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Chapter 1



Regan stumbled to a stop, using the wall to balance his abrupt halt.

The smell of decay and rotting food assaulted his nostrils as he waited, hidden between the dumpster and the wall, and he tried not to inhale too deeply. Damn Kian and his bright ideas; he knew he shouldn't have listened to him. Get them to follow you to the alley and I'll close the entrance, trap them. Famous last words; there was no sign of Kian in the alley or street, nor could he even sense him in the heaving throng of the club.

Lover or not, the idiot had been off all week. Over the last seven days, Regan had been tiptoeing through an emotional minefield whenever he was near the other-worlder. Kian's moods changed from miserable and quiet to angry and snappy twenty times a freakin' day. At some points the normally fiery Kian was as cold as ice, and at others, he was so in Regan's face he was damn lucky Regan didn't punch his lights out. He wasn't talking about what was getting him riled up, let alone sharing anything with Regan that might be dragging him down. Kian was in some kind of world of his own. God, that made Regan laugh—Kian in a world of his own.

Scarlet sparked on his palm and he clenched his fist to hide the light, the tension in his spine coiled and impatient for action. He shouldn't be worrying whether Kian had his back; concentrating on anything except getting rid of these bodyguards would just leave him vulnerable. If Kian wasn't going to be here, then it was up to him to get this done by himself. He called on every sense memory, every instance when he had dispatched the Nameless when he had hunted on his own.

The current Nameless threat had been tracked to the New York club, the Jack of Hearts, in the wealthy upstate area of White Plains. The Nameless they hunted today was different from the norm. This one didn't look like an addict, nor did he have the usual sycophants hanging on to his every breath. There was no obvious vulnerability Regan could ascertain at first glance, and Kian concurred. Agreement was reached; luring away the Nameless's bodyguards would be a good idea.

Which was just before Kian went glassy eyed and face-planted onto the bathroom floor. The face-planting was another thing he had taken to doing, much to Regan's worry. The episodes didn't last long. They reminded him of his Aunty Nancy, who had diabetes and suffered hypoglycemic attacks. Kian was spacing out.

When he could focus back on what was happening, he dismissed Regan's concerns.

"Kian. For fuck's sake—"

"I'm fine."

"Clearly." Regan was close to losing it with his lover and his whole "ignoring the elephant in the corner" routine, and he couldn't stop the sarcasm that dripped from the single word. Kian chose to overlook it, as he always did.

"I'll wait, you lead them out, and we'll get this finished in the alley out of sight." Kian had presented the plan as if it were foolproof, taking a tentative step towards the door and pausing to draw in a huge lungful of air. Thing is, the whole plan depended on Kian being in the freaking alley, and so far, there had been no sign of him. Regan tried to focus on his lover's green Fire, attempting some kind of connection, but there was zero there, just the vacuum of nothing, and it felt wrong. What if the idiot was lying somewhere unconscious?

Only a few minutes earlier, Regan had promised the Nameless death; clearly the creature credited the Hunter's threat, sending at least one of his bodyguards to find him. The first one was a great big hulk of a man with ebony skin and a wicked looking gun in his hands as he ventured into the dark alley. He wasn't a Nameless; he wasn't even possessed by a Nameless. He was just a huge fuck-off human paid to kill anyone who threatened the boss.

When a second bodyguard approached from the other end of the alley, Regan tensed; the situation was teetering on "out of hand". Their presence, not more than six feet from where he was hidden, pulled Regan back to full awareness. Fuck. He would do Kian no favors by worrying if it led to getting himself killed.

Kian had shown him some basic ways to use his Fire. Regan even had some control over the sparks inside him, an extra focus and strength that came with the Fire. The Nameless had sent his goons, not come out himself. Regan didn't want to kill the guards; he didn't do murder on what he labeled as 'normal humans' unless they were too far gone into being turned. Somehow he needed to incapacitate them. He sheathed his long-bladed knife in its scabbard and instead began to center himself. Allowing scarlet to trickle through his veins wasn't easy, but he concentrated hard, until the Fire was forefront in his mind as Kian had taught him. He just wished he had jade there as well, but Kian and his Fire were definitely missing in action. A sudden anxiety caused his fire to dwindle. What if Kian was crumpled, laid out somewhere hurt? His lover's mind hadn't been on the job all week. He had been close to getting himself killed in Rochester. He'd blamed the near miss on exhaustion, but when Regan had seen the blood on Kian, his stomach had turned.

He crouched as the second man passed him, not stopping to talk to the first, seemingly intent on his own mission. Then the first man halted maybe two feet from Regan, and somehow, Regan knew it was time to move, fast and decisive.

The fight passed in a blur, and another two bodyguards appeared from inside the club. Subconsciously, Regan counted them as the four he had spotted around the Nameless. And didn't that just make his job easier with the Nameless unprotected? A spark of green and suddenly Kian was in the fight.

Regan didn't have time to admire Kian's smooth movements, or the Fire that whisked around him, nor did he focus on how much stronger his scarlet was becoming as he fought. Finally, all four were unconscious, heaped tidily in the darkest corner with the huge dumpster hiding them. Kian whispered words Regan knew were magik, casting a net around the men. Then the lovers stood looking at each other. Kian opened his mouth as if he might say something, the aura of emerald around him dulling to sage and earth. Then he shut his mouth and remained silent. Regan brushed past him, cursing his own Fire as it called for him to touch Kian. Nope. There was so not going to be anything like touching Fire for a long time. Regan was furious at himself for thinking Kian was hurt or might bail on him, but mostly for doubting the man he loved. And he was angry with Kian for making him doubt.

The Nameless was easy after that. With it alone and cornered, Regan had no difficulty "encouraging" it into a room at the side of the main club. No one questioned their presence, and the lights were so dim it would be impossible to see the blood running freely down Regan's arm. The injury made the grip on his half hidden knife tenuous at best.

The Nameless in the Club, bereft of bodyguards, begged not to be sent back, offering money, information, anything to avoid his 'death'. Regan still didn't have a handle on where the Nameless were sent, whether they died or were just sent back to Kian's world. He just cast the words to dispatch them there. Kian reassured the guy, murmuring words like "going home" and "safe". Regan had wondered before if Kian was giving each Nameless a version of some sort of heaven as they died. It seemed each Nameless they disposed of together, even the one tonight who finally stopped pleading, left this world at peace. Kian spouting shit that Regan didn't properly understand and couldn't clearly hear was unnerving and, given Regan's state of mind, frustrating.

Kian wasn't sleeping, his head wasn't in the job, and they depended on each other too much for him to let things slide. The Nameless seemed to have multiplied, there were more and more occasions when Regan and Kian had to handle suspicious deaths. Either he or Kian was going to get killed if their minds weren't on the job. In fact, Kian and he needed to talk, because if Regan had to handle one more takedown with Kian's clear lack of support, his mumblings, and his God-damned Kian-ness then Regan was just going to have to kill the guy himself.

Here.

Now.



* * * *



The room they had rented was in a small motel off a main road, one that supplied beds by the hour. For this type of place, the accommodation actually tended towards clean, creating a paradox in Regan's head. It was in his nature to be suspicious of something that looked too good to be true.

"Stop it." Kian's voice sounded tired, verging on irritable, and Regan straightened. He checked outside the drapes, unsettled and worried, and then looked back at his lover. Great; miserable-Kian had stood up from the bed and was pacing.

"Stop what?" he snapped back, scratching at the bandaging that covered the cuts on his arm from the alley fight. "All I'm doing is checking the parking lot."

"For what? Random Nameless drive-bys?" Kian sounded waspish and spoiled, and just this side of fucking rude.

In a flurry of motion, Regan had Kian up against the wall, his hands holding Kian's above his head securely. Both men knew Kian could get away, in fact, for a few seconds, Kian did struggle. Then he stilled, pressing back against the faded wallpaper and waiting. Regan couldn't have held back his temper if he'd tried. A hunter was only good as long as he kept surviving each fight, and today could have gone bad so many ways and so quickly Regan refused to consider them.

"What the hell is going on with you, Kian? Where the holy fuck were you tonight?"

"I was there, Re." Kian defended himself quickly, ineffectively tugging at Regan's secure grip.

"You. Were. Not. There."

"I was just behind you—"

"Don't lie to me. I may be a magikless human in your eyes, but my Fire is growing strong enough to sense when you are and aren't there."

"You're not a—" Regan tightened his hold in temper and saw the instant discomfort in his lover's eyes. Guilt flooded him and warred with his irritation. "I'm sorry, Re, I wasn't well. I tried to follow, but I couldn't. I wish I could tell you—"

"Kian, I swear to God, if you don't pull your head out of your ass and tell me what the fuck is going on, I will dump you here and leave before we both get killed by whatever's distracting you."

"You can't leave me… our bond…" Jeez, Regan thought, trust Kian to focus on the reality of the threat rather than the general menace Regan was trying to convey.

"Bond or not, you're screwing with my head. Talk to me, Kian. What's going on? What's wrong?" There was a staring match; Kian's green gaze ran the gamut of emotions, from utter and complete determination to the rise of temper, and then… shit… the most pathetic puppy-dog gaze Regan had ever seen. His stomach clenched.

Kian had his moments of introspection, and Regan always gave him space. He imagined leaving his life, his family, his world, never to return. It must have been the most difficult thing any person could do. Kian needed time to process. Regan tried to be supportive and as damned understanding as he could be. In turn, Kian inevitably reassured him he wanted to be here with Regan, that he wanted to stay. Today, though? This whole collapsing moment was just another in a long list of things unnerving Regan to the point that he was thinking of finding Kian a way back home if that's what he wanted.

"Do you want to go home?"

"Re, I don't want to go home."

"Do you maybe need to go home?" That was the question he had to ask. Kian looked momentarily confused.

"Need?"

"I don't know. Jeez, Kian, is there something wrong, with you, with your Fire?" Regan kept his voice low and attempted to contain his fear. In Regan's worst imaginings, Kian staying here with him was destroying him. He had an intense and real fear that his world, his version of Earth, was somehow toxic to Kian, stripping him of the Fire's identity. God, maybe even killing him.

Kian stared directly into Regan's eyes and spoke firmly. "I don't need to go home. I promise you, my Fire is strong."

"Then what the hell is wrong? Man, you're scaring me."

Kian dropped his gaze then let his whole body slump until Regan found himself holding him up. Shocked and concerned, Regan followed his instincts. He scooped Kian up into his arms and carried him to their bed. After settling his lover under the covers, he crawled between the sheets himself and moved Kian until the smaller man was curled into him. Kian lay stiff until Regan pulled him close. Then, muscle by muscle, he began to relax.

"It's the dreams," Kian offered quietly. Regan nodded; Kian's sleep was broken and nightmares gripped him every night. Kian woke from them tossing and muttering and panicky, breathing normally only after Regan calmed him. "Some of them are coming to me in the light, when I'm awake, and they're so real. More like visions."

"Can you tell me more about them?" Regan was trying the gentle approach, stroking Kian's back, doing what he needed to do to make his lover feel safe. He had asked about the dreams before and received some information, although Kian inevitably lost a lot of the dreams as quickly as he wakened.

"The same ones. Home, the Council, and the city where I lived."

Regan would never know them, but he wanted to hear more about the dreams so that maybe, between the two of them, they could thrash out their meaning. He'd had enough of Kian dismissing the nightmares, he wasn't going to let him do it anymore, especially now that Kian was getting visions.

"What is it you're dreaming about when you're awake?" Regan realized what he had said didn't make much sense. "I mean, what's in the visions?"

"Darach is in there, awake or asleep."

"Your friend?" Kian spoke often of Darach, the one thing, the only person he never wanted to leave behind.

"He wanted to come with me, but his Fire wasn't born. Remember I told you? He had nothing in him."

"Yeah." Regan remembered the softly spoken story and the grief that had filled his lover's eyes.

"His destiny is in the world I left, not here in yours."

Regan's belief in a pre-ordained destiny wasn't as clear cut as Kian's, and so he listened with the cautious approach of skepticism. He had to admit Kian's foretold destiny of bonding with a Hunter was fairly much spot on, but there was also such a thing as cosmic coincidence, which, in Regan's opinion, was far less weighty and much more likely than destiny.

"Go on," he prompted. What he thought at the moment didn't matter; what mattered were Kian's feelings.

Kian himself didn't reply at first. He was clearly searching for the right words. Kian swallowed and half rolled to face Regan. His face was so damn serious. "When I was born, my father was told my Fire bond was a Hunter, a man. Not of the world we knew but of the world here."

"I know. Me."

"You." Kian went deathly quiet, and Regan could feel the tension in his lover's body. He gentled the younger man with a firm hold and soft caressing touches with his free hand. He was getting a little fed up with Kian's half finished stories, and he wondered if maybe he should push Kian to talk more. Or should he possibly just kiss him until he relaxed and was pliable enough to keep talking. He struggled with the decision as only a lover could. Finally Kian's faint trembling made Regan prompt for more. Kian was upset, and Regan didn't know enough about Kian's Fire to chance him turning into some kind of supernova or shit if he didn't calm down.

"And Darach's destiny? What was it?" His prompt was gentle but firm.

"Re, I can't… I don't know how to explain. There isn't a pronouncement for every child born. The seers only choose a certain few whose destinies are foretold. Special families."

"Okay. And?"

"There were three of us, all born close together. Eoin first, always the eldest, the responsible one, then myself, and then Darach. We were close friends, and we grew up together. Our infant Fires were as different as they could be, but we were brothers in all but name."

"I still don't wholly get this different Fire thing."

"I have green fire, the Fire for nature, for protection, nurturing. Darach had blue, a sapphire so brilliant everyone knew when he came of age he would be special. Then there was Eoin, his Fire was a stunning gold and bronze, and it shimmered."

"You never told me before that your Fire meant something."

Kian buried his face into Regan's neck. His voice was muffled, and he rested a little before repeating what he had said a little louder this time. "I wasn't so sure you would want to hear all the explanations of magik, or even understand them."

Regan huffed a laugh, curling one hand into Kian's short mop of soft hair. "Wanna try explaining the whole thing to me in words of one syllable then?"

Kian looked directly at him and smiled, his green eyes sparking with humor. That simple gesture filled Regan with a lightness he hadn't had in a while. They exchanged a kiss, little more than a touch of reassurance, and Kian settled back into Regan's embrace.

"It's all tied up with destiny, much as my destiny is tied with yours." Regan listened carefully. He wanted to understand this and wanted to help Kian if he could. "Eoin was told his world would align with another only known as Guardian, but Eoin died so his destiny could never be fulfilled."

"I'm sorry," Regan offered immediately at the sadness he heard in Kian's voice. It seemed like the thing to say. "How did he die?"

Kian didn't answer immediately, shifting slightly and running a hand up Regan's leg to rest on his hip bone, his thumb setting a steady rhythm of movement on the skin stretched taut there. Regan's dick took notice, but he really tried hard to listen to what his lover was saying. Now was not the time to let their Fire out to play. Things were much too serious.

"It was horrific. How he died I mean. I can still see the—" He shook his head slightly, the movement of his thumb stopping briefly. "He was the eldest by a few weeks, and didn't we know it! He was always the sensible one, the mature one. He received his Fire first, but when his Fire was born, he… was consumed by it." Kian said the words matter-of-factly, but Regan's heart twisted at the mental image, not so much because of this Eoin he didn't know, but at the thought of Kian burning to death in his Fire.

"Jesus. That happens?" Regan wished he could pull the question back as soon as it left his mouth, but Kian just reacted to his shock with a sad nod.

"We were there, Darach and I. We had been three for so long, and then suddenly, we were two. To lose Eoin, one of us, one of the three, was the hardest thing I'd ever known. Darach and I had each other, and we were strong, but we mourned Eoin. He was our friend."

"I'm so sorry," Regan offered again, still wondering where exactly Kian's disjointed tale was going. So far it wasn't so much about destiny and dreams but about horrible deaths in flames. He couldn't help the shiver that chased down his spine.

"Darach was told he would fall from grace and his mated Fire would be the crimson and scarlet of a healer."

"Like me? My Fire?"

"The same."

"My Fire has something to do with healing?"

Kian nodded his agreement. "It's rare as well."

Regan couldn't have stopped his response even if he'd tired. He smirked. "Of course it's rare. I'm too special to have common green or blue."

Kian pinched the skin at Regan's hip bone in retaliation, and in revenge Regan twisted until Kian lay under him, kissing him lightly. This was the good side of them, the passion that edged into everything they did. The kisses deepened. Regan couldn't take away talk of destiny or death in Fire, but he could kiss away the nightmares for a short time. A sudden thought had him lifting his head, Kian reaching up to chase for the kiss he was clearly enjoying.

"Wait. This Darach, mating with red… Jeez, was he supposed to bond with me?" Was that what Kian was trying to tell him? God no. There was no way he was going to bond with another. Kian was his as much as he was Kian's. There would be no one else, could be no one else. Regan was confused, and Kian reached up and gripped the back of Regan's head with strong hands.

"No, Hunter." Soft laughter came with the word. "You were always all mine."

"Good," Regan offered, supporting his weight on his elbows, pressing against Kian's fingers. His own Fire answered Kian's green, fitting and starting in him, sparking behind his eyes. They meshed together so perfectly. He wanted to kiss more, but Kian kept talking.

"When I left, I had to leave Darach, and it broke my heart to see him standing there, watching me go. He tried to stop me, wanted me to wait for him. But I couldn't."

"So, why do you think you have the dreams? And what did the seer mean about a fall from grace? The way you say it… I mean, is Darach some kind of angel?" Regan thought it was a fair question, but all Kian did was snort along with his laughter and then shake his head.

"No, he is no angel. But, if I believe my waking dreams, he is attempting to do something damned stupid. He is searching for the Cariad. If or when he finds them, his fall from grace will be complete. He will be hunted like a thief and a murderer." Kian's tone changed from soft to hard and the sparks from his fingers stung, causing Regan to wince and pull away.

"What the hell is a Carry-ad?" he asked, shaking his head to dispel the spark that had sizzled painfully against his skin.

"Sorry," Kian apologized, with a rueful expression on his face. After offering a kiss, he continued. "Not a Cariad, the Cariad. They are a tribe of people who have a connection to old magik." Kian stopped and closed his eyes, appearing to recall the rest of his dreams and visions without opening them once. "I see other things—it's a jumble of random nothings that scare me. I can't help Darach, or warn him to be careful, to contact the Cariad, but to be discreet, and it terrifies me. And I feel guilty, because I left him behind to cross to this world" He opened his eyes again. Confusion flickered in their depths briefly.

"And he couldn't come with you because he didn't have his Fire yet, I get that."

"Yes, he wanted to, but the Fire protects you as you pass the veil, a normal person would die instantly, even with infant Fire in them."

"These Cariad then, if he finds them, will they hurt him?"

Kian shook his head. "No, it was the Cariad, well, one of them in particular—Ceithin Morgan—who assisted me in crossing to here. He was a good person, they are good people, just misunderstood. They practice old magik, and it goes against everything the twelve Primary Edicts of the Council. They have no home as such, and are a wandering tribe. What's the word you use?"

"Gypsies? Travelers? Nomads?"

"The same. When I was a child, my mom would tell me stories of the Cariad and what she called 'their wicked ways'. It was always whispered as bedtime stories, you never mentioned the Cariad outside of the home. When I grew, I learned there was a lot I didn't understand about the old magik. Stories are just that, and I don't believe them to be all true. But the Cariad are traditionally outcasts from what is perceived to be normal society, and for Darach to be involved with them is bad. He's a reckless idiot and he isn't as strong as I am, and it scares me."

"Why would it scare you? If you went to them for help, why can't Darach?"

"It isn't that he is in danger if he goes there. I spent time with them and the Cariad are a peaceful tribe. Others don't know that. They just accept what they are told and blame the Cariad for everything that goes wrong in my world. What people think, what the Council thinks about his actions… That is what worries me. If anyone knows he is associated with the outcasts, he is open for censure, imprisonment, maybe even death. The Cariad are a part of our society that is taboo."

"It's that serious?"

"More than. Like I said, to even speak of the Cariad outside the home is forbidden."

Regan listened to the explanation, realizing he didn't know enough about the world Kian had called home. He resolved to learn more, because he wanted to understand. "Can we somehow go to your world?"

"Not until All Hallows. Only then is the barrier thin enough for me to pass through without extra magik and power that I have no hope of accessing before then."

"For us to pass through you mean," Regan corrected quickly.

"Us. Of course—us."

"So, if we can't go over, and you're this worried for him, can we find a way to help Darach from here? Seems like we should take some downtime and see what we can find out." Unspoken were the added words I love you, Kian, and I'll help any way I can.

Kian raised his gaze, his eyes wide, his expression hopeful. The four words he spoke sent warmth coursing through Regan's body as his Fire responded to the energy within Kian.

"I love you, Hunter."



Chapter 2



Ceithin Morgan had no energy left to scream. His vocal chords were shredded and the shudders wracking his body were impossible to control. They wanted information from him. They wanted his Fire. And he would not give them either. A combination of ancient magik and his own stubborn determination meant he would go to his grave with his Fire intact. His scarlet was weakened by what they did; no Fire could stop all the energy they threw at him. But he had protected his Fire with magik as old as time, and in such a way that nothing they could do would break the Fire Bond.

They tried everything they knew, pulling at the silver-tipped crimson tangling around him in a messy scramble of light. Whispering words in their own magik, they ripped and pulled until his skin tore into Fire-laced shreds. Still his skin. Still his Fire. He knew he was bleeding; he could smell it and taste it in his mouth, coppery hot, liquid rivers, and feel it running into his eyes, half blinding him. The skin peeled away from him, and it was an agony he had to force himself to bear. He focused on the Valley, on home; the grass beneath his feet, the trees and pathways, the rainbows glittering in the waterfalls. The visions kept him centered. They couldn't touch his memories.

They had tortured him for hours, inflicting pain for the sake of knowledge and for the Fire at the center of his soul. Three men, three magiks, three Fires—ochre, gold, orange—evil and tainted with the brown of dead earth and the sickness of greed and ambition. They were the Council that governed the City and they used the power of the amber Fire to rule.

Sulien, the eldest of the three—tall, thin, and dressed in white from head to toe—he was splashed with blood, Ceithin's blood. The second, Ceithin knew as Ephraim, a rotund, fearful man who hovered nervously to one side, only every so often throwing his Fire into the attack. Finally, Madoc, who hunched over him spitting curses and Fire in a flurry of movement, with hate in his eyes. They wanted what Ceithin had. They wanted his Fire. There was no chance in the hell of Annwn that Ceithin would submit his will or pass anything of worth to anyone, much less these three.

"It's over. He'll give nothing to us while he's alive," Sulien snapped harshly.

"He is a Cariad. This is too dangerous. What if Guardian finds out?" Ephraim sounded worried, frightened even. As Ceithin sprawled, still as death in the dirt, he imagined the name Cariad sending fear into others' hearts. They were right to fear the violence of the Cariad Fire—it was his birthright, and it had kept him alive this long day.

"Sulien, the Cariad has scarlet Fire. We need his Fire. Guardian is withholding what we need, and I want the red Fire," Madoc insisted. Less concerned and scared than Ephraim, he sounded stronger, more forceful.

"If Guardian ever suspects what we are doing here—" Ephraim's hurried insertion, voicing his worry, was dismissed immediately as Sulien cut him off with firm words.

"He's so new he wouldn't see beyond what we cast." Sulien's voice had a smug edge and Ceithin tried to focus on what they were saying, needing to learn all he could if he ever had a hope of finding his brother in this Annwn forsaken place.

Madoc had clearly reached the limit of patience. "The Cariad will not give up Fire willingly, nor will his Fire choose to leave him. The bond between the two is too strong."

"I agree," Ephraim said quickly. "It's coiled in his spine, bound by old magik I have never seen."

Ceithin groaned low as a wave of intense pain shot through his chest. It wasn't inflicted by the three men who stood a careful distance from him. His Fire was burning bright and hot inside him. Although it hid, it wanted vengeance. He was losing control of it, and he concentrated, using every pore within him to push his fire down. Laying still, he willed his breathing slower.

"He is dying, even his scarlet can't help him now. We'll simply allow his body to decay and harvest the Fire when we are able." Sulien's voice dripped with distaste for Ceithin and his Fire, clearly dismissive of his death. Impatient and spiked, the sound of the words flowed into Ceithin's subconscious.

"Sulien, if we allow a Cariad to die here and Guardian discovers—" Ephraim's voice had taken on a new inflection—naked fear.

"Enough. We should not fear a newborn Guardian. Find your backbone." Sulien snapped into sudden, complete, inflexible command mode. "I am first in the Council of Three. Ward the space and leave him. We'll capture the Fire just before his body desiccates. Guardian does not venture this far into the prison; he will not know."

There were no more words spoken, just magik thrown at Ceithin. Enough to kill a normal man, it mercilessly assaulted his senses, a net of energy holding him pinned to the stone floor. He heard low laughter, then retreating footsteps. A groan tore from his chest, unbidden and deep, but he at least had some hope. If the Council were hiding him from Guardian, then surely that was a point in his favor. On their own, they were no match for Cariad, and without Guardian's amber Fire they were just three old men with limited knowledge of the Ancients' magik.

He didn't remember much about how he had become a prisoner after arriving at the gate. He'd been following instincts telling him which entry to use. He'd passed through the first warding easily and then onto the main courtyard, just another citizen visiting the Council stronghold. Then all he remembered were cat's eyes, amber gold, and a Fire taking him to his knees. Amber Fire. Like nothing he had seen before, stronger than his father's. Council Fire.

But the Fire of the three he saw today—Sulien, Ephraim, and Madoc—their Fire was dying. It had been deteriorating, the dirty brown of early decay, destroyed from the inside. So that really only left Guardian with any kind of powerful amber Fire. What did Guardian need with him? Why hand him over to the Council? The Council said Guardian didn't know he was here? The level of ruin in the Council's Fire was nothing Ceithin had ever seen before; and the fact they craved his Fire served to convince him something was wrong, horribly wrong. Terminal. He'd sensed an echo of this as he stood in the courtyard looking at the people who moved around with no real purpose and limited emotions. Their Fire had been dampened somehow. None of it seemed right; and as soon as he got out of this damn prison, he needed to trace the root of whatever it was that was polluting the Fire.

He waited as he allowed his own Fire to seep out of every single one of his tortured nerves and muscles. They had left him in magik bonds so flimsy a Cariad babe could have released himself. But he needed to rest, to allow his tortured body to begin to heal.

The skin began to be restored to health first. His Fire worked to heal the shell and senses, and at the same time, spread to repair his core. Images spun in front of him in viridian, scarlet, silver, and blinding white; they made him nauseous and dizzy. When his vision finally cleared, his first thought was that there wasn't anything to see anyway. Apparently, light wasn't needed by the dead. He had been left in the inky dark. His fingers scrabbled at the earth he could reach then he laid his palms flat to the ground and willed himself into a meditative state, allowing the red of his Fire to work.

Sparks skimmed over cells, encouraging connections. He could imagine them in his head. Painfully, finally, each bone snapped, slid, and clicked back into place, every muscle knitted with delicate accuracy until, with a shuddering breath, he came fully awake.

Ceithin pressed himself up on his elbows, dizziness forcing his eyes closed as his Fire retreated. He catalogued as much as he could of what had happened. Whatever they had thrown at him had been enough to drive his Fire into hiding, however much he sensed it wanted to strike out and kill, particularly at the end when they had pronounced him dead.

He questioned his sanity in this whole thing again. How he had ever thought it was a wise idea to attempt to break into the archives, he would never know. His father had warned him it was unlikely there would be any trace of Trystyn after so long. He'd said it was dangerous for Ceithin to expose himself to anyone who was non-Cariad, never mind the whole Council. Why hadn't he just listened? His brother was gone. Trystyn was dead or gone to the Otherworld. Ceithin couldn't feel his brother's Fire because he'd been murdered by the Council, and he should just begin to accept this. Familiar grief clawed inside him, an ache, a stabbing loneliness.

Residual wards circled him, and a random lattice of energy pulsed and hummed and twisted sound in his head. It would be a good few hours before he was fully healed, and he threw up his own wards so as to stay hidden in the dark, presenting the image of a dead man to anyone who cared to look. He slept—the best way to heal—relaxing and drifting on crimson seas that enveloped him and carried him along the flow to healing.

He was finally closer to having the wherewithal to make sense of all of this. Guardian had somehow betrayed him and sent him to a fate even he couldn't imagine in his worst nightmares. Guardian had been Ceithin's only hope of finding out where Trystyn was. Ceithin's dreams traveled beyond his anger at betrayal, and his Fire balanced him until he slept shallowly, half aware of his surroundings.

When he woke, someone had entered the space with him. The presence was unsettling. A man. He was certainly not one of the three who had been there before, and his Fire was stronger than the empty things he had seen in the courtyard. This was another, a youngling, with Fire so juvenile it tumbled and spat inside him with little sense or direction. Recognition snapped inside him, this was the one he was told would try to find the Cariad. Kian had told him there would be another who would attempt to follow his steps and might find Ceithin, some name starting with a D. Derrin, Darrin, a spiky name, the letters hard and sharp, and eyes filled with blue Fire.

Halting, hesitation in every word, the youngling was attempting magik. Ceithin raised his eyebrows in surprise. The words of enchantment to manipulate Fire slipped into Ceithin's incomplete sleeping dreams. They were snapped, stuttered words—not smooth with practiced magik but harsh and shocking in their simplicity. Suddenly his dreams turned to blue. The crimson inside him tried to hold tight, but slowly it transformed to orange, then through the entire spectrum until it finally transformed to a sapphire so bright it hurt. The iciness of the blue cooled his own Fire and he started to wake.

"Cariad?" Definitely a new voice, not one of those who had been with Sulien. This was the young voice of Kian's friend, resonant with false bravado. "Cariad?"

"Nguh," was the most coherent response he could form. He pushed himself back up on his elbows, blinking into the dark. He tried to move more, but a new ward had been cast inexpertly around him to keep him still.

"Don't push," the voice said, and the glow of blue, apparently as young as the sapphire in his dreams, haloed a young man, clearly only at his Fire birthday. He was blond, beautiful, and his eyes were the same stunning, unreal blue as the Fire he had so recently received and was currently struggling to control. "You can't move," the voice added hurriedly.

Ceithin relaxed, giving the impression the magik cast actually held him still. He was intrigued by this strange development in his incarceration. How was it that Kian's friend had chanced his luck by coming to the Council prison? How had he managed to break through? Had the Council decided on a new strategy to try and break him, using this boy as some kind of trick?

"What is this?" He waited for the younger man to move closer, watching him crouch low. Ceithin observed blue on the young man's shaking fingertips and determination on generous lips.

"I'll ask the questions," his visitor countered without hesitation. "Are you a Cariad?"

"Who are you?" Ceithin's throat, still not fully recovered from its injuries, tightened.

The stranger ignored the question and snapped his finger so his Fire flared stronger, brighter. He edged closer, leaning in with what Ceithin assumed was the young man's most threatening expression. "Tell me about the Cariad."

"The Cariad?" Ceithin coughed dramatically to hide his visceral reaction to the direct question. Not many of the New World, especially one so young, spoke of the Cariad with such issue or demand. "It's a story, a fairytale to scare small kids."

"No." The stranger's voice was strong and determined. "The Cariad aren't a story. And you're going to help me to find them, because… you know."

"I don't understand." Ceithin didn't know whether to admire the youngling or laugh at his avid determination to question him. Had he really thought this through? He clearly feared the Cariad, yet, at the same time, demanded their location so he could… do what? Try to steal something from the Cariad themselves? He tried to remember what Kian had said, something about how his friend would be utterly determined to follow him.

"I know you're of the Cariad. It's why the Council has you here."

Ceithin tested his bonds with an exaggerated huff of exertion. No sense in letting the other know that his puny, infant Fire had no power to hold any Cariad.

"There are no Cariad." Ceithin could be equally as stubborn. He cast a glance to either side of his visitor and judged the possibility of escape from the dim, murky, unlit part of the stone prison he was held in. There was no need for bars and locks in any Council jail. Each space for a soul was simply carved from the ancient mineral rock the City stood upon. The members of the Council were, in the City, all-powerful and had the strongest of wards, bonding any prisoner to the stone and stopping them from leaving. Granite reinforced by warding was impenetrable by all, apart from the three in the Council. Well, that's what they thought, anyway. Council members couldn't know, but there was no kind of ward strong enough to keep Ceithin, or indeed any Cariad, if they wanted to leave.

If he hadn't been taken by surprise, betrayed, he wouldn't even be here. He'd have done what he came for and been back in the Valley with his family before anyone really missed him. In the convoluted history of his tribe, there existed no record of any Council Mage imprisoning a Cariad, and it was his shame he had been trapped. Damn Guardian and his lies and half truths.

"There are Cariad." Annwn, this youngling—Darach, he suddenly remembered—was a stubborn idiot. "Kian wrote—"

So this was the youngling Kian had warned him of? Still, he was startled by the use of the name, aware of what its use meant to his own future. Ceithin decided that enough was enough. There was no time to indulge questions or be cautiously diplomatic. He needed to be away from here, and with a growing dread, he realized another fact. There was nothing Ceithin could do but bring the stranger along with him; he had promised Kian he would look out for this Darach. Damn it to Annwn.

In one surge of movement, Ceithin snapped the fragile blue Fire trying to hold him in place and had the younger man pinned to the floor in bonds of crimson. His visitor opened his mouth. Ceithin silenced any potential shout for help with a casual flick of his wrist and a spell to silence him. Carefully, he eased to kneel next to his new prisoner. He only had one question for the newborn. A rhetorical question given the frightened boy was spelled into silence, but a good one to get out into the damp cold air.

"What are you doing here, you idiot?" He rolled to his feet and looked down at the figure prone on the floor, and sudden uncertainty tugged at him. "Darach ab Owen." The harshness of the syllables scratched at his throat when he spoke them, and he sensed immediate shock from his prisoner. He leaned closer. "The one who wants to follow. Kian told me, warned me you would try to find the Cariad."

Darach shook his head, and his eyes widened in the dim light of crimson.

"I'll let you loose. Are you going to scream? If I lift the hold, don't make a sound, all right?" He waited until Darach nodded, then breath by breath, he snagged the bands of his Fire hovering around Darach's face.

"You… How… Kian—" Darach wasn't making any kind of sense, but at least he didn't shout and lose them the safety the half-dark provided.

"He said you would look for him, and you would need me," Ceithin stated simply.

Blue sparked around Darach's face, an unearthly glow shimmering and snapping on his skin, and confusion carved into his features. "But you're a Car—"

"How the hell did you make it in here?" Surely, there was Guardian to pass by? The Council wards?

"It was easy," Darach boasted, pride in his voice. "I do have magik."

Magik? This youngling thought he had magik? That was laughable. However, the fact he got past the wards and Guardian meant only one thing. He was allowed through. Which meant this was either some kind of Council trap or this youngling was in as much danger as he.

"We need to get out of here." He didn't want any more of the nightmare-story-from-my-childhood-Cariad shit, not from Darach with whom he needed to work to escape.

He had made a promise to Kian. A simple one. He promised he would watch out for Darach if he came to him, and he would remove him from harm's way simply because Kian had begged him, his gaze so damn serious. The Cariad did not break their promises.

But how in Annwn had Darach got by Guardian, past the library, and across the Council wards? Doubt and suspicion prickled his thoughts as he turned over possibilities in his head. Darach was like a child, a newborn, with his Fire. Nothing the youngling possessed in him would have protected him or made it easy for him to penetrate any kind of magik, let alone magik placed by the Council or Guardian. It must be some kind of set-up, which only reminded Ceithin of his need to leave. Whether Darach was an innocent part of an anti-Cariad trap or the instigator was a thought he had to push to one side. He had no time to consider delays, or double deals, or any kind of what-ifs and maybes.

Cautiously, he touched the wall, tendrils of his Fire following, the scarlet inquisitive. Feeling the stone delicately, he traced one seam of pure quartz in the granite, looking for an opening, anything where the granite wasn't entirely solid and impenetrable.

"What are you doing?" Darach asked, and Ceithin grasped Darach's arm, encouraging him closer. The rock was solid beneath his touch, but he sensed the water, the path of a thousand tiny streams passing through the rocks around them. Carved by erosion, these hollows could be expanded. Inspiration was there in an instant. Darach had fire so blue it was incandescent and near white in places. Water, the element, was driven with the blue Fire in a symbiotic relationship, and if he could manage to pull Darach into—

"I need to get us out of here," he half-whispered, his voice low. "I can cast the magik, but I need your element as well."

"I don't understand. My element? I don't have—" Darach looked bewildered, and Ceithin just stopped him there and then with his own input.

"The Fire, the element, water. Look, just give me—"

Words weren't going to explain this. He moved his own hand to Darach's and laced their fingers, placing them flat against the stone, mumbling the words of ancient power and taking another step closer to the sudden vortex that opened in the rock. The swirling aura was stable at least ten or so feet ahead into the mountain, but the space was tight. Steam swirled in a corona around them as the Fire and Darach's element worked to hold back the quartz.

"No—"

Darach near whimpered as he tried to pull his hand back, but Ceithin couldn't let him. They had to keep the magik in place or they would become a permanent part of the Earth. He tightened his grip and yanked hard. The solid rock in front of them was now altogether something different. The watercourses inside split and widened, and the motion of the magiked barrier was dizzying and bright. Darach tugged away, frantic, a single word on his lips; no.

"Stop it," Ceithin snapped, pulling Darach into the space, sensing water and earth parting to let them through. Darach's element was so deeply hidden in the younger man it was a wonder Ceithin could get a hold of any of it. He thought he heard Darach whimper again. Terror filled the tiny sound, and a part of his hardened heart splintered.

"Nearly there," Ceithin said simply, his way of attempting to reassure the young man, concentrating on the vision of the sky that would be evidence of their survival. The oppression of the magik and detested, enclosed spaces caused his breathing to hitch. He desperately needed the wide open stretch of grass and trees. At last, the wash of cool air touched his skin as he stumbled out of the rock and fell to his knees, Darach collapsing beside him, heaving great lungfuls of air.

He looked up at the face of the rock through which they had just passed. It was closing even as he tried to still his breathing, until finally there was nothing left to prove what had just happened. The rock was a sheer face, the towers of the old City thrusting skyward above them and the glass of the new city sparkling in the sunlight off and away to the right. This place where the City lived was such a contradiction in terms, a jumbled mess of old and new.

Ceithin flopped his head to the left and had his first proper look at this Darach that Kian had told him about. Impulsive, loyal young Darach. He was slight, the same as Kian had been, pale-skinned, and his hair as white-blond as Kian's. His eyes were nothing like Kian's, though. They were not the forest green that had entreated him so earnestly for help. No. These eyes, these gorgeous eyes were an incredible blue, perfect enough to incite poetry. And his face… He was pretty. It was the only word for it. Pretty, and so damn young. He had Fire, sapphire sparks that traveled his skin, so he had to have reached the maturity age of twenty-one, but he looked so much younger. He was lying flat on his back, still breathing deeply and rather loudly, and Ceithin was suddenly concerned his companion would start to hyperventilate. He reached over, touching Darach briefly on the arm, allowing a small amount of scarlet to filter in past the skin and chase down the panic in the boy's chest.

He narrowed his eyes as Darach twitched at the simple contact, but he didn't pull back from his charge. He simply filed away the spark of connection between his Fire and Darach's. There was nothing more than anger and distrust between them, and no way on this earth was there anything like a real connection. Not with the boy. Not with him.

Stifling his train of thought, he cast a net of protection about them and clambered to his feet. He held out his hand to help Darach up.

"Who are you? And how did you do that… wall thing?" Darach asked. He was immediately on the attack, although his knees wobbled and he shivered in delayed shock, his gaze flicking to the solid rock behind them.

Ceithin noticed the sharp look and considered how the hell he was going to explain the concept of the whole elements/Fire thing to the near virgin standing before him. Instead of worrying about it, they needed to be concentrating on getting away from the Council and their stone fortress. They needed a way of disappearing into the forest. Ceithin knew the forest like the back of his hand, and no one followed in there where Cariad marauders waited to kill and rape and main. Horses. They needed horses. Ceithin focused for a second on locating a likely source.

"I said, Cariad… Who. Are. You?" Darach was persistent, whimpering less and speaking with more confidence. Ceithin gave him that. "And how do you know Kian?"

"We don't have time for this. You stay, you die a traitor. Simple."

"No, but I'm not a traitor. I'm not going with you. Why should I go with you? Do you—"

"Enough questions, youngling," he snapped. His patience was low as he began the cautious steps towards the transport he could see in his mind's eye. Horses, and not far.

"I am not a youngling," Darach answered quickly, and not without a whole lot of posturing. "I have my Fire, you know."

"And one day, youngling, I am sure you will learn to use it."

"I won't stand here, Cariad, and—"

"Enough, I said." He spun on his heel to face Darach, who took a step back in response, his sapphire Fire throwing up a slight barrier in defense. "We need to get away from this godforsaken City before the Council knows we are gone. The forest is our best place to hide. We need to find horses." If anything, Darach grew paler, but Ceithin couldn't get a sense of whether it was the mention of the Council or the mention of the horses.

"Horses? I haven't… I don't… Can't we use—" Darach was flustered and waved his hand in front of him. To indicate what, Ceithin didn't know, although it made Darach look pathetically hopeless. "Not horses."

Great. It was the horse thing scaring Darach and not fear of the Council who ruled by keeping the population blind to what was around them, the Council who demanded killing, kidnapping, and banishing with no rhyme nor reason. No, it was fear of the gentle beasts that would be carrying Darach to safety.

"No, we can't use a fueled vehicle, and yes, you will ride a horse." There. He had said it firmly, the tone of his voice leaving little room for Darach to argue. "Come on."

He didn't wait for Darach to follow. They didn't have time for contemplation or contention. Guardian would discover their escape, because his Fire was amber gold and all-seeing. The pathetically-easy-to-break wards Ceithin had cast to cover their tracks wouldn't last long and would quickly fall under Guardian's hands. He had little time to get his new charge away from the stone and glass City fortress and to the Valley.

"I'm not going with you. All I want is answers to my questions, and then you can go." Darach stood with crossed arms, his expression stony and unyielding. "I am not getting dragged away from the city, Cariad bastard." The word Cariad was spoken venomously, spat out with hatred, which only intensified the wrongness of a word so foul coming from the innocent-looking mouth.

Annwn, it wasn't a new thing. Cariad he was, and Ceithin had been born the bastard son of parents who'd never joined with the full ritual of Council ordained marriage; he had heard worse. The population of this world had little time for the old ways or the travelers that banded together and held traditions close. Darach damn well was coming with him, because if he knew Kian, then he might know something about Trystyn; and that was information Ceithin was determined to get out of him.

"Yes. You are." A simple statement, and one Darach had better listen to and abide by.

"No, I'm not. You will stand here and talk to me—"

Ceithin stepped into Darach's space, drawing to his full height, easily half a head taller than Darach, and gripped hard into the soft silky material of Darach's coat.

"You helped a Cariad escape from the Council. You crossed Guardian to do so. Clearly, you're a Cariad sympathizer. Your sentence is instant death or, worse, removal of Fire and a death so slow it will drive you insane with grief. You want to stay to talk, then you stay to die. We run. Now."

"I didn't have anything to do with… I didn't help… I know it looks bad, but when I explain."

"Explain what exactly."

"That I just wanted to ask… to find out…"

Obviously, facing the Council and Guardian was a fate better than staying with Ceithin. He leaned in an extra inch, schooling his features into a tight, furious mask. "Do. You. Want. To. Die?"

"You're probably going to kill me anyway, you filthy Cariad!" Darach shouted, pulling back insistently, and Ceithin let him stumble away as he released his grip.

"Maybe, youngling, maybe. But at least I have honor and would do it quickly." He left it at that and turned on his heel, bringing his attention back to the task in hand.

He smirked to himself when Darach followed him after a few seconds, grumbling something in Ancient under his breath. It was a surprise to hear Ancient syllables from someone who wasn't a Cariad. He didn't question it. There would be time for questions later, when the immediate need to escape had passed.

Sooner than he expected, they stood outside a tavern with smoke-soiled, dirty windows. He considered, and summarily dismissed, the vehicles lined up in dust-covered rows. The oil-run monstrosities had no place in the Cariad world. Then he switched his attention to the small group of horses tethered along a metal bar to one side and out of the main view. He was never so happy that some in the City held to the old ways even as toxic machines started to make their presence known. Horses would be a more efficient and less traceable way of getting deep into the forests around the fortress. Cautiously, he approached them, keeping himself out of sight. Laying a hand on the nearest, he gestured for Darach to stop. Darach stumbled clumsily into him.

"A wnewch chi ein cario fy mrodyr?" The horse, a magnificent gelding with a sable coat, black mane, and eyes of dark brown lowered its head and nuzzled his hand.

"You talk to horses? You asked if they would carry us?"

Darach sounded surprised, and Ceithin was in no state of mind to explain or comment on Darach's command of the old language. He allowed a little of his Fire to travel to his fingers, the crimson disappearing into the horse's soft coat as he touched the mare standing next to the gelding, and then untied both from the rail.

"Come here."

To give him his due, Darach at least tried to climb up, until finally with a little help he dismissed with a sneer, he was seated in the saddle. He looked as awkward as Trystyn had when he was a babe, hanging off to one side, and the thought stayed with Ceithin even as he deftly climbed his own mount. With a gentle nudge of his heels, they left the inn and moved on into the pathways in the woods beyond. The mare, clearly sensing Darach's hesitation, skittered to one side, then finally pulled in next to the gelding and broke into the same canter Ceithin had encouraged. People underestimated horses and their nature, and Ceithin was glad Darach was somehow going with the flow and relaxing.

There was little chance for speaking. That in itself was an exceptionally good thing. Of course, it didn't stop Darach's snapping at him and demanding to know where they were going. Ceithin wasn't stupid; fear and distrust spiraled from Darach, and Ceithin could sense the other man was feeling pain in his slight frame from the riding. This connection between them, a sense of recognition he didn't want to poke at too deeply, left Ceithin feeling distinctly uneasy. Ceithin was used to seeing others and what they held inside them, but to see pain and discomfort from being on the horse was a new one. Emotions, yes. Pain and discomfort, not so much. He filed it away with everything else that had happened during this strange day as something he would think about after they were out of danger.

He didn't have any sensation of them being followed. The Council had underestimated one of the Cariad severely in leaving Ceithin guarded by nothing more than simple wards. Believing him to be dying and therefore no danger to anyone had been a gross misjudgment on their part. This didn't mean they were safe yet, though. He needed to get them home. To his home. He was still verging on exhaustion from the torture, and a few hours remained until he would be fully healed. He ached all over and all he wanted was the peace of the Valley and his family.

Head bobbing in time with the ground-eating, smooth-as-glass Travel Walk Ceithin asked of them after the first half hour, the gelding and the mare made good time. And Darach, although bruised and tired, learned a bit about sitting a saddle. They didn't stop until dark chased them down under the canopy of trees and Ceithin called it as time to take a break.

"We need to take a breather, rest the horses, get some water. We are not far from the edge of the forest now."

"I'm not going with you past the border, whatever you think, Cariad," Darach snapped as they clambered off the horses in the dark. Darach winced in discomfort as he stretched to his full height, and Ceithin had to hide his smile, turning his back on him. It was quiet, the only light came from the moon, filtered and dreamy in the forest glade, and his artist's hands longed to sketch the space. He patted the gelding, murmured a few words, and received a nuzzle in return.

"That's up to you, youngling, but this forest has old magik. I am probably your only hope of making it through alive."

He sensed Darach's anger and confusion and breathed deeply for focus even as his Fire called to him to warn him Darach was coiling energy inside him. The shot from Darach was deflected easily, sparking into the trees and dissipating quickly, and he turned and raised a shield of scarlet even before Darach had pulled enough energy together for another shot. In seconds, Darach was held tightly, his shoulders to a tree, his head forced back, and Ceithin's sparking fingers gripping around his neck.

"Don't mess with me, youngling." Ceithin deliberately injected menace into his voice. "I could kill you in a second." He tightened his grasp, Darach's hands pulling uselessly at the grip, his eyes wide in horror. "You're lucky you're still alive."

He released his hold and Darach fell to his knees, gasping. They were not far from the Valley now, and then his father could deal with the younger man. It was a comforting thought. He wouldn't have to think more on the infuriating man who was currently his responsibility. Ceithin tried to ignore the terror he sensed in his companion, terror hidden behind false confidence. He didn't need to feel compassion for the idiot. He needed to concentrate on getting them to safety.

As they climbed back onto their mounts, Ceithin ignored the look of wounded hate being sent his way and, setting a good pace, they headed onwards.



Chapter 3



"Ephraim, Madoc, Sulien."

Guardian's voice was deceptively soft as he surveyed all three men, and Sulien couldn't get a proper look at the man's eyes to gauge what might be behind those words. Damn child had taken to wearing a hooded cloak that clung to his lean frame and hid his face in half shadows. Sulien waited impatiently. He hated that Guardian held any dominion over them, hated his oh-so-bright Fire, his aura shimmering golden and intense, so new and fresh and alive. Jealousy and desire for what Guardian had was like acid inside him. The call for the Council to attend Guardian had been clear, succinct; in his bones, Sulien knew Guardian was somehow aware of the Cariad in their prison. He wasn't wrong. As long as none of them admitted to anything, everything would be fine.

"The Cariad has gone," Guardian offered and then pushed himself up, standing away from his chair. "I understand he was held in the prison here."

"He was trying to—" Ephraim said, but he stopped as soon as Guardian inclined his head in question. Sulien sighed inwardly. Ephraim was always the one who lost control first.

"Why was there a member of the Cariad in our cells?"

No one answered him, least of all Sulien, who saw the spark of orange that colored the area about them. Guardian was angry, frustrated, and the edge of brilliant white made Sulien want to be anywhere other than here. They may be the Council, the government that acted in Guardian's name, but at the end of the day it was Guardian who pulled the strings. He was a new guardian, not yet fully grown into his power, but Annwn, he was already so strong.

Sulien cast a quick look to his left. Ephraim stood hunched in on himself, affected the worst by their dying Fire. Madoc was similarly cowed.

"We needed his Fire," Sulien finally said. He was dying anyway. Why not be honest and then die quickly at the hand of Guardian rather than slowly as their Fire decayed more? "He came here of his own free will. He is a Cariad; he is nothing." He spat the word Cariad as the venom inside him colored his words. They were nothing more than vermin, with their transient ways and their inability to live in civilized society.

Guardian said nothing and indicated nothing in the way he stood silently. It was intimidating and overwhelming, and it was the straw that finally broke the camel's back. He shouldn't rise to it, but this was all too much, and he was so damn tired.

"If you gave us some of your Fire then we wouldn't need a Cariad." Sulien spat the words, part of him wanting to pull them back as soon as they were said but the other part so pleased to finally have the words out of him and into the open. It was only what all three thought, and nothing they hadn't discussed when alone.

"Give you my Fire…" Guardian's voice was low, modulated, his syllables carefully spoken. "You believe you deserve to live on through my Fire when your time in this world is drawing to an end? A new Council is long overdue."

Sulien's stomach twisted at the words, and anger glinted in his Fire. "We made you." He sneered. He covered his face as gold and white sparked from Guardian's hands, pricking and sparking at his skin and blinding his eyes momentarily.

"You made nothing." The words were final, abrupt, dripping with derision. "I owe you nothing." Guardian lifted his hands to the hood of his dark cloak and pushed it back. Sulien swallowed in sudden fear.

"Guardian—"

"I may be Guardian of the Council Fire but it is not by choice that I became so. I will not give you my Fire before the last breath leaves my body."

Temper built in Sulien, pushing past any fear he may have had of the boy who stood in front of him. Guardian had been nothing more than a youngling when they took him from his first Fire. Young, inexperienced, flooded with amber Fire so perfect, so absolute, his immolation had been manipulated as immediate, the scars the only thing that remained from receiving his Fire on his twenty-first birthday.

It seemed Sulien was not the only one whose temper had peaked. Madoc was edgy, his pathetic mud Fire curling about him as his anger grew, and in a move so fast Sulien had no chance to stop him, Madoc launched himself at Guardian. Madoc was dead before he hit the floor; Guardian's retribution was swift. Pain tore through Sulien at the death of the other Councilor, but he didn't move. Amber Fire coiled around Madoc and slowly returned to Guardian, whose face was impassive.

"I owe you nothing. Leave."

Sulien hesitated, exchanging looks with Ephraim as to whether they should move their fellow Council member's body. Ephraim shook his head, edging towards the door without turning his back on Guardian, who was a vision of terror, his face twisted in anger and his pure amber Fire a roiling mass of light around him.

Sulien and Ephraim bowed slightly and left the room, exchanging no words, not even after the door closed behind them.

Each had the grieving to experience, and whilst Ephraim would do it with wine, Sulien wanted his books, his library. It was the one place he could record his own demise now. With the loss of the Cariad red, he was dying, sooner rather than later.



* * * *



Guardian didn't move until a good time had passed after they left. Then, sighing, he knelt beside the body of Madoc, casually casting a net of protection around him. When he was sure everything was safe he let out a big sigh of relief.

"You can move now, old man. I think it worked," he murmured.

Touching Madoc gently, he allowed some of his amber Fire to counteract the magik that had appeared to render Madoc dead. He let more trickle through, more than Madoc needed to rouse, enough to keep him stronger than Sulien and Ephraim, although he knew his friend would be angry with him. He always wanted to give more, enough to make his decaying Fire whole but Madoc consistently refused, just kept saying it was his time to die, he was tired, and he wanted peace as nature intended.

"I am not old," Madoc grumbled, allowing Guardian to help him to his feet.

Guardian chuckled. "You were incredibly convincing when you fell."

"I can still do falling, youngling. Did he get away?"

"The Cariad? Yes, he made it past the City walls with the… other." Guardian sat down on the ground next to Madoc, casually crossing his legs and resting his chin on his knees.

"The man who came to find him… he was unharmed?" Madoc looked concerned, and Guardian had to remind himself Madoc's hostility in Chambers with the rest of the Council was merely an act.

"Completely unharmed, as far as I could see."

"I used lesser magik on the Cariad, but it pained me that I had to hurt him at all."

Guardian held out a hand, palm upwards, and allowed a little of his Fire to collect there.

"I am sorry you had to do that." He tried to sound confident and not let his own grief color his words, but Madoc clearly saw through him.

"The Cariad is strong," Madoc said softly. "He healed, and the two of them are now together, the crimson Fire and the blue. As it should be."

"Are we doing the right thing?" Guardian hated that he sounded so unsure, but Madoc didn't comment on it.

"The library is clear enough on what needs to happen to save our world and the Otherworld. The one called Kian has found his hunter and their union is unbreakable. We can only hope that the Cariad red and the other's will fulfill the second prophecy."

"The third part…" Guardian closed his fist around the tendrils of Fire, grief in his heart. The books that held the old stories, the Cariad stories about old magik, were hidden away from general view, but there was not one single day when Guardian didn't pore over them to find answers. The third part of this whole "balancing the two worlds" prophecy wasn't open to interpretation. It spoke of two amber Fires and a bond so intense it would defy anyone who tried to break it.

"The amber Fires. Is that what is worrying you? There is nothing that we can do until we see for sure that any of what is written makes any kind of sense."

"Who would want me?" The words tumbled from Guardian's lips unbidden. He hadn't meant to vocalize his own petty fears.

Madoc simply shook his head and sighed, and then proceeded to move the direction of the conversation. "So tell me, new Guardian, will your wards really hold so they don't see I'm still alive?"

The question was serious, and Guardian nodded, thankful for the change in subject. He had placed as much protection as he could without tipping his hand. "Like I said, your death was totally convincing, and I have hidden you well." He paused, inhaling deeply, settling his Fire. "You're the only one I can trust to watch the Council when I go."

Madoc nodded and smiled gently. "You know this is bigger than just the Cariad and the young man who risked his life to come here."

"Far bigger." Guardian was tired of it all. The weight of an entire city, an entire world, two worlds, sat on his shoulders. His Fire was supposed to be so strong, but today it appeared anything but. Madoc placed a hand on Guardian's knee and it was warm and comforting. His head raced with all he had learned and seen over the past few days, and he called a little of his amber Fire to calm himself before continuing. "Sulien is dangerous, and I know he had something to do with the kidnappings of the amber children. I am convinced of it. Sulien wants it all. My Fire, Cariad power, and I don't imagine Ephraim is far behind him."

"Sulien always has, youngling, and Ephraim is too weak to have an opinion or desire of his own. It's your turn to change things. We have lived under Council rule for too long. The Guardian role has become nothing more than a figurehead. You are strong, and you can start us new."

"Did you discover anymore about the old Guardian?" He asked that question every time he met with Madoc, but each time he was met with the same answer.

"Nothing, Guardian. It is like he burned up and there is no sense of him."

"Sulien knows what happened. I am sure of it."

Madoc shook his head sadly. "Sulien knows a lot of things that need to be discovered."

They sat for a while in silence, Guardian lost to his own thoughts. He trusted Madoc with his life. He didn't know why, but when he'd arrived here in Chambers, bound to the role of Guardian with no way back, it was only Madoc who had shown him kindness. When he slept, the dreams he experienced were intense. Maybe if he told Madoc they might make more sense.

"The Eicio army is building in the Otherworld. I can see what is happening when I close my eyes and dream."

"You can see the Otherworld in your dreams?"

Guardian frowned. Madoc seemed surprised. Didn't everyone see the strange and wonderful things in their dreams? Clearly not. Obviously it was just he who saw images of death and destruction and an army that was silently being amassed to take down the barriers between both worlds. Those the hunters in the Otherworld called the Nameless were known as Eicio here. They were a throwback to old magik, and they were a real threat by sheer numbers alone.

"I can't fix this from here. I need to go. To talk to the Cariad, and gods…" He bowed his head. "I have to deal with what is happening in the Otherworld and pull our people back from that place, if there is to be any chance at all."

"Your destiny is to bring balance to the Fire. You know that is not something you can do sitting here in the City."

"They can't know I have left."

Sulien and Ephraim would sooner jump in his grave than let a chance of power slip by because of an absent Guardian.

"I will stay here and maintain the illusion that I am you on meditation retreat in your chambers, behind closed doors. No one will know you are not here if we leave enough magik here to mask the void of your presence. Any Council business we can delay until you return."

"I can't leave immediately. I need more training. There are books I need to see in the library, magik I must try to understand. Will you make yourself comfortable in my closed quarters and assist me?"

"Of course I will, Guardian. It is my role in this to support you."

Guardian smiled ruefully. "You make it easy for me to go and do what I need to do. Can you not tell me instead that I can stay here and not have to worry?"

"I wish I could, youngling." Guardian shivered at the resignation in Madoc's voice. "I wish I could."



Chapter 4



Ceithin smelled the familiar scents of home. The chill of night that heralded the impending winter was pushed back by the low, early morning sun. The canopy of gold and red leaves provided shelter from the rain as they drew closer to home. They were little more than an hour away, and each bush, all of the trees, every path, all that lay around them was as familiar to Ceithin as the siding on his own home was familiar to Darach. With each stride of their horses, memories of the City faded as Ceithin let his guard down and welcomed his world, his home, back into his heart.

Darach was finally, blissfully, quiet next to him, and the horses had slowed to a sedate but constant walk, the rolling gait lulling the other man to a half doze in the saddle. The path they followed climbed gently until finally they reached the cliff overlooking the south plains. Every last bit of tension slid from Ceithin's shoulders. He allowed some of his Fire to call to his father's, letting his family know he was home, then he pulled his mount to a halt. With a soft word, the mare stopped next to him.

"Darach?"

Unimpeded blue shimmering about him, Darach half opened his eyes with a small groan, catching himself as gravity tried to pull him from his seat. "Are we here?" He coughed and unconsciously moved a hand over his chest as if it hurt. Ceithin imagined the damp and the ride had taken its toll on the youngling and he leaned over the horse, placing a hand on Darach's thigh, feeling the tension in him. Like iron, he was stiff and unyielding against Ceithin's palm. However, his touch provided enough contact to allow Ceithin to pass over some of his scarlet Fire, which he knew would heal any infection inside his companion.

"Don't," Darach protested weakly. He pushed the hand away ineffectually, gasping as the crackle of their two Fires spat at them. Blue Fire and the tempestuous scarlet were not best suited, if the writings of the Ancients were to be believed. Ceithin sighed inwardly at both Darach's protests and the snap of the Fires. Color flooded Darach's face, and he half smiled, sleepy and unfocused. Ceithin's gut clenched at the sight of the man whose Fire tempted his own. Lulled into a false sense of security by the beautiful smile, Ceithin was stunned when Darach suddenly pulled himself back and upright, the smile disappearing in an instant.

"Get your hands off me, Cariad. I will not be violated by you." Darach's voice dripped with bitter accusation, hate, a healthy dose of fear, and a splash of outrage.

Ceithin couldn't help it. The snigger broke through his shock with explosive force. Violating Darach. God… in his dreams. "I didn't—"

"You can cast all you want." Darach was really digging his heels in on this one. "You've dragged me this far, but I won't let you inside my head as well."

"Wait. I didn't drag you here! You came of your own accord."

"You spelled me—"

"Like Annwn I did." Ceithin laughed again. "You got on that horse all by yourself, youngling. The Council on your back is enough to make any man run."

"The Council doesn't frighten me." Darach's conviction sounded so positive Ceithin sobered immediately.

"It should."

"I'm a good and noble citizen, not a murdering thief of a clan who hide like cowards in the forest."

The snap of Ceithin's finger was harsh and fast. His magik tore through the barrier Darach's Fire instinctively attempted to raise like a sharp knife through skin, finding its mark and sending Darach toppling to the ground. Ceithin followed him down, leaping from the gelding and straddling Darach, his hand curved around Darach's throat. The hold wasn't as tight as it had been against the tree or in the prison, but it was enough to mark Darach with the fizz and snap of Ceithin's anger.

"Listen here, noble—" Ceithin spat the words and leaned close in, seeing the abject fear and horror in Darach's face. "If you have heard all the stories, you know I could flay the skin from you with my thoughts or move silently into your house and kill every single member of your family, even the children."

Darach tried to buck him off but Ceithin merely wriggled to center himself and placed his other palm flat to the ground for balance. There was nothing to Darach. He was slim, spare, strong in the face, but not equal to Ceithin in either muscle or Fire. "Maybe, if you don't push me too much, I won't find a member of your family and kill them. Maybe I will just steal some children!"

Ceithin added the last with a twist to his mouth, and Darach went rigid beneath him, complete horror in his eyes, his mouth opening and closing uselessly as if he wanted to say something but didn't know what.

"Failing that, I could eat them," Ceithin finished with a smirk, his sudden temper gone as fast as it had manifested. He let Darach buck him up and off. Once he'd released his hold on Darach's neck, he rolled onto his back, grinning at Darach's anger and wondering what he was going to do next. Darach pulled his hand back, intense sapphire shimmering around him, and Ceithin had to admit he was gorgeous, all hissing disapproval and blue eyes. Eyes narrowed with intense concentration, he let the first of his Fire fly. Ceithin didn't bother to block the attack, just tensing as it coated and prickled his skin. Violet sparks danced up from the connection of Darach's blue and his own scarlet, and he watched mesmerized as the sparks flew into the air and then settled in the trees above him.

"You leave my brother alone!" Darach shouted as he hefted another shaft of Fire. This one Ceithin blocked. "You filthy Cariad." Frustration lacing his voice, Darach stopped casting Fire, clearly defeated when he realized none of it could penetrate Ceithin's wards enough to do damage.

"I was joking. I won't touch your family," Ceithin grunted, and rolled, pushing himself into a sitting position. "Contrary to popular lore, the Cariad are peaceful and have been for millennia."

Darach snorted his disbelief and clambered to stand, using the nearest tree to balance himself. "So I can go? You haven't spelled me, and you are not forcing me? I can turn and go home?" He put his hands on his hips and tilted his head to one side.

Ceithin stifled the sudden thought that his charge looked kind of cute in a messed up, pathetic way and crossed his arms over his chest. "Why did you want to find me?" It was a simple question, but he could see Darach looking down and away, not wanting to answer. "I could torture it out of you."

"You wouldn't!" Darach had a blatantly terrified look on his face again, and Ceithin merely shrugged. There was something about this youngling that brought out the child in him.

"I might." There was a faceoff, Ceithin grinning and Darach blustering with false confidence.

"It was the journal, Kian's journal. He left it for me, and it said he had made contact with the Cariad and wanted to use their ancient magik to cross the barrier." Darach's voice held disbelief. Ceithin imagined for Darach to read his friend sought Cariad help probably shook the foundations of his limited world.

"And?"

"He wrote…" He sighed deeply. "His last entry said if I wanted to follow him, then I should seek the Cariad. I had heard rumors a stray Cariad had been found so I followed them up."

"A stray?" Ceithin bristled and his Fire pushed insistent inside him, ready to cause Darach real damage for the insult.

He waved a hand in front of him. "Well, it's what we call…"

He didn't have to say any more. It was what non-Cariad called the Cariad, likening them to dogs or vermin at every turn. Ceithin knew that. He chose to ignore the slip because he wanted to know more. To know more he had to reveal some of what had happened with Kian.

"Kian came to us." There, a simple enough start, and at least Darach looked half way interested. "Very brave to approach the forest and try and find the Cariad."

"He always was the brave one," Darach murmured.

Ceithin considered the words. Darach wasn't exactly a coward, facing down the stuff of his nightmares alone in a haunted forest. "He had nature's Fire, already had mastered many of the old ways, knew when and where to pass to the Otherworld. He needed a little extra to be able to punch a hole."

"I wanted to go with him."

"But you couldn't, could you? You had no real Fire. Kian said you were days away from your Fire's birth."

Darach dropped to a crouch, holding his hands loosely between his spread knees. He was despondent, grieving. "He left me here."

"Is he your kin somehow?" Now that was a valid question. Ceithin sensed some connection between Darach and Kian, but he just couldn't put his finger on it.

"Blood brothers. Myself, Kian, and Eoin. When we were just twelve, we swore we would be together always."

That explained a lot, and what Ceithin found most interesting was even though Darach might not believe in the old magik of the Cariad, he did have faith in the ancient ritual of blood kinship. A blood bond between two was strong, but between three it was unbreakable, irreversible. A great deal of ancient magik and the blood of each was used to make the connection. He wondered briefly what it must be like to be separated by an entire world from the other third of you.

"So Kian is gone, but where is the third, this Eoin? Did he not follow you on this adventure of yours?"

"He had amber Fire and it consumed him when he came of age."

Ceithin's eyes narrowed as Darach's voice grew cold and emotionless. Amber Fire was the most powerful of all Fire. The Council members all possessed some version of amber gold. The color was the most volatile. Incredibly rare, it was sought after and jealously hoarded. There were only two with amber in the Valley, his own father and a distant cousin. "I am sorry." He genuinely was more than just simply sorry. He had seen the Fire go wrong before. The end for the hapless person who bore it was quick, but immolation was also a terrible way to lose your life.

"The bond we had with him died in the blaze."

"It would."

"And then Kian left. So it is just me."

"And your family?"

"My parents died a long time ago, and I have an older brother who is training for council assistant and had left our home. He is getting married next month."

"You have no plans for marriage then, youngling?"

"Why do you call me that? I am twenty-one, and I have my Fire now. Stop calling me that when you can be no more than a few years older than me." Darach pushed himself up and stretched out the muscles he had used to stay crouched.

Ceithin desperately wanted to have a quip ready as a comeback, but he had nothing. Limping slightly, he walked to the horses. If they pushed, they could be in the Valley by nightfall. When they were both seated on their mounts and had started to move off, Ceithin deliberately kept the pace slow so they could talk.

"You asked why I called you youngling, and I guess it is because the Fire in a Cariad isn't new like yours. I may only be twenty-five, but my Fire is one of the most ancient in my clan."



* * * *



"Will you tell me your name?" Darach asked as the warmth of the day began to wrap around them. He tried to say it as confidently as he could. He couldn't keep on calling him the Cariad bastard. He winced as the Cariad turned in the saddle and just stared at him.

"Ceithin," he replied, and then turned back to concentrate as his mount scrambled up the shallow banks of the stream.

Darach turned the name over in his mind. Ceithin. A strong name and one he hadn't heard before. Ceithin with the red Fire of a healer. He had never seen scarlet Fire before. It was rarer than one of Kian's jokes. There were maybe a handful of healers in the City, and their skills were prized. As he tried to stay upright on the damn horse, he wracked his brain for spells and magik that could maybe defeat the thrall of red Fire. Because, clearly, despite assurances to the contrary, this Ceithin had spelled Darach to follow him into the forest and across the river that marked the county border. He wouldn't have gone otherwise.

"Ceithin," Darach murmured to himself as first the gelding and then his mare broke into a canter along the steadily widening path. More riding was not doing him any good.

Just then, Ceithin reined in his mount, which stopped immediately. Leaning forward over the gelding's neck, Ceithin whispered then sat up and turned, catching Darach's mare's reins. They stood, and Darach blinked at the sun emerging through the morning rain.

"Look," Ceithin said, his voice soft, and Darach lifted his gaze to follow the line of Ceithin's gaze.

They had moved out of the tree cover and now looked down over a long, narrow valley with beautiful sloping grass-clad sides, a deep decline to a river at the base carved by ice many millions of years ago. There were water courses making their way in long straight falls, and rainbows that curved into the sky towards the sun. Paradise. All of it was so perfect—the smell of it, the taste of the air, the spectrum of color casting a hue of light Darach had never seen before.

"Beautiful." He breathed the single word.

"Enfys yn disgyn," Ceithin said simply, a smile on his face, his eyes lit with happiness.

"Rainbow Falls," Darach whispered, translating the Ancient and finding himself unable to do anything but smile back.

Ceithin nudged the mare forward and they began following a path Darach hadn't even seen. A shallow fall twisted in and around water and rocks. Trees and plants were so vivid a green the brilliance of the hues almost hurt the eyes.

Kian would be so happy here. He loved nature, loved things he could grow and touch, although not many people outside himself, Darach, and Eoin had known this.

Before too long, they reached the bank of the river. The sounds of water rushing over and around boulders were deep and resonant, giving a hint of the stream's depth. Darach hoped to Annwn they didn't have to cross it on horseback. He didn't know if he could survive a combination of his fear of horses and the whole I-can't-swim problem.

"There's a bridge."

Ceithin was smirking, damn Cariad, and Darach pasted what he hoped was a disinterested expression on his face. They crossed the bridge, solidly built of wood and stone, and the air changed as soon as they reached the other side. He might only be a baby with his Fire, but he knew wards when he passed through them. They had crossed some kind of barrier, and he remained intact. He consciously checked himself over, including touching the Fire coiled inside him, just making sure everything was still in place and pointedly ignoring Ceithin's chuckle.

"Ceithin Gawain Morgan!"

Ceithin smiled broadly at the name and jumped down off of the mare in a smooth move, striding five paces to swing a woman into his arms. Tall, slim, dark hair reaching her waist, she gripped Ceithin tightly, and Darach watched with amusement as she stepped back and thumped Ceithin hard on the chest.

"Ouch! Is that really necessary?"

"You are in so much trouble! Pappa could see everything! He was all for mounting a rescue."

"I didn't need rescuing. I was fine." Ceithin's tone was underlaid with defensiveness, along with what Darach perceived as a healthy dose of guilt.

"Don't say I didn't warn you." She paused, tilted her head, and turned to face Darach, and a shiver of fear coursed through him. There was something about this woman, a certain familiarity, and his gaze moved from her to Ceithin and back. They were similar in height, in coloring, and her dark brown eyes were focused on Darach with the same unnerving perception he had seen in Ceithin. "Hello, Darach, I'm Brigid, this idiot's sister."

"Dar—" He started to introduce himself then realized she had already called him by his name. Instantly, his suspicions arose once more. He gripped the reins harder, not willing to let go of his last means of escape should he need it. Ceithin offered his hand, but Darach just shook his head. "I'm happy here."

Ceithin just raised a single eyebrow with a smirk.

"The youngling thinks we are going to eat him."

Darach narrowed his eyes as Brigid slapped her brother around the back of his head.

"For Annwn's sake, don't tell me you—"

"Ouch." The tone of his voice was stern but he had a grin on his face.

"He has no respect." Brigid offered her hand to Darach. "Come on. I have people who would love to meet Kian's friend with the big heart." Funny how the smiling woman he had just met was easier to trust than Ceithin, who just stared at him, daring him to turn his sister down.

Huffing, he gripped her hand and slid as gracefully as he could from the mare's back, only stumbling slightly as the solid ground didn't give as he expected it to.



Chapter 5



Llewellyn Morgan, Ceithin's father, was a whole mountainside of intimidation. Not only did he have amber Fire, he was a big bear of a man with silver hair and a voice that was deep and certain and, at the moment, only barely this side of damn scary.

"You managed to save my son from the Council. We are grateful," he said simply as he held his hand out in welcome. Darach took the offered hand, excuses already on his lips.

"He didn't—" Ceithin attempted to interrupt. Darach smirked inwardly as Llewellyn pointedly stared Ceithin into silence.

Quite a few more people stopped to see Ceithin and the City man he had brought home with him. The one story, sprawling cabin where the Morgan family resided swarmed with Cariad as people stopped by to welcome the traveler home. Several of the visitors thanked Darach. But, and he had to be honest with himself, Ceithin was right. Darach had done little to help the Cariad escape. Darach ate with Ceithin's small family, listening to the bickering between Brigid and her husband, Alan, and Ceithin. At some points, Alan and Ceithin joined forces to annoy Brigid, but clearly she knew their measure.

Darach needed to get home, away from the Valley, or over to the Otherworld and Kian. On more than one occasion during supper, he made the effort to form the sentence in his head. Nothing happened. In spite of his feelings to the contrary, if he returned home, how would he learn more of Kian? What would happen to him back in the City? Would the Council exact punishment for his disobedience by removing his Fire? Was he doomed to remain here with these criminals in this village? And why did they not look more like the illustrations from the books he had read as a child? Rough and raw and ready to kill they were not.

In fact, they were clean, tidy, friendly, and smiling. Not one of them had leered at him, propositioned him, threatened him, or indeed done anything to suggest he was not a simple guest here. He listened and learned as much as he could from what he heard. They appeared to be a community of farmers, living from the land in this beautiful valley. Peaceful and calm, they used nature to its fullness, and the valley itself was warded against intruders. There were groups of Cariad spread out in this world, all communities living in apparent peace, and what he noticed most was that not one person who spoke used words of fear or intimidation. Years of hearing the worst and then being presented with reality made Darach uneasy. He had compartmentalized the Cariad into the same box as the devils in the night and the ghosts from old criminals, and it was hard to let the instinct to fear go.

They discussed why Darach had been looking for Ceithin. He was relying on Cariad assistance to pass over to the Otherworld. They looked at each other, looked at him, and told him they would show him the way to cross, but there was tension for a short while, Ceithin stubbornly refusing to admit why he had been in the City in the first place. The evening had closed in, a bright late autumn moon the only light they used in the corridors that spread from the main cabin, a rabbit warren of small rooms and halls. Quaint, rambling, old, and solid, it was unlike anything he had lived in before.

Brigid led him to a small side room with a comfortable pallet, and he really did try to sleep, despite the contradictions and thoughts in his head. His Fire was restless, uncertain, flickering behind his eyes, nagging at him, tracing impatient lines of blue along his bare skin. With a huff of exasperation, he sat up and rubbed the sparks away. Maybe getting some air would help? He pulled on his pants and a jacket over his sleep shirt to go and find somewhere he wouldn't feel so damn unsettled. Opening the door gently, he walked down the main corridor. The cabin was in peace, darkness, and he let himself out of the front door. There was no purpose or destination to the course he took, and he wandered aimlessly until the clouds covering the large full moon shifted to let moonbeams light the edge of the river and the beginning of the slopes of the valley. That something as beautiful as this place existed so close to the City and he had never even known of its existence was a shock.

Voices carried on the air, and the words reached him long before he consciously realized he was listening. Ceithin was there, and Darach caught the end of a sentence, shouted words, and the other voice he identified as Ceithin's father.

"…you think he would want you to die for him?" Llewellyn sounded so damn sad.

"Don't say that, you don't know—"

"How close were you, Ceithin? How close to dying, losing your Fire?"

"I wasn't!" Ceithin's voice was so loud he was close to shouting.

By direct contrast, Llewellyn's voice was modulated and calm, ringing with the certainty of knowledge, of great grief averted by a hair's breadth. "I saw you. Ceithin, they were so close to pulling your Fire out of you, and for what? To follow up some nebulous speculation about your brother?" Darach strained to hear Llewellyn, inching closer in the shadow of the cabin.

"He had been there, Dad. I sensed it as truth when I heard—"

"Ceithin, it's been seven years. Your brother is dead."

"No. I would know if he was dead." Whatever Ceithin was saying, Llewellyn didn't appear to be listening.

"Your mother was out of her mind with fear for you."

"Don't throw Mom at me. She wants to know what happened to Trystyn as much as I do."

"Not at the expense of her other son."

"I'm going—"

"I forbid it." For the first time, Llewellyn's voice rose a fraction.

"I'm a grown man. As soon as we work on his element, I am crossing." Crossing where? Darach was confused. What was Llewellyn forbidding?

"You have brought back the exact person who—"

The voices stopped, the silence sudden, and Darach shrank back into the shadows.

"You do know I can feel you." Ceithin's voice was so close Darach jumped and twirled to face the other man. How the hell had he gotten behind him? He glanced past Ceithin and couldn't see any sign of Llewellyn, but he definitely could see Ceithin smirking.

He moved back a step. He had never been able to clearly sense other Fires. There had been the spark of connection when he and Ceithin had touched in the cave and through the tunnel, and then through the fight in the woods. At those moments his blue had sought out Ceithin, inquisitive and persistent. Now there was nothing, just this buzzing in his ears and a sense of shame he had been caught eavesdropping.

"I didn't mean to…" To what? Listen? Pry? Learn? He wasn't sure what he was apologizing for.

Ceithin took a step closer and then another until they were nothing but a breath apart. "Close your eyes," Ceithin said simply.

"No."

"Close your eyes," Ceithin insisted quietly. "I want to show you something."

Darach narrowed his gaze suspiciously. Was this going to be like the jokes his big brother had played on him when he was a child?

"Trust me."

Darach didn't trust this Cariad as far as he could throw him, which, given his extra height and muscle weight, wouldn't be far. Still, something in his voice and expression invited him to trust, and his Fire didn't seem disturbed by whatever was going on. So he closed his eyes.

"Can you see me?" Ceithin asked.

"My eyes are shut." Idiot. He didn't say the word out loud but he heard Ceithin sigh.

"Ignore what you see with your eyes. Let your Fire loose. Track me." His voice sounded fainter, as if he moved away slightly, and Darach had prickles of apprehension skittering along his spine. Breathing deeply, he settled his curiosity and emotions so he could let his Fire wander undisturbed. It uncoiled from his spine, traveling through his veins, sparking on his skin, pushing insistently in him. In theory, he knew what he needed to do. He needed to let his Fire have free rein. As Ceithin had said, let it loose.

What Darach didn't want to admit to anyone, least of all to one of the Cariad, was that, apart from his pre-Fire training and his pathetic attempt at magik in the prison, he hadn't really explored his capabilities.

He winced as Ceithin encouraged him, if calling "get a move on, youngling" counted as encouragement. Cautiously, he allowed his Fire to move to his hands, the warm touch reassuring. He could see the blue behind his closed eyes and it was fascinating, prisms of sapphire and diamond ice, white so pure it hurt to focus on it. Then, as it expanded and he was able to picture the low cabin, an answering tendril of red touched him, creeping into a corner of the cerulean vista in his mind. The color touched him and tapped, as insistent as the man who controlled it.

"Follow me, Darach. This way."

His body moved, his legs stiff. He stumbled, taken by surprise. Was his Fire guiding him? He tensed, resisting, and his Fire sparked brightly. Even his Fire was pissed at him. Breathing deeply of the clean night air, he concentrated on knowing his Fire wasn't going to lead him to the edge of a cliff.

He made his way forward for a time, his hands extended in front of him, his eyes tightly closed for every step. At last, when he realized his Fire wouldn't lead him astray, he started to relax. The crimson bleeding into his own color glowed deeper, brighter, closer. Abruptly, he realized he could actually feel the heat of it.

Violet was the blended color. For the first time since Eoin had died and Kian had left, peace began to trickle into him. He had been so alone, so on his own, his only family a brother who was never there. But until his and Ceithin's colors blended, he'd kept from himself how truly lonely he'd been. Suddenly the scarlet swallowed all of the blue and panic slipped in where only calm had sat before. Desperate, he opened his eyes, blinking at the sudden change from interior fireworks to the inky black of unlit night.

Ceithin stood in front of him. Gone was the all-too-familiar smirk or smug expression Darach had come to expect. The Cariad looked different. Tired. Shocked? It was difficult to tell. A sensation tugged at Darach, low in his stomach; he was growing aroused, his dick at half mast and uncomfortable in the confines of his clothes.

Clearly, the Fire connection had some kind of weird effect on a person's body. He swayed on his feet, consciously forcing himself to stop leaning towards Ceithin. He was not feeling sexual attraction to Ceithin Morgan. He just wasn't.

"What did you see?" Ceithin asked finally, and Darach swallowed.

"My Fire, blue, then yours, the red, and then violets and purples so vivid—"

"White?" Ceithin interrupted. "Did you see white?"

"You can't actually see—"

"Darach, for Annwn sake."

"White in the blue, like shards of glass or diamonds."

Ceithin visibly deflated at these words, and with a muffled curse, he sat on the ground and crossed his legs, resting his chin on joined hands balanced on his knees. He was silent, and Darach had moved past being uncomfortable and was now focusing on his acute embarrassment. What kind of man described white as diamonds or glass? He may not fill traditional procreation roles, but he was a damn man, not some poetry writing girl.

"Can you sit a while, Darach?"

"I'm tired." Darach really was tired, he knew he would sleep like the dead if he got the chance to go back to his nice comfy bed.

"Just a minute." Ceithin wasn't exactly pleading, but his words weren't unkind, so with little thought, Darach acquiesced, settled himself opposite, and waited. "Did a seer pronounce for you when you were born?" Ceithin's question was direct and to the point.

"Yes, for me and Kian and Eoin in the same pronouncement."

"Kian told us about his Hunter. What was pronounced for you?"

"That I would fall from grace." Darach had had twenty-one years to come to terms with the fact, assuming his sexuality or helping Kian on some weird-ass teenage quest would bring his downfall. He never expected involvement with a Cariad would bring about the end of him.

"Fall from grace?" Ceithin tilted his head as he repeated what Darach had said. For a second Darach wished the moon was brighter so he could properly see the expression on Ceithin's face and in his eyes. "That isn't all of it, is it? Not just those few words. Did they say anything about who you would be with? Who your bond would be?" Ceithin tripped over the question, his voice showing a level of nervousness Darach had never seen before in him. Darach inhaled deeply, the rush of night air comforting, warm, scented with the water and the forest that ringed them.

"They said I would be with a carrier of healer Fire, red Fire." There, it was simply said.

"You want to know what was pronounced at my birth?"

"Cariad have a seer too?" Darach immediately wished he could retract the inane comment. Knowing the Cariad, they had ten seers or a hundred seers. Ceithin didn't seem angry though. He simply shook his head.

"We don't need what you call a seer. Your seers are actually just Cariad descendants with lesser ability. We have our parents who know what is ahead for us."

"Your parents?" Darach really tried to imagine his parents being able to see anything of his future, but he couldn't picture them being different from what they had always been.

"Well, mine was simple. They knew from the day I was born I would be with another man."

"Isn't knowing your future that clearly giving you some kind of self-fulfilling prophecy?" Darach prided himself on his grasp of the right words.

"Not really. I wasn't told until I was sixteen, but by then I had realized for myself anyway. A man with blue fire, the Water element, but our union would lead to greatness if the bond was made."

Blue? It is just a coincidence I have blue, and I am attracted to men?

Ceithin continued, and this time, his chin rose and his hands smoothed gentle Fire in his palms. "There was more, you know. Images I see that I know must be from the beginning of me, a Fire so bright that when sapphire blue mixes with mine it makes a shade of violet I had never seen in nature. Then there was the white…"

He held out one hand, Fire skimming the surface. Unbidden, Darach held out his own hand, a small trace of sapphire coloring his skin. When Ceithin closed his hand around Darach's, it was as if Darach's whole being reacted, violently and from the core of him. Violet sparks snapped again, and tiny dancing flecks spiraled up like the floating embers from a dying fire.

"Darach…" Ceithin rolled the name on his tongue and dropped his gaze. "Tell me why you came to find me."

"You already know. I read in Kian's journal—"

"I mean, why chance Guardian, the Council, the prison, why try and find a Cariad?"

Darach paused before he could begin to formulate an answer. Nothing inside him told him to go to the prison. It was only luck that allowed him to evade Guardian's watch. And the all-seeing, all-knowing Council? They could have seen him at any time, stopped him at any time, yet nothing had stopped him. He had even considered the fact that deep at the root of it he had some kind of death wish. He'd just been so alone since Kian had gone, and the nightmares he had been having of Kian in an alleyway, blood all around him, his green Fire dying… "I just want to bring Kian home."

"Bring him home? Or just be with him?"

What was Ceithin implying? He wanted to bond with Kian physically, sexually? Is that what he thought? "Not be with him. He is my blood brother, and I miss him so much."

"So much you chanced so many different deaths?" Ceithin moved his fingers, tracing unknown patterns on the palm of Darach's hand, and Darach shivered.

"I didn't even consider being caught." Ceithin realized he was telling the truth, and it startled him. "I just knew I had to follow what Kian wrote in his journal. Besides, death isn't something I am scared of." Darach tried to sound brave and confident, but his Fire told otherwise as it receded back into him.

"What you heard tonight, between myself and my father… I chanced death to find my brother. In my heart, I thought maybe the Council would find me and want my Fire. Still, I know the Council had something to do with my brother, Trystyn, disappearing."

"Do you have proof it was them?"

"No, not tangible evidence," he hastened to add, "I just know. Trystyn had the same amber as Father, stronger than Father, though. He was impossibly strong. There was no way he was going to avoid the Council's considering gaze."

"The members of the Council say the Cariad are impure. Why would they go against their own rules and come anywhere near you?"

"Amber is so rare; it's the strongest of the Fires and gives longer life, plus a connection to all the elements. It is power, and it isn't always passed from parent to child. There may be one or two in an entire generation, and often they appear to die in the Fire when it is born. It is too much for their physical form."

"Like Eoin."

"Like your Eoin…"

At least Ceithin acknowledged the loss with compassion, and Darach half closed his eyes as images of the burning bit him hard.

"Are you okay?"

"Fine—go on." Darach pushed the memories back where they belonged.

"It's dying, you know. I sensed it when I was there. The Fire in the Council members, Sulien, the others, their amber is dying. It's little more than ashes of brown and mud. If they are going to live any longer, they need new Fire. They tried to take mine. It's not as strong as amber, but it is healing Fire, and it has the Ancients' power twisted into it. It could have maintained them for a while."

"If Eoin had lived… do you think they would they have taken him for his Fire?" Realization coursed through Darach as he spoke. Somewhere between wanting to use Cariad Fire for his own purposes, hating the Cariad as leeches on normal society, meeting Ceithin, and the last few minutes, something fundamental had changed inside him.

Unspoken was the fact he had accepted as truth the Council had taken Trystyn, stolen the brother and son for their own use. It unnerved him to think his formerly unshakeable faith in the Council was being rocked by the things he was learning from Ceithin. He had spent so many years fearing the Cariad, hating them, thinking they were aberrations and here he was, forgetting it all. What about this man shook his faith so cleanly?

Ceithin had taken a moment to consider Darach's question, and Darach held his breath. Temper began to climb inside him, temper and not a small amount of thinking the Council he trusted had betrayed him.

"Maybe. I don't know. Council members need amber Fire."

"And you have never found Trystyn?"

"No. I had no sense of him in the City when I was there and I couldn't read anything in the Council. I can't even see his Fire inside me." Ceithin stopped, bowed his head and clenched a fist against his chest over his heart. "I am convinced he's crossed to the Otherworld, either by choice, or by force."

Ceithin sounded so sad. It physically hurt Darach to see others in pain. It always had. But he sensed a shadow of the other man's pain inside himself, and the reaction it evoked was primitive and intense. How would he himself have felt if his brother was missing, if he had no idea of where he could be, or even if he was alive? He pushed the reaction down. He had questions he needed to ask, and now it seemed Ceithin was ready to give answers.

"He wouldn't choose to cross, would he? No one would choose that. Kian only went because one of the Eicio that escaped through to that side."

"Maybe it was the only way he thought he would be safe, maybe he was forced to go, but I just know he's in the same world where Kian has gone." He leaned forward, confiding in the enclosing dark. "I feel it in my bones. He's in the Otherworld with Kian and his Hunter. Maybe he is even fighting the Eicio with them."

"I want to cross over to get him, get them, and bring Kian home. I need your help, or your father's help, and when I go, I could see if I sensed your brother. As a thank you?" Uncertainty tinged his final words.

"You don't need any help to get there, youngling. You just need to harness your Fire and the element."

"How do I—"

"I will show you but it will take a while, all depending how quickly you learn."

"I will listen." Darach was eager to prove he could learn. He was so close to passing through and reaching Kian.

"There is one thing."

Silence descended as he stopped, and Darach felt the irritation of wanting to know rise in him.

"What?"

"If you are crossing to find Kian, then, youngling, in order to find Trystyn, I am going with you."



Chapter 6



The lessons were going well, according to Darach's way of reckoning, badly if Ceithin's moaning was anything to go by. Ceithin was irritable and antsy and just annoying.

He had been in the village three weeks already. Wearing clothes borrowed from a Cariad boy who couldn't have been a day over sixteen, Darach looked like he belonged but he just didn't feel it. He had explored the village as much as he could, talked to everyone, smiled, was gracious, but still he felt like an outsider. The Cariad were friendly but cautious around him, apart from Ceithin's family, of course. They were both friendly and accepting. The village didn't have a name, but the entire valley was named in Ancient as the Valley of the Rainbows.

Despite myths to the contrary, it appeared the Cariad weren't as nomadic as they were made out to be. Llewellyn's generation was the fourth to live in this valley, with its strong wards and ancient barriers. The origins of the name for the valley were in the rainbows to be seen in each of the seven waterfalls. Given the number of waterfalls tumbling into the river traversing the vale, a flickering constellation of constantly changing color filled the air every time the sun blessed them with its presence through the sketchy clouds. The falls, the pools, and the winding river fascinated Darach and scared the life out of him at the same time. Water might well be what Ceithin insisted was Darach's element, but gods, just the thought of it, the water over his head, and not being able to swim caused fear to course through him. He hated water any bigger than a bath, and clearly, water hated him right back.

"Use the element as well as the Fire. I keep telling you—"

"Telling me doesn't help, Cariad," Darach snapped, his patience as thin as Ceithin's, "You may believe that Ancient rubbish but I don't, and if I can't do this water element control, then I can't. I have my Fire under control now. Isn't it enough for me to cross?"

"Your Fire is not under your control by any stretch of your limited imagination."

Darach sighed. He had heard the whole "you know nothing" speech a hundred times these last few days.

"And your Fire is nothing without your element." Ceithin added dramatically.

"I can't believe Kian mastered this any quicker."

"He didn't."

Darach frowned. What did Ceithin mean he didn't?

"He didn't need to, not when he could pass through thin barriers on All Hallows. You could always wait?"

Darach dismissed the idea of waiting another ten months to cross for the grand rescue and instead tried harder to concentrate.

Darach eyed the crystal bowl of tepid water sitting next to him. Ceithin was adamant Darach should have some mystic mumbo jumbo control over the wet stuff. All he wanted, apparently, was for Darach to move the water from one crystal bowl to another. So far, Darach had magiked it to steam, ice, and some unnamable gloop that turned pink and shriveled to nothing. Not a good start.

"Every Fire has two sides, Darach. You would be stronger if you used both."

Again with the Ancient crap. This was all getting a little bit too much, and a petulance rose in Darach he had absolutely no control over. "What if I don't want to?"

"Gods, what the hell do you mean 'not want to'? How can you not want to learn what makes you strongest?" Ceithin looked confused, verging on horrified.

"Not everyone is as obsessed by the mystical balance of nature as you." He emphasized the mystical part with a wiggle of his fingers and saw the instant narrowing of Ceithin's eyes.

"Darach," Ceithin said with a sigh, "no one is trained to fully utilize all of their Fire anymore, and yours is probably running at fifty percent. The Cariad and the Council are maybe the only people left who remember both sides. You need your element to pass over."

"Everything has its time. Maybe we don't need this element thing anymore. Maybe we should just try crossing anyway," Darach said stubbornly, even though inside he wasn't sure why he was even arguing the point. There was just something about Ceithin that brought out his inner child.

"It's your time, Darach, and if we tried to cross over now, you would be torn to shreds in an instant."

Angry at his inability to control the water, his limited options, and the damned understanding voice Ceithin was using, Darach scrambled to stand. "I want to stop this. It's a waste of time."

"You can't just stop."

"I can't do it."

Ceithin followed him to his feet. Then, in a movement so fast Darach had no time to counter it, he was swept up and over Ceithin's shoulder, any words he was trying to say swallowed in a sudden gasp of fear. He struggled and kicked out, but a quick smack to his ass and muttered words from his companion and he couldn't speak. He tried to speak, but no sound escaped his mouth. Not again! He'd had enough of Ceithin's control streak! He kept struggling, trying to see where the Cariad bastard was taking him, but all he could see were bushes and trees, and when he ended up with a mouthful of green leaf from a passing branch, he decided to shut his mouth and stop trying to talk at all. The ground they crossed was uneven but Ceithin didn't stumble. Darach might be shorter than Ceithin but surely he wasn't that light? Ceithin hefted his weight without as much as a grunt and trudged along steadily.

Fear caught him tightly in his gut as he heard the noise over the protestations in his head, a roaring noise. Water. A freaking waterfall. Surely Ceithin wasn't going to take him to water. Annwn, he couldn't swim, and he hated water. The scream of terror clawed the back of his throat, but he could make no sound. Desperate, he startled wriggling to the point where he very nearly slipped from Ceithin's grip.

Too late! The water was there. He could smell it, and he screamed soundlessly as Ceithin dropped him on his ass into it. He hit the bottom. It hurt, and his open mouth filled with water. Panic spiraled, and his breathing stopped—just stopped. He pushed from the bottom, felt hands pulling at him, shouting words that made no sense.

"…stand up… stand up… It's shallow… Darach, stand up."

His Fire pushed outwards suddenly and blindingly and a clash of his with scarlet forced him to stand, gripping Ceithin who stood with a face creased in concern.

"What in Annwn?"

Darach opened and closed his mouth. He wanted to explain, but the death grip he had on Ceithin was probably explaining more than he could say. With a flick of Ceithin's hand, suddenly Darach had his voice. "I can't swim, you son of a whore!" he shouted, pushing at Ceithin who just pushed back.

"It's no more than hip high," Ceithin said, laughter in his voice.

"I hate water."

"How in Annwn can you hate water? It's your element." Ceithin seemed genuinely perplexed, his jaw slack with surprise.

"I don't feel like it's my element."

"Well, you should." Ceithin's voice rose in agitation. "You're just not trying hard enough."

"I was trying. I tried harder at this than anything before." Temper coiled in Darach, and he clenched his fists, the need to hit someone close to the surface.

"You're not trying!" Ceithin shouted. Abruptly, he stopped in mid-shout. His gaze dropped to the water around Darach, his eyes widening.

Darach followed the look, and shock stole his anger in an instant. Blue Fire darted in streaks and bursts from every inch of Darach's body that was touching water, shooting out into the fall lake, snatches of white dancing on the surface. Every so often, a small whirlpool of water was created, while, in other places, a spiral tower of droplets rose before their eyes. And everywhere, everywhere, tiny rainbows formed as the sun hit each individual water spout. It was so beautiful, absolutely stunning.

"What did I do?" Darach looked back at Ceithin, bewildered, feeling weak at the knees and still gripping his assailant tightly. "What am I doing?"

"I don't know." Ceithin sounded just as bewildered, then he simply grinned as the water spouts collected around the men's legs. Ceithin stumbled closer as the water pushed them until they were hip-to-hip in the coolness of the pool.

Darach held himself still. He wasn't sure what was happening, but holy Annwn, the water was churning around him. His Fire was climbing his spine, the euphoria in him was intense, and being this close to Ceithin was screwing with his head. His element was like this man, strong and insistent, playful and teasing and pushing at him. The water was affecting his sex. Ceithin was irreverent, forceful, idiotic, and arrogant, so it couldn't be contact with him that meant Darach's dick had gone from vaguely interested to freaking full-on stiff as wood in seconds. Ceithin laughed, the huff of his breath warm on Darach's face. Annwn, had the Cariad felt how hard Darach was?

"You need to calm down, youngling."

"It's not me."

"It's you. I promise it's you. You connected. Just close your eyes and breathe deeply." Darach started to argue—Again with the closing-his-eyes orders—but Ceithin wasn't giving him the chance. Instead, he placed his hands firmly onto Darach's shoulders, providing solid support. "Close your eyes. Breathe."

He closed his eyes tightly, focusing on calming his breathing. Slowly and surely, his Fire curled back inside him, although he sensed its reluctance. He could see it as it left the water and insinuated itself, sulkily, reluctantly, slowly, until finally every single touch of blue was back inside him. The water stilled its frantic movements and its dance. He didn't have to open his eyes to see that. He could sense the utter calm about them.

The calm gave way to the heat of red as it filtered through his consciousness, and he realized Ceithin was helping him. Anger speared through him at what had just happened and the idiot who had just dumped him in the water. He opened his eyes and all hell broke loose. Fire snapped and fizzed around him as he pulled himself away from Ceithin and stalked out of the water and up onto the bank.

"You freaking idiot!" he shouted as he retreated. "You don't just drop people into water."

"It worked, didn't it?" Ceithin didn't sound too worried.

In fact, when Darach turned back, the other man was nonchalantly standing there, arms crossed, and he had that damned supercilious grin on his face. Temper simmered below the surface of Darach's skin then shot to his fingertips, and he aimed his Fire not at Ceithin but at the water surrounding him. What was the point of having some kind of weird connection of Fire to water if you couldn't use it to drown smug bastards like Ceithin?

Ceithin spluttered and cursed as he was engulfed with a spiral of water that drenched him, and only as the water receded did he go back to laughing. It was the last thing Darach could hear as he tracked his way back to the village, each step a wet slurp of feet in boots filled with water.

Cariad bastard.



* * * *



Brigid located him in the best hiding place he could find, behind the curtain of one of the largest of the waterfalls. He had spent an hour bending the water to him, causing the rainbows in the mist he could see to dispel with sparks of violet. Something was clearly wrong with his Fire. The blue had a distinct scarlet tinge. Ceithin's Fire had clearly polluted his.

"Darach?" Her voice was soft, and he snapped the control of the latest water spout suddenly; it dissipated in a flurry of droplets. She smiled at the action, watching fascinated as the liquid found the path of least resistance and joined the bulk of the fall's curtain.

"He sent a woman to apologize for him then." Darach didn't bother to hide his derision at Ceithin's cowardice. Score one for Darach.

"Who?" Brigid seemed genuinely confused, then her face cleared. "Oh, I see. You are wanting an apology from my brother? Was the falling out serious? Is that why you are hiding?"

"I'm not hiding. You should be pleased, because I'm practicing."

"I saw. How does it feel?"

"Practicing is boring." Darach wasn't ready to share the euphoria of this strange connection his Fire had to the element.

"Kian loved to learn, but we didn't have enough time."

Despair speared into Darach at the mention of his blood brother. Three weeks and he still wasn't any closer to rescuing Kian.

"His Fire was extraordinarily strong." She stooped to sit next to him and picked up a handful of earth, opening her hand flat. Darach couldn't not look at her hand. His eyes widened as the earth expanded slightly and a small, green shoot appeared. Tiny at first, it grew to a few inches in length and then stopped. Gently, Brigid placed the seedling and its earth into the moist area as close to the fall as she could. "His element was earth, and it fascinated him. He missed you."

The change in direction of her conversation threw Darach momentarily, and then as he registered what she said, he sighed. "I miss him."

"So you want to cross and find him? Ceithin told me."

"Yes, that's my plan."

"And Ceithin says he is to go with you?"

"Not if I have anything to say about it." Darach was quick to emphasis the point, temper snapping in his Fire.

"Did Ceithin ever tell you about our brother Trystyn?"

"Just that he is missing, and that was why Ceithin was in the City, following leads to find some trace of him."

"Trystyn was the youngest of the three of us, younger by a good few years than Ceithin. He was a beautiful child and an annoying brat of a little brother, spoiled by me and Ceithin. He was different from the day he was born. Already he had amber Fire, and it surrounded him, so beautiful."

"Like infant Fire?" Darach couldn't help himself from asking questions. Amber Fire was so rare, and it fascinated him.

"Oh no." She laughed, and he saw that same smile on her beautiful face Ceithin wore so well. "His Fire was fully mature from near day one. It made things interesting."

"How old was he when he went missing?"

"He was fourteen. He and Ceithin were swimming. Well, Ceithin was trying to teach a very reluctant Trystyn to swim. Trystyn hated the water," she paused a while and a faint smiled crossed her face as she was lost in memories. "What happened isn't clear, but Ceithin was rendered unconscious and Trystyn vanished. That was years ago now. We tried so hard to find him. We asked questions, cast magik, and heard rumors about the Council. There were other young men, new to their Fire, who had disappeared. Those with very strong Fire, more so than others. The name Sulien came up on more than one occasion, so much so it became a curse. Ceithin tried to follow every single trail, but Trystyn had just disappeared. Ceithin never gave up. I know none of us have really given up, but only Ceithin decided to follow any rumor he heard. Finally, it landed him as a prisoner."

"Did Ceithin think Trystyn might still be with the Council?"

"None of us knew for sure. I think my brother was desperate for anything really, and I nearly lost him too." She sighed and then shook her head as if to clear her thoughts. "Anyway, Darach, the reason I came to find you was that Ceithin had a strip torn off him by father, and my idiot brother was told to apologize to you when he sees you next."

Darach snorted at Brigid's revelation. "I don't need apologies. I just need to get away from here, on my own, with no Cariad bastard pulling me back."

Brigid winced at his tone, and instantly guilt knifed through him at his casual dismissal of what the Cariad had done willingly for him over the last few days. They had clothed him, fed him, found him a bed, been nothing but supportive and friendly, and he should be more grateful. He had manners, and he needed to use them.

"Sorry, I didn't mean that."

"You did, but it doesn't matter. I know you are angry at everything, just… Can I ask you a favor?"

"Of course."

"Look past the Ceithin you see and make allowances for his dented pride. No Cariad has ever been held by the Council, apart from Ceithin and possibly Trystyn. Ceithin is a strong man, and the whole foundation of what he is, his strength, has been rocked."

"I don't know—"

"For me?" She blinked, her dark brown eyes filled with emotion, and part of the shield around Darach's heart simply cracked. He might want a man in his bed, but when a woman threw a melted-chocolate, dewy-eyed gaze at him, he was lost.

"I will."



* * * *



He was the one who found Ceithin in the end. He didn't have to look far. The older man was at the damned pool, naked from the waist up, dressed in little below the waist. His movements were smooth as he pulled and pushed at the water. Slicing his way through, he swam from one end of the splash pool to the other. Darach stood and watched for a while, then, with a mischievous grin, he created a whirling barrier Ceithin swam straight into, surfacing with spluttered curses.

Darach laughed. For the first time in months, he had actually laughed, and did it so hard he doubled over. His laughter echoed with the same sound he had shared with Kian and Eoin and it was a damned nice feeling. Ceithin clambered out of the water, and Darach tried not to stare even as the laughter died in his throat. He hadn't acted on his attraction to men, but were he to do that, and if Ceithin wasn't such a total bastard, then the man standing half naked in front of him would be Darach's idea of physical perfection.

He blamed his staring on the fascination he had for the water dripping down Ceithin's body. He certainly wasn't looking at the muscles defined by real exercise, or the slim waist or broad shoulders. It was just the water.

"Cyngor cŵn bach!" Ceithin swore, and Darach just snorted laughter again.

"Council puppy? You can't do any better than that, Cariad?"

Ceithin ignored the comeback and stalked past him, scarlet sparks on his skin, and Darach swayed towards him as his blue answered the temper.

"Don't you have something you need to say to me?"

Ceithin stopped and turned on his heel, pushing his dripping hair away from his face and holding it back. "They said I should apologize."

"For what?" Oh gods, he was enjoying this one.

Ceithin's gaze slipped to one side briefly and then he looked directly at Darach. Deadly serious. Ceithin sighed dramatically. "I do apologize for dumping you in the pool. I don't apologize for getting you to feel your element." Then he shrugged, turned, and left.

Well, that just said it all.



Chapter 7



Regan couldn't sleep. He tried to get as much as he could but his hours were more about providing comfort to Kian, who was walking around in a complete daze, than wasting time sleeping. Even at four in the morning. At the moment, he was cradling his lover, murmuring nothings, a mix of Ancient and English he wanted to be soothing. Kian had woken with a shout, a clear distinct, "no!" then had quickly burrowed into Regan's embrace.

"More dreams?"

"Nightmares. I don't know. Flashes of things. Darach mostly, and he's drowning, struggling, and I try to reach him but I can't."

"Are you actually there? Is this some kind of connection you have?"

It was a relevant question. Regan didn't fully understand the link between Kian and his friend in the Otherworld. He knew Darach existed just a side step from this world, and Kian had said they were blood bonded, although what that meant he wasn't entirely sure. In his job, he had always taken a lot of things on faith; not knowing where the Nameless, or Eicio as Kian called them, went was the big one. He imagined a big empty nothingness which existed between this world and the sidestepped Otherworld, and in that void was the Nameless space.

"Not a physical connection. Maybe some residual link after the blood bond."

Kian pushed himself up and away from Regan and started to pace. The motel room wasn't big enough to enable much in the way of pacing, but somehow Kian managed it, looking agitated and exhausted.

"He can't swim you know."

"Who? Darach?"

"Eoin and I would swim, and Darach would just sit and watch. Re, I don't understand my head. Why am I dreaming about Darach and water? It's like my mind is deliberately placing him in peril in my thoughts, and the adrenalin snaps through me, and…" He plopped down at the small table by the window.

"What are you doing now?" Regan swung his legs so his feet were flat on the floor, and he ran both hands through his short hair, yawning widely.

"Thought I'd go back over what we have." Kian was rifling through the pile of papers and books piled haphazardly on the table, and Regan crossed to place his hands on Kian's shoulders, starting a rhythmic massage on the tension he found there. Kian wasn't relaxing, though, and Regan knew just from that, it was going to be a long night.

"What are you looking for?"

The book they had lifted from the Smithsonian fell open to the last page Kian had been reading. It was in Ancient, holding words that, as yet, modern scholars had not been able to fully translate. Up until last month, the book had been part of a closed estate collection. It really was probably the only tome that had somehow made it from the Otherworld to here.

"There's a whole lot of nothing in this book, but in my dreams, some of the things I see I can link to paragraphs here."

Regan sighed inwardly. He would never let on what he really wanted was sleep, because it seemed at this moment Kian wanted to talk.

"Go on."

Kian smiled at him gratefully, a wealth of understanding in his eyes. "Elements and Fire feature a lot." He traced some words with his index finger, "Loads of mentions of the Cariad, then a whole load of writing about elements, and that's the bit I remember from my time with the Cariad. I mean, I was only there a couple of days, just enough to learn how to cross to this world, but they did talk of elements, how with Fire there is always a connection in nature. Somehow. They wanted to show me, but all I wanted was to get here and catch the Fire thief. I was impatient. I should have listened more."

"It explicitly states there is an element in the Fire?" Regan was intrigued. "Like how red Fire is healer's fire? What is the element for that then?"

"No. Damn it. That's just it. It doesn't explicitly say freaking anything. Nothing is black and white. It's just one hell of a lot of complicated convoluted blah blah blah." Frustration laced his voice, and he shoved the old book to one side in disgust.

Regan covered a hand with his and pulled out a battered notebook. Kian had nicknamed it "the dreams book", and so far, Regan had catalogued each image Kian could remember having seen in his sleep. Regan figured it was a useful exercise and hoped the two of them might learn something from everything Kian had in his head. He turned to the last page. "So, okay, Darach again, this time with added water and added peril?" He stopped with the pen poised over the paper and raised an eyebrow in question. Kian smiled ruefully.

"Added water, added peril, and then other stuff that isn't Darach. Some Cariad, Ceithin, the one who helped me, and his sister, but it was just memories. Then I saw new information."

"New new stuff?"

"Don't freak out on me, okay?" Kian sat back in the seat and crossed his arms across his chest. He looked uncertain. Worried.

"Shit. How bad is this if you think I am going to freak out?"

"It just doesn't make an awful lot of sense."

"Does any of this?" Regan offered simply. He tapped a quick rhythm on the notebook and then waited until Kian got his thoughts in order.

"It's this room. A white room. I don't get a feel for where the room is, or even how big it is." Regan nodded, then flipped for a new page in the notebook and wrote a heading, White Room. He underlined it twice then looked at Kian expectantly as if it was normal to be cataloguing your lover's dreams. "Okay, it has a door, a bed, and white walls, but no windows, and there is someone there. Someone who is looking at me. A man. Not talking, just looking right through me. I have a sense of the man, he is tall, dark-haired, and has beautiful clear golden eyes. He has Fire. I can see his Fire. It sparks around him, and it's amber."

"Hang on. Wait a minute." Regan leafed through the notebook to the page headed Fires and checked a notation. "You said amber Fire was rare. I wrote here that hardly anyone had it. Some rare shit then, in this guy?"

"Very rare. A first I thought he was Council, but then I realized something." Kian stopped, but Regan didn't push him. He was used to Kian rambling. "This room has a door that's locked, warded, and the man I see is a prisoner." Regan wrote the details down under White Room.

"Who has him prisoner?"

"I can't tell who. All I can tell is where. He's a prisoner in this world, not in the world I came from."

Regan put down the pen. "Let me get this straight. Someone in this world, my world," he clarified, "is holding someone from your world prisoner, someone with amber Fire."

Kian nodded. "It's worse than that, I think."

"Think?"

"The Nameless, the original Eicio, they have him locked away somewhere." He buried his face in his hands. "This man… His Fire is sustaining him, but he's got this huge emptiness. He's being drained. Re, they are feeding from his Fire."

"He's like… what? Some kind of recharge socket?" Regan was aware what he said sounded stupid, but he didn't have the wherewithal to word it better. The idea of one of Kian's kind being held prisoner and being used for his Fire was horrific in concept.

"I can't see where he is." Kian yawned, and stood to stretch tall. "Need sleep. I have to know."



Chapter 8



It wasn't the first night Darach couldn't sleep since arriving in the Valley. Something always conspired to keep him awake. Either nightmares chased him from sleep, or waking dreams meant he couldn't relax enough to drop off. He still had a primitive fear of the water lying on the valley floor but he was also conscious of the fact that sitting near the water seemed to still his thoughts. Sometimes he found Brigid there. She had the element of water twisted in her Fire too, and she showed him a few skills she had mastered. Her movements were smooth, controlled, but his remained jerky and a little uncoordinated. Other times, Llewellyn sat with him. He wove stories of the Cariad and City dwellers into a patchwork of history so tangled Darach couldn't see where the City ended and the Cariad started. He had been with the Cariad for a while now, and every night when the others left, it was Ceithin who found him, running him through exercises to control his Fire, to harness the energy in his element. Tonight was no exception.

"I'm tired," he said, yawning widely as Ceithin set himself down next to him. He wasn't lying about being tired, all his training added up to no sleep, and he was near dead on his feet physically. He just wished his brain would shut down and allow him to rest.

"Too tired to train?" Ceithin didn't sound angry or disappointed. In fact, he sounded equally as tired. It startled Darach to think his strong, confident Cariad suffered from something as common as weariness.

"I know I need to." The darkness invited confidences, and Darach let his barriers fall, lying back on the lush grass, breathing deeply of the valley's clean air then holding his breath before he released it in slow, measured amounts.

"I think you are ready; I think we are ready." Ceithin spoke quietly, his gaze distant.

Excitement coursed through Darach at the prospect of seeing Kian again.

"Really? You think I am good enough?"

Ceithin chuckled. "I didn't say that, youngling."

Darach knew he was teasing. He'd grown used to the affectionate way Ceithin used teasing and laughter as a means to praise. Still, adding the word youngling rankled a bit. "Can you stop calling me youngling now?"

"Does it annoy you?" Ceithin's question sounded so sincere.

Pride surged through him that he was finally being asked as an equal. "Yes, it does." He rolled onto his side, gazing up at Ceithin who was looking down at him with an impassive and calm expression on his face. He was being serious. Finally Darach could see the serious, compassionate, caring side of Ceithin.

Or not.

"Nope, you'll always be youngling to me." And then, with a burst of laughter, he lay down next to Darach, clearly unable to stop the amusement from spilling out.

Darach was so far past tired he couldn't even retaliate, although the sudden small cloudburst—one of his newest tricks—he conjured just over Ceithin's head left Ceithin unable to breathe because he was laughing so hard. Darach propped himself up on one elbow, fascinated by the expression on Ceithin's handsome face, cataloguing the long sweeping lashes, the square jaw, the hair dark and tousled, and the generous lips curving invitingly with every smile.

He could no more help himself than he could stop the Fire he had inside him, and before he could analyze and consider and conclude, he leaned in and captured Ceithin's lips with his own. The laughter stopped, and Ceithin answered Darach's need with the touch of his tongue to Darach's lower lip.

Darach pulled back at the touch, lust curling in him, and waited. Ceithin was either going to punch him or just incinerate him with his Fire. Time stopped, and the only movement was Ceithin blinking, an expression on his face Darach had never seen before; a mix of confusion, shock, and raw, naked need. In a flurry of unrestrained motion, Darach was pushed onto his back with Ceithin looming over him. Suddenly terrified, Darach squeezed his eyes shut.

"Open your eyes," Ceithin demanded, but Darach couldn't. Mutely, he shook his head. He was mortified, shocked, needy, and so damn scared of what he would see. "Your eyes are so blue," Ceithin whispered. "Open them, Darach. Let me see them."

He relaxed and opened his eyes because Ceithin didn't actually sound like he was going to kill him. "I'm sorry?" he offered cautiously.

"There they are—beautiful, blue, stunning—and don't ever be sorry." He lowered his head until only the tiniest of spaces existed between them. "I have wanted to do this since you climbed on that horse."

The kiss was gentle, at first. Darach had kissed and been kissed before, but this, the insistence inside him, pushing him, forcing him to feel, was intoxicating. Ceithin angled his head, deepening the caress, his tongue tangling and tasting, one of his hands moving to cup Darach's face. The touch was firm, confident, and suddenly, Darach wanted to physically harm every single guy who had tasted Ceithin. Their lips parted, allowing Ceithin to concentrate on kiss-biting a gentle trail from lips to throat, marking him with little nips and touches until Darach whimpered and tried to pull Ceithin up, demanding his lips against his again. His laugh deep and soft, Ceithin complied. The lust rising between them was intense. Ceithin's skin was cool to the touch, especially the small of his back, the strip of flesh Darach had wanted to taste for so long, and with no conscious thought, he closed his arms around Ceithin and encouraged him until Ceithin was lying across him. The weight of the other man on him, his sex hard and heavy against his, was all too much, and an orgasm began its undeniable coiling in Darach, simply as a result of Ceithin's lips on his body.

Then Fire happened.

At first, it was nothing more than a cautious touch of scarlet, a searching enquiry to blue, and then violet as the sparks inside them twisted and tousled in the night. Ceithin supported his own weight with one hand and forearm, his other moving from Darach's cheekbone to his hair, caressing and holding securely. Darach was the one with free hands and he used them as much as he could. He thanked god for the loose pants that meant he could carefully reach in and touch Ceithin.

Ceithin was rock hard, as hard as he was. With a quick push of his own pants and an awkward shimmy, finally they pressed their dicks flesh to flesh. Ceithin groaned low in his throat, breaking the kiss and moving to breathe against Darach's throat, kissing the pulse there and then resting at the juncture of neck and shoulder. Blue Fire teased at Ceithin's dick, touching with a tendril, and red was falling out of control, skimming Darach's skin, dancing from his face to his lower belly, and the rhythm they set up was erotically charged.

"I want you," Ceithin whispered. Over and over, he breathed the words into Darach's skin. "I want to be inside you. I need you."

They wouldn't last long. Just the thought of Ceithin inside him, where no other man had been, taking him higher, reaching for his dick, breathing words of passion, tipped Darach over the edge. Orgasm and Fire boiled inside him, scarlet-tinged, violet at the core, blue teasing him, retreating, advancing, and then he couldn't stop himself. He was coming so hard he closed his eyes to the sensation, begging Ceithin to come with him, and only moments later feeling Ceithin's release on his bare belly where his shirt had ridden high. They moved a little while longer, each desiring touch more than anything.

"That was—" Darach wished he had Eoin's handle on poetry, or Kian's soft innocence, but all he had was the middle child feeling, offering nothing as a thank you.

"Intense," Ceithin offered, not with a smile but with genuine shock and surprise coloring his voice.

"Gods, what did we—" He still had no words.

Ceithin took pity on him, finally. He stole another kiss and then lifted his head with a smile. "I'm thinking you may be the one."

Violet shimmered around them. Darach agreed.



Chapter 9



They lay still on the soft earth for some time, staring up at the night sky, exchanging memories from childhood, learning more of each other. Darach was still serious, and Ceithin was still snarky and irreverent, but they were finding some common ground. Darach, for the first time since Eoin had died and Kian had left, was at peace. It was a nice feeling. Lying side by side turned to touching, which turned, quite nicely Darach thought, into more kissing. Ceithin had rolled so he was half lying on him, concentrating on the kissing, and both were hard from the instant their bodies had contact.

"My Fire—" Darach wasn't sure how to phrase what he wanted to say. He didn't want to come off as a girl, or some kind of idiot. Shyness crept up on him unaware, and he flushed under the cover of darkness.

"Your Fire?" Ceithin prompted, nuzzling with warm lips at Darach's chin and then nipping and kissing a path up to each eyelid.

"It's beautiful." There he had said it. "It's changed; it's not wholly blue—" Ceithin captured his lips in a deep kiss, and as Darach's tongue met and twined around his lover's, every other thought was swept away. All Darach could focus on was the desire for more, wanting to go further.

"It won't be the same," Ceithin whispered against heated skin. The hand he wasn't using to balance himself kept touching Darach's body from head to hip. "You are seeing what it would be like with scarlet for a while."

"It won't stay?" Darach started at the instant, verging on childish, tone of his reaction, realizing that losing the warmth of red was not something he would ever want.

"It would if we bonded fully." Ceithin said this so matter-of-factly Darach didn't even see it for the question it was until suddenly, blindingly, he did.

"Not if… when we bond." He had never been so certain of anything in his entire life.

"Darach, there is so much I need to tell you, we shouldn't bond, it will put you in danger—"

"Don't try to talk me out of it." Darach wasn't going to let Ceithin ruin things, but all Ceithin did was chuckle his stupid, annoying, sexy chuckle. "Doesn't matter what you say about the Cariad and City—"

Ceithin silenced his words with a kiss; deep, heated, eloquently expressing precisely what he wanted. "I don't have anything here." Ceithin's voice was tinged with regret, and it took Darach a minute to understand what Ceithin meant. When he did put two and two together, he went from blushing to resourceful in a second.

"Wait," he breathed, easing out from under Ceithin and rolling to his feet.

Ceithin lay where he had been pushed, pillowing his head on his hands and smiling up at Darach. "What?"

Darach ignored him, narrowing his eyes and casting a look around for what he needed. He finally located the wide leafed plant he knew would provide an interim solution to their problem. He hesitated, giving himself time to think. The idea of bonding fully with his Cariad was overwhelming, and he had to focus to pull his Fire closer and rein it in. He looked back at Ceithin, who was lying there, so damn sexy, a look of confusion on his gorgeous face. Darach smiled. He had put that expression on his lover's face, and to have a moment where Ceithin couldn't control a situation was priceless.

He loved Ceithin. Pure and simple. In the short time they had been together, with the call of their Fires, he had fallen irrevocably in love with the Cariad.

He rummaged in the low undergrowth around the waterfall pool and pulled at the foliage he needed from the short-stemmed plant that loved the mists and water of the river. The leaves of the Aloan plant were thick and fleshy, pale green, and his Fire could feel the energy of the creamy moisture retained inside each leaf. Eyes glinting blue, a smile on his lips, he looked at Ceithin and cocked his head.

"You're so resourceful." Ceithin smirked as he rose to his feet and reached for Darach's free hand. Unhesitating, Ceithin led Darach along the edge of the river, following a narrow path near the bank. The path split near the falls, and Ceithin pointed to a spot behind the curtain of water.

A hollow in the stone had been carved by falling water. It wasn't really a cave but it was near enough. Water murmured as it cascaded, individual drops hissing and spattering, a mist fanning from the falls back into the recess.

Ceithin pulled Darach into his embrace and kissed him, tender and strong at the same time. "How can something so right be such a short time…" he murmured. Darach didn't understand his lover's words, but looked into Ceithin's eyes and saw the love there, he released his blue Fire to dance with Ceithin's scarlet.

Darach had never, ever felt more at home.

They slid to the floor, a tangle of hands and legs and laughter, a lot of laughter, which changed quickly into sighs and moans as they lost the course of time and joined as one. When Darach peaked, looking up into Ceithin's face, his lover buried deep inside, it was all he could do not to pass out. The Fires—violet, purple, sparking white—danced around them, inside them, and when Ceithin came inside him, words of love spilling from his kiss-bitten lips, for Darach the universe sat in complete balance.



* * * *



They held hands when they made their way back to the village, a slow walk from the waterfall through trees to the place Darach named aloud, as he had named silently before, home.

"So this is what bonding feels like," Ceithin began. "I wonder…" Ceithin started the conversation Darach knew they needed to have.

"Wonder what?"

"Wonder if the stories are true. About eternal connection, and love, and lust, about forever?" Ceithin asked the question and then squeezed Darach's hand.

"I hope so, although I bet your Cariad stories are better than mine." They walked on in silence, both lost in thought, and entered the village with fingers still entwined, fires lingering together.

Darach, less able to hear the sounds of footsteps, didn't register the approach of another person, but Ceithin did and slowed his pace, easing slightly in front of his lover, protecting him. Darach stepped clear, able to protect himself. His Fire snapped a bit under his skin, and Ceithin grinned at him.

"Ceithin." Brigid's voice barely cleared the distance between them and where she stood, waiting for them. Darach wondered if Ceithin would drop his grip. He didn't.

"Is everything okay?" Ceithin asked, and Darach sensed his unease.

Darach reached out to sense what Brigid was feeling. Fear, concern… What had happened?

"Father wants to see you."

Ceithin wrapped his left arm around Darach and nodded to his sister. No one spoke as they strode through the dark.

All too soon they stepped into the family cabin, where a fire burned brightly in the hearth and shadows chilled the rest of the room. Llewellyn glanced up from staring at the logs burning on their grate.

"He's coming here," Llewellyn stated simply. "Guardian has passed the wards." Brigid was crying, Ceithin stood with his mouth open, and Darach didn't know what to say. Guardian? The keeper of the amber Fire, the greatest Fire, and the leader of the Council, had crossed the wards safely and neared the village?

"Why?" Darach finally asked.

Ceithin released Darach gently and started pacing, the confines of the small front room curtailing his stride.

"It was only a matter of time," Llewellyn looked sad, "but no Guardian has ever approached the Cariad directly. We are normally called to appear on neutral ground."

"It's me." Ceithin seemed to push the words out. "My fault. I should never have…" He stopped in mid-step. He straightened his spine, an intense look of resolve on his face. "I'll go and meet him. If he wants me to appear before the Council for entering the City then I will."

"Wait—no!" Darach didn't even realize he had spoken, and when Ceithin turned to face him with an incredible sadness on his face, Darach wanted to plant himself between his lover and the door. "We don't need to see him; we can leave. You said I was strong enough."

"I won't have Guardian hurt my family, Darach."

"He is benevolent, Ceithin. If we go, he'll leave. He won't hurt your family." Darach had faith in the faceless Guardian.

"He is also the voice of the City and the maintainer of the laws. Someone has to pay, Darach. If it isn't me, then it could be Brigid."

"What do mean pay? Why does he want you?" Ceithin wouldn't meet his gaze. "Someone tell me." Desperate, increasingly angry over the threat to his Bondmate, Darach looked from Ceithin to Brigid and then to Llewellyn.

It was Llewellyn who began to speak, his tone calm and careful. "Centuries ago, when the Cariad moved away from the City, a pact was drawn up to assure our safety in this Valley and anywhere else we chose to live. A set of rules prescribed our interactions, and we vowed not to set foot in the City. When Ceithin went to seek out Trystyn, he broke the earliest law."

"No! That isn't right. He was just looking for his brother. What will they do to him? Ceithin!" Darach took Ceithin's hand and refused to release it.

"Someone has to answer for my actions, and I won't let anyone else answer for me." The dark grief in his eyes indicated Ceithin had closed himself off, his only passion, it seemed, reserved for the moment he threw himself on Guardian's mercy. Ice cold shivered through both of them, physically and emotionally, as Ceithin consciously attempted to separate them, his scarlet retreating reluctantly from Darach's thoughts. Pain sheeted where scarlet had been removed, pain so deep he wondered if he would ever feel normal again. Abruptly, Darach reached and stopped scarlet's ebbing and forced blue-white fire into their connection. He wasn't letting go!

Darach searched through his memories of Guardian, a benevolent presence in the City, keeper of the amber Fire. People in the City thought of their Guardian with awe but not fear. He was the magik, the one who dispensed justice, who kept the city at peace. Another thought crossed his mind. "Wait! You said he had passed through the outer wards. Is there nothing we can do to keep him from here?"

"No magik is strong enough to keep him out, Darach." Llewellyn sounded so damn calm. No, Darach realized a heartbeat later, not calm, resigned. Baffled by Ceithin's acceptance and his father's lack of response, Darach lost focus for a moment, and Ceithin released his hand, staggering a little when the sudden separation sent pain through him. The sharp shock snapped Darach out of his confusion.

Ceithin didn't stop to offer goodbyes. He simply opened the main door and stepped out into the dark. Darach didn't hesitate either, darting out after him before anyone could stop him. If Ceithin went to face Guardian, Darach would go to face Guardian with him. Separation from his Bondmate would kill him anyway. If he was going to die, he wanted to be at Ceithin's side, and he wanted it to be quick.

The night's blackness hit him hard, and for a second, he had to look to see where Ceithin had gone. His Fire snaked out into the shadows and slipped past Ceithin's defenses. He stood by the horses that grew skittish, startled by Darach's Fire. Darach stomped to him quickly and purposefully. He slid in between the horse and Ceithin.

"I'm not letting you sacrifice yourself like this."

"Move out of the way, Darach." The sadness in Ceithin's voice didn't deter Darach. Rather, it reinforced his determination.

"Make me." Darach realized belatedly this particular threat was probably the wrong one to use. Scarlet Fire picked him up and deposited him none too gracefully six feet away.

"What about me, Ceithin?" The death of one bonded mate before the other was as terrible as the theft of Fire. Nightmares of loneliness and pain that never abated, and of a world without light, flooded Darach's mind. The nightmares he imagined were probably only the surface of the pain of separation. He had bonded, as it had been foretold he would. Surely his destiny wasn't to watch his lover walk away.

"What about you?" Ceithin said harshly. "Face it! I'm Cariad and you are City! We were doomed from the start! A bond less than two hours old is too fragile to cause lasting damage to you. Consider this your escape clause in action."

"You don't mean that! Damn it, Ceithin, I love you!" Darach tried to scramble to his feet, and couldn't. Clearly, Ceithin had cast something to stop him. Well, it might have worked before, but now he had strength and control he hadn't known were possible before. Forcing every piece of magik he knew into one snap, he severed the casting that held him pinned to the ground and, in a few paces, was back between his lover and the horse.

"I do mean it." Ceithin closed his eyes briefly, a frown crinkling his forehead. "We all knew that if Guardian decided to take action, he would come and take one of us, or both, to answer for the breaking of the Earliest Law. I knew this would happen, Darach. I just wanted it to be after you had managed your element with your Fire. It was only a matter of time."

"We are lovers, bonded. If you go, I go."

"You think I want that?" Ceithin's temper swung in a heartbeat and he gripped Darach's upper arms, the pressure punishing. "You think I want the man I have fallen in love with to die with me? I want you here, with my family, and I want you to live. Father can show you ways to manage the loss of the bond. You could live a long life."

"It won't be a life without you." Darach could feel hysteria rising in him. This was so wrong. "Ceithin, there must be a way. We could all leave; we could all run. Somehow…"

Ceithin shook his head, his face carved with grief and then resignation. "No, Darach, could you love a coward?"

"It isn't being a coward. It's called staying alive."

"We don't know for sure Guardian will kill me or take my Fire. He may smack me across the knuckles, slap on a punishment, and then let me go. We won't know until I meet him and see."

"Then I am going with you. I want my face to be the last thing you see if he decides to—" He couldn't form another word because of the tears tight in his throat.

Then it was suddenly too late to discuss anything at all.



* * * *



The horse entered the yard with the muted sound of hooves on dust and dirt. It reared to a stop by the gate, no more than ten feet away from Ceithin and Darach. The rider stayed astride, a cloak loose about him, a hood half covering his face. The aura around him was incredible. A blush of gold, a wash of amber, a yellow so intense it burnt any gaze foolish enough to risk more than a quick glance. When the horseman alighted, he did so with the grace of long practice.

Ceithin sank to his knees, bending his head. "Guardian."

Darach hesitated. Even living in the City, he had never seen Guardian out of the shadows and showing the full range of his fabled amber Fire. It lit the yard, and the night receded against its brilliance. When Guardian inclined his head, the hood sliding forward and deepening the shadows over his face, Darach was compelled to kneel. He did so with a muttered, "Guardian."

Ceithin sought his hand, gripped it tightly, cast one look at him, and gave him the same grin that Darach had fallen in love with. "I love you. Please don't do anything stupid," he whispered so low no one apart from Darach could hear.

"I promise," Darach replied.

Then, standing shoulder to shoulder, they faced judgment.

Guardian stepped closer, tall, imposing, his hands clenched in fists at his side. "Ceithin Morgan." The voice was soft, low, familiar, and tension knotted in Darach's stomach. "And Darach Gravenor."

Familiar? Why?

Darach took his own step forward. Horrified, Ceithin attempted to drag him back, even as he shouted, "Darach! No!"

Guardian chuckled and pushed back the hood of the cloak, showing his face, handsome and strong for the most part, but scarred terribly from temple to neck on one side.

Darach was sick, ecstatic, furious. Wrenching his hand free of Ceithin's powerful grip, he stumbled forward until little more than an arm's length separated Darach and Guardian. He couldn't believe his eyes, couldn't pound comprehension into his overtaxed mind. Temper roared from deep in him and his hands clenched into fists. The punch he threw crashed into the fleshy part of Guardian's abdomen. He would have forced it through if he could have. Vaguely, he heard Ceithin shouting at him to stop. The next punch, a jab to the other man's jaw, was deflected by Guardian, who pushed Darach back with a stern "Stop! Darach! Stop!"

"Darach, what the hell are you doing?" Ceithin's words echoed his disbelief and dread. Nevertheless, he stumbled forward to stand next to his Bondmate, his expression shocked, the fear bright in his eyes, his scarlet spiky and uncoordinated on his skin. "Darach, please! Guardian, forgive him; he's young. It's me you—"

Guardian raised a hand, and Ceithin subsided into silence, but still stood shoulder to shoulder with Darach.

"Guardian? Is that what you are calling yourself?" Darach couldn't believe what he was seeing, what he was hearing, and wouldn't have stopped the derision coloring his words, even if he could have.

"Dar—"

"We saw you burn." His voice shook with emotion, tears battling with fury and disbelief. "I stood with Kian and we watched you die."

"The Council… I didn't… I couldn't…" Guardian shrugged, his scarred face twisting in a parody of a smile and he held out a placating hand. "I'm sorry."

Darach took a step back, breathing heavily, in no mood to hear apologies

"What the hell is going on here?" Ceithin muttered under his breath, and Darach's chest tightened. He took a deep breath, several deep breaths.

Guardian was not going to hurt Ceithin. Guardian wouldn't be exacting revenge on Ceithin or Darach. And if he tried… Finally, he found the words inside him and allowed them to grate out past the anger. "Ceithin, your Guardian, my Guardian, was my friend Eoin Gryfyth."

"The one who died when he got his Fire? That Eoin?" Ceithin sounded incredulous and, as the words sank in, considerably less nervous than he had been only a few seconds earlier. Darach relaxed into the strong embrace of scarlet Fire.

Eoin inclined his head. "Darach, Ceithin, there will be time to discuss this later. For now, the three of us—"

"The three of us?" Ceithin repeated suspiciously.

Anger, distrust, and fear tumbled through Darach, chased down with not a small amount of grief.

"We need the Cariad—" Eoin started again.

"His name is Ceithin, not 'the Cariad'," Darach spat, taking a step closer to the friend he had thought dead.

Guardian, Eoin, nodded apologetically. He seemed so much older than his twenty-one years. Older, darker, scarred and weathered by responsibility. His amber fizzed and danced on his palms, and, Darach realized, his beautiful golden hazel eyes were shadowed by worry.

Darach couldn't understand what was happening here. Still attempting to process the presence of his Eoin standing in front of him, definitely alive, not to mention reeling from the emotions involved in bonding with and then nearly losing Ceithin, Darach stood shaking until Ceithin embraced him and soothed him with fire and a gentle kiss.

"All three of us must cross to the Otherworld, where Kian is." Guardian—no, Eoin—paused dramatically, and Darach wanted to punch him again. "We have to find Kian and his Hunter. Someone on the other side of the gate, in the Otherworld, has a boy with amber Fire held prisoner. Whoever has him is feeding off their Fire, channeling the Fire to the Eicio. I can see the child as the one that was stolen from here. I can't do this alone. I need you both with me."

"Eoin—"

"Guardian—"

Darach and Ceithin spoke at once, but when Guardian interrupted, it was in a tone so bleak, so sad, it made Darach fear for what they needed to do. Six words, an ominous foreshadowing of something that made Darach's head spin with questions.

"We have two worlds to save."



To be continued…
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