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      Mara placed the large bowl of popped maize and cup of ale on the table next to her scrying mirror. After settling in her favorite chair, she propped the mirror against a vase of dried lavender centered in the middle of her table. As she spoke the words to summon the mirror’s power, a chill crept up her back. She tugged her shawl tighter around her shoulders.

      The mirror clouded and then cleared. A flat dusty brown plain appeared. The sun cast long shadows over a worn and patched tent. A standard flew above the tent, a black wolf rampant on a blood-red field, the flag flapped and fluttered in the wind.

      Mara leaned close to the mirror. Reika. Her wolf, as she liked to think of her, although Reika had no idea of Mara’s existence. To her, Mara was a legend, a myth, the sorceress who had abandoned her empire when they needed her most. A name used to curse, and damn.

      Mara sighed and straightened her shoulders. After two hundred twenty years, it shouldn’t still sting, but it did. And always would. Mara sipped from her ale, the cold brew soothing. She turned her attention back to the mirror.

      Reika was Mara’s most recent obsession. When she had finally been brave enough to call forth images of her empire, the ruined castles and burned-out abandoned villages had cut her to her soul. Worse, people had utterly destroyed every temple bearing her name. The one shining moment had been the images of Reika. A warrior, she was the last of the family which had supplied Mara’s empire with its most fearsome fighters for centuries.

      In the mirror, Reika’s tent was surrounded by others like it, pitched on a scorched and barren plain. A crowd of scruffy warriors stood three deep outside the tent’s opening. Mara concentrated, waited while the glass responded to her request. The scene in the mirror shifted, colors swirled, the surface rippled and then stilled.

      Reika came into view. Dressed in a loose tunic and breeches, sweat gleamed on Reika’s dark skin. Her brow furrowed. One hand rested on the pommel of her sword, the other on her hip. Her mouth set in a grim line, she listened to the women and men crowded around her. The cacophony of the group, shouting over each other, echoed from the mirror.

      Mara frowned. As proud as she was of her ability to call forth sound from the mirror, she hated these moments of intimate chaos and anger. Unlike watching Reika on the battlefield, where she slew with bravery and abandon, these clan meetings seemed a petty waste of time.

      The warriors shouted over one another. This one yelling about some imagined slight, others demanding the clan abandon their most recent mercenary contract, some begged for an advance on their pay. And then there were the sycophants, wanting nothing more than Reika’s attention.

      The hairs on her arms rose, and a shiver shook her frame. Mara drained her cup before she walked to the fireplace. After adding a log, she focused her gaze on the smoldering fire in the stone hearth. The fire flared to life, sending a wave of heat through the room. She waited for the scene in the mirror to play out, refilled her cup and sipped it slowly while she ate the popped corn.

      The slightly salty taste and crunch were satisfying. Mara’s gaze slid over the confines of her home. Through the thick glazing of the window, snow fell, adding to the drifts covering the land around her house. A sliver of guilt wove its way under her skin.

      She snorted, disgust rose, tightened her chest. It had come to this. Two hundred twenty years in this prison and she spent her nights watching as the world passed into new ages, doing nothing as all she had created passed into dust. A silent watcher of the world outside her cell. Mara paced the room, pausing only to take long draughts of her ale. Warmth spread through her body from the fire and the drink.

      If not for the mirror, she would have cast herself into the void long ago. Unable to bear thinking of another day alone, the mirror reminded her of life outside her prison. That people still loved, raised families, and died surrounded by loved ones. That they fought and fucked and laughed. The mirror had saved her. The entertainment provided by unsuspecting humans gave her a reason to leave her bed. Their lives and worlds became a never-ending fascinating stage play, with real actors, real consequences.

      Once upon a time, Mara would have eased their pain and suffering. She would have provided them comfort when life was hard. She had exchanged what they desired in trade for their loyalty and love.

      She sipped her ale. Now warm, the brew’s bitter taste matched her mood. Love. No one loved her now. Her name was lost, just as her empire was lost when she was snatched from her world. Mara pinched herself, breaking her chain of thought before she traveled down the familiar road of despair. She lifted her chin and rolled her shoulders. Enough. Enough wallowing.

      She returned to the table. In the mirror, Reika stood alone in her tent next to a table with a basin. Mara perched on the edge of her chair and studied the mirror.  As she watched, Reika grabbed the hem of her tunic and stripped it off. After she untied her loose pants, she slipped them off and then placed them atop her pack. The bulk of the table hid her lower body from Mara’s view.

      Reika unlaced the top of her undershirt. Mara trembled. Reika grasped the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head. Her body came into view. As many times as Mara had seen Reika naked, her body still responded as if it were the first time.

      With skin as dark as Mara’s, Reika’s muscular torso was covered with thick scars, harsh evidence of her life as a warrior. Her stomach muscles stood out in relief above her narrow hips. Mara ached to touch her, burned to know every inch of Reika’s body, to press her curves against her firm flesh. She flushed as the three cups of ale took hold.

      A moment of shame flared, then gave way to unfettered desire as she watched Reika wash. Reika took her time soaping the cloth before she slid it over her small breasts, over her firm belly, and then lower. She rinsed the washcloth and repeated her actions. A longing so sharp it took her breath away surged through Mara.

      What would she give to be the one washing Reika? To smooth her hands over her body, to feel the hard muscle under her palms. To follow the cloth with her mouth, kissing and nibbling her way down until she knelt before Reika. What would it be like to take Reika into her mouth? To taste her? To suckle her? To feel the sensation of her pleasure as she spilled into Mara’s mouth?

      Reika looked up, her face centered in the mirror now, a quizzical expression twisted her face. Her golden-brown eyes, shown from under lush brows. Her sensual mouth quirked, and for a split second, Mara believed Reika knew she was being watched, could sense how much Mara desired her. Mara held on to the moment, sent her magic as far as it would go, caressing Reika psychically as she gazed into her eyes, sending waves of adoration to her.

      The moment slipped from Mara’s grasp, the gossamer web of connection snapping as a stout woman strode into the tent. Dona, a former lover, was different from the usual women who graced Reika’s bed. Roughly dressed, Dona wore a large knife strapped to her belt and a driver’s whip hung coiled at her hip. Mara had been expecting Nina, Reika’s most recent lover. Would they share Nina? Was this a stolen moment?

      The way Dona leered as she placed a bottle on the table and two cups next to it turned Mara’s stomach. Reika tossed the washcloth into the basin and turned to the woman, making no move to cover herself. Anger and shame coiled in Mara’s gut. Many times, she had watched Reika pleasure herself alone, but watching her with other lovers broke her in ways she had only ever imagined. Mara clasped the edges of the mirror, gently turned it down, covered her face with her hands, and wept.
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t expect you to be at your bath.” Dona placed a dusty bottle and two cups on the table before she pulled a crate over to use as a makeshift stool.

      “How did you pass the sentries?”

      “With three silver and two gold.”

      Reika turned away from Dona’s smirk. “You can’t stay. Nina said she’d come by after she put her children to bed.”

      “I passed Nina on the way here. Sword belt off and sitting on Jasmine’s lap with her breeches unlaced.” Dona poured two cups of wine.

      Reika inhaled sharply. Not news to her, but it still rankled. She glanced over her shoulder as she pulled her pants up and laced them before adding her knife belt. After tugging her undershirt over her head, she turned to face Dona. Not bothering to lace her shirt, she crossed to the table, lifted her cup, and sniffed it.

      “It’s not poisoned.” Dona held Reika’s gaze as she lifted her cup in salute before she took a sip. “To old friends and lovers.”

      “Why are you here, Dona? To rekindle our spark? Did you miss me?” Reika pulled a stool over and sat opposite Dona. She spun the cup in her hands.

      Dona’s laughter filled the tent. “Hardly. We should have only ever been friends.”

      “Aren’t we still friends?” Reika drained the too sweet wine before placing her cup on the table.

      “We are,” Dona’s brows drew down, and she leaned forward before she whispered, “and that’s why I’m here. You need to leave. Tonight. I have your horse ready.”

      “What?” Reika glared at Dona.

      “They’re going to kill you. I heard them. They assumed I wouldn’t understand them if they spoke Mediggo. I didn’t disabuse them of that notion.”

      “Who is?” Reika sat back and crossed her arms. “Let them try. I won’t abandon my clan.”

      Dona snorted. “Your captains. Your lover, Nina. Jasmine. Alanza. Who do you think I heard plotting to murder you? The three of them are out there right now, spreading lies about you. Gathering support for their plan. Haven’t you heard the whispers? Seen them making the signs? They’re saying you’re demon spawn.”

      Reika turned her cup over. The blood-red dregs spilled over the rough wood. “Liar.”

      Dona stood, and the crate crashed to the floor behind her as she drew her dagger. “I’ll let that pass because we once were more to each other than everything under the sun and moon. You are being stupid and prideful.” She pointed at the bundle with her knife. “Let me help you. I have a man who can get us passage to Tyranus. It’s an easy voyage before the winter storms.”

      Reika swept her cup and the bottle of wine to the ground. “Leave. Don’t return. Sentiment won’t cloud my judgment if I see you in this camp again. How much did they pay you to get me to leave? Did you think I wouldn’t see through your plan to entice me to abandon my post? Give them time to set the clan against me?”

      Dona sheathed her dagger. Her shaggy brows drew down. “No amount of money would lead me to betray you. We might have been cursed as lovers, but Reika Na’ Mhadaidh, my heart is still yours even if you don’t want it.” Dona rushed Reika, wrapped her arms around her, crushing her to her chest. She held tight a long moment. When she pulled back, she gazed into Reika’s eyes. “Fair roads to you. You’ll not see me again.” Dona paused at the tent flap to draw her hood up before she left.

      Reika waited a beat before she sat at the table. She dabbed her finger in the wine, drawing patterns with it over the rough wood. Bile rose in her throat. In the aftermath of Dona’s confession, her world tilted. Reika had ignored the truth for too long.

      She turned to the bundle on the bed. After retrieving it, she sat and centered it on her lap and tugged the ties loose. Inside the bundle were a grey hooded cloak, a red leather pouch of coins, and a small blue bottle. Reika lifted the bottle and uncorked it. The almond smell of poison assaulted her nose. She corked it, placed the bottle and the pouch on the table. She tossed the cloak aside. Go. Stay and be slaughtered? She could stand against three, against ten, but even she would not survive a full clan attack.

      The flap to her tent rustled. Reika stood and drew her knife.

      “You want to play rough tonight, dear heart?” Nina’s playful tone rang out in the confines of the tent.

      “Not with you.” Reika held Nina’s gaze.

      “What are you on about?” Nina rested her hands on her hips.

      “I don’t care for seconds.”

      Nina flushed, red coloring her pale cheeks. “You haven’t minded before.” She stepped closer shook her long red hair back. “You tired of sharing with Jasmine?”

      Reika lifted her chin, shifted her feet to a fighting stance. “I’m tired of everyone lying to me. Talking behind my back. Tired of clan politics.”

      Nina walked forward until the tip of the knife pressed against her breast. She reached up and cupped Reika’s face, smoothed her thumb over her cheek. “I’ve not lied to you, Reika. I’ve been clear about who I am. Jasmine

      is the mother of most of my children. Don’t make me choose between you.”

      Reika leaned into her touch and lowered her dagger. “Sorry. It was wrong of me. Dona was here. Told me some crazy story about you. Swore you and Jasmine were plotting to kill me.”

      “She’s a bitter cow. Still angry you parted from her. Come here, my heart.” Nina kissed her.

      Her mouth was soft and warm. Reika relaxed under her seductive attention. She tossed her knife onto the table before wrapping her arms around Nina pulling her into a tight embrace. Nina deepened their kiss.

      Reika held tight, cupped Nina’s ass, and squeezed. She turned them in the small space, backed Nina up to the table. She bent her knees and lifted. The wood creaked and groaned with Nina’s weight. Reika fumbled with the ties to Nina’s shirt as she cupped her breasts and thumbed her nipples. “Please, forgive me.”

      “Forgiven. Come here.” Nina cupped the back of Reika’s neck leaned her brow against Reika’s forehead. Nina drew her nails over her arms. She leaned back and braced herself on the table. “Fuck me, show me you missed me.”

      Reika bent to her mouth. Nina’s kisses were exquisite as she teased Reika with her tongue. Greedy for more, Reika pushed forward. Nina shoved hard, pushing Reika off balance.

      “What?” A flash of silver in the dim light of the tent. The crunch of bone-shattering split the air, followed by a clear bright pain blooming in her chest. Reika staggered back. She clasped the handle of her own dagger where it protruded from her chest. Blood seeped and flowed from her wound. She fell backward, her head thudding against the hard ground.

      Nina stood over her, bent low, and laughed. “You should have listened.”

      Reika’s head throbbed, her pulse loud in her ears. Dying. She was dying. Sorrow seeped into her as her strength faded. Each breath pained her as she struggled to breathe. Warm wetness soaked her hands as her blood drained away. Regret flowed from her eyes. No one would mourn her. No one would sing her death song. She would be forgotten.

      A brilliant light appeared. Amid the light, a dark shadow. The shadow bent low, gathered Reika in its arms as if she were a child. Reika blinked. Her vision blurred as warmth enveloped her. She drew a gurgling breath, struggled to stay conscious.

      Flames rose around her as a ball of blue flame enveloped Nina. Reika closed her eyes against the unbearably bright light and relaxed into the warm comfort of the shadow’s arms. Nina’s screams echoed in her ears until they cut off sharply.
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      Mara turned the mirror face up, hoping whatever had transpired between Reika and Dona would be over. Perhaps Reika would be alone, sleeping, or writing in her journal. Mara had spent more than one night peering over her shoulder, reading her intimate thoughts and dreams. The glass cleared. In the dim light of the tent, Reika lay in a pool of blood, a dagger buried to the hilt in her chest. Mara cried out. Anger and fear twisted her gut. With no thought but saving Reika, Mara sent forth her messenger.

      Once Reika was secured, Mara rubbed her hands together, sending forth the blue flame of time. Nina’s screams were sweet music in Mara’s ears. Turning from the glass, she crossed the room. She turned down the covers on her bed, plumped the pillows.

      “Thank you, Debra. Put her here.” Mara gestured to the mattress.

      Debra placed Reika on the bed. A rattling moan shook Reika’s chest. Her eyes were wide open, her body slack.

      Mara placed her hand over Reika’s eyes and closed them. With both hands, she pulled the dagger free. Blood well up from the wound, Mara covered the gaping hole with her hands. Fusing her will and magic, she knit the flesh, repaired Reika’s heart. A deep groan rattled Reika’s chest.

      “Sleep.” Mara cast a recovery spell, determined to spare Reika as much pain as possible while she healed.

      “Do you require anything else, Mara?” Debra called from across the room.

      “Bring her things, please. Everything. Armor, weapons, clothes, journal. Her horse. All of it. Then destroy everyone who was part of this plot.”

      “As you command.” Debra disappeared in a flash of white light.

      Mara crossed the room. She placed a kettle on the hook and moved it over the fire. While the pot heated, Mara collected herbs from her cupboard. Using her hands, she crushed the boneset leaves, mixed them with willow bark and yarrow. She placed the herbs in a cup. Steam rose from the kettle. After pouring the boiling water over the herbs, she left them to steep. In the quiet of her home, disturbed only by Reika’s soft snores, the reality of what she had done settled over her.

      Mara chewed her lip. Guilt wormed its way under her skin. Would Reika think this a kindness? Mara had spared her the oblivion of death, but would a warrior consider sharing Mara’s prison any better?

      “Her horse is settled. I placed her things in the other room. Do you require more?”

      “And the others?”

      “Justice has been executed as you decreed.” Debra’s voice was clipped.

      “You think me rash?”

      “It’s not my place to question you.”

      “It’s never stopped you before.” Mara turned to face the spirit.

      “You’ve not interfered in the world since your imprisonment. Why her? Why now? Surely there have been others you’ve desired?” Debra gestured to toward the bed.

      Mara lifted her chin. “Yes. And they all had loves of their own. Died happy in their beds or gloriously on the battlefield. Not cut down by a faithless lover.”

      “And what will Aaron do?”

      Mara rested her hands on her hips. “I could give two figs for what he will or will not do.” Aaron. Her jailer. The sorcerer had imprisoned her after she refused to join with him. Unable to leave the sphere he had created to hold her, Mara had spent the first fifty years attempting to break the spell, to escape.

      The last one hundred seventy, she had given up her dream of ever being free. After learning how to conjure Debra, she had obtained every magical text and object she desired. The mirror had been a choice theft, and Mara regretted none of it. Mara strained the herbs from the tea and then mixed honey into the brew.

      The mirror had brought her joy at first, making her nights less lonely. As the years passed, the time spent with her glass became painful as she watched the world change, each vision reinforcing her solitary confinement. Until now. Would Reika stay? Would Mara consent to send her back if she desired to return? Or would she become as much a jailor as Aaron?

      Dawn crept up, the rose color of the sky stark against the snow

      “Mara?” Debra prompted, her gentle voice bringing Mara back from her circular thoughts.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you require anything more?”

      “No. Thank you.” Mara waved her hand, sending Debra back to her rest. Reika groaned, mumbled, curses mixed with pleas, her jumbled words making no sense. Mara turned to stare at the woman in her bed. What had she done?
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      Reika blinked against the light. She rubbed her eyes. Her chest ached with the movement. Not dead. Awareness bubbled. She was naked. Disjointed memories flooded her mind. Dona. Nina. Pain. So much pain. Gasping, she clutched her chest. No dagger. Only a thick, tender scar over her heart.

      Her body ached. She glanced up. The coffered ceiling over her head offered no clues as to where she was. Heavy soft blankets covered her. The mattress was the perfect blend of soft and firm. Rich tapestries covered the stone walls of the room. The scratch of a pen on paper drew her attention. Reika struggled against the pain to sit. The blankets slid down, and she shivered in the chill air. A window opposite the bed offered a view of falling snow and little else through thick glass. Winter? How long had she been unconscious?

      “Lie back. You need to heal.”

      Reika turned toward the sound. A woman sat at a wide table dressed in a midnight blue gown decorated with silver threads. Her hair was a loose cloud of jet-black curls about her face. She placed her pen aside as she glanced up from the thick book open before her. Her face was familiar, but no name came to Reika’s mind. Her skin was umber, and her dark brown eyes focused on Reika’s face.

      “Who are you?” Reika’s voice was rust, her tongue sticking to her dry lips.

      “A friend.” The woman crossed the room, poured Reika a cup of water from an ochre glazed jug on the table by the bed. “Go slow, or you’ll be sick.” Her eyes reflected kindness. She spoke in Mediggo.  The familiar words of Reika’s birth language flowed over her like honey and soothed her.

      Reika took the cup, sipped slowly. The crisp cold water burned as she swallowed. She finished and wiped her mouth with her hand. “If you won’t tell me your name, at least tell me where I am.”

      “You are in my home. I am Amara Na’ Mahon, but please, call me Mara.” The woman took the cup from Reika’s hand. “Are you warm enough?”

      “Yes.” Reika studied her. “Your people named you after a goddess? Weren’t they afraid? What a terrible thing to do to a child, calling you after a faithless goddess.”

      Mara’s brows drew down, her gaze burned as she stared into Reika’s eyes. “I am Amara Na’ Mahon. I was born of the stars. My empire existed before you were a glimmer of hope in your mother’s heart. Do not presume to know anything of me.”

      Reika looked down and away from Mara’s face. “I’m dreaming. Dona drugged the wine. That’s it.” Reika rubbed her eyes, slapped her face with both hands. “Wake up, Reika. Come on, wake up.”

      “Was Nina stabbing you a dream as well?” Mara’s mocking tone pricked Reika’s ears.

      Dread swept over her as Reika uncovered her eyes. She smoothed her hand over her skin, winced when her fingers crossed the puckered edge of the scar. “I’m dead. This is the beyond.” Reika collapsed onto the mattress, the chill of the room settled into her bone. “It was all a lie. No welcome in the hall of the clan.”

      “You’ll get your welcome in the ever after one day, Reika. But not today.” Mara leaned over Reika, pulled the covers up, and tucked them in around her shoulders. “Sleep.” She drew gentle fingers over Reika’s brow.

      “No. Wait. I want to know—", Reika’s protest ceased as Mara’s touch faded and sleep rolled over her, pulling her into oblivion.
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      Fantastic images swirled through Reika’s mind. Snippets of combat, scenes of dead and dying warriors, and the horrific sounds of battle rose. The scenes faded, replaced by images of her narrow camp cot. She lay over a woman. The quiet sighs and bone-rattling moans of their lovemaking slid over her skin. It was her. The woman Reika held above all others. Her heart ached with love as she feasted between the woman’s legs, her taste sweet and familiar.

      The woman cried out as she came. Reika groaned as she lapped and suckled desperate to have her fill. The woman tugged her hair and she kissed her way up the woman’s thighs, lingering a moment to tease her mouth over her nipples. She urged Reika up and drew her into a deep kiss. Bliss settled over her as she sank into the woman’s sweet hungry mouth.

      She pulled back to look into the woman’s face. Broad cheekbones, and wide soulful eyes, filled with love stared back at her. Reika searched her thoughts for the woman’s name. Her chest ached with love, and yet she didn’t know her name.

      The woman cupped her face and smiled a sad smile before leaning up and kissing her gently on the mouth. “Doesn’t matter, love.” The woman rolled them over, smoothed her hand over Reika’s belly. Her fingers glided over Reika’s skin, igniting desire everywhere she touched. The woman teased her fingers over Reika’s clit. She panted and groaned with the sensation. Soft fluttering touches brought her to the abyss of pleasure before dropping her in.

      Reika started awake, her chest a screaming ball of pain and she bit her lip to keep from crying out. After wiping sleep from her eyes, she stared at the ceiling. A house, she was in someone’s home. Whose? What is her name? A flush stole over her as the rest of her dream came back to her. She lowered her hand between her legs. Her fingers came away slick and wet. She wiped them on the sheet. Shadows played on the wall and she could smell well-seasoned oak burning in the fire. Her mind tumbled back over the clues to her location, unable to make sense of any of it. Weary, unable to focus any longer, she gave up, closed her eyes, and gave over to sleep.
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      Reika’s soft snores broke the quiet of the early morning. Mara glanced at her timepiece. She pulled her cloak from its peg by the door and slipped it on. In the hall, she changed her soft slippers for tall leather boots, tucking her pants inside them before she laced and tied them. A pair of warm woolen gloves completed her outfit. She opened the door and stepped out into the cold. The snow glittered in the sun. Mara squinted against the bright light as she made her way through the bare trees. Light snow fell, the flakes landing on her eyelashes as she crossed the yard and strode down the lane.

      Aaron would send spirits looking for her if she were late. She arrived at the riverbank as he stepped out of a swirling cloud of snow as white as his hair. A bright red cloak draped his narrow shoulders and contrasted with his light brown skin. His green eyes peered at her from under thick brows above gaunt cheekbones. His worn countenance was a fading vision of the handsome man he had once been.

      “Mara.” Aaron inclined his head and bowed in greeting.

      “Aaron.” Mara clasped her hands in front of her waist.

      He straightened and held her gaze. “Amara Na’ Mahon, will you join with me?”

      Mara returned his hard stare. “No, Aaron Na’ Oyi, I will not.”

      “One day, you will say yes. One day you will tire of this,” he sneered as he gestured at the snow and the icy river between them.

      Mara lifted her chin. “One day, you will tire of being my jailor. My answer has not changed in two hundred twenty years, Aaron. Do you think it ever will? When you die, this will all fade away. What do you gain keeping me here?”

      “Gain? It’s not about gain. It’s about your refusal to honor a promise.” He rubbed his fingers over his chin.

      “A promise I did not make.”

      “Your people promised.”

      “My people were desperate and would not listen to reason. And they had no right offering me to you.”

      Aaron stepped closer to the shore of the river. “Right or wrong, you have an obligation.”

      “No. There is no obligation. I am my own person. My obligation to my empire ended when they decided they had the right to offer me as a gift to you. As if anyone has the right to own another being, human or goddess.”

      Aaron rested his hands on his hips. “Anyone else would have taken what he wanted.” He glared at her. “I should.”

      Mara failed to suppress her laughter. “Have you forgotten your last attempt? I’ll not spare you a second time. Every day I see the sunrise I regret not sending you to the void.” Mara advanced to the edge of the snow-covered bank. “Come on, try me. Cross over the stream, quit hiding behind your enchanted wall. I may not be able to magic my way clear of this spherical hell, yet. But that day will come, Aaron. And when it does, I will be merciless.”

      Aaron smirked. “Bold words with no bite. Enough of us. What of your latest pet? She’s rougher around the edges than the other one. Will this one stay? Or will she turn on you? Attempt to end your life and die by her own hand like the other?”

      Mara flinched at the memory. She turned away. “I’ll see you next new moon,” She called over her shoulder as she walked back toward her home.

      “Be sure to lock up your knives and hide the rope.” Aaron mocked from the other side of the river, his bitter laugh following Mara on her path home.

      At the head of the path, Mara turned left, away from her house. Aaron’s words clawed at her. What if Reika hated her for interfering in her death? Mara trudged along the trail. The snow was thick along the untrodden path, and her breath loud in her ears as she climbed the curving course leading to the high hill behind her humble stone home.

      At the peak, she turned and looked out over her domain. The unnatural curve of the forest as it bumped against the transparent barrier, stunning evidence of the self-sustaining cell she had occupied for longer than she ever imagined. Smoke rose from her small home. Elena, Mara’s grey mare and Reika’s chestnut warhorse stood side by side. Draped in heavy blankets, the horses shared their meal as if they had been housed together for years instead of days.

      “When will you tell her?” Debra’s shade rose from the cairn of rocks that held her bones.

      “Soon.” Mara inclined her head toward the horses. “How are they getting on?’

      “Well, but Elena is always welcoming. I suspect she’s often lonely.”

      “Good.” Mara turned to Debra. “Would you bring us something fresh for Solstice? I’m craving a roast.”

      “As you wish. Wine as well?”

      Mara pursed her lips. “Yes. Nothing too sweet.”

      “Done.” Debra’s shadow vanished.

      Mara walked farther on. At the base of a large tree, she knelt and swept the snow off the small headstone marking Roslyn’s grave. Mara had dug the grave herself and laid her beneath the tree where she had chosen to end her life. Cold seeped into her bones. Mara pulled her gloves off and placed her hands on the bare stone.

      “Will you speak with me, Roslyn? Please.”

      Mara waited, focused her energy as she kept her hands pressed firmly against the headstone. The granite was blistering cold and as hard as Roslyn’s silence. The wind drove the snow in eddies over Mara’s hands. When she could no longer bear it, Mara stood, pulled her gloves on. She held her hands out over Roslyn’s grave. “Peace, Roslyn. I wish you peace, always, and love. Rest well. You are forever in my heart.”

      Regret swelled in her chest. Rashness had cost her Roslyn’s love. And in the end, it cost Roslyn her life. Bitter rage replaced the ball of regret in her heart. That Roslyn had found death more welcome than eternity with her wounded Mara’s soul. What did she hope to accomplish if Roslyn’s spirit responded to her call? To beg her forgiveness? To demand an explanation of her choice? To ask where she went wrong?

      She would take care with Reika, be honest when she revealed the truth of their situation. Be patient with her. Give her time to adjust. Be willing to accept she might hate Mara, or that she might only ever want to be a companion and not a lover. After straightening her shoulders, Mara paused a moment to gather herself before she hurried back to the warmth of her home and Reika.
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      Reika woke to the scent of roast meat and a pressing urge to empty her bladder. Her stomach rumbled. After she swung her legs over the edge of the bed, she clutched the headboard until the dizziness subsided. On the chair next to the bed were her trousers and shirt. Mara picked them up. Clean and smelling of soap, she hurriedly slipped them on. The stone floor was chill on her feet. Reika scanned the room for her boots.

      After not finding them or a privy pot under the bed, she braved the cold floor as she searched for a privy alcove. “Anyone here?” Reika called. Her words echoed in the silence of the room, swallowed by the stone walls. Reika walked to the door.

      The iron-bound door to the room had no lock. Unusual and comforting, at least she wasn’t a prisoner. Reika opened the door and peered out. Across from the room she occupied was a narrow hallway with several closed doors. At the far end of the hall was a double-wide door. Next to a high-backed bench were several pairs of boots, none of which were hers. Pegs set in the wall next to the door held a large-brimmed traveling hat and two cloaks. A basket of gloves rested on the bench. Reika snatched the closest pair of boots and jammed her feet into them.

      Reika shoved her way outside and scanned the yard for the privy. The stone-fronted house was built into a hill, the back half of the house entirely covered by rocky ground. She hurried around the side of the house. A small stone building behind the main house seemed a likely candidate. Reika shrugged off the discomfort from the too-small boots and bolted across the yard. She yanked the door wide, ignoring the pain in her chest from moving the door, grateful to find what she sought.

      After relieving herself, she discovered a set of taps over a basin set into the stone wall and a sliver of soap. Reika delighted in the warm water flowing over her hands as she washed up. Sensual memories swirled and eddied in her mind. She’d traveled to a hot spring once. Spent her days soaking in the warm water and her nights wrapped in the arms of various other travelers.

      Reika left the privy, shivering on her trot back to the house. Once inside, she left the snow-covered boots in the hall.

      She studied the other doors along the hall, considered calling out for her hostess, but gave up the idea in favor of exploring on her own. Reika padded down the hall. She clasped the handle of the nearest door and shoved. The door held fast. After trying two other doors without success, the fourth opened to reveal an indoor water closet.

      The stone walls were painted yellow with blue spiral in a repeating pattern. Set off from the toilet was a large bathing pool. Lined with white marble, it took up most of the room. A shelf to the right of the door held colored stoppered jars in various sizes and colors. Reika took one from the shelf and uncorked it. The scent of cedar and moss rose from the jug. “Perhaps she’s a healer?” Her voice echoed off the high ceiling. After replacing the bottle, Reika walked back to the room she had been in cursing herself for dashing across the snow-covered yard to relieve herself when she could have taken advantage of her host's luxury.

      Inside the room, she explored the space from right to left. Built-in bookcases lined one of the walls, packed with leather-bound volumes and scrolls. The wall across from her bed held a window. Thick glass set into the stone looked out into the yard. On either side of the window, the shelves had rows of bottles and crocks, each meticulously labeled. A healer’s room. Reika fingered the heavy tapestry embroidered with silver and gold threads hanging on the wall by the bed. Most healers would not have the luxury of an indoor bath or such rich expensive tapestries on their walls. Perhaps her host was a purveyor of poisons?

      Reika studied the images in the tapestry. A warrior knelt to a goddess, offering their heart with both hands. Reika blinked. There was no mistaking her face depicted in the weaving. She frowned as she tried to parse the meaning. As she stared, the colors of the cloth melded and reconfigured. A different image appeared on the tapestry. The weaving now showed Reika with her sword buried to the hilt in the belly of a yellow and white serpent. Reika rubbed her brow, her head ached from studying the tapestry, and she turned away from it.

      On the wall with the fireplace, pots and pans of all sizes gleamed from their hooks. A wooden vase with dried lavender graced the middle of a large oak table centered in the room. Two chairs were at each end, with benches running along the sides of the table.

      “I’ll fetch you slippers.”

      A shiver rolled through Reika. She turned toward the voice. Fear gripped her as a pair of slippers appeared on the floor near her feet. Reika stepped away from them as if they were a deadly asp. “Sleep. I need sleep. And when I wake I’ll be in my tent, and Nina will be in my arms.” Reika spoke the words with force to quell her rising fear.

      “Afraid not my friend. Nina is no more.” Dark vapor coalesced into a human form head and shoulders taller than Reika. “I’m Debra. Sorry to frighten you.”

      Reika lifted her chin. “You’re the one in the light. You brought me here.”

      “Yes. Won’t you wear the slippers? They aren’t enchanted if that’s what you’re worried about.” Debra turned away from Reika. She rotated a crank next to the fireplace to turn the meat. Fat splattered and sizzled on the wood coals, the aroma tantalizing.

      Reika pushed her feet into the slippers. “Where am I, really? Straight answer this time.”

      “It’s not for me to say.” Debra used a hook to pull a heavy covered pot from the fire before turning back to Reika. She pointed with the hook to a pitcher on the table. “I brought you fresh water. Would you like me to make you some tea? I have cakes, too, if you’re hungry. The roast still has a bit to go.”

      Reika blinked and laughed at the absurdity of it. Her dreams had always been vivid, but this was too much. Tea? As if she were having a proper visit with a ghost. With cakes as if she were a child to be won over with sweets. “Will you tell me a story and tuck me into bed too?”

      Debra drew herself up to her full height. Her mouth pulled into a tight thin line. She turned her back to Reika. After hanging the hook next to the fireplace with deliberate motions, and without further words, her form drew in, shrank in on itself until the cloud became so faint she disappeared completely.

      “No, wait. Come back, I’m sorry.” Reika called. Her voice echoed in the heavy silence of the room. Where was the woman who had cared for her during her fever? It had been a real woman, not Debra. A woman whose touch had soothed her, brought relief from the intense pain in her chest. Reika rubbed her forehead. What was it the woman had said was her name? Mara. That was it. Why had she abandoned Reika to the care of a shade?

      A weariness settled over her, her head ached. She rubbed her chest where the scar itched. She had offended Debra. The pain radiating off the spirit as she left had been palpable. And now Reika was alone. Again.
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      Mara pushed through the front door. The scent of the roast greeted her like an old friend. She set the greenery she had collected on the bench before she shed her cloak and toed off her boots. Her other pair of boots stood in a dirty puddle. Stifling her initial surge of anxiety, Mara squared her shoulders. What had Reika sought outside the house? Mara carefully picked up the holly sprigs avoiding their sharp spines and then gathered up her bundle of cedar and pine boughs.

      The door to the great room was open. Mara slowed her pace as she edged closer. She paused in the doorway, scanned the room for Reika.

      In the room, backlit by the fire, Reika sat at the table. On a small plate to her side were the remains of an apple and a half-eaten hunk of bread.

      Reika used Mara’s largest kitchen knife as a pointer as she read from a book in front of her. Mara held the branches closer to her chest and inhaled their soothing scent. If Reika intended to kill herself, she would not have waited for Mara to return. And if she intended harm to Mara she would discover how useless any attempt would be, the upside to immortality.

      “I know you’re there. You might as well come in.” Reika called out, interrupting Mara’s spiraling thoughts. Reika turned toward the door and met Mara’s gaze, a taunting half-smile on her face. “It’s your home after all.”

      Mara strode into the room. After placing the greenery on the table, she turned to Reika. “So it is. Where did you go? Your body is still healing. You shouldn’t risk catching a chill.”

      “I needed the privy,” Reika looked up at Mara. “And I wouldn’t have gone out in that hellscape of cold if I’d known of the one at the end of the hall.”

      Mara flushed. “I didn’t think you’d wake before I returned.”

      “Well I did. And about that. Please don’t give me any more of your poison. I hate being unconscious.”

      “Poison?” Mara rested her hands on her hips. “In what world would it make sense to save your life and then poison you?”

      Reika rubbed her chin. “I don’t know. Some sick twisted game? I’ve spent the afternoon ascertaining I am not dead or dreaming. Other than that, I’m out of ideas for just where in the seven empires I am and why I’m here.”

      Mara looked away from Reika’s face before she brought her gaze back to study her face. “I couldn’t bear to watch you die.”

      “What?” Reika scowled and placed the knife aside. “Liar. The only people in my tent were Nina and myself. That much I remember, as much as I’d like to forget it.” Reika touched her hand to her chest.

      Mara left Reika at the table, retrieved her mirror from its chest.

      “Watch.” She focused her intentions on the glass, said the words to call forth the mirror’s power. The glass clouded as the surface rippled out from the center. An image appeared, Reika’s clan marching, Jasmine leading them as they crossed a vast plain. Each column carried a standard, a red serpent on a field of green flapped and cracked in the wind. The sounds of their boots and cadenced songs floated up from the mirror.

      Reika inhaled sharply, swore and stood abruptly. Her chair clattered to the floor. “What are you? A witch?”

      Mara waved her hand over the mirror. The image and sounds faded. “I told you before. I am Amara Na’ Mahon. Born of the stars. Goddess of time. Abandoned by my empire, prisoner of Aaron.”

      Reika rubbed her forehead and paced the room. “How can the goddess of time be a prisoner? Where are the bars? The chains? Why me? Why thwart my death? My reward,” she stopped pacing and turned to Mara. “Unless, unless I’m cursed, and this is my punishment.”

      Mara crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes, of course, because it would be a curse to have a goddess spare your life, to be gifted a comfortable home with a solid roof, a warm bed, endless food, and hot running water.”

      Reika blinked. “You said you were a prisoner. Am I as well?”

      “No. I can return you to your time as you would be.”

      “Dead?” Reika’s brows drew down.

      “In this instant, yes.”

      Reika held her hand to her heart. “My heart beats. I feel pain. I’m alive.”

      “Yes, in this time, you are.”

      “What does that mean?” Reika's eyebrow lifted.

      “Time is not rigid. It flows like a river. It’s made up of many streams flowing to the same source. I plucked you from your stream and brought you to mine.”

      Reika's brows furrowed. She turned away from Mara, picked up her chair and righted it. The silence between them was disturbed only by the crackle of the fire. Mara continued to work, watching Reika from under her lashes. Reika circled the room, stopped at the window. Her back to Mara, she stared out at the steady fall of snow. The flakes glittered in the last of the light backlit her form. Mara stared openly at Reika. Her chin rested on her chest, and broad shoulders rose and fell with her breathing. “Are you truly Amara?”

      “I am. I’ll never lie to you, Reika.” Mara twisted the evergreen branches into a wreath.

      Mara added the holly sprigs to the arrangement, their bright red berries contrasting with the various shades of green. She adjusted the decoration until it suited, fiddling with the arrangement. An ache settled in her heart. Would Reika ask to leave? Too much. It was too much for mortals to understand.

      “Am I truly alive? Is this an illusion? What if my body lies rotting in a shallow grave somewhere? Is this a test to see if I’m worthy of my reward? And if I live, how long will I live in this time?” Reika’s voice was thready.

      “As long as you wish. You have passed into that which is endless unless you choose to end it.” Mara folded her hands, sat back in her chair.

      “Are you saying I’m immortal?” Reika’s turned to face her.

      “Not yet.” Mara studied Reika’s face.

      “Not yet?”

      “No. I would not make that decision for you without your permission.”

      “And yet you brought me here without my consent.” Reika returned to the table. She picked up the knife and played the tip over the tabletop a moment before she sat. “Why me?”

      Mara set the wreath aside. “You were not in a state to answer when I brought you here. And I acted because you’re brave. Thoughtful. Kind. A brilliant strategist. A warrior beyond measure,” she reached over and touched the back of Reika’s hand drawing her gaze. “And the most magnificent woman I’ve ever seen. I’ve watched you mold a feckless tribe of misfit warriors from twelve different clans into a feared and renowned clan of mercenaries. How could I not save you from Nina’s treachery?”

      “But did you?” Reika pulled her hand away. “Did you save me? Is this better than death?”

      Mara left the table to retrieve a fat white candle from the shelf. “You’ll have to figure that one out yourself.” She moved the vase holding the dried lavender. and centered the wreath in the middle of the table. “If at any time you wish to leave, ask. I’ll send you on to whatever awaits you in your timeline.” Mara placed the candle in the center of the wreath. After snapping her fingers to light the flame, she turned to Reika.

      Reika’s gaze was steady, her expression relaxed. “You’d send me back knowing I would die?”

      “Not happily, nor without mountains of regret. But yes, if you asked, I would.” Mara held her hand over her heart. “It is my promise, freely given.”

      “Thank you.” Reika touched her finger to a sharp holly thorn. A drop of blood welled up.

      Mara frowned. “Why?”

      Reika held up her finger. “Blood oath?”

      Mara failed to stifle her eye roll as she picked up the knife. She pricked the tip of her finger A drop of golden liquid welled up from the wound. She dropped the blade onto the table. Reika’s eyes widened as Mara reached over, clasped her hand and touched her fingertip to the spot of blood puddled on Reika’s skin. “Will that satisfy you? I can magic it red if you wish since the word of a goddess is not enough for you.”

      “Legends say you are faithless.” Reika stared into Mara’s eyes.

      “Legends are spread by those who wish to keep the truth to themselves. Would you join a person you didn’t love, just because someone else said you would?”

      “Of course not. No one has the right to force anyone into a union.” Reika pulled her hand from Mara’s gasp.
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        * * *

      

      “Exactly.” Mara stood. She turned her back to Reika. “And yet my people thought me a bargaining chip in their dealings with Aaron.” Mara lifted her shoulders and straightened them. “And that’s why I’m here. I won’t agree to a union with him no matter how long he keeps me here.”

      “How can one god imprison another?”

      “Aaron is not a god. He is a conniving trickster who stole the seven elements of power from Mahon. A sorcerer of great skill. After taking control of the elements, he set about making others believe he is a true god. With the elements at his command, I’m unable to break the spell binding me here. Yet. My only hope lies in his mortality. Even with his most powerful magic, he will not survive me. But until his death, I am trapped here.”

      The bitter edge in Mara's voice cut Reika to her soul. Wrong. Everything Reika had ever learned about Amara Na’ Mahon had been concocted to hide the fact she was imprisoned by a man denied. Every legend a lie. The tales of Amara, the faithless goddess who had abandoned her empire to the brutal wrath of the winter god, Aaron had fabricated to sully her memory. Mahon had ceased to exist hundreds of years before Reika’s birth, and yet even she knew legends.

      “Your people were the ones who were faithless.” Anger over Mara’s fate and the injustice of it all welled up, choking Reika. “You didn’t leave. He stole you away.” Reika bowed her head, clasped her fist with her hand. “You have been wronged a hundredfold. Please forgive me for every ignoble thing ever I believed about you.”

      “Nothing to apologize for. You were duped. No one was left to tell the truth after I refused. Aaron destroyed my empire and everyone loyal to me.”

      Reika drew her fingers over the back of Mara’s hand. “How long has he imprisoned you?”

      “Too long.” Mara pulled her hand free, stood, and then walked to the fireplace. From a hook on the wall, she plucked a large fork. The fire flared as fat hit the log below it as she prodded the roast.

      Mara replaced the fork before she moved to the sideboard. She picked up a large jug and uncorked it. The scent of new wine filled the room. Mara carried the jug and two cups to the table. The spice and honey scent of the wine rose from the cups as she served them. Reika studied Mara’s face as she placed a cup in front of her. Mara lifted her gaze, raised her cup and sipped. “Care to share a cup of wine and a bath before dinner?”

      “A bath?” Reika blinked at the abrupt transition. “Now?”

      “It’s Solstice.” Mara placed her cup on the table. She fingered the placket of her shirt toying with the long row of tiny pearls holding the loose shirt closed. Mara held Reika’s gaze as she slowly unbuttoned her shirt. Mara’s gaze burned into her soul. Reika flushed with the raw energy flowing between them. The room fell away in the moment as if they were the only two left in the world.

      Reika sipped her wine as the shirt fluttered open, revealing Mara’s dark brown nipples. Mara shrugged out of the shirt and let it dangle from her fingers. Reika stared openly in admiration of her soft curves and full breasts. Her palms itched to cup and tease, to feel the weight of Mara’s breasts in her hands.

      A sensation of having known Mara settled over her as a tendril of want wove its way to her belly. She studied Mara’s dark eyes, unable to look away. Impossible, yet her face was familiar, her inviting expression triggering a desire deeper than should be for a being Reika had recently encountered.

      “Don’t you want to start the next part of the year clean?” Mara folded her shirt and placed it on her chair. Under Reika’s steady gaze, she unlaced her breeches. She paused a long moment before she slowly slipped them over her hips. Mara added them to the pile of clothes on the bench. The firelight lit the shadows and curves of her dark skin. Reika swallowed on a dry throat. Mara’s unfettered beauty on display sent a wave of desire crashing through her. She squirmed in her seat as a wet ache settled between her legs.

      Mara’s eyes were heavy-lidded as she topped up her cup. A dribble slid down the jug. She caught the drop with her fingertip. Her full lips parted as her tongue touched the tip of her finger. Mara inclined her head, her dark eyes locked on Reika’s face.

      Mesmerized by her actions, pinned in place by her gaze, Reika slid her tongue over her lower lip. “You are exquisite. Do you also celebrate by joining on Solstice?”

      “Come with me and find out,” Mara called over her shoulder as she strolled out the door.

      Reika stripped her clothes off, tossing them over the chair before she grabbed the jug. She filled her cup, not caring she sloshed wine over the side and then trotted after Mara.
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      Mara lit a row of candles bordering the bath surround. She flicked the tap handles open, played her hand under the water until the temperature suited her. After plucking the bottle of her favorite scented oil from the shelf, she poured it into the tub. Had Reika followed? Her lustful appraisal had been exquisite. How long had it been since anyone had been so open in their admiration? So willing to reveal their feelings? Most mortals feared her, or worse, fetishized her.

      Reika had asked questions, spoken to her as an equal. Shown anger over the injustice of Mara’s kidnapping and imprisonment. Mara pulled two towels from the cabinet. And yet it didn’t mean Reika would take Mara up on her provocative offer. Mara lifted her shoulders and let them fall. No use dwelling on what might or might not occur.

      On this Solstice, she would only focus on pleasure. Hers. Reika’s, and the promise of a new year. Maybe by summer Solstice, Aaron would give up, dissolve the spell. Or not. Mara gathered her hair and wound a wide cloth around her head. She tested the water as the pool filled.

      “No wonder they sang of your beauty.” Reika entered bearing the jug of wine and her cup.

      Mara turned to her. As stunning as Reika was dressed, naked, she was glorious. When she bent and placed the jug on a low table, Mara’s breath caught. Her body was perfection. Her thighs gleamed in the candlelight, evidence of her desire on display. Mara crossed the room. Permission. As much as she wanted to take what she wanted, she would never violate Reika’s trust.

      Reika turned to her. Their gazes locked.

      Reika’s solemn expression seared her soul. “I want so badly to touch you,” her hands clenched and unclenched at her side. “May I?”

      Mara stepped closer. “Yes,” She lifted her hand, cupped Reika’s face. “May I kiss you?”

      Reika rested her hands on Mara’s hips, tilted her head up and pressed closer to Mara. “Please.”

      The soft plea from the bold warrior undid Mara. She slid her hand down, cupped Reika’s ass and held her full against her. A rush of heat flared as their bodies pressed together, skin to skin, goddess to human, mortal and immortal flesh. Mara pressed her mouth to Reika’s, nibbled her lips.

      Mara clung to her, opening to Reika’s deep kiss. The splash of water into the pool was the backdrop to their sighs and moans as they explored each other's bodies

      Reika leaned back, startled recognition in her eyes. “I know your kiss.” She touched Mara’s cheek with her fingertips. “It was you, wasn’t it? The woman who always appeared in my dreams. The enchanting creature who beguiled and seduced me in my fantasies. So many times, I would wake up wet but satisfied, wondering how I could come so hard in my sleep.”

      Mara lifted Reika’s hand, brought it to her mouth and kissed her knuckles. “A mental shadow of me. The mirror gives me access to dreamworlds. My physical form cannot pass beyond the barrier Aaron set. Does it bother you?”

      “No. You were my solace more times than I could count. I never had with other lovers what I had with you in my dreams.” As they kissed, Reika stroked and smoothed her hands over Mara’s skin.

      Mara melted under Reika’s skilled touches. So long. It had been ages since anyone had touched her physical body. And never like this. The hard calluses of Reika’s hands dragged over her skin, the pull and tug delicious.

      Mara touched the puckered scar over Reika’s heart. She leaned her head against Reika’s brow. “If I had been in time I could have spared you this.”

      “Although Nina meant me ill, it brought me to you, and for that I am grateful.” Reika kissed her.

      Her mouth tasted of the spiced wine. She teased her tongue over Mara’s lower lip. Mara relaxed and opened to her. Reika cupped her breasts with both hands, thumbed her stiff nipples. A surge of liquid want wet Mara’s thighs.

      Mara broke their kiss. “I need to shut the tap or we’ll be knee-deep in water.” She stepped away, closed the tap. Reika crossed to her. She picked up a towel, dropped it on the tub ledge. “Sit.”

      Mara sat on the wide ledge surrounding the pool. Reika placed the other towel under her knees before she scooted closer. A sly grin crossed Reika’s face as she gripped Mara’s knees. “I have to taste you.”

      “As you wish.” Mara braced herself on her hands.

      Anticipation spilled down her thighs as Reika held her gaze. She pushed her legs open wide. The scent of Mara’s need rose between them. Reika leaned in, touched Mara, gathering her liquid desire on her fingertips. She sucked the tip between her lips, drawing a groan from Mara. Her clit ached. She gripped the edge of the pool to keep from forcing Reika’s head between thighs. “Don’t make me wait.” Mara trembled.

      Reika lowered her head, nuzzled Mara’s thighs, licking and kissing a path to her center. Reika’s tongue was hot on Mara's skin, a whisper and promise of what was to come. Pleasure spiraled out from each place she touched, gathering low in Mara’s belly. Mara closed her eyes, relaxed into the decadent sensations rolling through her.

      She gasped when Reika’s mouth closed over her. Wet heat enveloped her clit. Unable to resist, she cupped the back of Reika’s neck. Reika moaned as she suckled softly. The vibration ignited a blaze in Mara’s body.

      Mara cried out as Reika increased the pressure, flicked her tongue over her labia before thrusting deep. Exquisite pleasure rocketed through her with each stroke of her tongue. Each touch bringing her closer to her climax. After years of nothing but her own hand to satisfy her, Mara basked in Reika’s adoration, panted as she tried to hold back the inevitable.

      Reika lifted her head. “You taste divine, come for me, Mara.” She used her fingers to expose Mara’s clit, the chill maddening after the warmth of her mouth. Mara dug her fingers into Reika’s shoulder. She licked the tip of Mara’s clit gently. Searing pleasure spread through Mara’s body. She screamed her satisfaction, the sound bouncing off the walls and echoing deep in her soul.
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      Mara dug her nails into Reika’s shoulders as she came. Slick heat coated her thighs as she lapped at the salt honey flowing from Mara. She held tight, gorging herself on the sweet taste of Mara’s pleasure.

      “Gentle,” Mara gasped. Her moans of contentment rolled over Reika. The thrill of satisfying Mara raced through her. She placed a tender kiss over her clit, before nibbling and kissing her way up to Mara’s mouth.

      Mara wrapped her arms around her, held her close and devoured her mouth. Reika smoothed her hands over Mara’s back and gave over to her hungry kisses.

      Mara broke their kiss, gazed into Reika’s eyes. “Your mouth is exquisite.”

      “You taste like a sun-warmed berry. I could feast on you all day.”

      Mara eased herself from Reika’s grasp. “Stand for me.”

      Reika rose, stepped close to Mara.

      Mara teased her fingers over Reika’s belly, dipped between her legs, and then swiped her fingertip over Reika’s clit. A torrent need spilled over Reika. Without breaking eye contact she widened her stance giving Mara access to what she wanted.

      “Mm. I love how wet you are for me.” Mara stroked and teased Reika. Her touches skated over her slick labia before teasing a bit inside. Reika clutched Mara’s broad shoulders, holding tight as she fingered her.

      “Do you like to be fucked?” Mara cupped Reika and squeezed gently.

      The combination of her rough words and the muted pressure on Reika’s clit made her cry out.

      Reika shivered and swallowed on a dry throat. “With fingers, yes.”

      Mara cupped her face and drew a thumb over her lower lip. “Don’t worry I won’t magic myself a cock.” She slid a finger deep, twitched it over a spot that sent a ripple of delight through Reika.

      Reika closed her eyes against the pleasure. “That’s so good.”

      Mara added a finger. Reika trembled with the increased pressure, need blossoming deep in her belly. Mara rubbed her clit in small circles as she thrust her fingers in and out.

      Helpless, Reika bucked her hips chased the sensations she sought. “Harder, please. More. I need more.” She clung to Mara.

      Mara slowed her strokes, deepened them. “No need to rush. I love how tight you are around my fingers. I can’t wait to feel you spill in my hand.”

      Reika trembled, her body shaking as Mara took her time, keeping Reika on the edge between coming and not coming.

      “Let me come. Please, Mara. I need to come.”

      Mara’s sinister laugh as she nuzzled Reika’s neck almost sent her over. “My strong warrior, begging for release. What if I stopped? Let you simmer a bit more. Or made you touch yourself for my entertainment.”

      Fear skittered down Reika’s spine. She wouldn’t die if Mara stopped but finishing herself off in front of Mara was not what she wanted. For Reika, nothing was like the ultimate mindless abandon of having a lover gift her ultimate pleasure “No. Please.” Reika choked out. “I’ll do anything, but please finish me.”

      “Shh. No tears. Give me what I want. Now.” Mara rubbed the sweet spot inside as she jacked Reika’s clit.

      Reika twitched and shook, her body convulsing in more pleasure than she had ever known. Endless waves of delight eddied out from her clit, her core. Mara kept stroking. Each time Reika thought she was spent, that she was finished, another wave of pleasure took her under, held her down until she was breathless and time ceased to exist.
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      Reika lounged in the warm water. The honey-sweet scent of melting beeswax hung in the air. Flickering candlelight played off the water. She closed her eyes as decadent heat soaked into her bones. She savored Mara’s weight against her where she lay nestled between her legs. Her soft curls brushed Reika’s chin as she rested her head on Reika’s chest.

      “This is the first winter Solstice in many years I’ll celebrate indoors.” Reika lifted her hand and let the water dribble through her fingers. “So many times I’ve been alone, cold, and hungry. I couldn’t ask for more than this, warmth, food,” She kissed Mara’s neck before nibbling her earlobe, “a willing gorgeous goddess in my arms. So much more than I’ve ever had.”

      Mara lifted her hand, cupped Reika’s cheek. Reika closed her eyes, the gesture saying more of Mara’s feelings than words. “If you could have anything, Mara, what would you wish for?”

      Mara turned in Reika’s arms, wrapped her arms around her neck. “Freedom. Freedom to travel the world with you by my side.”

      Reika leaned her brow against Mara’s head. “I will make it my mission, Amara Na’ Mahon, to free you from this place or die trying.”

      Mara clasped Reika’s face with both hands. “No. I didn’t bring you here to die.”

      “I’d be rotting in a shallow grave if you hadn’t saved me. I am forever your champion. Let me repay you. I’ll challenge Aaron. I’ll do anything to free you.”

      Mara pressed her fingers over Reika’s lips. “Not tonight. No talk of Aaron tonight. Tonight, we celebrate.” She trailed her fingers down Reika’s shoulder. “As much as I love lying in this warm pool with you, I’m ready for more wine and food.”

      Reika held her tight for a long moment savoring the sensation of Mara’s soft curves against her body. “More wine, and yes to food. My stomach thinks my throat was cut.”

      “You should have said something,” Mara frowned. “I don’t ever want you to suffer because of me.”

      Reika released Mara. “I was more starved for your touch than I have ever been for food.”

      Mara stood, water rolled off her skin in rivulets. She offered Reika her hand, “You are as skilled with words are as you are with your sword.”

      Reika rose and took Mara’s hand. “It’s easy when they’re true.”

      Mara tugged Reika off balance, catching her in her arms. “My warrior, my life,” She paused held Reika’s gaze. Her eyes glittered in the candlelight. “My love.”

      Reika blinked as the word love settled into her soul. Love. Mara loved her. Loved her enough to gift her a second life. Loved her enough to heal her heart from Nina’s fatal blow.
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        * * *

      

      “Leave the table. Debra will be angry if we clean up and don’t put things away where she can find them.” Mara patted the high-backed bench near the fire. “Come. Sit with me.”

      Reika sat and stretched her legs out toward the fireplace. She patted her stomach. “I’ve never had a better Solstice meal.” She lifted Mara’s hand and kissed the back of it. “Or better company.”

      Mara rubbed her hand over Reika’s thigh. “Sweet words drip from your mouth like honey.” She leaned in and kissed Reika savoring the way she answered her kiss. “I’m too full for bed.”

      “If I had my flute, I would play for you.” Reika lifted her shoulders. A frown marred her handsome face. “I’m sure they raised a fair sum off of my goods after I disappeared. My horse alone would have brought a thousand gold.”

      Mara rubbed the back of Reika’s neck. “He’s here, as are all your things. Well, except the tent.”

      “Aeon is here? How? Where? Can I see him?” Reika stood her eyes wide.

      “Debra. He’s in the barn, and right now if you’d like.” Mara left the bench and walked toward the door with Reika close behind her.

      In the hall, Reika grabbed her, lifted her off her feet, and spun them around. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. He’s been the only constant in my life for the last ten years.” She lowered Mara to the floor, peered into her eyes a long moment. “You knew. You knew how much he meant to me.”

      “Yes.” Mara played with the tight curls at the back of Reika’s neck. “I want you to be happy here, Reika.”

      After another soul-searing kiss from Reika, Mara fetched Reika’s boots and cloak. Bundled against the cold, they trod through the fresh snow out to the barn. Mara led them through the narrow side door to the warmth of the barn.

      “Aeon!” Reika pushed past Mara. Aeon whinnied and stamped in his stall. Reika slid the stall door open and stepped inside. She ran her hands over Aeon’s face, rubbed his chest and ears. “I never thought I’d see you again old friend.”

      Mara stood off to the side, listening to Reika as she murmured to her horse. Her heart was full as she listened to Reika’s loving words for her mount. She studied her bathing her senses in the happiness flowing from Reika.

      “I’ve cleared the table. I put the leftover meat and fruit into the cold cabinet. The dessert wine is on the table in a bucket of snow,” Debra’s shadow spoke softly. Mara turned to her. “Thank you. When do you want me to send you tonight?”

      “My grandchild’s birth. I’m aching to see her face.”

      “Again?”

      “It was the most magical moment of my life.” Debra clasped her hands together. “I’ll never grow tired of it.

      “Done. Call me when you want to return.” Mara closed her eyes, used her hands to split the veil of time. Debra bowed at the waist before she passed through the gap.

      Mara opened her eyes to Reika staring at her. “What just happened?”

      “Debra wished to see her grandchild born. I sent her to that time.”

      “You can do that? How will she return?”

      “The same way she travels. I part the river and the stream takes her to the time she wishes.”

      Reika rubbed her chin. “So, if I asked, you could return me to the moment before Nina stabbed me? Then I could prevent her from killing me. I could return and root out the traitors before they slay me.”

      Mara lifted her chin. “Yes. I can send you back. If that’s what you want. But I have no way of knowing if it will work.”

      “What do you mean? If I kill her before she kills me, then I’ll be alive. All will be as it was.”

      “Yes, in theory.” Mara hated the hollow sound of her voice. Her gut twisted. All of Reika’s pretty words had been simply her making the best of her forced time with Mara. “But, I don’t know what may happen after I return you. Once a time has occurred, changing anything in the past changes the future.”

      “But I’d be alive?”

      “Yes.” Mara turned away from Reika and left the barn, unable to bear the excitement in her voice or the joy on her face. She yanked open the door. A bitter wind buffeted her as she stepped outside. A cold ache settled in her heart.
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        * * *

      

      Reika stared at Mara’s retreating form. A gust of wind scattered straw over the floor through the open door. Reika squinted against the frigid blast before the door banged closed. Aeon whinnied and stamped.

      Reika returned to his stall. She leaned her head against his brow. “What to do? Return to our time, try to win against Jasmine and Nina? Or stay here? With a goddess who loves me, who shredded time to save me, who would sacrifice her happiness if I asked her to.”

      “I knew you were a waste of her effort.” Debra’s voice filtered through the barn.

      Tiny hairs on the back of Reika’s neck prickled to attention. “Back already? Show yourself, shade.”

      Debra appeared in Aeon’s stall. “A birth is but a moment, not that it’s any of your business. For what purpose do you wish me to appear? You going to kill me because I frighten you?” Debra sucked her teeth. “You aren’t fit to sit at her table much less grace her bed.”

      “I’m not afraid.” Reika rested her hands on her hips.

      “You should be. Why are you in a hurry to die? To leave the side of the most gracious of goddesses? This is how you repay Mara’s love? You claim you love her but you’re desperate to leave, to go back to a clan all too ready to move on without you. I spent years wandering the void until Mara called me. You will know its despair and endless hunger if you go back. And no one, not even Mara will be able to save you.” Debra sniffed loudly. “If it wouldn’t upset her, I’d thrash you for breaking her heart. I can’t wait to drop you back into that filthy camp.” Her eyes glowed red in her dark form as a bright light surrounded her. “You should be ashamed of yourself.” Debra vanished

      Stung by Debra’s vehemence Reika trembled in the face of the spirit’s wrath and the truth of her words. What did she hope to accomplish if she returned?  She had seen the mirror. The clan had moved on from her leadership as if she had never existed. No one had truly loved her. Not like Mara. Nor had anyone ever filled her heart as Mara did.

      Reika leaned against Aeon’s shoulder. His calm energy flowed through Reika, steadied her. Reika's chest burned where Mara had worked her magic to knit her breastbone. Another pain rose. Her heart ached as she thought of Mara’s tortured expression before she left the barn. “I have to make it right.” Reika patted Aeon’s neck.

      A gust caught the door as she exited, slamming it against the wall. Reika drew her hood closer about her face. She grabbed the edge of the door and forced it shut, throwing the bar to keep it from blowing open. The wind cut through her cloak, and she was shivering by the time she made the house.

      She stamped her feet to clear the snow from her boots before she opened the door. In the hall, Mara’s boots stood in a dirty puddle. Reika shook out her cloak and then hung it from a peg before tugging off her boots and placing them next to Mara’s.

      As she approached the door to the great room, the sounds of a lone flute drifted into the hall. A tune she had heard so often in her dreams she knew every mournful note, she leaned her head against the door frame to listen. Visions and half-remembered dreams rose in her mind as the song opened the closed doors of her memories.

      Before the song ended, Reika stepped into the room. Mara sat facing the fire. Eyes closed, tears flowed down her face, glittering in the firelight as she played. The last note faded. Mara lowered the flute to her lap.

      With the back of her hand, Mara wiped her tears. “I will send you back whenever you are ready. “

      Reika crossed the room in three strides. She knelt before Mara, pressed her face to her gown. “You have shown me more kindness and love than anyone in my existence.”

      Mara stroked a hand over Reika’s shoulder. “You owe me nothing. If anything, I owe you for this joining. It has been ages since I’ve celebrated Solstice with anyone. It was selfish of me to steal you away from your time.”

      Reika lifted her head, clasped Mara’s hand. “Selfish to give me another life? No. I’ve been ungrateful.” Reika stood, held Mara’s hand over her heart. “I am yours Amara Na’ Mahon. Heart, body, spirit, I belong to you for as long as you will have me.”

      Mara held her gaze as she stood. She lifted Reika’s hand, placed it over her own heart. “I accept. You are mine Reika Na’ Mhadaidh. Until time stops flowing.”
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      “Do you wish this, Reika? Do you wish to wear my mark on your skin? To be mine until the rivers of time run dry?”

      “Mark me. Make me yours. Now and always.”

      Reika eyed the thick cuffs with leather straps dangling from Mara’s hand. Naked, she approached the bed. Her gaze pinned Reika in place. She set a tray holding a jeweled stylus, cup, and a blue bottle on the table next to the bed.

      Reika swallowed hard. The hunger in Mara’s eyes matched her desperation for Mara’s touch. The hiss and spit of the fire was the only sound in the room besides Reika’s harsh breathing.

      Mara lifted the cup, took a long swallow before she held it out to Reika. “Drink this.”

      Reika drained the cup and passed it back to Mara.

      “Lie back. Spread yourself.” At Mara’s command, Reika lay back, shifted her hips. She raised her hands over her head and spread her legs wide. She shivered with the rush of warm air on her exposed center. Mara placed the sheepskin-lined cuffs on the bed.

      The light from the fire created long shadows on the wall as Mara worked quickly to secure Reika’s arms and legs to the bed frame. She held Reika’s gaze as she smoothed her hands over her body. “You look marvelous. A feast for my eyes.”

      Wet heat flowed from Reika. She flexed her arms and legs testing her bonds. The sensation of being restrained, at Mara’s mercy drove her desires. Her clit grew fat as a wet ache settled between her legs. “Lick me. Please. I want your mouth.”

      “After. Waiting makes everything sweeter.” Mara mounted the bed. “I like you like this. I can take my time.” Mara drew her fingers over the top of Reika’s foot before she bent and placed a kiss on the inside of her calf. Her hair brushed Reika’s thigh as she nibbled her way up her body. She sat up, her breasts swaying with the movement.

      Mara straddled Reika. She picked up the stylus. The tip glowed white-hot. Reika inhaled and exhaled slowly, breathing out her panic. Mara positioned the point over her navel. While chanting in a language Reika did not know, Mara touched the pen's tip to Reika’s skin. It burned as hot and angry as a wasp’s sting. Reika bit her lip to keep from crying out. Mara continued to chant as she drew a spiraling pattern into Reika’s skin.

      Reika panted through the pain, willing herself still as Mara completed the design.

      “Look at me,” Mara commanded.

      Reika opened her eyes.

      Mara’s eyes glowed. She fixed Reika with her gaze. “You are mine. Forever sworn to me.” She picked up the jeweled dagger, drew the blade across her palm. Golden blood seeped from her skin. She pressed her hand to the design she had drawn into Reika’s skin. “We are one, until the rivers of time run dry, each for the other, forsaking all others, for all time.”

      The pain morphed into pleasure. Reika panted as her body accepted Mara’s marks. Magic infused Reika’s body. A surge of energy shot through her, the sensation of her body growing stronger swept over her. Pleasure coiled in her belly. She held Mara’s gaze. “I am yours Amara Na’ Mahon. We are one until the rivers of time run dry, forsaking all others, for all time.”

      Mara stretched her body over Reika, reached between her legs, held herself open and aligned their clits. She kissed Reika and began a slow grind. The slick slide of her clit drew a chest-rattling groan from Reika. She opened and closed her hands, yanked at her bonds, desperate to touch Mara.

      Mara braced herself on her arms and rocked into Reika. Pleasure built between them. Mara kissed Reika, her tongue teasing matching her thrusts. Reika groaned into her mouth as pleasure roiled through her body.

      “Come with me my love, now and forever.” Mara pinned Reika in place with her gaze. Reika stared back, eyes wide as they tumbled into a whirlpool of pleasure. A glowing mist surrounded them, flowed in and around their bodies. Reika cried out with each roll of Mara’s hips. Exquisite pleasure coursed through her, a great wave that crashed over her, held her down and took her breath away.
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        * * *

      

      Mara held tight to Reika’s hand as they traversed the snowy slope behind the house, their breath visible in the chill air. At the peak of the high hill, they stopped. In the morning light, the limits of Mara’s prison were clearly defined by the curve of the wall surrounding her dwelling and her smallholding.

      Reika dropped Mara’s hand and spun in a slow circle. “How? How did he create this?”

      Mara pointed to a line of large flat stones bordering the curve of the transparent shimmering barrier. “Those are soul stones Aaron created. They anchor the spell. If I were to move through the wall, my spirit would be captured by the stones. I would cease to exist in any knowable form. I would become one with the rock’s structure, part of it until it crumbled to sand.

      As they watched a deer passed through the barrier. She paused, head cocked to the side, her ears twitched forward and back. After a moment, she continued along the trail and disappeared into the woods.

      “How is it the deer can cross unharmed?” Reika’s brows drew down. “Could I cross it?”

      Mara pursed her lips. “I think you could. The stones are tuned to me. You should be safe. I assume he’s set wards around the barrier. The mirror has never shown me any beings in surrounding forests. Aaron can cross. Birds and animals travel freely across the barrier.”

      “Will killing Aaron lift the curse?” Reika rested her hand on her hips. “Or do I need to destroy the stones?”

      “The stones are enchanted, unbreakable, protected by his curse. If he dies, his curse dies with him. The stones will crumble and fall. The barrier will dissolve.”

      “How do we draw Aaron here?”

      “He comes the morning after every new moon to ask if I’ve changed my mind.” Mara pulled her cloak tighter around her body.

      “He’s never tried to force you?” Reika’s mouth pulled into a grim line.

      “He tried, once. He carries the scar.”

      “You didn’t kill him?” Reika cocked her head to the side. “Why not?”

      “I was foolish. He promised to lift the curse if I spared his life. He convinced me he needed to lay hands on the stones to lift the curse.” A bitter laugh forced its way from her throat. “I even carried him to the barrier so he would not have far to cross to the stones. I may be a goddess, but I am a foolish one.”

      Reika stepped close, pulled Mara into a warm hug. “Compassion is not foolish. He will pay for every wrong he has ever done you.”

      “You can’t stand alone against him. Your sword is no match for magic.”

      Reika held Mara at arm’s length and peered into her eyes. “I won’t be alone. I am part of you now. Together we can end him.”

      “How? The barrier deflects my magic. He won’t cross voluntarily. Or trust me not to strike him the minute he crosses.”

      “How was he planning on managing your joining if you agreed?”

      “He knows my word would bind me if I accepted him as my mate. I wouldn’t be able to harm him.” Mara lifted her shoulders and straightened them. “I have never broken an oath and would never lie to anyone. My energy would dim and fade with each lie until I was a shriveled husk.”

      “How close to the barrier can you lure him? Do you think you could get him to the center of the stream?” Reika slid her hands down and gripped Mara’s hips, drawing her close.

      “If I taunt him? He might draw near to the shore, but he won’t enter the river or cross the barrier unless I’ve promised to take him as my mate.” Mara relaxed into Reika’s strong embrace.

      “What if I ambushed him? Carried him across the river, then cut off his retreat until you could strike?”

      “Much too risky.” Mara rested her hand on Reika’s chest. “We can wait him out.”

      Reika rested her hand on top of Mara’s hand. “No. Even with your magic, I won’t live forever. And you deserve to be free. To be happy. We can do this. Trust me?” She rubbed her thumb over Mara’s knuckles.

      Mara kissed her, drew back, held her dark gaze. “With all my heart.”
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      Their days blended into cozy mornings in bed, late nights of love-making, and comfortable afternoons reading by the fire. Reika spent hours practicing with her sword, her body growing stronger each day. Joining Mara had increased her strength tenfold. Mastering her new abilities took up most of her time.

      Reika moved through her sword forms, muscle memory guiding the moves she had practiced since she was a child. Heat built up in her body as her muscles warmed in the practice area she had set up the barn. Wet with sweat, her shirt clung to her body.

      Mara entered, leaned against the wall. Reika sensed her gaze on her as she practiced. A glow settled in her chest. Since their joining, her body responded to Mara’s presence with heat and want any time they were near each other.

      “Leave off for today my love. Save your strength for what I have planned for you later.” Mara’s voice whispered over her as if a firm hand had stroked her clit.

      Reika swallowed hard as she lowered her sword and wiped the sweat from her brow. “I want to be ready.”

      A frown flittered over Mara’s face and then was gone.

      “Tomorrow will be here soon enough. Enjoy today with me while we have it.” Mara held out her hand. “Don’t make me wait.

      Reika sheathed her sword before she clasped Mara’s hand. “There is desperation and fear in your voice.”

      Mara glanced down and away. “It took me more years than you can fathom to find you. Now I can’t imagine existing without you.”

      “You saved me once. Couldn’t you do it again?” Reika rubbed her thumb over Mara’s cool fingers.

      “The window for saving you was infinitesimal. A fraction of time later, and I would have lost you. Your body and spirit would not have tolerated the transport. There’s no guarantee I could snatch you from death again.” Mara’s voice was hollow, her chin resting on her chest.

      Reika lifted Mara’s chin, pressed a gentle kiss to her mouth. “I have no wish to lose you either, but I’ll not surrender to Aaron’s tyranny. I worry he’ll find a way to become immortal and I’ll die before you’re free. Our bond will extend my life, but even with that, I won’t live forever.” She leaned her brow against Mara’s forehead. “You gave me my life back. This is my gift to you. Live or die, I can’t stand not trying. Are you willing to give up? To let him win?”

      Mara cupped Reika’s face. “No, my champion, my love. I am sick to death of this house and this crystalline prison. We’ll fight him. With you at my side, how could I lose?”

      Reika crushed Mara to her. “Come on. I’m craving a dip in the bathing pool.”

      “Is that all you’re craving?” Mara cupped Reika’s ass and squeezed hard. She kissed Reika, her mouth soft and seductive. “I don’t want to wait.” She lowered herself to her knees, clawed at the lacing of Reika’s breeches, loosening them before she yanked Reika’s pants down, exposing her.

      Reika clasped Mara’s shoulders to steady herself. Mara leaned forward and pressed her nose to Reika’s damp curls before closing her mouth over her clit. A rush of pleasure swept over her as Mara pursed her lips and sucked hard. Currents of delight rippled outward from her clit as Mara fluttered her tongue over her. Her belly tightened, pleasure coiling there until Mara delivered a flick of her tongue that drove all thoughts from Reika’s mind. She shouted her release, dug her fingers into Mara’s shoulder as she held tight, and rocked her hips. Mara’s nails pressed hard against her ass as she took everything she wanted, everything Reika had to give.
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        * * *

      

      Mara stroked her hand over Aeon’s shoulder in the early morning dark. The first red streaks of dawn lit the sky. Reika shifted in her saddle, the clink of metal and squeak of the leather loud in the early morning. Mara peered up at Reika. Dressed in her black armor, atop her mount, she was every inch the magnificent warrior. Mara studied her. Reika’s calm confidence soothed her.

      A shiver chased down Mara’s spine as she contemplated what lay ahead of them. As many times as she had watched Reika wade into a fierce battle, she had never been as fearful for her safety. “Do not underestimate him. He may look like an old man but he has more moves than a two-headed snake.” Mara moved her hand to Reika’s armor-covered thigh.

      Reika nodded her acknowledgment of Mara’s warning. “I’ll cross the river and then ride until I find a spot to cross and the best place to wait to ambush him.” She held Mara’s gaze. “Are you ready?”

      Mara lifted her chin, pulled her cloak tighter around her body. “Yes. If standing naked on the riverbank doesn’t work to get him closer to the barrier, I don’t know what will.”

      Aeon tossed his head and sidestepped.

      Mara backed away from him. “Promise me once you’ve delivered him, you’ll get clear. The fire of time will consume everything it touches.”

      “I’ll do what it takes to keep him on your side of the river.”

      Mara pulled her mirror from under her cloak. “Take this. If we fail, run. Once you’re safe use it to contact me.”

      Reika frowned. “I’m no sorceress.”

      “It’s tuned to me. You’ll always be able to see me. No matter where or when you are.” Mara avoided Reika’s eyes.

      “I’ll not need this.” Reika passed the mirror back to Mara. She touched the hilt of her sword. “If you miss him, I won’t. His head will roll before he sets foot on the opposite bank.” She leaned down. “A kiss for luck?”

      Mara rose on her tiptoes to kiss her. “Be careful, my heart. My cloaking spell will make your energy invisible to him, but not your form.”

      “I love you, Mara. Have faith in us.” Reika straightened, touched her hand to her heart. She clicked her tongue twice. Aeon moved out at a slow walk.

      Mara watched her until she turned down the path toward the river. She retreated to the house until it was time for her to meet Aaron.
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      Reika rode away from Mara, down the trail to the river. Fat drops of water fell from the trees sheltering the path as the sun rose in the sky. Reika watched the trail ahead of her. Birds twittered and then fell silent as she passed. Aeon’s breath was visible in the chill air. Reika was warm in her armor and quilted gambeson. She shifted in her seat as they approached the river.

      Small chunks of ice slipped and flowed by as the stream rushed past them. Reika turned at right angles to the river and rode uphill along the stream's shore, searching for a wide shallow spot to cross. The sun was full up by the time she found a place to cross. The stream widened, the current slowed and flowed over large flat stones.

      Reika dismounted and then looped Aeon’s reins over a branch. She studied the remains of a collapsed bridge breaking up the path of the water. After testing the first stone, she picked her way across the broken bridge. On the side close to the shore, the stones sat well above the water. As she approached the far bank, water ran over the tops of the pavers until the tops were well beneath the stream until they ended.

      She eyed the distance between the final stone and the bank. The water appeared deeper on this side, the bottom not visible through the murky rushing water. Reika looked up, gauging how much time she had left to ride back along the path on the opposite side. Reika studied the ice lined shore. They had cleared father jumps, but if Aeon failed to make the leap, her amour would carry her down to the bottom of the swirling water.

      Shrugging off her fear, Reika walked back to Aeon. She had no time to seek another crossing.

      She rubbed his nose, gathered her reins, and mounted him. She backed him up the path leading to the bridge, giving him room to run before they crossed. She leaned down, stroked his neck. “This is it, boy. We can do this.”

      She clicked twice and nudged him with her heels. He bolted forward and galloped down the bank toward the sunken bridge. His hooves clattered on the stones. As they approached the final stone, Reika bent down, rose out of her saddle and clung with her legs as he bunched under her. Aeon jumped. They landed on the edge of the bank. His back feet cracked the thin ice at the shoreline. He stumbled. Reika dropped the reins and grabbed the pommel, scrabbling to stay seated until he righted himself. His breathing was rough. He blew and stamped his feet, sidestepped a few paces. Well trained, as soon as he regained his footing, Aeon settled.

      Reika picked up the reins and shifted in the saddle. “Well done, extra sweet grain for you tonight, boy.” She rubbed his neck, turned him upstream and rode toward Mara.
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        * * *

      

      Mara lay her cloak over a log. A chill settled over her body. Aaron had not arrived. She searched the far bank for Reika. The uneven boulders, giant tree trunks, and scrubby bushes offered numerous places to hide.

      “There. She’s behind the farthest boulder on the right.” Debra whispered.

      Mara flinched and turned to her. “Why are you here?”

      Debra tilted her head. “I thought you might need me.”

      Mara lifted her hand and touched the shade’s shoulder. “Thank you. If I fail, protect Reika.”

      “And you? Who will protect you, Mara?” Debra pressed her lips together in a firm line.

      “He can’t kill me.”

      “There are worse things.” Debra’s brows drew down. “I’d have wandered the void forever if not for you, and all I did was burn his dinner.”

      Mara lifted her chin. “I’ll not show him mercy this time. Promise me about Reika.”

      Debra bowed her head. “I promise.”

      A whirl of snow on the far bank announced Aaron’s arrival. Debra faded from sight. Mara lifted her chin, unbuttoned the top button of her shirt.

      Aaron rested his hands on his hips. “Alone again. Your brave warrior couldn’t handle being your prisoner any more than Roslyn could, could she? When are you going to stop wasting time on mortals?”

      “You’re mortal.” Mara unfastened another button as she walked to the shore of the stream.

      Aaron rubbed his chin. “Not for long. I have only to join with you. And then my power will be unlimited as well as my life.”

      Mara stopped at the edge of the stream. She lowered her shirt to her waist. The frigid wind peaked her nipples. Gooseflesh prickled her skin.

      Aaron took two steps closer. “What do I owe this display to?”

      Mara shrugged in answer.

      Aaron moved to the edge of the stream.

      Mara fixed her gaze on his boots. “Afraid of a little water?” She lifted her breasts, held them out in offering. “What kind of being are you? You’d let this chance go by?”

      “The kind of being who has lived long enough not to be trapped so easily. I’ll not step one foot closer until you promise me you will not harm me.” Aaron’s leering gaze settled on her breasts.

      Mara clucked at him. “So afraid of me. Still. You’ll never know the sweetness of my kiss nor the joy of joining with a goddess.”

      Aaron’s hands open and closed at his sides. “I’ve had plenty of women and men, willing and unwilling. What makes you think that’s what I want?”

      Mara plucked at the laces of her pants. “I see it in your eyes. “She dropped her gaze lower. “And your breeches look about to burst.”

      Aaron touched the top button of his trousers. “Maybe. Maybe you need to see what you’re missing.” He rubbed his hand over his groin before he opened the fly of his pants. His cock flopped out, half hard.

      Mara sniffed. “I’ve got better in my night chest.”

      “It's cold, you bitch.” He grabbed himself and started stroking, “Give me time.”
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      Reika held Aeon in check. She clenched her jaw to keep from laughing at Mara’s taunt. Aaron's trousers were around his knees, his back to Reika. Reika looped Aeon’s reins over the pommel and then nudged him with her heels. They bolted down the hill to where Aaron stood.

      Aeon’s shoulder struck Aaron, knocking him off balance. Reika seized him by his coat and threw him across the pommel of her saddle. Water splashed around them, drowning out Aaron's threats as he struggled against her grip. Aeon charged on through the water. Once they had breached the barrier, they rode hard up the bank. Reika dropped Aaron to the ground at Mara’s feet. Reika dismounted, backed away from him, and drew her sword.

      Aaron rolled to his feet, yanking his pants up. He turned toward the steam. Reika held her sword at the ready, cutting off his retreat.

      “Get out my way.” Aaron's eyes blazed red. He lifted his hands, forming a fireball between them.

      Reika swung her sword. He stepped back and tossed the fireball at her. She twisted out of the way. Aaron screamed his frustration and formed another ball between his hands. Reika took a step back, her heels on the edge of the stream bank. She peered over his shoulder.

      Mara had tripled in height, towering over the trees. A thunderous expression on her face, her skin glowed with a blue light. Her eyes shone clear and bright against her dark skin. She held a bow drawn taut, the weapon trained on Aaron’s back. Crackles of energy flashed around her. The tip of the arrow burned with blue flame. Reika blinked and stared at her lover, unrecognizable in her anger.

      “Leave off, Aaron. Your fight is with me.” Mara’s voice boomed off the rocks and echoed in Reika’s chest.

      Fear blazed across Aaron’s face before he tossed another fireball toward Reika. It struck her breastplate. Searing pain exploded in her chest. Reika stumbled, lost her footing on the slippery slope of the stream. She fell back, the edge crumbling beneath her. Dark water closed over her head. Icy water poured into her armor, soaking the heavy quilting of her gambeson pulling her to the riverbed. She scrabbled for purchase as she fought the rising panic in her chest. Reika’s feet touched the bottom, her boot wedged between the stones. She kicked to free herself, left her boot behind. Fingers stiff with cold, Rieka struggled to unfasten her armor.

      Her lungs burned, her chest ached as her pulse pounded in her ears. She struggled to rise. Reika’s vision edged to black. Two arms wrapped around her, lifting her from the water. She breached the surface. Gasping and sputtering, she wiped her face to clear the water blurring her vision. Debra’s kind smile met her eyes. Reika turned in her arms, searched the shore for Mara.

      Mara stood on the bank. At her feet lay a smoking pile of clothes and twisted flesh. Reika recognized the scorched pieces of Aaron’s trousers. A sound like ice breaking echoed in the woods. On the far shore, the soul stones cracked and split before they crumbled into dust.

      Debra carried her to the shore. She steadied Reika until she could stand. Working quickly, she stripped Reika’s armor off of her. Reika shrugged out of the wet gambeson. She trembled, unable to stop her shaking.

      Mara strode to her shrinking back to human size as she approached. “Get the rest of your things off and put my cloak on.”

      Teeth chattering, Reika stripped off the rest of her clothes.

      “Thank you, Debra.” Mara touched her hand to her heart.

      Reika bowed to the shade. “Thank you, Debra. This is twice you have saved me. I am ever your servant.”

      “You’re both welcome.” Debra turned toward Aaron’s clothing with a grim smile. “I’ll finish burning what’s left of him. See you at dinner.” Debra strode toward Aaron’s remains.
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      Mara lifted in her saddle and settled her seat. The ground was wet, the snow melting in dirty puddles across the yard. Elena, her mare, whickered and stretched her neck, her ears forward. Mara leaned forward and stroked the mare’s shoulder. “We’ll go soon, girl.”

      Reika drew abreast on Aeon “Ready?”

      “I thought I would fly from here the second I was free and never return. But now,” she reached over and clasped Reika’s hand, “now the open road is half as appealing as spending days in bed with you.”

      Reika laughed, the rich sound soothing. “We can still spend days in bed, love, just different beds under different skies. We can return here whenever you want.

      “True.”

      “What do you want to do first?” Reika nodded toward the east. “Ride to The City of the Sun to reclaim the elements and set the chroniclers right about you? Or”, she gestured to where the sun would set. “Or would you like to explore Lilith’s abandoned castle?”

      “The castle. Lilith would have never abandoned it willingly. We need to find her. We’ll need her help when we negotiate the return of the elements.”

      “Negotiate my ass,” Reika touched her sword. “The elements belong to you. We’ll get them back by any means necessary. How do you know so much about Lilith anyway? Have you been watching the mirror without me? I’d be jealous if I didn’t know she was otherwise engaged.” Reika mock pouted.

      Mara laughed. “You were sleeping like the dead. And having a dragon shifter for a consort makes Lilith unavailable, even if I weren’t madly in love with you. Come on. If we take the shortest road, there’s a hot spring we can visit on the way.” Mara inclined her head toward her saddlebag. “I’ve got something special for you when we stop for the night.”

      A wicked grin split Reika’s face. “In that case, lead on, love.”
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