

Tilsark — A person of irregular, inferior, or dubious origin; an
obnoxious or nasty person.

Tracer — Person able to detect the origin of magic, usng dl sx
Senses.

Tuawtha— Demon god, creator of al dark humanoid creatures,
including demons, ogres, trolls and the like.

Viln — Avian god, creator of dl non-magicd flying, warm
blooded crestures, such as hawks, sparrows, gulls, and the like.
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Inaworld on the brink of war, to shelter adragon isto court disaster. The Demon of
Fire has vowed to destroy the noble creatures and use their magical hornsin hisbid to
overthrow the Gods. But when the Immortal maiden Xlanafinds awounded dragonin
the forest near her home, something about him tugs at her heart. Despite the danger, she
uses her skillsto heal him, only to learn heisfar more than he seems. Heis Rynak,
Heaven's Dragon and an Immortal, able to assume human form. And he has been chosen
by the Godsto lead the fight against the Demon.

When Rynak regains his strength, he gives hishorn to Xlanaas apledge of hislove.
Overjoyed, sheredizesthey are soul mates, her destiny joined with his. Together, she
and Rynak cdl thelast two living dragons and their Immorta mates from hiding. The six
form an aliance to combat the Demon’ sarmies, but they suffer a shattering setback. The
Demon seizes hostages, each dear to one of the three couples. Now they must decide
whether to capitulate or condemn their loved onesto alingering death. And if even one
of them weakens, al may face uiter ruin.

For the Six must stand as One—or lose the world.
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woman not of hisown choosing. That’ s how things were done—or so he thought, before he met the fiery
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CatrionaMacFarr had no intention of marrying aman known as the ‘ Beast’—he sounded so much like
her vicious and savage father that she was horrified. Such alifelong disaster could not be, no matter the
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Butchery branded their introduction. ..
Endavement parted them...
Thus began the time for bravery or betrayd . ..and checkmate!

Deadlocked by a cursed legend, Kellach must find her mother to remove aDruid’ s Curse and save her

people from the rampaging Norse. Bruic the Badger, must find Irish ports for the Norsemen to save his

sonsand find hislogt Irish sblings. Neither had time for love. Fate and circumstance took the advantage
away from both...
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Dumped, degtitute and desperate. Captain Trilby Elliot’ s last chance at surviva in the space lanesisto
savage a crashed fightercraft, and return its pilot for areward. Except for one small problem: the pilat,
Rhis, isintent on commandeering her ship and, he hopes, her heart. But there' s another much larger
problem: someone very powerful wants Trilby Elliot dead.
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Captain Chaz Bergren has more trouble than she needs. Stripped of command and sent to the harsh
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Until shefdlsin lovewith adead man with amisson: Gabrid Ross Sullivan. Mercenary, smuggler. And
ghost.
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FindersKeepers by LinneaSndar Science Fiction/Romance

When Captain Trilby Elliot rescues a downed pilot, all she wantsisa reward. She doesn’t want to
fall in love. And she definitely doesn’t want to die.

Lionsof Judah by Elaine Hopper Romance Suspense

Who can a dead woman trust?

The Gunn of Killearnan by Dorice Nelson Scottish Higtoricdl
Treachery, liesand love...

The Chance You Take by LindaBleser Contemporary Romance
Sometimes taking a chance on love is the biggest gamble of all.

Wild Temptation by Ruth D. Kerce Higoricd

When a mysterious stranger comes to town, Skylar Davenport must discover if he'sreally a
hot-blooded rancher, or a cold blooded killer...her life depends on it.

Fate by Robert Arthur Smith Paranorma/Suspense

Compelled by the spirit of a murdered woman, Toronto writer Judy Armstrong triesto save a
boy slife.

Winter’s Orphans by Elaine Corvidae Fantasy
Will she save them...or enslave them?
Love and the Metro Man by RosaKnapp Romantic Comedy

Forget the white steed...This Prince Charming rides the subway! Two hearts on track for theride
of alifetime!

Troubleor Nothing by Joanie MacNeil Contemporary

He was her kid brother’s best friend. And now he’s back in her life...more man than ever.
Desert Dreams by Gracie McK eever Paranormal/Suspense

Old World Evil vs. New Age Passion...Can their love survive?

The Anonymous Amanuenss by Judith Glad Regency

Regency England isa man’sworld, until one woman writes her own rules...

No More Secrets, No More Lies by Marie Roy Contemporary



Secrets, lies, and consequences. What consequences does Sydney Morgan pay when all secrets are
exposed?

TheBlood That Binds by Rie Sheridan Fantasy

In Ancient Days, when elves were king...
the legends tell of wondrousthings...

TheDragon’sHorn by GlynnisKincad Fantasy

Three Dragons. Three Immortals. One Choice. But what will they choose? Will they rescue their
loved ones, or fight to redeem the world?

Escapethe Past by K. G. McAbee Fantasy
Can they escape their pasts and find a future in each other’s arms?
The Binding by PhyllisAnn Welsh Fantasy

He' san EIf Lord trying to save his people. She's a fantasy writer trying to save her sanity. Chosen
by the gods to rescue an entire race, they first have to save each other.

Dream Knight by AlexisKayeLynn Medievd

Do you believe in the power of dreams?

Alludeto Murder by EmmaKennedy Suspense

Balkan smuggling conspiracy entangles two Americans

Mating Season by Liz Hunter Contemporary

One lucky sailboat captain + His fetching first mate + Hurricane Season=Mating Season!
Unlawful by Dorice Nelson Medieva

Butchery tainted their first encounter... Enslavement separated them... Deception and deceit
reunited them... Thus began their struggle of courage and conquest...
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