
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Title Page

      

      
        About Caged Fae

      

      
        Creature Guide

      

      
        Pronunciation Guide

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Where to find me:

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 Penn Cassidy

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover by PC Designs

        Editing by Michelle’s Edits

        Formatting by Inked Imagination Services

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “Reading a fantasy book is like waking from a dream and finally living the life you were meant to live all along.”

      Penn

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT CAGED FAE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Faerietales are just that...tales.

        The reality of it all was much more sinister. I was never just some scorned princess who saw eyes in the trees and heard whispers in my walls. It might have been easier that way. But I needed help that only these creatures could give me. They had magic that could cure any ailment, and the person I loved most in this world was dying. I was out of options, scared, enraged.

        That’s how they found me. Broken, tired, and desperate. They pulled me from the mortal world and forced me into an otherworldly auction where unholy creatures would have the chance to own me. To play with their shiny, new toy forever in exchange for what I needed most.

        Unlike the stories, faeries aren't sweet, little things with sparkles and wings. They’re ruthless, cold, calculating immortals with a taste for mortal delicacies, and it turns out, I’m the newest item on the menu.

        Moral of the story....don't make a blood oath with the Princes of the Wild Hunt.

      

        

      
        Disclaimer:

      

        

      
        Caged Fae is a standalone novel, a complete rewrite of a Novella titled The Lost and The Wicked, published in 2022. It includes a new storyline, new characters, all new chapters and no cliffhanger. This an RH Epic Fantasy based in a world of strange and terrifying faerie creatures. This story contains morally gray heroes, explicit language and graphic depictions of sex, not to mention violence and detailed descriptions of wounds and or death.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CREATURE GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Faerie: An ancient race of beings who rule the realm of Faerie. They are broken up into two races, who each have a court—the primal faeries, and the pure-blood faeries. Another name for a faerie is (Sidhe) the ruling race of fae.

      Primals: Faeries who descended from the union of creatures and faeries. They are born with characteristics of both, including scales, horns, fur, wings, fangs, etc.

      Pure Blood: The original race of faeries that have ruled Faerie for a millenia. They have pointed ears, lithe bodies, regal features, and are adept at magic and politics. Oftentimes, they are closed off and reserved.

      Drach: Humanoid creatures with the ability to shift into large black-scaled dragons. They are known for their longevity of age and battle magic. Their scales are impenetrable like armor.

      Mage: Beings with the ability to wield magic. Similar to witches, but closer in relation to the fae in that they are long lived.

      Wraiths: Kin of the drachs but without the ability to take human form. They are often used in times of war as a means of transportation.

      Sluagh: Undead faeries who hunt for dying souls to add to their ranks. They are feared in every realm, and they are ruled by a faerie queen.

      Giants: Massive beings made of stone and moss that stand as tall as trees. Giants are legendary warriors from the continent Paragon and are known for their ability to construct warships and ally with foreign rulers.

      Storm Saber: A lizard-like creature the size of a horse. They slither through the soil during thunderstorms to hunt for small animals. Storm Sabers are often hunted by the faeries for their scales, which make an ideal armor.

      Marsh Saber: Much the same as a Storm Saber, only regionally different. Often utilized by the Sluagh as a means of transportation, marsh sabers are also blind, using their senses of smell and hearing to guide them.

      Grendels: Golems made of mud and magic, created to do the bidding of the Sluagh.

      Elhorn: A horse-like creature with two sets of horns on its head. They have hooves on their back legs, and thick claws on their front. They have been used as war steeds for centuries.

      Lycinians: Wolf-like faeries who roam in packs. They are silver in color, with glowing eyes. They are as intelligent as any human or faerie and are extremely vicious.

      Erasu: Small, spindly-limbed humanoid creatures with scaled, black skin and claws. They crawl on all six legs and whisper in their own language to one another. They are often used as spies, so one should never trust an erasu.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kyre: Kire

        Vazden: Vozden

        Haelo: Hay-low

        Cadoc: Cad-ock

        Erix: Ericks

        Neera: Nee-ruh

        Zephyr: Zeffer

        Sluagh: Slóg

        Sidhe: Shee

        Erasu: Irasoo

        Faerie: Fairy
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        Kyre

      

      

      With six hours behind me, I could almost taste the sea in the air. This far away from the city of Karn, I was finally able to lower the hood that concealed my face and nose from the cold and breathe deeply.

      No one knew me out here on the fringes of the Acadian Empire, but I was nowhere near safe. If I was being honest with myself, I hadn’t felt safe since the day I was forced to live on the streets and thieve just to feed myself.

      The forest was growing dark as the sun began to set, and the farther in I went, the larger the trees grew, their roots digging into the ground like reaching, spindly fingers waiting to trip you and drag you under. There were no sounds, not even the wind, but the icy air cut straight through the thick layers of wool clothing and my riding cloak.

      I dismounted at the mouth of a cave that dripped with moss and icicles from the long winter, watching my breath come out in white puffs. My heart raced as I stood peering into the darkness, which looked ready to swallow me whole.

      My stolen horse whinnied, and I shushed it quickly over my shoulder, eyes scanning the darkened forest. The horse shifted, its hooves beating the packed mud nervously. I couldn’t blame her. This place reeked of wrongness—a raw sort of power that repelled anything living. It was why I chose to do this without Zephyr. I wouldn't risk him. The wrongness here told me to run and run fast, but I’d never been one to follow the rules.

      So many things could go wrong with this desperate plan of mine, but Queen Reena had left me no choice. If she wanted to gamble with the life of the prince of Karn, then that was her burden to bear, not mine. I, on the other hand, refused to let this sickness take my brother. If my father were still alive, he’d have sent for help himself, instead of sitting his ass on that gilded throne doing nothing.

      Still, what did it matter if I failed? Perhaps Drystan and I would see one another in the next life. Maybe it would be better that way. Karn was tainted with the pursuit of coin and greed. The city was overcrowded, and the court had turned into the laughingstock of the empire. Reena didn’t know how to run a kingdom, having come from rags herself after wooing my father so long ago, and now the cracks in her carefully-woven façade were showing. I’d gladly watch it all burn if I could.

      But not Drystan. My older brother was the only person who’d never made me feel inferior for being what I was, for being what our father had made me. His loyalty to me went beyond any sliver of love the king had ever shown me before he died last winter, so I’d do this for him. Drystan was the rightful heir to the throne of Karn, and the day he took it back from his mother couldn’t come soon enough.

      It started to rain, the tiny, little drops quickly icing over, stinging my cheeks when they hit. I pulled the hood of my black cloak back up over my head and took a step into the darkness of the cave. The air grew cooler as I made my way deeper, and a silvery mist hovered over the cave floor, swirling around my feet, smelling like rotting moss with a hint of decaying leaves.

      I walked for what felt like an eternity, yet the cave just kept going and I never turned a single corner. The only sound, other than the thumping of my heart, were  drops of water landing in random spots along the ground, mimicking the light rainfall I’d left behind me.

      After a while, the light from the cave mouth was gone, leaving me blind. From my satchel, I pulled out a small torch, which was nothing fancy, just a wooden stake wrapped in rum-dipped wool.

      “Bál.” The torch sparked and caught fire at my whispered command.

      The urge to look over my shoulder was strong, but I stifled it. There was no one around to witness the magic I shouldn’t have. The language of the faeries rolled off my tongue perhaps too naturally. A pleasant tingle came over me, warming my chilled bones, not that it helped much. The fog in this place seemed to come alive, swirling around me like caressing arms, begging me to go farther.

      Out of the darkness, the light of my fire exposed a series of stones arranged into a pathway straight up the center of the cave floor. My stomach tightened, and I swallowed hard, realizing that after hours of travel and days of anticipation, I was finally here.

      The stone path was a luminous silver in the firelight, which flickered ominously as I moved from one to the other. I counted fifty of them before I started to wonder if the path would ever end, but I kept going. Drystan deserved that much.

      There were stories about caves like this one—stories told by drunken old men in taverns or whispered about by children. I knew they were more than just stories, just like most did, only I never pretended like it was fantasy. Acadia wasn’t the only empire in this world, and Queen Reena wasn’t the only ruler by far. Through the caves, if you knew how to find them, were doorways to a place not many humans ever got to see.

      As I thought about that place of legends, my torchlight hit the surface of the stone walls up ahead and the last of the shining steps. I stopped on the last one, a sea of blackness in front of me. On the wall were a series of sconces, and as I moved my torch, I counted six of them. Taking a chance, I stepped into the darkness, quickly lighting each sconce until the cave was lit with a crackling orange glow.

      Spread out before me was a massive ring of white mushrooms sprouting up from the black soil. The padded tops had little black speckles on them, and the room was pungent with their earthy odor. My stomach tightened again as I stared at the ring, and then I looked towards the dark tunnel branching off to the right of this small chamber. The cave seemed endless, but I knew better.

      Slowly, I set my satchel down at my feet, unsheathing a small dagger I’d hidden in one of my riding boots. Taking my time, I circled the mushroom ring, inspecting it from every angle while I fiddled nervously with the blade.

      This was a fool’s idea. I was a fool. I had no business poking around this cave or stepping into the center of the mushroom ring, but I did just that, and nothing happened. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but I was met with nothing but the steady dripping of cave water.

      I stood motionless, listening to the sound of silence, my heart racing and my breaths still panting out puffs of white. When not a single monstrous beast came slithering out from the walls to consume me whole, I assumed I was relatively safe. How long that would last was a mystery I’d soon uncover.

      Kneeling in the dirt in the center of the mushroom ring, I held my blade to my palm. Sucking in a sharp breath, I hissed when my skin was sliced open, my blood dripping and soaking into the soil. Then I placed my palm flat on the ground and closed my eyes tight, whispering a series of familiar words that I shouldn’t have known as well as I did.

      Speaking the old language in the center of a faerie ring was as close as I’d ever come to signing my life away. If Drystan knew what I was doing right now, he’d lock me in my room and lose the key. Except it wasn’t even my room anymore, was it? Queen Reena had seen to that when she banished me from my home in the castle, when she called me a halfling creature that deserved to be put to death, laughing while the guards who’d protected me my entire life escorted me to the slums and left me there. So, I had to do this for Drystan. He could hate me when he was healed.

      With my palm stinging, I repeated the words over and over again. Words that made my tongue tingle and my skin prickle with unease. Words that could get me killed if I ever spoke them to the wrong human.

      When nothing happened, I began to panic. Had I come all the way out to the faerie caves for nothing? I’d risked spending the rest of my life in chains for this one moment, and for what?

      I slammed my bloody palm down in the center of the mushroom ring, repeating the words again. I was shouting them now, tears dripping into the dirt and mixing with my blood. They were angry, frustrated tears. I needed this to work. Drystan needed this to work. Acadian Empire be damned, I needed him to live for me because he was my brother and I loved him. I needed him.

      The louder I chanted, the more desperate I became. My voice left the mouth of the cave and filtered through the trees. I wondered if I'd been followed from the city. I wouldn't put it past Reena to spy on me.

      None of her spies would enter the faerie caves, but they would be waiting, if they were brave enough to venture this far into the woods. Any hope I had of slipping out of the kingdom and disappearing was long gone. Still, I begged.

      With my forehead pressed to the cave floor, I let my arms sag. I sobbed and cursed at myself for waiting this long, for not doing something sooner. Drystan was wasting away more and more by the second, growing frail with every hour that the sickness spread through his veins. I was too late, and I’d failed him. I’d failed him…
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        * * *

      

      A horn blared.

      So deep and resonating, its sound echoed through the caves. It was loud enough that I yelped at first, nearly toppling to the side, as rocks and crystals began to break off from the ceiling and crash around me into tiny shards. The very ground vibrated under my palms, little rocks dancing and hovering just above the surface.

      I remained on my knees, eyes flitting back and forth, trying to understand which direction the horn was blowing from, but it was impossible to tell. It was everywhere at once—inside of me and crawling over my skin, leaving tingles in its wake. I knew the feeling well, even though I’d tried for so long to ignore it.

      Magic. Not just any magic, though. Faerie magic—the oldest kind of magic there was, magic from the dawn of existence that built this world and everything and everyone in it. Each blow of the horn called to something deep inside of me, and some latent part of my being reached toward it, desperately seeking it out.

      This was what the humans feared so much. The call of the faeries was said to be nearly irresistible, the lure of them potent and all-consuming, and many a human had fallen for their tricks. Faeries were known to be cunning and quick-witted. They were beautiful and monstrous, yet alluring enough to make you lose yourself.

      As a halfling, I was most of those things, too. I was curious and intelligent, and had a knack for mischief, much to the queen’s ire. It was a part of me, as much as my human penchant for never abiding by the rules. Still, my faerie allure was nothing more than a speck of light in the darkness compared to the unfathomably beautiful, yet horrifyingly monstrous faces that appeared out of the shadows of the cave.
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        Kyre

      

      

      The horn had stopped, but its echo lingered in my head as shadows began to take form. Faces appeared, along with fangs, scales, claws, and fur. There were so many of them moving all at once, I couldn’t count, and they converged on me in seconds.

      There was no time to escape and nowhere to escape to, even if I could manage to move fast enough. I remained on my knees, my hands trembling as I wiped away the lingering tears on my sleeves. The echo of hundreds of footsteps had the ground shaking still, and the high-pitched shrieks of dark creatures sounded in the distance. The horn blew again, and my blood ran ice cold.

      I’d never seen a full-blooded faerie in my short twenty-six years. Halflings like myself were fairly common in Karn, even if the humans were ignorant of us.

      So, I was used to halflings—creatures born from the taboo unions of humans and rare faeries who’d crossed the veil between worlds. Now, I was surrounded by real faeries, the kind that haunted the dreams of human children the world over.

      There were wolf-like faeries with silver fur that bristled as they stalked closer to me, eyes burning silver with no pupils and thick saliva dripping from their snarling maws. There were seven of them in total, ears flat to their heads, growls slipping between those sharp teeth. Lycinians was what they were called. As intelligent as any human, they were primals, and had a reputation for their viciousness and lust for the hunt.

      Between them, crawling on all fours, were five erasu. Their bald heads were three times too large for their boney bodies. They were spider-like, with limbs that bent the wrong way. Each of them smiled with too human mouths full of blunt, gnashing, and broken teeth. They whispered to each other excitedly in a language I could not understand, like hissing, gossiping snakes.

      Erasu were spies, able to blend in with the shadows and slip into almost any crevice. If I looked close enough, I wondered if I’d be able to make out the millions of tiny obsidian scales that were said to cover their bodies—scales that could flex and move, creating a camouflaging illusion.

      My skin felt itchy, and I fought the urge to flinch away when two of the erasu reached out their spindly arms, one of them grazing the side of my face, a hooked nail scraping through my hair and pulling it from my braid. Bile churned in my stomach at the contact. Erasu weren’t known for consuming flesh, yet I could practically feel their hunger. Though, hunger for what? That was the question.

      More fairies came into view, many of them I had no names for. Some of them were humanoid in appearance, with lithe bodies that walked upright and intelligent eyes that pinned me in place. Some of them were perched atop horses, bears, or wildcats, holding bows, spears, and daggers at the ready.

      My heart began to pound so hard that I wondered if it would kill me on this spot. I began to realize that I might have made a mistake. This wasn’t what I’d meant to do. My blood was supposed to summon a faerie—a single, pure-blooded Sidhe faerie, one with whom I could bargain, even if I eventually paid the debt with my life. I’d been prepared for that sacrifice if, in exchange, they would save Drystan’s life.

      But this… I knew what this was. I knew who these faeries were.

      Dread had me by the throat as another horn sounded, this one longer and lower than the rest. My bones vibrated with it, my teeth rattling painfully. Something was coming. The erasu stopped whispering, settling back on their haunches, wearing sickly smiles on their shadowy faces. The lycinians rumbled and whined, stamping their paws through the dirt and leaving deep scars along the cave floor.

      Taking deep breaths, I forced myself to my feet, fighting the tremor in my legs as hard as I could. Summoning every bit of strength I’d gathered for this impossible task, I squared my shoulders and held my dagger firmly in my grip.

      The crowd of faeries, even the ones atop the beasts, began to part down the middle. The pit in my stomach grew heavier, and the crackle of magic in the damp air raised the hairs on my arms.

      Then I saw them—three male faeries atop three black horses. Wait, no. Those horses… Something was wrong with those horses. Red eyes stared back at me as the riders broke through the shadows. The beasts were five times the size of any horse I’d ever seen. Their velvety black manes matched their muscled bodies, gleaming in the torchlight. Each step they took was like a blast of thunder, and I could feel it rattle my bones.

      They weren’t horses at all. They were elhorns—the ancient war beasts of the faeries. It became clear the moment they came to a halt just outside of the mushroom circle. Atop their heads were two massive bull-like horns that rose up into sharp points, and then a secondary set that curled downwards. Around their necks were manes of black hair, and their back hooves were curved into talons that could shred my body to ribbons.

      Except the elhorns only held my attention for so long. There were three males perched atop the war beasts, one with long, midnight hair braided down his back. His uptilted eyes were the purest onyx, no whites to be found. Those eyes stared back at me from a harsh, angular face, with skin the color of tree bark. Long, pointed ears pierced with dozens of golden hoops marked him as a faerie, but the elongated canines when he grinned told me that he was one of the primals, as was the one next to him.

      Faeries came in all shapes, sizes, and species. For thousands of years, they’d mated and changed, evolving into creatures of nightmares, but some were still beautiful in their strangeness. The primal faeries, like the two in front of me, were a species whose ancestors had mated with monsters.

      I supposed they were halflings, too, in a way. Primals possessed the qualities of both faeries—who were regal, beautiful, and entrancing—as well as the monsters they descended from. Some of them had wings of feathers, or batlike appendages with leathery, bony talons. Some had fur or scales or even shifted into another form altogether. They were wild and dangerous, and these faeries were no exception.

      The second one had the same features as the first. They almost looked like they could be brothers, if it weren’t for the fact that his skin was several shades lighter and his hair was a shock of silvery white, reaching his shoulders. My hand shook around the hilt of my dagger as I met his bright eyes, which were just as white as his hair and glowed in the darkness. Gaze dipping to his hands, I wondered if his gloved fingers were clawed. They tightened on the reins of the elhorn.

      It was the third faerie who had me feeling slightly more grounded, less likely to sprint from the cave this second. His face was kinder than the previous two, with warm, golden eyes, deeply tanned skin, a thick, brown beard that covered his defined jaw, and elegantly pointed ears. This one was one of the pure blooded Sidhe faeries—an undiluted descendent of the gods who used to walk this world. They were the ruling class—kings, queens, and all of their nobility. His eyes didn’t hold the same animalistic qualities as his two friends, yet there was incredible cunning and curiosity behind them as he studied me.

      It was he who spoke first, but his words were foreign to me. I could pick out some of it, but only because I’d heard the old language spoken in passing.

      I knew enough phrases and commands to spark my magic when I needed it, and I knew how to call them to me, but it was raw and unrefined, a skill I only picked up this past year from living in the slums among other halflings.

      The faerie’s voice was deep and resonating, filling the cave and surrounding me on every side. Their language was musical, unlike the blocky roughness of the human language.

      When I didn’t answer him, he sighed deeply and traded a glance with the white-haired male next to him. Some silent exchange happened between them, while the one with the dark, depthless stare never looked away from me. I felt naked under his judgment, and I wondered if the look on his strikingly bizarre face was one of hunger or hatred.

      “Do you speak the common tongue?” I asked, finding my voice. To my surprise, it didn’t shake. Showing any kind of weakness was dangerous, and I knew that one misstep could end this before it had even begun.

      “We invented the common tongue, halfling,” the white-haired faerie answered. His words were also musical, yet slightly mocking and lilted. “Come closer.”

      I blanched at the command, my body immediately lurching forward as if tugged by some invisible tether, but I caught myself before I took another step. I stared down at the ring of mushrooms—the only thing separating me from a gruesome death. Flicking my eyes up, I met the hungry stares of the erasu. Their eyes bounced between mine and my feet, as if waiting impatiently for my next move.

      Forcing myself to straighten, I took a step back into my original spot in the center of the ring, gritting my teeth against the strain it took to disobey whatever magic stretched between us. “I can hear you perfectly well from right here.”

      The elhorns shifted, and the males tightened their hold on the reins, glancing at one another. The white-haired one smiled blandly, conceding a nod. “Wise of you…or maybe foolish. Tell me, halfling, do you have any idea whom you’ve summoned?” His eyes dipped to the mushroom ring, then to my palm, still dripping blood onto the dirt. “You’ve obviously come prepared.”

      I wanted to tremble, to cower or even run. I knew who stood before me. There was no mistaking them for anything but what they were. “The Wild Hunt,” I said, surprisingly steadily. The Wild fucking Hunt stood before me. Of all the faeries in the world I could have summoned, it had to be them.

      He nodded, a grin spreading across his beautiful face. “You’ve summoned the Wild Hunt—something that hasn’t been successfully accomplished in centuries. How did you manage it?” Tilting his head, he studied me, as did the males beside him.

      How indeed? How did I manage to screw up this badly? The Wild Hunt was a thing of legend. They were mercenaries and bounty hunters—faeries who were being punished, banished from their courts and forced to serve for the rest of their immortal lives. The Wild Hunt were called upon by the kings and queens of Faerie. With no power to refuse a hunt, they were little better than slaves.

      I stared at the three males that led the Wild Hunt, and I knew who they were by reputation. Once upon a time, hundreds of years ago, they were supposedly princes. Legend said they’d been banished from their respective courts—two brothers from the primal court, and the other…well, I didn't know a thing about him.  The princes of the Wild Hunt were warriors, known for being vicious, ruthless, and evil to the core.

      “It was an accident. I meant to summon just one, but something went wrong…” Very wrong. So wrong, it almost seemed purposeful. I silently cursed my typically horrible luck, or lack thereof.

      “I doubt that,” he said dryly. “One doesn’t summon the Wild Hunt without intention, so either you’re too afraid to admit how grave of an error you’ve just made, or you’re purposely lying to me. Which is it? Think very hard about the answer you choose to give me.”

      “I’m not a liar,” I said through gritted teeth. I felt myself flush with anger and embarrassment.

      He chuckled bitterly. “What do you think, Cadoc? Do her lies smell as sweet as she looks?” His eyes traveled over me, and I fought the urge to recoil. “Humans always did have a penchant for deceit.”

      Cadoc, his dark-haired almost twin, flared his nostrils as he breathed in deeply, his head falling back slightly. Small veins of black began to creep under his skin, snaking up the exposed portion of his arms and up the side of his neck.

      Magic crackled in the space between us, and all the while, the short-haired one, with the kinder eyes of the three, simply watched on without emotion. I knew that if I turned to run, they’d only catch me. The only thing keeping me safe right now was the faerie ring, which they weren’t allowed to cross. It was the only reason I was able to straighten my shoulders and meet their eyes.

      There were stories about the faeries, about gruesome murders, kidnappings, and enslavement of humans and halflings. Some said that humans were considered a delicacy in certain parts of Faerie where they were sold as concubines and slaves. Humans couldn’t see the fae. Those who could either went mad and clawed their own eyes out, or simply wasted away into nothing eventually. I could see them, given that I was a halfling, but I had to be careful. Humans could never know what I was. Essentially, I was living a life of secrecy and fear. Lost between two worlds I didn’t belong in.

      I stared at their animalistic features, and the more I looked, the more I saw. My tongue ran over my own elongated canines, no doubt a product of my mother’s bloodline. They were sharp like a predator, contradicting the softness of my features and the bright hue of my eyes.

      Cadoc breathed out finally, opening his eyes and staring directly at me. He had no pupils, only blackness, like the night sky without the stars. Cold wrapped around me like a fist, squeezing every last ounce of warmth from my body. There was something truly dark about him, something evil and wrong, something that went beyond the fact that he was a primal.

      He said nothing, while his brother simply looked at him, then grinned as if somehow, they were communicating without words. For all I knew, they were and I was the odd one out.

      “Luck seems to be on your side tonight. My brother thinks you’re telling us the truth, and he’s never been wrong before. So tell me, what was the purpose of all this?” He gestured around the darkened cave, then nodded to my still dripping palm. “You must be desperate if you’ve come to the edge of the Veil all alone.”

      I shivered in terror at the thought of crossing the Veil—the barrier between the human lands and Faerie. I was as close to the edge of the mortal lands as I ever wanted to venture. Humans could only get so deep into the wood before they were either consumed by the monsters that lived within it, or they were turned right back around, only to end up where they started. This cave was on the edge of the boundary, and coming here was already the most dangerous thing I’d ever attempted.

      “I need help,” I said finally, finding a confidence I didn’t have. Drystan needed me to do this. “I need the kind of help only a faerie can give me.”

      The white-haired one raised a brow, a smile tipping his lips. “That request could mean so many things. After all, faeries are quite talented. There are so many ways I can help you…for a price, that is.” His eyes dipped once again, running over my body in such a way that had my toes curling in my boots. There was an unmistakable raw sort of sensuality to this faerie…actually, to all three of them.

      “You must be desperate,” said Cadoc this time. My shoulders stiffened in response to his deeper, gruffer voice. His dark eyes flickered with the torches. “Desperate enough to give up something precious in return for a faerie’s favor? You’re either incredibly selfless or very stupid.”

      I bristled at the insinuation that I’d come all the way out here for something trivial. “Maybe you underestimate halflings and humans a little too much.” I regretted the words the moment they left my lips. I shouldn’t provoke a faerie.

      His lips thinned slightly, but his brother’s eyes beamed with delight. I was beginning to realize how different the two of them were. They traded another wordless glance before Cadoc returned his gaze back to me. “Haelo seems to think we should indulge this desperate request of yours.” My heart leapt as my eyes bounced between Haelo and Cadoc, hope flaring within me.

      Haelo… What a fitting name for the white-haired faerie with the glowing-white eyes. His grin never faltered—the exact opposite of Cadoc. I couldn’t pretend like the prospect of striking a bargain with these exiled princes didn’t turn my stomach. It was wrong in so many ways, but I was down to this one option.

      “My brother is sick.” It was better just to get this done before I could change my mind and run. Haelo tilted his head, listening for more. “He’s dying, and I’ve tried everything—black market potions, magic, healers, and even a woman who claimed she was a witch. I’m running out of options and he’s fading fast, so I need help. Something I know only you can give to me.”

      Cadoc snorted, and Haelo tsked. “That’s presumptuous of you.” His tone was dry, yet he still seemed amused enough to humor me. “What makes you think we can help you? We’re the Wild Hunt. We seek, we hunt, and then we kill. What makes you think we'd be interested in healing some human boy after you’ve summoned us here like dogs?”

      Some human boy. So, they had no idea who I was then—they didn’t know that I was the Crowned Princess of Karn, and I needed it to stay that way.

      “I’m prepared to offer my life in exchange for a cure.” The words came out strong and steady, while inside, I quaked with dread and my knees threatened to give out. I wanted to crawl out of the mushroom circle and curl up in the shadows until this nightmare faded away.

      A booming laugh echoed through the cave, causing me to take a step backwards. The laugh was humorless and filled with ire. Cadoc dropped the reins of his elhorn, and in the blink of an eye, dismounted and strode towards me. My heart was in my throat as I realized how large he was, not only in stature but in aura alone. I was nearly half the size of him, and I had to crane my neck to meet his eyes, even though every instinct inside me screamed to avert my gaze.

      I staggered backwards, flailing my arms in an effort to stay on my feet. Glancing down, I tried to keep inside the mushroom circle. The sound of slicing metal rang between us, and in less than a breath, twin curved blades were crossed at my throat. One swift move was all it would take for him to slice my head from my shoulders.

      “Are you now?” He grazed the edge of the blade against my collarbone. “Are you really prepared to lay down your life? To be owned body and soul?” His eyes were impossible to read, like a void of swirling emptiness. “Perhaps we should put your words to the test. My steed hasn’t feasted in days and could use a fresh meal.”

      His elhorn stamped its hooves, gnashing its sharp teeth in anticipation. I refused to move and barely even breathed, for fear that one slice of his blade would be the end of it all. What did he care about some halfling woman? I was an ant to them—less than an ant. It was foolish of me to have considered asking for a faerie’s help.

      “Wouldn’t that be a treat?” Haelo asked excitedly, a smile stretching his lips, revealing sharp fangs. “Human meat is such a delicacy. It would be a shame to see it go to waste…” He licked his lips as if to emphasize the threat.

      Human, he’d said, as if I were nothing more than meat. Halflings were nothing in their eyes. Nothing more than objects to own and use as they pleased.

      My blood boiled with rage, and I wanted to lash out, but I reined it in. They were toying with me, and I needed to keep my head on straight. Faeries loved to play games, and they liked to test you—to weed out the weak from the strong. I wasn’t naïve. I knew their tricks, and I had to stay one step ahead of them if this was going to work the way I needed it to.

      I said nothing, keeping my mouth shut as they taunted me. I had to be careful. Faeries were known for their short tempers and got bored quickly, so I had to stay sharp and not provoke them.

      Something inside me stirred, and it was an effort not to squirm. Why was I acting as if I were nothing more than a cowering, human girl? I was half faerie, and that had to mean something. I’d buried that side of myself for so long now that sometimes, I even forgot.

      Standing up straighter, I forced myself to stare directly into Cadoc’s black eyes, pushing every single ounce of bravery and defiance into my stare. I wouldn’t budge. They had what I needed, and I’d see it through to the end…whatever that end was.

      “What is the matter with your brother?” came a smoother, more calculating voice. My eyes slid to the short-haired faerie with the soulful golden eyes. His face was angular, gruff, but handsome. A warrior prince, indeed. At my silent stare, he spoke again. “You came all this way for our help, and now you’ve fallen mute? And here I thought you were unusually brave, for a halfling.”

      I didn’t for one second think he cared about what ailed my brother, but his question was valid. What kind of sickness was immune to medicines, magic, and witchcraft?

      “The unnatural kind of sickness,” I said. His was the kind of sickness that came from something dark, Like from a plan to get an important person out of the way. “He’s wasting away, and I don’t think there’s much time left. This was my last resort.”

      It might have been vulnerable of me to admit that, but I’d deal with the consequences later. The three males glanced at each other, and there was a flurry of uneasy movement from the others around us. As impossible as it seemed, I’d almost forgotten that we had such an audience. They were all so silent and watchful, as if their every move deferred to the three princes.

      “Either help me, or I'll find another way,” I said, a bite of impatience slipping through. “If I summoned you on accident, I imagine I could do it again with someone less—”

      “Less what?” Cadoc boomed. He was close enough that I could feel his breath on my face. He stood so utterly still. I knew he had total control of his blades. “Less what?” he asked again. “What benefit do we have in doing humans favors?”

      “I'm not a human,” I spat out, despite the death hovering at my throat. My words echoed through the cave. It was the first time I’d said it out loud, but it had to be said. He blinked at me, unimpressed. “You and I are far more similar than you realize, Cadoc.” Saying his name felt wrong somehow, as if I had no right to address this prince so informally.

      I found myself flashing him my elongated canines. His black eyes dipped to my lips, but it was hard to tell where he was focusing, given the fact that he had no pupils. His wide lips flattened, and his nostrils flared. Had he not realized it before? I was a primal, just like him, just like Haelo. My mother, whoever she was, had been part creature, and so was I.

      He scanned my features closely now, as if I had been previously invisible, just another dull, magicless, mortal human. I could see the exact moment it registered that my copper hair had too much brightness, too many swirling colors. My uptilted, orange-brown eyes were slightly too large and reflected in the darkness like a predator cat, and my teeth… Well, my fangs were all creature, there was no mistaking it.

      These features, which might have just saved my life at this moment, were the reason my life as Princess of Karn had never been easy. They were a constant reminder to Queen Reena of my father’s infidelity. The only reason I hadn’t been tossed to the streets as a babe was the fact that the king had had a fascination with faeries. It was only thanks to the queen wanting to save face that I hadn’t been exposed publicly.

      Haelo laughed again, the sound ringing through the tense silence like music. I dared a glance at him while Cadoc continued to study me. He still hadn’t stepped inside the mushroom circle, but he was large enough that if I tried to run, he could easily grab me.

      Haelo’s white eyes were practically brimming with excitement, and his sensual lips were smiling wickedly, as if this was the most fun he’d had in centuries. “Cadoc, perhaps we should indulge her. It’s been too long since we’ve taken a plaything. Imagine the possibilities.”

      The possibilities… Did he mean torture? Enslavement? What was I getting myself into by striking a bargain with these faeries?

      His silky voice held dark promises that both made my skin crawl and my toes curl. I didn’t want to find these males attractive or alluring in any way, but it was impossible not to. They were the personification of animalistic sensuality and grace.

      “So, you choose to forfeit your life in exchange for your human brother?” the golden eyed one asked. He was a silent, watchful type—the type I needed to watch out for. I still didn't know his name, and I had a feeling it was intentional. It was easy to forget he was lurking on the sidelines, taking note of every single nuance, expression, or gesture.

      I didn’t even hesitate in nodding. “I am. You save my brother and my life is yours.” The words burned coming out. Stupid, stupid, stupid…

      I was signing my life away. My freedom. My bodily autonomy. When they cashed in on their bargain, I would no longer be my own. I would become one of thousands of humans or lesser faeries who were reckless enough to interact with the faeries.

      The Wild Hunt grew agitated waiting for the princes to make their decision. Feet stomped on the cave floor, knocking dust and small shards of crystals off the ceiling. Several lycinians were snarling, licking their drooling maws, as if waiting for the word to rip into my flesh and feast. The erasu grinned brightly, their gnashing human-like teeth even more disturbing than if they’d been sharp, bloody fangs.

      My heart thundered so hard I was sure it echoed loud enough for all to hear as I waited for an answer. Cadoc removed the blades from my throat and pivoted, staring back at Haelo in silence. Again, it was obvious that they were communicating, and I was beginning to believe that they might be twins. They had a strange sort of sameness to them, despite their wildly opposite features.

      I was growing impatient, but I refused to rush them. At least I’d managed to get to this point without having my throat slashed open for all of the faeries to feast on.

      Then Cadoc turned back to me, and the Wild Hunt went utterly still and silent for the first time since their arrival. Over his shoulder, Haelo moved, dismounting his elhorn before striding over as graceful as fog drifting over a still lake.

      He was just as tall and imposing as his brother, and he glowed slightly, carrying with him his own source of light. His smile remained intact, and it was wicked, seductive, and terrifying. Stopping at the edge of the mushroom circle, he held out his gloved hand, palm facing up. My gaze dipped to his hand, then I returned it to his pale eyes, unsure and afraid.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve come this far just to back out now,” he said softly. Cadoc moved, reaching up gracefully, and slid his brother’s glove from his hand, revealing strong, yet slender, fingers tipped with sharp, pointed nails. “Take my hand. Make your bargain.”

      This was it, the choice I’d already made, and it was time to make it final. Drystan needed me. His life was infinitely more precious than mine, and the empire needed their king. Resolve washed over me, and my heart slowed its frantic pace. I forced myself to take several deep, steadying breaths as I switched my dagger to my other hand.

      Warily, I reached out, bridging the gap between us until our palms connected. His skin was smooth like marble, but soft enough to caress. Until his fingers closed around mine and his grip tightened, claws digging painfully into my skin. I yelped as he tugged me forward. I felt a mushroom squish beneath my boot as he caught me around the waist with his other arm.

      I watched in horror as his claws lengthened until they were three times longer than they were moments ago. My eyes snapped up to meet his, and I found him smiling broadly, all of his teeth having suddenly sharpened into points. My mouth filled with saliva as my stomach rolled, picturing how easily this faerie could rip into my skin and consume me whole.

      Before I could scream or thrash, he flipped my palm over, spreading my fingers wide. Then he placed the tip of his claw against the very center, pushing down until a single bead of blood bubbled up from the puncture.

      “State your name,” he demanded in a soft, yet unmistakably wicked, voice. It was musical, lilting, and impossible to disobey. But I tried.

      “No,” I said firmly. My tongue tingled at the word, as if the very magic in his words were trying to coax the answer out of me. The creatures crowded around the riders were shifting and murmuring to themselves, mocking me for my stupidity. I stood my ground and shook my head defiantly. “I won’t give you my name. I know what faeries can do with a person’s name.”

      I’d heard the legends. The warnings. Faeries collected names the way a reaper collected souls. Once you gave up a name, it was no longer yours. They could use it to wield you however they wanted. They could command you and control you. I wasn’t ready to give that up quite yet.

      My whole body leaned inward, as if pulled by a string, but again, I fought it. He was intoxicating in every way, and when I inhaled, I nearly moaned. Haelo smelled like a blend of spiced cider and moss, like the first harvest of the season, fires burning in the hearth and a sunrise walk through the woods.

      “I am running out of patience, halfling. I need your oath.” Every word out of his mouth was overflowing with ancient power. The small amount of magic my blood retained surged toward him, begging to obey.

      I opened my mouth to give him what he wanted, but the moment my eyes met his again, it was as if I were coming out of a trance. I tried to pull my hand away, but his claw held me in place, drawing more blood. It dripped off my palm and landed on his boot.

      “We'll bargain with my blood. That should suffice, right?” I chewed on the inside of my lips, trying to keep myself from trembling in fear.

      Some of the lycinians growled, a warning, telling me exactly how stupidly reckless I was for disobeying a prince of the Wild Hunt. I felt Cadoc close in behind me, and soon I was crushed between two massive male bodies. There was no way to escape, and they could end my life in seconds, but I stood my ground.

      Haelo sighed, but to my surprise, he didn’t question me, nor did he demand my name again. Instead, he spoke in a language that I could not understand. It wasn’t a faerie language, nor was it human, but something older. My palm began to burn where his claw dug in deep, and a bright-white glow emanated from the puncture.

      The light grew hot and bright until I was forced to look away from it, all the while my skin burned. It felt as if I’d shoved my palm into a bed of burning coals, but if I pulled away, it would only make things worse. His words repeated over and over again until the light filled the entire cave.

      Behind the princes, the other faeries of the Wild Hunt were going crazy with anticipation and excitement. The lycinians’ howls filled the air, and the scrape of claws against the ground had me grinding my teeth. Soon, all I could hear over Haelo’s voice was the thundering of hundreds of footsteps, as if every faerie in the cave was stomping in unison. The cacophony was enough to drive someone to madness.

      All at once, every sound in the cave stopped. It was so sudden that I nearly toppled forward with dizziness. My ears rang painfully as I tried to catch a full breath, while every faerie around me was still. They watched me with hunger in their otherworldly eyes.

      “You have one year,” Haelo said, his voice echoing all around me. I snapped my gaze to him in confusion. I opened my mouth to argue, to tell him that Drystan didn’t have a year, but he silenced me with a single glare. “One year to the hour. The Wild Hunt will come for you. Wherever you are, we will find you.” Footsteps sounded behind him, and I glanced over his shoulder to find the silent faerie coming closer, having dismounted without me even noticing.

      He took up the empty spot on Haelo’s other side, face stony and eyes impassive. From his riding cloak, he produced a glass vial filled with something that glowed bright blue and handed it to Haelo. Not once did he glance my way before returning to his elhorn.

      I stared at the corked vial as Haelo held it up between us. Bright-blue glowing flower petals were inside the glass, though I couldn’t accurately count how many.

      “There are twelve petals in this vial. One for every month of one full year. You have until then to cure your brother before we come to collect what belongs to us. One petal on the tongue every month should do it, but your brother will not wake until the very last dose. Do you understand?”

      I stared at the petals with hope flaring inside of me. The power they held… If I could only snatch them from his palm and make a run for it… Except they'd catch me, and I wasn't particularly fond of going back on my word.

      “What happens after one year?” I asked, voice breathy. I would give him the first dose immediately. Tonight. I couldn’t spare a single second.

      “That’s none of your concern,” Cadoc said roughly from behind me. My body tensed. I'd been so riveted on the cure, I’d nearly forgotten he was there. “You belong to the Wild Hunt now. Your life is ours to do with as we wish. Be thankful we’re giving you one year to settle your affairs instead of ripping your heart from your chest tonight.”

      His breath tickled the hairs on the back of my neck, and the heat of his body against my back was oppressive, but I didn’t dare move, nor did I argue or beg. I was terrified of making one wrong move, terrified of losing my chance at this cure.

      After five long, shaky breaths as I fought to rein in my terror, I squared my shoulders and met Haelo’s eyes straight on. “You swear this will work?”

      He smiled. A feral smile that wasn’t at all kind. “I swear it. A faerie’s word is his bond. If you do as I’ve instructed, your precious human brother will live and your life will be forfeit.” Delight danced in his eyes as he spelled out my fate, as if he could hardly hold in his glee. Before I could respond, he tugged on my still burning hand and dragged me close until we were nose to nose, my feet practically hovering off the cave floor. “We’ll seal the bargain with a kiss.”

      Blinking at him, my mouth opened and closed without words, stunned at the request. His white eyes glowed brightly as he slowly ran his tongue over his lips…his forked tongue. Fear iced my veins, and my palm burned hotter than ever. I could hear the faeries around us, chuckling, murmuring, and taunting. I was a spectacle to them.

      For Drystan, I would do this. For him, I would lay down my life and make the bargain. For him, I would do anything. I would stare Death in the face and laugh when it told me to kneel. I would face a thousand armies, kill a million queens. I would become the very thing I feared, if it meant he would come back to me. For Drystan, I kissed the faerie.

      Fire like I’d never known ripped through my entire body as our lips met. His forked tongue swept between my lips, entering my mouth with force and grace that had me falling limp into his arms. Between us, my palm was on fire, and behind my closed eyelids I could see a bright glow, by which I knew that the cave was lit up like the sun from the force of our binding magic.

      When I thought the magic would burn me to ashes on this very spot, I found myself screaming into Haelo’s mouth as laughter and ominous howls echoed around me. Heart thundering, palms slick, and body burning impossibly hot, I screamed and I screamed, all the while, he kissed me with abandon. His kiss was all-consuming, invading every single one of my senses down to the soles of my feet. I felt weightless and heavy at the same time.

      Then all at once…it stopped. The noise, the fire, the magic, the kiss. It all just stopped.

      I felt their absence immediately. I didn’t even have to open my eyes to know that I was once again utterly alone in the faerie cave. My eyes opened slowly, and I blinked against the sudden darkness. Only one torch remained lit, and a cold wind swept through the cave, ruffling my hair.

      They were gone.

      I brought my closed fist up toward my face as tears spilled out over my cheeks. I held the vial of blue petals as tightly as I could without breaking the glass, and then staring at the petals that would save my brother’s life, I laughed. Through my tears, I laughed aloud, my hiccuping voice bouncing off of the empty walls.

      Through the glass of the vial, on the center of my palm, was a bright glowing light that swirled right under the surface of my skin. It was hot to the touch, and it moved as if it were a pool of molten gold.

      A brand. A bargain. A promise…
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        One Year Later

      

      

      I ran and ran as fast as I could, but I was running out of places to hide or alleyways to slip through. The slums of Karn were only so large and I’d covered just about every inch of it on foot this morning. I crashed into a cart of bread and cakes, sending the shopkeeper flying backwards, cursing me the entire time.

      Everyone was staring at me as I picked myself up and continued sprinting, pulling sticky berry cake from my long hair and tossing a halfhearted apology over my shoulder. The markets were teeming with customers today as I dove and dodged around them, sometimes even shoving them out of the way forcefully or twisting and turning to avoid them. It was rude, but it was either that, or allow the three riders on horseback to catch up to me.

      My booted feet crunched over crumbling leaves and muddy puddles from last night’s rain. It was biting cold out, and all I wanted to do was get back home and curl up next to the fire. Running for my life was exhausting, but the fear that iced my veins kept me awake.

      I’d woken this morning to an ungodly ringing in my ears. Then tiny voices began to chitter and giggle, echoing in my head incessantly. The brand on my palm was glowing bright, burning everything it touched. Everywhere I went I felt little tugs on my hair and cloak. I’d spy flashing pairs of eyes through the crowded city streets. Even the trees seemed to move oddly today, fighting against the swift wind that blew in from the mountains.

      I was the only one who could see the little creatures that toyed with passing children, pick pocketing the wealthier customers who ambled through the markets without a care in the world. The fae were everywhere, invisible to the human eye, ready to cause chaos and mayhem wherever they could.

      I never let them know I could see them. I couldn’t take the chance that they might expose me for what I really was. My pointed ears remained perpetually covered with hoods, scarves or the thick curls of my copper hair. To everyone around me, I was nothing more than an average human woman living in the slums of Karn, just trying to make it to the next day without starving.

      No one could see the riders that chased me, telling me they were fae. Of course, they were fae. My time was up as of dawn this morning. One year to the day I’d struck my bargain. A part of me wanted to believe the faeries had forgotten about me. Maybe they’d let me be and move onto much more important matters. I wasn’t that lucky unfortunately. Like clockwork, they were here to collect, and I decided I wasn’t ready.

      I ran as fast as I could force my feet to move. The sun was high in the sky now, melting the ice off of the thatched roofs overhead. My hood blew back as I leaped over a pile of broken crates, barely catching my balance as I rounded a corner. The ground shook with the force of the hooves slamming into it, bringing the riders closer with every breath I painstakingly took.

      I could see the edge of the city up ahead, just down a small hillside that led to the temple. It was an ancient, stone building that housed the living flame. It was a silly human ritual for a silly human king that lived centuries before my time. The perpetual flame was kept safe by the temple’s priestesses, promising to keep the humans of Karn protected from the faeries that lurked beyond the Veil. It was all just superstition. Little did these priestesses know that the fae were already among them.

      I ran for the temple, hoping that maybe, just maybe, there was some spark of real magic left in that living flame to keep me safe from the riders. It was a foolish hope, but right now it was the only option I had short of falling to my knees and letting them take me away.

      The entrance to the temple was made of glittering glass etched with protective symbols that meant nothing to me. The sun winked off its surface, nearly blinding me. In its reflection I could see the riders getting closer. I braced myself for shattering glass as I vaulted up the stone steps, cutting between two startled priestesses and dove through the double doors. They shouted and gasped, one of them dropping a pitcher of water down the steps, spilling it everywhere. Somehow, I managed to make it completely inside without breaking anything.

      Sliding across the marble floor painted in golds and creams, I came to an ungraceful stop and laid on my back staring at the high ceiling as I tried to catch my breath. The altar room fell silent around me, and I could feel the eyes of dozens of priestesses glaring right at me. I ignored them.

      I looked to my right where the wall of windows faced the path I’d just taken. The riders approached slowly now, no longer charging at full speed. My heart hammered as I got a good look at them. One I’d met before, and two that I couldn't exactly identify, but assumed they were male given their immense size.

      The middle one wore a hood and mask, leaving only glowing, blue eyes visible through the small slit. The rider next to him was massive beyond words. His arms alone were the width of my torso, and even sitting atop the horse it was clear he was over seven feet tall, and that was being modest. He wore a strange kind of helmet that covered his whole head with curling onyx horns on either side.

      They were all dressed in black leather and boots with weapons strapped onto every limb and across their backs. The one in the center with the hood and mask, had a longbow at his back, intricately carved with symbols I recognized as fae. The symbols glowed much like the blue of their eyes.

      Priestesses murmured around me, while others called out to me in protest. All I could do was stare at the unmasked rider whose face was devoid of any emotion save for focused intent. His golden eyes were as sharp as the day I’d first seem them in the faerie caves. I still didn’t know his name.

      Slowly, I crawled to my feet, wincing at a deep cut on my thigh that I hadn’t known was there. My pants were torn and the wound was dripping warm blood down my leg.

      I approached the windows with my heart in my throat, coming face to face with an elhorn. It stomped its hooves, kicking up dirt and dust as it huffed hard enough to fog up the glass with its hot breath. Flicking my eyes up and up and up, I met the stare of the rider to the left again, and found that I couldn't look away even though I wanted to turn and run again.

      My mind immediately went back to that day in the cave when I’d come face to face with the Wild Hunt. Cadoc, Haelo and this golden-eyed faerie with the dark beard, golden tattoos, and death in his stare.

      With no idea how long I’d been gawking at him, a feeling of bitterness rolled through me, poking through the stark fear that still lingered. I knew without a doubt that these riders could shatter this glass and probably kill everyone in this room, even if these human priestesses couldn’t see them. It would take seconds. But something was holding them back, and it gave me time to let the rage in.

      I peered behind me at the altar against the far wall. A massive metallic bowl larger than my entire body was perched atop a marble platform. A blue flame raged inside the bowl, and several priestesses stood around it, as if to protect it from the unwanted intruder. They couldn’t see the faeries and elhorns, so they didn’t realize yet that I wasn’t a threat at all.

      Was the living flame responsible for keeping the faeries out of the temple? The thought made me want to laugh. It was absurd. Humans didn’t have access to magic or spells. Faeries wandered amongst humans as they pleased while this blue flame did nothing to protect the city. It was a pretty ornament and nothing more. But it was strange, the way I stood on one side of the glass while the riders made no move to breach it.

      My face twisted into a scowl as I held his golden eyes. I could have sworn they flickered with surprise for a split second, but before I could even blink, his face was a mask of cold indifference again. Squaring my shoulders, I approached the glass until I was nose to nose with the elhorn. Slowly, and with all the visceral hatred I could conjure up, I did something incredibly stupid. I held my middle finger up high, making sure it was visible over the elhorn’s massive head and horns.

      To the priestesses gathered behind me watching the spectacle, I probably looked like I’d lost my mind completely. Oh how I wished it was as simple as that. The male narrowed his eyes, the first real emotion he’d let slip through that icy façade, and internally, I patted myself on the back. Whoever he was, he wasn’t immune, nor ignorant to what fuck you meant.

      And then there was chaos.

      All three elhorns reared up as I stumbled away from the window, barely catching my balance before I fell on my ass again. Someone grabbed for me but I shoved them away, watching in horror as they charged forward. I screamed and covered my face with my arms, shutting my eyes tightly as the wall of glass shattered into millions of tiny shards.

      Everyone in the temple shouted at once. There was a sudden rush of priestesses and worshipers falling all over themselves, trying to get as far from the windows as they could. The entire front side of the temple was gone in an instant, lying in a pile of glass in front of me as I cracked my eyes open, feeling the cold winter wind on my cheek.

      I blinked against the wind. Again, and again, trying to comprehend what I was seeing. Or rather, what I wasn’t seeing. The riders and their elhorns were suddenly nowhere to be seen. All I could hear was the ever-so-faint thumping of heavy hooves that faded away deep into the treeline ahead.
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      My apartment above the rundown tavern loomed closer as the sun started to set. It took hours to convince the priestesses that everything they’d witnessed was simply a misunderstanding. I told them I’d been chased by bandits and I thought I could find sanctuary within the temple walls. Luckily for me, their devotion to the living flame was stronger than their disbelief of my story.

      I was being watched closely and could feel eyes on my back every step I took. At any moment, the riders could appear and snatch me from the shadows before I ever saw them coming. But there was no sign of them. The wind whipped my hair around my shoulders and chilled me to the bone as I hugged my cloak tight to my body. The night breeze shook the trees and rustled the leaves, but nothing could mask the whispers.

      So many whispers followed me, in voices as musical as they were terrifying. Some lilted like dozens of bells while others were more like a growl or a gurgle. They spoke in unison about the red-haired halfling who could see them as clearly as they could see her. I felt more vulnerable at this moment than ever in my life, and it scared me.

      Passing under an archway of crumbling stone that connected two alleyways, I had to duck to avoid grabbing hands that reached for me. Glittering eyes watched me from above as claws curled into my coiled hair, pulling on the strands until I thought they would rip out of my scalp. A shadow moved out of the corner of my eye—vaguely human in shape, but not quite right. Its limbs were gangly and scrawny, and it moved too fluidly to be anything other than one of the fae. A primal most likely.

      What looked like lightning bugs danced around in the dark, but I knew better. If I looked closer, I’d be able to see tiny human-like forms with little, gossamer wings that glowed brightly with magic. To a human eye, the night would be dull and shadowy, but to mine, it was alive with color and movement around every corner.

      Picking up my pace, I nearly sprinted toward my apartment, no longer trying to seem inconspicuous anymore. Terror gripped me now that I knew they were on the hunt. A couple passed me on my left, frowning at the horror-filled expression on my face. The man gripped the woman tighter, his eyes darting around as if looking for a threat. The woman, who already appeared bedraggled and tired from a hard day in the slums, rolled her deep-set eyes and pulled him along, far away from the stranger running from the shadows.

      I made it to my apartment on the third floor above the tavern, avoiding the boisterous noise from below where drunkards howled at card games and spent coin they didn’t have on warm ale and exhausted ladies of the night. I latched the door behind me, even going so far as to scoot a ratty, old armchair in front of it. As if that could really stop the faeries from coming after me if they wanted to.

      I changed out of my sweaty day clothes, hopping directly into the cold bathing tub that I’d filled this morning. I shivered and grimaced as I sank down into the water, not bothering to heat it with a fire, but needing to wash off the day’s grime. The moonlight through my window was the only illumination in the room, turning everything faintly blue and dreamlike. Facing the wall, I sat in the sudsy water for nearly an hour replaying the day in my head.

      My hands shook as I raked my fingers through my long, curly hair, washed my body and attempted to do normal things. All I could see were flashes of those fiery eyes staring down at me. I wondered who was waiting for me just beyond the veil. Was it the Wild Hunt? These faeries were different from the princes I’d met previously. Well, two of them were. I wasn’t sure if they were a part of the hunt, or if they were perhaps a couple of random sellswords the princes sent to do their dirty work.

      I dressed in a tight pair of black trousers and my riding shirt that was thick enough to protect my arms from the winter frost. Keeping my boots on, along with a warm, thick pair of socks seemed like the best idea, just in case I had to make a run for it. The night was still young, and they were coming for me again soon. I could only evade them for so long.

      I thought about the warning that Cadoc, the faerie with the blackest eyes I’d ever seen, had given me. There was nowhere I could run that they would not find me. I believed him. But that didn’t mean I had to make this easy for them. A life of servitude awaited me, so I figured I had nothing to lose by putting up a good fight.

      Staring into my mirror, I could barely see myself. The glass was old and cracked, warping my image and so dull that I might as well have been staring into a murky pond. Somehow my face appeared pale, despite the fact that I was relatively tanned from my days out in the forest collecting materials to sell at the markets. I looked like the blood had been sucked right out of me, making my copper hair stark, and my brown eyes appear hollow and haunted. The beauty mark under my right eye was like an ink blot against alabaster.

      Food. I needed food. That would make me feel better.

      Setting down my comb and abandoning my curls, I trudged into the sitting room, which wasn't much aside from a rickety table and a pantry, and made myself a bowl of dried fruit and sliced cheese. I ate listlessly as I stared at the darkened walls of my home. They were covered in half-finished artworks—torn sheets of parchment with scribbled charcoal faces and splashes of paint. Colorful droplets covered the rotting, wooden floor and my ruined chaise that I used in place of a proper bed. Easels were strewn around the room haphazardly and brushes were left to dry carelessly in glass jars.

      Surrounding me on every wall were rough sketches of the creatures that haunted my every waking moment. Creatures only I could see because of the faerie blood that ran through my veins. I painted every feature I could commit to memory. Most of the time it meant their flashing eyes or jagged teeth. Some of them were two feet tall while others were as tall as trees. But my paintings never depicted the creatures as a whole. It was almost like there was something fuzzy in my brain that blocked me from remembering exactly what they looked like until the moment I saw them again.

      To anyone else these paintings might have looked like the hallucinations of a lunatic, but to me, they were a way to get those eyes out of my head and for the whispers to fall silent. I’d lived my whole life surrounded by humans who hated what I was, and who would condemn me for it if they ever knew. Most didn’t even believe in faeries, but they were still superstitious enough that one wrong word about me would be enough to sway them.

      I stared at a blank canvas that leaned against the far wall and my fingers twitched on my bowl of food. My mind danced with visions of three riders on horseback. I was moving before I consciously made the decision, setting my bowl aside. I placed the blank canvas on a wooden easel after carelessly throwing my last one to the floor. I didn’t even care what medium I used, I just needed to get this image out of my head.

      Grabbing the remnants of a worn-down stick of coal, I began to scratch out a vague silhouette. It was messy and smudged, but slowly, it began to take shape.

      First were the eyes. Those damn fiery eyes that refused to leave my mind. Even the shape of them was distinct—tilted slightly and wider at the center, they were slightly larger than a human being’s eyes could be. Then there was his perfect nose with a slight bump on the ridge, wide, full lips, a trimmed beard, and high cheekbones. He was fierce and terrifying at the same time that he was beautiful and hypnotic.

      The sketch didn’t come close to doing him justice. It didn’t quite capture the ferocity in his stare or the single-minded intent to capture his prey. Me. I was his prey.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stood there staring at the sketch, but it was long enough that I felt my eyes grow heavy, the weight of the chase I’d led them on crashing down onto me in waves. By now I had every feature, line, and curve of his face memorized. I found myself wanting to know his name.

      Shaking my head, I let the coal drop to the floor, nothing more than a useless stub. I trudged to the chaise and threw myself onto the worn cushion, sinking into my blankets and pillow heavily. Sleep took me almost immediately…

      

      My hands were aching. Sweat dripped down my neck and my inner thighs were hot and stinging. All around me were moving shapes but I couldn’t make anything out clearly, as if I was seeing under water.

      I tried to move, but couldn’t. Something cold and heavy pulled at my wrists. Blinking rapidly, colors began to separate and the darkness receded. Muffled voices murmured somewhere in the room  along with a few chuckles here and there. I was too groggy to hold my head up completely, but I could feel awareness dawning faster by the second.

      “How much will we lose to keep her instead?” a low voice asked. It was muffled at first, but I could understand him. “Nevermind, I don’t care how much.” Something rough skimmed my thigh—fingers—a palm, warm and heavy. “Look at the way she opens for me. She was made for us.”

      I shook my head from side to side, blinking again to clear away the blurry shadows. There was a deep hum in response to the man’s words. Then my vision cleared. I realized I was in a dimly-lit room and my hands were bound above me, my wrists locked in cuffs and chains that were attached to a golden ceiling.

      “That’s right, open those pretty eyes, halfling,” the same voice said. He had an accent that I recognized immediately. “Look at me. Eyes up.”

      I found myself complying. My lips stretched into a grin that I wasn’t in control of. It was as if my body was doing things on its own and I was simply a spectator. Hands skimmed up my inner thighs and a moan slipped past my lips. My skin was on fire, my toes curling and my back arching as the hands reached the apex. My body craved to be touched. The sensation was all consuming, making me want to writhe and beg for more.

      The man’s face came into focus slowly. His glowing, blue eyes were full of want. He had tanned skin and long ash-blond hair that was shaved on the sides and braided down the center in a sort of warrior style. Bright-blue tattoos glowed on the shaved parts of his scalp like the ones I’d seen on the mysterious golden-eyed rider. They also twisted down his muscular arms. With pointed ears pierced with hoops and jewels, it was clear that he was fae.

      He was one of the most beautiful males I’d ever seen, and he was staring at me like he wanted to eat me. The thought of that made my thighs burn more as sweat trickled down between my breasts that I just now realized were completely exposed.

      I looked up at my hands bound in chains, following them down and down where the chains criss-crossed over the front of my body, between my breasts, over my abdomen and around my ankles, anchoring me to the floor.

      Bringing a ring-clad hand to my face, keeping the other curled around my inner thigh, his thumb ran down my lip slowly. “Kyre, Kyre…the one with hair like fire. If you keep doing as you're told, I’ll be able to reward you.” His thumb dipped into my mouth, pressing down on my tongue. “But if you defy us again…”

      Something moved over his shoulder and my eyes flickered away from his for a split second, just long enough to see another man come closer. I took in the sight of a beautiful male with skin as dark as the night sky and horns that curled from his temples. His yellow eyes were slitted like a snake, right down the center.

      I could have sworn, before the darkness descended, that a pair of massive wings rose up from behind him.
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        Kyre

      

      

      I woke in a cold sweat to the moon shining directly onto the chaise and the rhythmic sound of thumping hooves ringing in my ears. I hadn’t realized I’d fallen asleep with the curtains still drawn wide open, and so the moment my eyes adjusted, I was hopping out of bed and shutting them before anything could peep in on me.

      My heart was racing as the sound of hooves faded into nothing—a deep, lilting voice nothing more than a seductive whisper against the shell of my ear. Just a dream. It was just a dream. More like a nightmare.

      I made my way to the basin and splashed some ice cold water on my face, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. The color was back in my cheeks finally, and my hair had dried into a crazy mass of copper curls. I was too tired to fix it right now.

      With my hands braced on the edge of the basin, I stared into the mirror, trying to get a damn grip. Who was that man—that faerie with the blue eyes, and why could I still feel the ghost of his touch? And the one with the wings? Was he just some kind of residual memory? Dreams were funny like that.

      I heard once that it was impossible to dream of faces you’ve never seen in real life, but I was positive I’d never seen either man before. I would have remembered the rune tattoos that glowed like lightning, and eyes that crackled with magic.

      There was also the way he’d touched me. I should have been disgusted by the feel of a stranger’s hands on me, but in that dream it was like I was someone else. I was a woman who craved to be touched, who relished the sensation of the chains around my wrists.

      Shaking my head, I splashed more water on my face, trying to wash away the bleary memory of the strange dream. It was almost—almost as if I could still hear those incessant hooves beating on the earth…

      I froze as water dripped from my eyelashes. My hands were braced on the basin, fingers curling around the warped steel. The sound of hooves got louder, and was growing even louder by the second. The slow spread of dread seeped into me as I realized it wasn’t just a memory.

      The mirror started to get fuzzy, my reflection distorting. Squinting, I leaned in, trying to figure out if I was having some kind of breakdown. No, it wasn’t my mind playing tricks on me. Something was indeed happening to my mirror. Some kind of…magic.

      I flinched as the surface rippled like a puddle of water and the hoofsteps became thunderous. I held onto the basin as the entire room shook, the floorboards moving under my feet.

      Something’s coming...

      “Kyre, Kyre…the one with hair like fire—” I froze as my name was called out from a distance, those same melodic words the male in my dream had taunted me with. “Kyre, Kyre—” it said again, louder this time. Closer.

      I tried to pull away from the mirror. I wanted to sprint out of the room that was flickering in and out of darkness so rapidly that I was becoming disoriented. The moonlight seemed to be blinking, as if hundreds of birds were flying across its light. Still, he called out my name, as if coaxing me closer. The musical quality to his voice made my body want to comply. I knew I needed to run for my life but somehow my body wouldn’t listen.

      Then everything stopped and fell still. The moonlight no longer flickered, the room didn’t shake. But the mirror still rippled, and from it, a strange, sweet-smelling wind blew my hair back over my shoulders. Despite every warning bell in my head I found myself leaning toward the mirror. My image was completely lost in the molten swirl of the glass. I leaned in until my nose was nearly touching it.

      The sound of my name came through the mirror, louder now, as if someone was just on the other side of it. And then to my horror, a pair of gloved hands reached right through the rippling glass, grasping my upper arms tightly, their fingers sinking into my skin painfully. I screamed and tried to tear myself away, but the grip was too strong.

      Then the hands pulled me so hard and so fast that my feet left the floor and I fell face-first into the mirror. Closing my eyes, I braced myself to hit my face painfully on the surface, but instead, I dipped right into it. A cool sensation enveloped me, like diving into a pond in the early spring.

      Before the hands had the chance to pull me in entirely, I gave one final push, bracing the soles of my boots against the wall beneath the mirror and basin. I pushed as hard as I could, straining against the tight grip. I wouldn’t let them take me. Not like this. I still had one more thing to do before I went willingly and I refused to leave without making sure it was done.

      So with one final lunge, I pushed off the wall, breaking the grip of the fingers digging into my arms and flew backwards. My back hit the ground hard, but I scrambled to my feet immediately, knowing I needed to run. They knew how to find me here. They knew where I lived now, so this place could no longer serve me.

      The mirror rippled one last time, the sound of my name coming through it, this time less like a melodic song and more like an enraged curse. Then the hands disappeared, and with it, the magic that tried to pull me through.

      For now, I was free. For now, I’d escaped. But how much longer could I last?
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        * * *

      

      Ripping the still sopping-wet hood off of my head, I shook out my hair, letting it drip onto the creaking floorboards. My ears were freezing, especially the very tips, where they gently pointed upwards. I eyed the crackling fire on the other side of the room, picturing curling up next to it and falling asleep until the sun rose.

      I’d run from my apartment without looking back, armed with a dagger, a vial, and my hopes and dreams. Running as fast as I could, I ended up at the one place I knew I’d be safe, with the one person who knew exactly what I had to face.

      “What were you thinking?” Neera hissed as she hurried toward me, rounding her wooden desk where she’d previously had her feet propped up while she read a book by the firelight. “Get in here, you’re already half frozen!”

      She removed my cloak, letting it fall to the ground in a sopping-wet pile, then ran her warm hands up and down my frozen arms, attempting to coax some blood flow back into them. I hadn’t realized how cold it had gotten through the winter night. It didn’t help that the skies had chosen this hour to open up and rain harder than it had all winter.

      The entire journey was a blur. Everywhere I looked, there seemed to be eyes locked on me—glowing eyes in the darkness that watched and waited.

      Neera’s deep-black hair hung in pretty waves around her face, highlighting the pearly paleness of her skin, unlike my lightly-browned skin, freckled across my nose from the sun. She was my closest friend, and the only other halfling I could trust in this city. Neera’s birth mother had been a pixie and her father a human, but you could hardly find the human in her at all. Especially her bright-blue eyes, which were three times too large in her small face to mark her as anything other than a halfling. The humans were suspicious of Neera, but the goods she provided them were too valuable for them to turn the other cheek.

      Feeling began to creep back into my limbs when she left me on a footstool by the fire. The heat of its flames licked at my skin, making them tingle pleasantly for the first time since my cold bath. Neera’s home, which doubled as an apothecary and workshop, wasn’t anything particularly special, but it was warm and smelled like the herbs she had hanging from the ceiling, those she dried and used in the potions, salves, and medicines she sold in the markets, both legal and illegal.

      “They’re here,” I said, barely more than a whisper. My voice was raspy and broken after swallowing frozen wind. Looking up, I met her eyes as she paused in front of me, holding a thick quilt.

      Neera’s stunned expression turned to anger in a heartbeat. “I told you it was a bad idea, but you never listen to me. Kyre, you could have died tonight.” She was right—I could have died. I might still, but not before I got the last of the cure to Drystan. Once he was healed, I couldn’t care less what happened to me.

      “I have the last petal to give him. They won't take me before I do,” I said, a smile stretched my lips slowly, cracking the chapped dryness, until I tasted blood. Reaching into my shirt pocket, I pulled out the small vial I’d been clutching there, hoping it wouldn’t shatter before I could get it to Drystan. “He’s going to live, Neer, even if I have to die trying.”

      Her eyes went wide, and she lurched forward, cradling my hands in hers as we both cupped the vial. “Kyre,” she said in a whisper. “Don’t do this, please. Don’t let them take you.” Her eyes were rimmed with terrified tears. “Do you have any idea what faeries do to halflings?” I could only imagine. Halflings were no better than humans in their eyes.

      “I never told you who answered my summons that night…” I trailed off, and Neera looked up sharply, narrowing her eyes. Swallowing thickly, I continued, “I didn't mean for it to be them. I just needed anyone to answer. I didn’t know I would even get a year. I was prepared to hand myself over that night, so I should count myself lucky.”

      One whole year. A lifetime, and yet over in a blink of an eye. I had one year of freedom before I had to pay for this favor, one year before Drystan would wake and take back the kingdom his mother thought she could steal from under him.

      Squeezing my hand hard enough to hurt, Neera asked, “Who will come for you? You’ve kept me out of it for long enough. I need to know who’s coming to take you away.” She shook her head, eyes bouncing briefly to the dark window in the far wall, as if a faerie were about to crash through it and drag me into the darkness. “We can run. I can sell the shop and we’ll take a boat across the sea where they'll never find you. We’ll change our names—”

      Ripping my hands from hers, I threw my arms around her neck, squeezing her tight. Tears welled in my eyes, and my whole body shook with fear, dread, and the love I had for my only friend. She truly would uproot her life for me without question, and I would do the same for her a thousand times over. Except there was no running from this.

      After fighting to steady my erratic breathing, I squeezed her one more time before pulling back. Neera was a strong woman, but not as strong as the males who owned me now. “The Wild Hunt is here. There’s not a corner of the world I could ever hide in that will keep them from finding me.”

      Her mouth dropped in disbelief. “The Wild Hunt?! Are you insane? Of all the faeries to summon, you had to pick the worst of them?”

      “It wasn’t as if I had a choice in the matter,” I said with a groan. “I followed the spell’s instructions to the letter, and  they were the faeries who answered my call.”

      She looked aside, tears beginning to spill. Neera never cried, so seeing her filled with so much terror made my stomach clench and my heart ache. Neera eyed the vial, plucking it from my hands with a narrowed gaze at me. Bringing it up to her face, she twisted it this way and that, letting the light bounce off of the last petal. “What flower did this supposed cure come from? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I don’t know, and I forgot to ask.” Not that they would have told me, nor would I have been able to acquire it on my own if it was native only to Faerie.

      She frowned as she uncorked it and sniffed, pulling away and nearly sneezing. Placing the cork back into place, she handed it to me as if it were hot to the touch. “Smells awful, like some kind of poison. Are you sure they’re telling you the truth? What if you give the last of this to Drystan and it just kills him? Faeries can’t be trusted, you know that.”

      I had to admit the thought might have crossed my mind on the hours-long journey back to Karn that night a year ago. “What reason would they have to lie to me? Besides, faeries can’t lie.”

      Neera snorted with bitter laughter. “We’re faeries, Kyre, and we lie all of the time.” She hurried to the stove and set a kettle on over a small fire, taking out two large mugs before mixing some herbs she plucked from the ceiling.

      She had a point, so maybe the rumors weren’t exactly accurate. Maybe humans just liked to tell themselves that faeries couldn’t lie to make themselves feel better about chance encounters with them. Perhaps it made them feel safer, thinking they couldn’t be deceived, but there were other ways to tell a lie.

      After the tea was done, we moved to the floor by the fire, where a thick, fur rug glowed softly in the warm light. Neera leaned backwards against the armchair, clutching her mug between her hands. I mimicked the action, blowing on the swirling steam gently. The smell of sweet spices filled my nose, and my stomach rumbled. It’d been two full days since I’d eaten last, and it was beginning to catch up with me. Neera’s stare into the fire was far away, and she chewed on her bottom lip slightly.

      “You’re worried it won’t work. I get it,” I said before taking a small, tentative sip of my tea. A part of me worried the same thing, but I had nothing left in me but hope.

      Releasing her lip, she shrugged. “I just know how easily this could go wrong.” Setting her mug on the floor beside the rug, Neera pulled her knees up to her chest and placed her chin on them. “If the queen’s guard finds out you’re sniffing around Drystan again…”

      “They’ve suspected,” I said confidently. "But they'll never catch me."

      She probably didn’t even know that I'd gone back into the castle a month after my exile to steal some of my old clothing, some jewels to sell to get me through the winters, and a handwritten book my father had gifted me before he died.

      “You’re taking such a big risk with this, especially if The Hunt is already coming to collect.”

      “My whole life is a risk,” I said with a long sigh, setting my own tea to the side. Reaching behind me, I dragged a handmade quilt off of the sofa and draped it around my shoulders, still shivering. “I’ve been taking dangerous risks every day since leaving that castle, ever since I was forced to steal just to feed myself.” I looked at her, willing her to understand. “I’m tired, Neer. So damn tired.”

      Tired didn’t even begin to cover how I felt, but it was the simplest way to describe it. I was tired of struggling to survive, tired of living in the shadow of the queen who’d taken everything from me, tired of waiting day after day for Drystan to wake up and being disappointed over and over again. If a risk was what I had to take to end this cycle, then I’d do it gladly.

      “You’re thinking about going to the castle, aren’t you?” Her voice was already filled with knowing, and I only blinked back at her, too tired to deny it. Yes, I was going. I’d promised Drystan I wouldn’t waste a second. The only reason I was here instead of in his chambers right now was so that I could thaw out first.

      Actually, I would have to wait until sunset the next day, because there were only a handful of hours left in the night, and once the sun was up, the castle would be alive with activity. I couldn’t take the risk. Somehow I’d managed to defy the faeries already and buy myself a whole day.

      Neera groaned. “If you’re going to be reckless despite my advice, at least let me ask Dane to help you get inside. One last time. It has to go perfectly or all of this will have been for nothing.”

      Before I could hide it, I grimaced at the thought of Dane—pompous, bootlicking, brownnosing Dane. Neera knew I disliked the guard she’d been seeing in secret for the past year. She met him in the market last spring when he came into her shop, looking for a cure for a stomach sickness. He’d been back every day since, and the two of them made my own stomach turn.

      Dane was, for lack of a better term—simpleminded. He was a follower, a soldier who did exactly what he was told, when he was told to do it. For some reason, though, Neera had stars in her eyes when she spoke of him.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said with a laugh, shoving my leg with her foot. “If you just gave him a chance, you’d realize there’s a lot more to him than just his looks.”

      I smirked wickedly. “Sure there is. It’s called coin and a big cock.”

      Neera gasped, cursing at me for insinuating that she was after his fortune or…other things he’d been blessed with at birth. Dane’s father was a lord who’d paid handsomely for his youngest son to get a foothold into the queen’s services.

      “Laugh all you want, but he might be your only chance at getting into the castle without being seen. His scent might even mask yours if you're being hunted by faeries.”

      I folded my arms over my chest, weighing my options. In all honesty, I didn’t have many. I supposed I hadn’t put much thought into how I would get inside again. When Drystan had first fallen ill, I hadn’t been exiled yet, so I could come and go as I pleased. Now, I was to be imprisoned on sight if I stepped even a single foot on castle grounds without a summons from the queen.

      For the last eleven months, I’d been paying exorbitant amounts of coin to a young maid who fed him a single petal for me at the start of each new month. She needed the money and was more than willing to do me this favor, and she was young enough that she didn't quite understand how much danger she was putting herself in. But the last dose needed to be tonight, and I didnt have the resources to get in touch with the maid. I would have to do this myself.

      Dane would help me if she asked him to. My friend had had that man wrapped around her little, pixie finger from day one of their clandestine affair. As much as I disliked him, I couldn’t exactly look a gift horse in the mouth and turn my nose up at it, could I? I needed all of the help I could get.

      “Fine,” I said, lifting my mug and throwing back the rest of its contents in one heavy swallow. “You may enlist the help of your little…human servant.” I wiggled my fingers her way, scrunching up my nose in distaste. “But I’m going to need something much stronger than this tea before I see this through.”

      Laughing, she swiped my mug from my hand and stood to her feet. “Now that I can do, my friend.” Turning, she poured us both a pint of ale from the cupboard below the chimney and passed one over. She raised her mug, and I met it with my own. “A toast,” she declared with a broad grin, “to not having our heads chopped off and spiked to the castle gates when this all inevitably goes sour.”

      “Hear, hear!”

      I supposed I could drink to that…
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      Up so high on the mountain peak, the air was thin but fresh. I watched as the clouds began to turn pink, giving way to orange as the sun started to set.

      Soon, the mountain peaks darkened, turning black against the bright light behind them as they loomed over the land like sentinels—tall, strong and ancient. I’d been coming here for months, ever since I’d signed my life away to the Wild Hunt, figuring I might as well get used to the woods that would be my new home soon. The Wild Hunt called the woods of Faerie home after being exiled from the courts…or so said the legends.

      When the sun disappeared completely, I’d go back to Karn, back to Drystan, where he lay in his bed, lips still blue and skin still pale as death.

      I pulled a vial from my cloak pocket. Only one blue petal remained, and it would be the petal to save his life. I couldn’t afford to mess this up, but sneaking into the castle under the ever watchful castle guard was a dangerous, delicate dance.  So, I took my time and enjoyed the last of my freedom, breathing in the open air and basking in the sweetness before all hell broke loose.

      Below my perch on the edge of the cliff, in a small pocket meadow on the rolling hills just beyond the farmlands, was a field of acacia flowers in full boom. Their orange petals blazed in the light of the golden hour. It was strange how beautiful something so dangerous could be. A single petal of the acacia flower could kill any full grown man, beast, or even sicken a faerie in less than a heartbeat, even faster when ground into a fine powder. A shake of it in a cup of tea or sprinkled on the lips was enough. They were so beautiful…and so deadly.

      The flowers swaying in the biting wind were practically glowing, seemingly floating along a rolling sea of deep emerald grass. I took in deep lungfuls of the sweet scent they gave off. I had minutes before I needed to return to reality. Neera would be waiting back at the shop, which I had no doubt she’d closed down for the evening in anticipation of tonight—my last night of freedom.

      I twirled the stem of an acacia flower between my fingers, stalling. Though it was freezing cold so high up in the mountains, I still relished the smooth texture of the flower against my skin, thorns, ice, and all.

      Something tickled my fingers. Looking down at the flower in my grip, I wasn’t surprised at all to see that my palm glowed with a gentle golden light. The brand of the Wild Hunt pulsated on my palm, growing brighter by the day. It was a constant reminder that I was living my life on borrowed time. The flower crumbled into fine black dust as the brand charred it, falling through my fingers until the wind carried it away, like it did to everything else it touched.

      Hoofbeats echoing off of the ground alerted me to Zephyr’s approach a few moments before his massive head nudged my shoulder. Standing, I wiped dirt and charred flower dust from my black trousers, then turned to run my fingers through Zephyr’s mane.

      The chimera was a beautiful creature. I found him on the edge of the wood six months ago when I first started coming up to watch the sun set. It took him three days to approach me, and on the fourth, he joined me as I’d been watching the flowers and the mountains disappear into shadow. Since then, we’d been inseparable.

      It was strange for a faerie creature to wander so far from the Veil, and he wasn’t the only one to have come close in the last few months either. Creatures of nightmares, both beautiful and terrifying, filled the woods, even the occupied lands around Karn.

      There were sprites that danced along the rivers at night when no one was watching, while beady, glowing eyes stared up at them before a spindly green hand would reach through the surface and latch onto their little wings, dragging them under for an evening meal. The nymphs were always lurking.

      Now that my mind was clear and I knew what to look for, I tended to watch my step in the woods, always keeping a pocket full of sugary treats handy to leave behind me for any strays who happened to follow curiously on my tail.

      Luckily, Zephyr wasn’t the sort of creature that could be so easily spooked, not without losing a limb or three. He trusted me, though, and I had a feeling it had something to do with my faerie half.

      Powerfully muscled and as black as the night sky, Zephyr was gorgeous. His razor-sharp teeth snapped next to my face in a playful way, and I chuffed him on the ear affectionately. Those teeth were meant for ripping flesh, but I never feared them. Running my hands through his silky fur, I marveled at the power in his long body. He was almost as large as an elhorn, with the head of a lion, the long curled horns of a ram, and the scaled, taloned back legs of a dragon. Zephyr was terrifying, deadly, and one of my closest companions these days.

      Climbing on his back, I settled into the leather saddle I’d fitted him with, much to his ire, and gripped on tight. “Let’s get this done,” I said with a heavy sigh. Zephyr rumbled deeply in response, unfurling his black, bat-like wings. They were so massive that they spread out like the sails of a mighty ship, casting a shadow a dozen feet wide. “I wish I could take you with me, but I’ll probably wind up in tiny little pieces in some faerie’s soup by tomorrow.” He growled this time, and I chuckled. “Sorry, you’re right. I’m being paranoid.”

      But was I? I didn’t know too much about how things actually worked in Faerie seeing as I’d never been there myself, but the stories made the faeries out to be ruthless, soulless creatures who spat on humans and halflings alike. I vividly remembered the cold look in Cadoc’s eyes back in the faerie caves and shivered with dread. If they were all like that, then I was in more danger than I realized.

      After a nudge to his side with one of my boots, Zephyr broke into a run, heading for the cliff’s edge. There was no hesitation as he launched us skyward, his heavy wings opening up and catching the air beneath us. This time of night was my favorite time to fly.

      Zephyr was dark enough that he looked like a shadow, blending in with the night sky, so traveling was easier with so many humans around. It was a good thing that most fae creatures were invisible to the human eye, but there was always a rare human who possessed what the fae liked to call The Sight. It was a dangerous ability to have, and nearly unheard of. I pictured the chaos his giant, flapping wings would bring to Karn as humans scrambled away like ants and laughed as we dipped and rose through the wind.

      The farmlands on the outer edge of Karn were barren this time of year, brown with dead crops and sparse with empty orchards. After living in the slums for over two years now, it was sometimes hard to remember how wealthy the kingdom used to be. Now, all of that wealth seemed to be distributed to smaller and smaller factions of powerful families, leaving the rest of the empire to rot. Someday soon, the queen would get what was coming to her, and I sincerely hoped I would be there to witness it happen.

      We circled the castle that I used to call home five times before spotting a safe place to land. When I lived in the castle, Queen Reena’s guard seemed to be posted in a different position every night, making it incredibly hard to come and go as I pleased. Before my exile, she’d kept me under a tight watch. Luckily for me, the rooftop of the observatory was unguarded. How long that would last, I had no idea, so I would need to move fast.

      Zephyr managed to land quietly, kicking up dust as his massive form settled in the shadows. His muscles moved beneath me as I slid off the saddle. I patted his mane and whispered my goodbyes, and a moment later, with a grunt, he launched himself back into the air. He wouldn’t go far, and I had a few tricks I’d picked up from the halflings in the slums to signal him if I needed to make a quick getaway.

      Pulling my hood and black mask into place, tucking my thick hair securely beneath the fabric, I slunk through the heavy door on the other side of the rooftop. Down and down I went, bypassing the cylindrical skylights that caught the moonlight, casting beams of white that slashed through the darkness on the spiral staircase.

      Metal instruments hung from the ceiling, glinting in the barely there light, and I wished I had more time to stop and look. I passed maps painted across the stone walls, and tapestries that were falling apart at the seams.

      When my father was alive, he used to take me up to the observatory where we'd look at the stars through a strange metal contraption the old astronomer made. It’d been years since the astronomer passed, and now the observatory sat empty, collecting dust without an apprentice to replace him, but the queen didn’t care about things like science or discovery. No, all she cared about was wealth and gluttony.

      It didn’t take me long to make it through the west wing of the castle, slinking through shadows and bypassing at least ten servants pittering through the halls. None of them paid any attention to their surroundings, comfortable in the fact that the castle was heavily guarded. It was naïve of them to become so complacent. I realized that now that I’d been away for so long, now that I’d been exposed to the realities of the real world.

      Drystan had a wing to himself, just past a large study that once housed a grand library before the queen had the books burned. My father had been an avid reader, and was openly fascinated with everything and anything to do with faeries, lore and legends—hence the reason for my accidental existence, I supposed. Now the room sat bare, save for a writing desk and cobwebs collecting dust.

      Somehow, I made it all the way to my brother’s chambers without being spotted,  meaning the queen didn’t have any guards currently assigned to watch over him. Typical, but it worked in my favor tonight. It was crucial that this went perfectly, because after this last dose, Drystan’s mysterious illness would be gone, my fate be damned.

      I slipped into the unlocked room easily, shutting the door behind me softly, though I imagined I could probably scream as loud as I wanted and not a soul would come running to help the sick prince.

      Drystan lay in his bed, tucked beneath his quilts, looking pale, but not nearly as sickly as he had months ago. His brown hair had more of a shine to it than usual, and there was a bit of pink staining his cheeks. It was so hard to see him this way. Drystan had always been the strong one of the two of us, the one who’d taught me how to fight like a man, how to shoot a bow, and how to play an expert game of cards. He’d been confident and charming, and I couldn’t wait for that man to return to us. Well, to return to them…because I would be gone by the morning.

      Putting it out of my mind, I focused on the task at hand, approaching his bedside and kneeling. I ran my fingers through his hair and smiled. “I told you I would figure out a way to make you better, didn’t I?”

      I could picture exactly what he’d say if he knew how I’d gone about finding said way. He’d tell me it wasn’t worth it, that I shouldn't have sacrificed my life for the sake of his. Still, that was behind me now. What was done was done, and I had to finish it.

      Uncorking the vial, I removed the very last blue petal and held it in my palm. A flair of burning pain lanced through me, and I jolted so hard that I nearly dropped it. The light under my skin burned brighter than ever before, as if the magic inside me could sense each breath Drystan took.

      Ignoring the pain, I focused on tearing the little petal into a few smaller pieces. There was no way for me to identify the plant it came from. Even Neera was stumped, and she was the medicinal-plant expert. The blue petal glowed ever so slightly and smelled like dirt with a hint of moss. I placed the petal bits on my brother's tongue, watching it dissolve right before my eyes.

      Sitting back on my heels, I waited, holding my breath. I had no idea what to expect or how faerie magic was supposed to work, but all was quiet and still. I waited and waited, sitting in silence, counting his breaths as his chest rose and fell slowly.

      Maybe Neera was right. Maybe I’d made a mistake trusting those princes after all.
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      Drystan screamed.

      I fell backwards to the floor as he sat up straight after more than a year without moving. In disbelief, I watched him stare straight ahead, screaming as if something had been holding him back until this moment. I scrambled off the floor and rushed to him, hands shaking as I contemplated what to do.

      “Drystan, it's me…” I said in a hurried whisper, looking over my shoulder nervously. That scream would have woken everyone on the two floors below. I placed my hands on his cold cheeks, and his tremors only became more violent. “You’re all right, you’re all right...”

      His wide, brown eyes flitted to mine, marred with little red and pink veins and swimming with tears. He looked at me as if he didn’t recognize me. I didn’t know what to do, or what I’d even expected. Maybe I’d expected him to gradually come out of his sleep, yawn and stretch, and hop right out of bed to take back Karn. That had been naïve of me. Whatever that witch of a queen had done to her son, it was thorough and it was evil in its purest form.

      Tears ran down my cheeks as I tried to soothe him, running my fingers through his too long hair, studying his face that looked gaunt and pale. He’d lost so much weight, he looked frail. I wanted to take him far away from this place and keep him safe. He might be the eldest at twenty-nine, but I had the feeling that I was the only one left in this kingdom who cared if he lived or died. Sometimes it felt like Karn had forgotten about their sickly prince.

      The door of the room slammed open, hitting the wall as someone rushed inside. I pulled a dagger from the belt on my thigh, shielding Drystan with my body as I turned to face the intruder. I was ready to slice them open if it meant keeping my brother safe.

      Except it was just Dane. He hurried into the room, face dripping with sweat and breathing hard. “You need to get out of here. A servant heard his scream and sent for the guard. They're on their way right now.” He turned to leave.

      “Where are you going?” I hissed, glancing back at Drystan to make sure he was still conscious, then I narrowed my eyes on Dane. I still had no idea what Neera saw in the man. He was handsome, yes—tall and strong with blond hair and golden skin, but he was weak-minded and full of himself, in my opinion. Neera could do better.

      “I’m not getting arrested because of you. I told Neera that I would help you get in, but I never said anything about sacrificing my life to get you out.” For a moment, he almost looked regretful, his blue eyes softening. He backed toward the door. “I’m sorry, Kyre. I did what I could to make sure your maid went unnoticed all these months, but this is as far as I go. I suggest you leave while you still can.”

      Dane was a coward. He’d helped me only as far as tipping me off on the guard’s nightly rotations and distracting anyone who looked at my hired maid wrong and nothing more. His future king lay dying on his sickbed, yet he did nothing.

      Hissing in frustration, I stared at the door, weighing my options. In the distance, I could hear thumping footsteps ascending the stone stairs below us.

      I strode to Dane and gripped the front of his guard uniform and brought my face close to his. “I truly hope you’re not as much of a coward as you make yourself out to be, for Neera’s sake.” This probably wasn’t the greatest attempt at keeping him on my side. “If anything happens to me and I’m not here to do your job for you, you have to protect your king with your fucking life. Do you hear me? Your fucking king! Not that fraud sitting on the throne.”

      I released him, stepping backwards. Dane clenched his jaw hard, his eyes burning with dislike for me. “I’ll do what’s needed.”

      Huffing a laugh, I shook my head and glanced at the tiny window on the empty wall. “I’m sure you will, Dane. You’ll do just enough to keep your head on your shoulders and nothing more. The royal guard has never known a braver man.”

      Disregarding him, I knelt next to my brother, who was still staring straight ahead vacantly. “I have to go now, Drys, and I’m not sure if I’ll be able to come back…” A pair of black, depthless eyes flashed through my mind, and I shivered. “You’re going to be furious when you find out what I did, but I need you to know that I don’t regret it for a second. I’ll be okay, I promise.” I was lying to him—lying through my teeth. There was no way I was going to be alright, not with the Wild Hunt coming for me.

      Drystan didn’t respond, but I hadn’t been expecting him to. There was a struggle raging inside his head, and I wasn’t strong enough to help him fight it. Plus, I was running out of time. All I could do was hope that once the guard realized their king was awake, they would be on his side and not the queen’s…or the queen mother’s, I should say.

      I kissed my brother on his forehead and whispered, “Don’t let her lie to you. I can’t prove it now, but I know it was her. I know she was the one who did this to you. If you can hear me—” My voice broke as I fought back a choked sob. I had to be strong right now, because I had only seconds. “If you can hear me, I love you, Drys. I love you so damn much. If any part of you remembers this conversation, please speak with a guardsman named Dane. He’ll tell you the truth about what really happened here. If not, you can find a halfling pixie named Neera in the slums. I trust her to fill you in.”

      “Kyre, you’re running out of time,” Dane said nervously. I was shocked he hadn’t already fled. He nodded towards the window. “There are two men posted on the landing below. You’ll have to deal with them yourself, but you’re out of options now. Go!”

      With a muttered curse, I ran to the window and pried it open. I’d only come in through it twice before when the guard rotation allowed it, but I knew it led to a two-floor drop onto a landing just outside a parlor. I braced myself on the ledge, looking downward as the night wind whipped at me. Two guards were indeed posted up against the double doors of the parlor room.

      I looked back over my shoulder only to watch as Dane slammed out of the room, the door clicking shut behind him. Drystan was watching me, vacant eyes still glossy and hollow…but he watched, as if some small part of him was trying its hardest to claw back to the surface.

      I let myself drop from the ledge directly on top of the guard below. He softened my landing, but it knocked him out cold. It took a moment for the second one to react, but I was already moving. Grabbing his head, I bashed it back against the stone wall, trying not to hurt him too badly. I didn’t want to kill an innocent man, but I needed him out of my way. He fell limply at my feet.

      Wasting no time, I took off, leaping over the balcony of the parlor room and landing nimbly on the tiled floor of a courtyard that led to the queen’s garden. There was a commotion and footsteps echoing from every direction. The garden just on the other side of a stone tunnel was lit by flickering torches that lined the dark pathways, and in the glow, I could see dozens of moving shadows—guards rushing my way with no way around them.

      My heart was in my throat as I contemplated my options. I still gripped the small dagger in my fist, but it wasn’t enough. If I was caught, that was it. I was done for, and there wouldn’t be anything left of me for the faeries to collect.

      For a moment, I paused and considered that maybe getting caught by the queen was the lesser of two evils. Maybe I could allow myself to get caught and spend the rest of my life rotting in a cell rather than working as a slave to my faerie overlords. I shook the thought away, not ready to give up quite yet, not after coming this far.

      I closed my eyes and whispered a string of musical, otherwordly words, raising my dagger skyward. Tingles shot through my limbs, and the world became sharper and crisper. A warm, orange flame shot from the tip of the blade and into the sky, arcing over the towers and rooftops. It dissipated moments later. My body buzzed with magic. Magic I’d only allowed myself to practice a handful of times with Zephyr.

      The voices and footsteps grew louder. Faces became clear as they funneled into the courtyard, men surrounding me on every side. They kept their distance due to the weapon in my grip, but it wouldn’t last long. There were too many of them.

      “It’s the princess—” someone whispered, and murmurs followed. I was one of the most recognizable women in Karn with my flaming-orange curls that reached my waist. I was impossible to mistake for anyone else.

      I took the time to glare at each man, looking them directly in the eyes as I spun in slow circles with my dagger outstretched. I wanted them to see my face, to see the princess that was treated like a criminal for the simple fact that her father had an affair with a faerie.

      The only humans who knew who and what I really was, were the queen, and her most trusted guardsmen and advisors. I had no say over my bloodline, and I’d done nothing wrong. The queen’s wrath should have not been meant for me.

      “Princess Kyre, you’re under arrest for trespassing on the queen’s territory,” said a man who stepped through the circle of guards. He was tall and graying with a thick beard and weathered lines around his once smiling eyes. I used to know him as my father’s guard captain, my friend who I’d once considered an uncle of sorts. “Come without a fight, Your Highness, and—”

      “And what, Raurc?” I spat at him, pointing my dagger towards his face. “And you won’t hurt me?” I tilted my head, my lips spreading into a bitter smile. “No, you’ll just throw me in a cell and leave me to rot, all because that bitch on the throne told you to, nevermind that your true king is still alive and breathing.”

      His gray eyes flashed with something like regret, but he didn’t budge. I knew he didn’t like this situation any more than I did, but when the queen exiled me, not a single one of them stood up in my defense. Hell, Raurc had been the one who escorted me straight to the slums, dropping me off without so much as a coin to my name. Any lingering affection I’d had for him was long gone and had been replaced with bitterness and resentment.

      He was about to speak again when the thunderous flapping of wings filled the courtyard. My heart soared as a black shadow descended from the sky. The guards surrounding me cursed, backing up and drawing their larger blades. It didn’t take long for Zephyr to land in the center of them, his massive talons shattering the tile beneath his weight. He roared, the sound sending tremors through me as the guard continued to back up. The chimera’s teeth were longer than my forearm, ready to slice a grown man cleanly in half.

      I blanched as I looked up, moving as if to leap onto his back, but Zephyr wasn’t alone. I met Neera’s eyes as she gripped his black mane, a bow and arrow strapped to her back. Her hair was bound behind her in a tight braid, and she wore my black flying leathers.

      So Zeph had gone for her, as if he’d been anticipating something would go terribly wrong tonight. His keen senses had been right once again, and I was grateful. Still, fear lanced through me at the thought of Neera being anywhere near this mess. Now they’d seen her face, they knew she was involved in this, and she would have to live with the consequences of that once I was gone.

      “You thought I’d let you do this without me?” She chuckled, holding out her hand for me to take. “Come on, let’s get as far away from here as we can.”

      But where could we go? Where could we possibly run that neither The Wild Hunt nor the Queen’s Guard could find us. We could sail across every ocean and they’d follow. This damn brand on my palm would see to that.

      “You're reckless, but I love you,” I said as I clasped my hand in hers. She was my one true friend in this world, aside from Zeph. My sister in every way that counted.

      Neera started to pull me towards her, but before I had the chance to swing my leg over Zeph’s back, the sound of a deep, resonating horn split the night.
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      No…

      No, no, no… I wasn’t ready. An entire year of waiting and I still wasn’t ready. That familiar horn sounded again and again, echoing off of the stone castle walls.

      The ground began to shake, and the air crackled with thick magic. Several of the guardsmen had dropped to their knees, and others were looking around for the source of the noise.

      I released Neera’s hand and dropped back to the ground, clutching my blade as I waited. Running from them wouldn’t do anything for me. Not again. Not this time. It would only put the ones I loved in danger and I wasn’t willing to sacrifice a hair on their heads just to buy me another hour of freedom.

      “Surround the castle!” Ruarc shouted, and several of the guardsmen scattered, rushing through the tunnel and out towards the garden. Others left through archways that led farther into the grounds. He looked at me with wide eyes before he covered his ears, wincing. “What is that noise?”

      I wondered if the horn was painful for human ears. To me, it sounded like music, like a summoning note filled with haunting, ancient magic.

      Fear rolled through every part of my being as the ground shook harder. The sound of howling wolves and indistinct chatter grew louder by the second. The human men with us started to close in, making a tight circle, and Zephyr growled lowly. The men shrunk back from those sharp fangs of his, trying to decide what was the greater threat.

      I looked at Ruarc and grinned, despite my terror. “You think I’m afraid of your weak, human queen?” I laughed bitterly. “There are things in this world that would make Reena look like a mouse in the shadow of a dragon. You have no idea what I’ve done to save you from her recklessness.” They never would either. None of these humans would ever know what I’d given up, but that didn’t matter now. It was done, and there was  no running from it.

      Raurc looked like he wanted to ask questions, but the cacophony of noises grew so loud that it drowned out anything else. Neera and I locked eyes, and hers were already brimming with silvery tears. She knew what was coming, and there wasn’t anything she could do. This was it—this was the moment I’d been dreading since leaving that cave a year ago. I’d put off thinking about it for so long, pretending like it had all been a fever dream, but now they were here for me, and there was no more running.

      Creatures of nightmares crawled out of the shadows as if materializing from nothing. At least twenty erasu scaled the walls surrounding us, their spindly legs and claws clicking against the stone. Their white teeth shone in the torchlight as they grinned at me, and my stomach turned at the sight.

      Dozens of faeries appeared on the backs of their steeds, which were ferocious, impossible beasts of legend. Some had skin like tree bark or scales or fur, with claws that gripped the reins. There was a certain beauty to them that humans were simply incapable of, and even the most grotesque were alluring in their own way. Their whispers filled the courtyard, and every single one of them stared straight at me, as if the rest of the humans here meant nothing. Their hunt was for me and only me.

      The guardsmen were cursing, disregarding their fear of Zephyr as they closed ranks, holding their weapons out in front of them, as if those measly things would have any effect on an immortal.

      The horn sounded again, only this time, it was much louder.

      All at once, the wind stopped, as did the laughter, the chatter, and the rustling of the faeries. I felt them before I saw them—the princes of the Wild Hunt. They came through the darkened-stone tunnel atop their three elhorns, only this time, they each wore a golden crown adorned with antlers.

      I saw Cadoc first, leading the way with his black eyes already trained on me. His hair was long and loose today, blending in with the black of his riding clothes. They were finely made, swirling with silvery-stitched symbols that I couldn’t interpret…some kind of rune language.

      The nameless faerie followed behind him in black clothing with stitching made of spun gold that matched the hue of his eyes, and an ornate leather baldric was strapped across his chest. Behind him was Haelo, clad in black like his brother, offsetting the glow of his white hair that was half tied back behind his head and topped with the crown of antlers. His shining, white eyes were haunting against the darkness around us, like a spirit wandering aimlessly through the woods.

      The faerie princes of the Wild Hunt were as terrifying as they were beautiful. Their sinister presence filled the courtyard with unease as the human men shuffled and murmured nervously. I found myself searching for the horned male with the batlike wings, but he was nowhere to be found. I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.

      Neera reached out to me and beckoned for my hand. I gripped it, squeezing her fingers tightly. “When they take me, I need you and Zephyr to run.” I felt her freeze in my grip, but I refused to look at her, keeping my eyes on the princes. “Don’t you dare try anything reckless. You’re no match for the Wild Hunt.” I hoped my warning sunk in, because I needed her to get to safety. Zephyr, too. If anything happened to him because of me…

      “Princess,” said Haelo, his voice like music ringing out over us all and filling my whole body with buzzing tremors. He chuckled, shaking his head at me. “You neglected to mention that you were royalty. Naughty, naughty halfling. You might have to be punished for that.” My stomach dipped at the promise in those words and the glee with which he said them.

      To my shock, Ruarc moved before I could respond, stepping in front of me with his blade at the ready. “What does the Wild Hunt want with our princess?” His voice shook as he fought to keep his composure. Ruarc knew how easily these faeries could end his existence.

      I frowned at the back of the captain’s head. Why was he trying to defend me now? I was the exiled halfling princess that Karn didn’t want anymore, so why risk his life this way?

      Cadoc grunted, and with the flick of his wrist, a tendril of black smoke seeped from his fingers and whipped across the distance between him and Ruarc. The blackness wrapped around his throat and his blade clattered to the ground. Ruarc was dragged forward and brought to his knees, all while Cadoc barely moved a muscle. The darkness appeared to be a part of him somehow, like he’d simply extended a limb. He pulled on it, and Ruarc tried to scream, but nothing but choking sounds made it past his lips.

      I could have grabbed for him or tried to drag him back to me, but I couldn’t find it in myself to make the effort. The Wild Hunt would take me no matter what happened here today, and there was no use in fighting against them. Ruarc should have understood that.

      Cadoc grinned at Ruarc as he lifted him up off the ground by his throat. “Your princess decided to make a deal, and we’re here to collect.” Tilting his head, he exposed his mouth full of sharp teeth that had the other human men shrinking backwards. “I suggest you stay out of the way, human. It won’t end well for you otherwise.”

      “My brother enjoys playing with his food,” Haelo said with a chuckle. Then he turned back to me, holding out a beckoning hand. “Time’s up. We fulfilled our half of the bargain, and I expect you to honor yours.”

      A cold shiver raced through me as I stared into his eyes filled with glowing white light. He was so beautiful, it hurt to look at him for too long. Tearing my gaze from his, I looked at Neera now, who was glaring at the princes as if it was taking all of her restraint not to leap off of Zephyr’s back.

      “Go!” I swatted Zeph’s side, and he hissed, spreading his wings out wide as the humans scrambled to get out of the way. “Zephyr, now! Take Neera away from here—that’s an order!” I fought the tears that rimmed my eyes as his big lion head turned to face me. I sunk my fingers into his black mane and placed a hasty kiss between his eyes. “Go…” I whispered, and I hoped he could hear in my voice just how much I was going to miss him.

      I could have sworn I heard a low wine slip from him, but he covered it with a roar as he pulled away from me, tipping his head back as Neera held on tighter. Her eyes were wide as she glared at me. “I’m going to find you, Ky.”

      Her words were like a sword to my gut. I couldn’t say anything to that, because we both knew how impossible that would be. So, I watched helplessly as Zephyr rose off the ground with a push of his wings, blowing my hair back over my shoulders and my hood off my head. Once they were in the air, they quickly disappeared into the dark clouds overhead, and slowly, the thumping flaps of his wings faded away. Swallowing thickly, I tried to hide the grief that flooded through me.

      The third faerie prince, the one I had no name for yet, spoke in the old language, so fast that I couldn’t make out the words. It was clearly an order, because in the next heartbeat, at least five erasu were surrounding me. I tried to cut them with my small blade, but all it took was one swipe of a spindly arm to knock it from my grip. The clinking sound of metal filled my ears, and I cursed when I felt something cold and tight wrapping around my torso.

      Chains…

      They wrapped me in a thick, black chain made of iron. It burned where it touched slivers of exposed skin and I shrieked in pain, but they only pulled them tighter as I fell to my knees. The human guard began yelling unintelligibly, but with the blood rushing in my ears, I was deaf to it all. In my peripheral, I watched as Cadoc flung Ruarc to the side, his body crashing against a stone pillar. He was still moving, and I breathed a small sigh of relief that the faerie prince hadn’t killed him.

      The chains were pulled tighter and I screamed, blood from my burning wounds dripping beneath me and pooling on the tile. I’d always been so careful to avoid the poison metal, and now I was engulfed in it, drowning in agony.

      Lifting my head, I glared into a pair of bright, molten gold eyes belonging to the faerie prince who’d ordered me chained up like some kind of beast, but before I could curse him, my vision went dark. Some kind of thick fabric was pulled over my head and tightened around the neck.

      The last thing I was conscious of was being lifted from the ground, nearly weightless. After that, the pain grew too much to take, and I felt myself slipping away.
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      I woke to a burning sensation creeping down the length of my spine.

      I groaned as I blinked open my eyes to the sight of the night sky and a canopy of trees above me, swaying in the sweet-scented breeze. I lay there for a moment, trying to orient myself. Something was incredibly off. Wrongness surrounded me, and the longer I lay there, the more the burning ache in my back began to throb.

      A dark shape moved overhead, obscuring the starlit sky, and I screamed. Bright-white human-like teeth grinned back at me from a face of nightmares. An erasu. With a curse, I rolled over, knocking the faerie creature out of my way in the process, and it hissed back at me, crouching several feet away in the shadows.

      All I could do was crawl away, the pain in my limbs and spine too strong to ignore. My whole body felt like it had been stretched out, wrung out, and left to bake in the sun. I realized quickly that I was crawling through tall, violet-colored grass, with swaying white flowers interspersed between the shafts of moonlight that managed to make it to the forest floor. I stopped crawling as I noticed little glowing orbs hovering in the air, buzzing around my head and landing on the flowers.

      The air smelled like jasmine and moss, and I took several deep breaths, letting my eyes fall closed as I tried to calm my racing heart.

      “How unfortunate that you cower at the sight of your own kin,” came a deep, familiar voice from above me, and I froze. A pair of boots stepped into my path, and my eyes traveled up and up and up until I was looking into a bright pair of golden eyes. The faerie prince held out a hand for me to take, and I knelt there, staring at his palm, which was covered in golden tattoos.

      “What did you do to me?” I rasped out, my throat burning with every word. I felt dizzy, my body threatening to topple to the side, and my eyes were heavy enough to sleep. Had they drugged me?

      “Get up, halfling,” was all he said, not answering my question.

      Ignoring his offered help, I tried to get to my feet, focusing on each muscle movement and using all of the strength I no longer had. They must have drugged me. Groaning, I somehow managed to push upwards and steadied myself against the trunk of a tree. Feeling around for purchase, I realized the bark was oddly soft to the touch, but then it moved under my palm and I flinched back.

      My mouth dropped open in shock as I stared up at what had to be the largest tree I had ever seen in my life. It was roughly the width of seven normal trees from the woods back in Karn and at least ten times as tall, reaching skyward like bark-covered mountains, its canopy far overhead blotting out the stars. The tree moved again, and I leapt backwards, magically finding my balance. I stared agape at the trunk as it seemed to undulate and shift, and up a little higher, its branches swayed and moved like spindly arms.

      “They’re alive…” I whispered in awe, perhaps to myself. The trees were alive, and not just in the sense that they were growing. They were moving on their own, as if thought and feeling and conscious thought spurred the movements. I gazed around at the forest that surrounded me, finding more of them, all moving independent of each other, disregarding the direction of the wind.

      “You’re a quick one, aren’t you?” His voice was dry, as he regarded me carefully, his lips thinning into a look of apathy. “Fortunately, this world is still very much alive and breathing, unlike the rotting carcass of a realm we pulled you from.”

      This world… This world?

      My blood iced over as I willed myself to look harder at my dark surroundings. I began to notice the shadows that moved through the trees, faster than I could follow. The forest was full of sound—murmuring, scraping, chittering, and giggling. I knew in my bones that I was being watched and studied, because I was no longer in the human world. In the time I’d been unconscious, the Wild Hunt had taken me through the veil and into Faerie.

      The air here seemed to have a vaguely violet tint to it. Even the grass, the bark, and the draping moss that hung from them were shades of violet, emerald, and sapphire. Dustmotes floated around me, sparkling in the shafts of moonlight, creating a dreamlike effect that had my fear receding slightly, but it didn’t last long.

      There were several erasu creeping in the shadows around us like sentries, making my skin crawl. I didn’t see the other two princes, though, or the legion of faeries who had come with them to collect me from Karn.

      The golden-eyed prince strode towards me. I stumbled back a few steps, and he came to a halt, frowning down at me. “What are you cowering for? Is it not enough that I removed your chains?” I peered down at myself. Indeed he had removed my chains. I could still feel a vague burning sensation where they had once dug into my skin.

      “Where is everyone else? Did you drug me? Where are we exactly?” My questions flew out in a jumble, but I couldn’t control it. He’d spoken of my chains, those burning iron chains, as if removing them had been a favor. As if I hadn’t been chained on his orders in the first place.

      He sighed heavily and ran a hand over his face in exasperation. “Listen to me, pet. I’ve been waiting hours now for you to wake up, and I’m in no mood for your incessant questions. You can call me Riven if you insist on addressing me at all, and yes, you’re exactly where you think you are. No, there’s no help coming for you, and yes, you are in more danger than you’ve ever been in your short, little life.” With that, he raised his fingers to his lips and whistled loudly, the sound echoing off the trees. “So, if you’re done with the dramatics, I have places to be.”

      I blinked at Riven, jaw falling slack. It was clear he disliked me immensely. I wondered why he’d been the one to remain behind to wait for me to wake up. “You’re not leaving me here…” Panic welled up inside me. I looked around at the trees and the tall grasses. In the distance, there was nothing but darkness.

      This place was known as the Void Wood—the realm that separated Faerie from the Veil to the human world. Legend says this forest was filled with nightmarish monsters that would hunt you down in seconds and consume you before you even realized you were hopelessly lost.

      Riven rushed at me, moving so fast, he was a blur. Grabbing my chin between his strong fingers, he squeezed tight enough to be painful, bringing his face too close to my own. “Then brace yourself. Unless you’d rather try your luck on the ground, though I wouldn’t advise it. These woods have an appetite that only worsens in the night, and they’d love nothing more than to consume a delicious thing like you.” He scraped the pad of his thumb roughly over my bottom lip, his own stretching into a feral smile. “What a waste that would be…”

      My heart raced as I stared into golden eyes that seemed to swirl with shadows and light at the same time. I’d been mistaken before when I thought that he was the benevolent of the three princes. There was a savage intensity in his stare that I couldn’t disregard. This faerie was as dangerous as any other creature that lurked in the Void Wood.

      Before I could respond, there was a whirring noise from above. Craning my neck, I watched as several shapes appeared out of the shadows of the canopy overhead. Instinctively, I reached for the dagger that was no longer with me, lying somewhere on the cracked tile of the courtyard back in Karn instead.

      Riven clicked his tongue at me with the shake of his head. “Even if you had your sorry little blade, you're no match for the Wild Hunt.”

      Several lithe forms dropped to the forest floor, long dangling vines swinging behind them. There were four of them, all incredibly tall and graceful male faeries with varying shades of long hair and bright, jewel-toned eyes. Their lack of animalistic qualities told me they weren’t primals, and yet the curious way they regarded me had me on my toes. Sentinels then. Hunters.

      The last one to land was Cadoc, but he hadn’t come down on a vine. Speckled, feathered wings of gray, black, and the darkest brown spread out from behind him. He folded them behind his shirtless body as he straightened to his full, formidable height. I couldn’t help but drink him in from head to toe in appreciation.

      Cadoc was built like a god—thick and strong with skin a warm shade of brown that seemed to glow in the moonlight. He caught me gaping, and my wide-eyed awe quickly transformed into a glare.

      “Cadoc, would you escort the halfling? I've already had enough nonsense for tonight and I want to find a pixie to fuck,” Riven clipped out as he stepped away from me. I breathed in deeply, filling my lungs with anything but the scent of him. “I’ll deal with her in the morning.” He cast me a dark look as he passed by, then clapped Cadoc on the shoulder once. Another faerie male procured a vine from seemingly nowhere, handing it to him.

      I blanched at his crudeness. Find a pixie to fuck? Willingly, I hoped…

      Cadoc nodded curtly at Riven and strode toward me, his face as stoic as ever. I kept my attention on Riven still as he turned, gripping the vine tightly, then he stared directly at me. The air began to crackle, and small specs of light the color of his golden eyes danced around his fingers and beneath his boots. His golden tattoos lit up, shining like sunlight dancing under his skin, and my jaw fell slack again as I watched Riven rise up into the air by way of magic, using the vine to guide himself upwards toward the canopy of trees.

      The remaining faeries did the same, following him up, only they didn’t sparkle with strange magic. They used their unnatural faerie strength and agility to climb higher and higher until the shadows consumed them whole.

      Cadoc waited for my gaping to end before he spoke, and I nearly leapt out of my skin, having forgotten how close he was. He cast me an exasperated look and answered my unspoken question. “Riven’s mother is a mage.” My eyes widened. I’d assumed that Riven was a pure blood, but he was a halfling the same as me, only half mage rather than human, which made all the difference. “Now if you’re through standing around looking like a slack-jawed human—” He moved fluidly, extending his arm as that same black rope-like substance he’d used on Ruarc appeared in his palm like a writhing mass of shadow.

      I froze as he flung it outward until it wrapped around my torso and went taut. He pulled me in with more force than necessary. When I was flush against his chest, I felt his hand press into the small of my back, the points of his clawed fingers jabbing into my skin.

      He looked down at me with barely a breath between us, those fathomless, empty depths sucking me in. “You belong to the Wild Hunt now, princess. You’re mine to do with as I wish, so I suggest you use these last few moments of solitude to think about the mistake you made by begging for our assistance.”

      When he grinned, it was all pointed teeth that filled his whole mouth—his deceptively sensuous mouth. He was beautiful in a monstrous sort of way. Beautiful in the way that drew you in, fascinated and ensnared you, until it was too late and those teeth ripped into your skin and tore you apart bit by bit. I wondered briefly just what kind of creature’s blood ran through his primal veins.
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        * * *

      

      The smoke-like rope tightened around me until I could barely breathe. Cadoc’s claws held me in place, so struggling wasn’t an option. My back was still on fire and aching in a way that made it hard to move, while my limbs were sore and stiff still, and my head was pounding.

      I wouldn't have struggled, even without the claws, given the fact that we were now several floors off the ground. Cadoc’s wings brought us higher, sending cold wind rushing and whirling around us. I briefly marveled at the multicolored, speckled feathers, watching them flex and shine in the moonlight. Whatever creature lived inside him was avian in nature, which…didn’t exactly narrow it down much.

      As we rose higher into the trees, I watched the ground disappear completely in a sea of black. All I could make out were the small, glowing creatures buzzing around the tops of the flowers, and it was like staring downwards at a field of stars.

      When I thought we couldn’t possibly get any higher up, we began to weave in and out of massive branches that were wide enough to comfortably ride an entire horse along, with some space to spare. Some of them were tied off with vines or rope that hung downward. I spied ladders here and there, and rope bridges that spanned one branch to the next, creating a maze that seemed impossible to navigate.

      Cadoc didn’t say a word, so I used this time to really look around, just in case I needed to leave in a hurry. Escaping wasn’t in the plan, but I couldn’t rule it out entirely. There was no telling what these princes had in store for me now that they…owned me, as Cadoc had said.

      Owned me, like property. What did that mean? Was I a slave to the Wild Hunt? Or did I solely belong to the three princes who’d agreed to my bargain?

      Stars began to twinkle above the tops of the trees. Cadoc cleared a set of thick branches before leveling out, hovering in the air. Eyes wide, I stared out over a maze of intricately-carved wooden bridges that interconnected every tree within sight. Along the bridges were lit lanterns that twinkled brightly as we landed on a solid, wood platform.

      Cadoc set me on my feet harshly, and before I could topple over, grabbed my arm tight enough to hurt but steadied me. I glared at him before ripping my arm out of his grip, cursing under my breath.

      I felt dizzy, suddenly realizing how high up we were. If I made a single misstep, there was a very good chance that I would plummet all the way down to the forest floor, splattering everywhere…if I didn't hit about a million branches on the way down.

      Aside from the dozens of bridges within eyesight, I also spied small, wooden buildings set on platforms, some in groups of two or three, while others stood alone. From each of these platforms hung several long vines and wooden ladders that led downwards to other platforms below us.

      Each building was small, but clearly made with care and skill, with thick, mossy roofs and glass-paned windows. Candlelight flickered in the windows, which were coated with a sheen of water droplets that sparkled in the lantern light. Smoke filtered out of small chimneys that peeked out from the rooftops.

      It was a city. A city in the trees.

      Cadoc didn’t give me a chance to ask questions. Once again, he released that black smoke rope, which tightened around my torso painfully. I yelped as he strode forward, roughly towing me along behind him. I tried to yank at the smoke, but when I attempted to grip it, my hands slid right through as if nothing were there.

      “Get this thing off of me,” I demanded, digging my heels into the platform. “Cadoc!” The more I struggled, the tighter the shadow rope gripped me. “This wasn’t a part of our bargain—”

      He whirled, grinding to a halt, black eyes pinning me in place as I struggled for breath. “And what exactly was our bargain, hmm?” He yanked on the shadow rope, causing me to stumble into him, his clawed fingers wrapped around my throat. “I don’t remember you specifying demands while pleading pathetically for your human brother’s life.”

      I blinked at him, my mind desperately running though that night a year ago in the faerie caves. Had I really gone into this so blind? Everyone knew how faeries worked. They were cunning and clever with their words, careful not to promise too much or too little.

      A sound that I might have been called a chuckle rumbled from him ominously as his mouth stretched into a wicked grin. Fingers tightening on my throat, he lowered his face to the side of my neck and inhaled deeply, and I felt a tremor run through his arm as he groaned. “You should have been smarter, pet. You might be half a faerie, but the human in you has kept you weak for too long. This arrangement is going to be rather enjoyable, I think. The more you struggle, the more I’ll get to enjoy you.”

      Releasing my throat, he didn’t even wait for me to stop coughing before he pulled me along after him. I stumbled for a moment but then quickly caught up, trying to keep pace enough that the smoke rope wouldn’t pull so tight and crush my ribs.

      There were faeries everywhere, of every kind imaginable, and some I didn’t even have names for. We crossed a wooden bridge where a group of female pixies were gathered. They were beautiful at about three feet tall, with curvy bodies, luminous skin, and massive jewel-toned eyes that didn’t quite fit their narrow faces. Their long hair was curly and wild, stuck through with flower petals and twigs here and there, and every single one of them was stark naked.

      As they parted for Cadoc, several of them reach out, lightly running their fingers along his muscled arms. One even went so far as to grasp his hand, attempting to suck on one of his fingers, but he shook her off and kept moving as if this was a regular occurance.

      They giggled at me when I stumbled by them. Soft hands caressed my body, and pointy nails raked through my hair. Their voices were seductive and musical, promising to make me feel things I’d never felt with a human man before. I could practically smell the lust coming off of them, and my mind flashed back to Riven’s words before he’d left us for the treetops.

      Had there been another pixie here before we arrived? Had she gone back to wherever it was that Riven called home and fucked the faerie prince? I imagined his powerful form thrusting violently into one of those tiny pixies and shuddered, in revulsion or excitement, I couldn't decide. Were all pixies this way? Neera had never struck me as the overly sexual type. Sure, she had a healthy appetite for sex, but this was…different.

      Thinking about Neera made my heart lurch. I wondered if she’d been able to get away. Hopefully, she was out of Karn with Zephyr to keep her safe. She’d put herself in danger by coming for me, and I knew the queen would likely send her guard after her with questions, or worse.

      Cadoc tugged harder, and I snapped out of my daze. It wouldn’t help my situation to dwell. I needed to focus, because danger surrounded me on all sides. Faeries leered at me as we passed, some of the males gesturing to me as they laughed with their companions. They licked their lips, sizing me up and shouting things at Cadoc that sounded like congratulations on a prize well won.

      I glared at them all, forcing my shoulders straight and my head high. I wasn’t going to let them treat me like I was a weak human girl. I was a faerie, too, damn it, and I needed to start remembering that. With fake confidence, I caught up to Cadoc and followed on his heels, trying to avoid his heavy wings as they swayed behind him. I had the strangest urge to pluck out one of those feathers, just to see if he could feel it.

      There were multiple moss-covered platforms, where faeries lounged, some of them sleeping in shafts of moonlight, while others were engaged in more…interesting activities.

      They were fucking. Out in front of anyone who chanced by them. For all to see, skin on display, moans traveling through the night. Others watched on, as if voyeurism was all too commonplace or they’d be joining in soon. It was hard to look away from the beautiful, writhing bodies.

      There were several erasu creeping around, holding platters of food or clutching metallic goblets. They were serving the other faeries, but they eyed me with hunger all the same.

      On a bed of deep-green moss, with tiny blue-colored flowers sprouting up all around them, were two females with skin the color of iridescent pearls. One of them had her face buried between the other’s thighs, licking and sucking while her companion writhed and moaned, clawed talons digging into long, blue-black hair while she begged for more.

      I spied something silver flattened underneath the one on the moss, and behind the other was a pair of bright-purple gossamer wings that twitched with the movement of her shoulders. I had no idea what kind of faeries they were, but they were ethereal in a way that terrified me yet sucked me in, until my entire body flushed with a strange sense of need.

      I shook the feeling away, forcing it down into the inky-dark depths of my soul. I didn’t want to be intrigued by any of this. I was property now, and I would never have the opportunity to enjoy life so thoroughly the way they did.

      After traveling over at least ten bridges and what felt like an hour of trudging past laughing, sneering faeries, I began to wonder why the hell Cadoc hadn’t just flown us the rest of the way to…wherever he was taking me. Maybe he just wanted to humiliate me by showing off his new pet. Anger coiled in my belly at the thought of being anyone’s pet. Was this truly the thanks I got for trying to save a life?

      Twenty minutes later, I realized I hadn’t seen a single faerie in quite some time. It was quieter than it was before—no chatter, giggling, or hissing to be heard, just the gentle sway of the treetops in the biting wind. We rounded a series of empty trees with nothing atop them save for empty platforms. We must have been heading for the edge of the treetop city, where the population thinned.

      Out of the shadows, I spied an archway of bent and twisted branches draped with hanging vines that were covered in violet thorns. Cadoc pushed them aside, and I ground to a halt, the shadow rope tugging on my torso painfully. I stared up in awe at the structure before me.

      It was larger than any of the other homes we’d passed and spanned several levels up with intricately carved wooden staircases leading to each level. The house had several dozen glass-paned windows, each glowing with candlelight, and a wide, moss-covered roof that was so tall, it peeked out above the treetops. I imagined standing on top of it and being able to see for miles and miles.

      “Is this where you live?” My voice was breathy as we approached an arched doorway. There was no actual door, but rather an entryway with hanging strips of gossamer fluttering in the breeze. Cadoc just grunted, so I took that as a yes. “This isn’t what I expected.” The moment the words were out of my mouth, I began to really take it all in. I gaped in horror at what I saw.

      In the trees that canopied the structure, hung dozens and dozens of bird cages. They dangled from branches, swaying in the whipping wind, each one with one or two occupants inside them. Cadoc pulled on the shadow rope and pain shot through my ribs, but I was rooted to the spot, my mouth agape in shock. Fear like I’d never felt before hit me in waves. A sinking feeling inside me said that I was about to be shoved into a cage and hung from one of these massive trees.

      “What is this?” I hissed through clenched teeth, tugging on the shadow rope despite the pain it caused. I took a step away from him, but he jerked me right back.

      The cages were just big enough to fit several average-sized humans or one animal, and from here they appeared to be made out of either iron or steel. It dawned on me that a city in the trees ruled by The Wild Hunt had to have prisoners, but if there were no dungeons, where did they put them all?

      My stomach lurched at the thought of what they did with the prisoners after leaving them out to rot like that. It was hard to distinguish what were tall tales meant to scare humans away from interacting with a faerie, and what was based in some truth.

      Cadoc peered down at me with exasperation written on his face. Glancing at the cages with no remorse whatsoever, his lips twisted into a sneer. “Just merchandise. Come, I’m tired of you wasting my time.”

      Merchandise…

      Narrowing my eyes up at the closest cage I could find, I could just barely make out the form of a slender male with pointed ears and dark-brown hair leaning against the edge of the cage. He was shirtless and barefoot, and he looked tired. Even from here, I could tell he was a halfling like me.

      “Are they all halflings?” I asked, my voice choked as I fought to keep my emotions tucked away inside.

      He snorted as he yanked on the smoke rope one last time, causing me to stumble over my feet just to follow behind him. “Of course not. Some of them are human.” He didn’t bother to look behind him as we stepped through the doorway, but I could see the slight rise of his cheek from his profile and knew he was enjoying my discomfort immensely.

      We entered the massive structure, and I realized it wasn’t really a house, but more of an estate. As absurd as a city in the trees was, something this large hovering so high above the forest floor was even more unbelievable. But it was gorgeous, in a wild and untamed sort of way. It was lit with natural light from open windows that blew sheer curtains in a light wind, and long, spindly tree branches poked right through where glass should have been. Vines climbed the rough wooden walls, twining together as if they’d been growing that way for centuries.

      Splitting the room in half were two curving staircases that veered off left and right. I had the sudden urge to remove my boots and dig my bare toes into the soft moss that served as flooring, but he never gave me the chance. We headed for the staircase on the right, Cadoc dragging me behind him, pulling on the shadow rope unnecessarily hard.

      We passed door after closed door and rounded so many long corridors that I started to think he might be taking me in circles just for the fun of it. At some of the doors, there were guards or sometimes two stationed in front of them. They didn’t so much as look at either of us as we passed by. They were all fae males, but not all of them were handsome or ethereal. One of the guards we’d passed had a horrible scar splitting his face, and another was missing one eye and one ear entirely.

      I was reminded yet again that The Wild Hunt was made up almost entirely of exiled faeries who were essentially serving a life sentence.

      After another round of staircases that led to more corridors, we ended up in another large room. Cadoc shoved the set of heavy double doors open, a waft of sweet smelling air blowing back my hair from my shoulders. The room only had three walls, while the far side dropped off into open trees with a waist-height railing like a massive balcony.

      We were no longer alone. My mouth dried up and I immediately wanted to turn and run, or maybe leap off of the balcony and take my chances with the fall.

      Haelo stood with his back toward us, looking out over the edge like a king presiding over his subjects. His long, pale hair was loose, blowing around his bare shoulders. He must have sensed our arrival, because he turned, pinning those glowing, white eyes directly on me.

      “Pet,” he said, his voice like a low hum. His lips stretched wide as he strode forward, holding a metallic goblet in one hand before setting it down on a claw-foot table. He was barefoot, and the only clothing he wore was a pair of loose gray silk pants that slung low on his hips. “Has my brother been treating you well?”

      I tensed as Cadoc pulled on the shadow rope, gritting my teeth against the sting. “Well isn’t the word I’d use,'' I muttered, not sure if he could actually hear me. Meeting Haelo’s eyes was difficult, as it felt like staring directly into the sun. “Are you going to throw me in a cage and hang me from the treetops now? That’s what you do to halflings around here, isn’t it?”

      It was better to spell it all out for him—my worries and my concerns. Haelo terrified me, but I also had that vague feeling that he was in charge around here, even amongst the princes.

      “As Cadoc has no doubt already explained, you gave us no such stipulations as to what exactly we were to do with you once you signed your life over to The Hunt. The mistake you made was incredibly human, making me wonder if perhaps you prefer it that way.” He tilted his head, eyeing me from head to toe. “What was your plan? What did you think would happen once it came time to fulfill your half of the bargain? Surely you didn’t expect us to simply cut you loose in Faerie and call it an even trade.” Clicking his tongue, he continued closer on slow, steady feet. “No, you’re not that naïve, are you? Could it be that your need to save Prince Drystan made you overeager enough to sell your life away?”

      I shuddered at hearing my brother’s name on his lips. Now that he knew who I was, he had an advantage over me. No doubt, he knew all about my exile from the castle. He likely knew every dark detail of my father’s passing and the subsequent transfer of power to his horrible wife, yet I knew nothing about them aside from rumors, nothing of substance.

      “My life is significantly less important than his,” I said resolutely, and not weakly. I could practically feel Neera sighing at the familiar words. Had she been with me, she’d have been the first to tell me I was being unreasonable and roll her eyes. Haelo gave me a similar look, so I added, “I’m the king’s bastard halfling daughter. Drystan’s life is worth ten of mine, and Karn needs him. It wasn’t really a choice at all.”

      “There’s always a choice,” Haelo said. He stood too close now, my head barely reaching high enough to see the tops of his broad shoulders. He sighed almost forcefully, like he didn't really feel it. It was just a show to him. “I do wish I had some words of comfort to offer you.” Reaching out, he ran his fingers through my tangled hair. I tried not to flinch. “But that’s just not how this is going to work.”

      I stiffened all over as he continued to play with the coiled strands…studying them with feigned interest. Then I felt the shadow rope around my body loosen. It dissipated, allowing me to suck in a deep breath that made my ribs ache.

      “What do you want with me?” I found myself asking, terrified of the answer. Cadoc chuckled beside me, but I didn’t look over at him.

      I kept my gaze on the other predator in the room, his burning eyes sinking into the very core of me. He smiled, and once again, it was all sharp teeth. Dropping my hair, he made a sudden movement with his hand that was too fast for me to see. I flinched but couldn’t move quickly enough.

      Something rough was suddenly around my neck, squeezing too tightly. My hands flew to my throat, pulling on the strange object, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Haelo backed away, his eyes brimming with vicious excitement. Dangling between us was a thin, violet-colored vine writhing as if it had a mind of its own, only I could clearly tell that he was controlling it. The vine was wrapped around my throat and wouldn't let go, causing me to cough and sputter as I fought against it.

      I wasn’t getting enough air and fell to my knees. Cadoc was laughing, and all I wanted to do was scream. Looking back up at Haelo, I watched as he sliced through the air with his hand, severing the vine near my shoulder. The end of it wrapped around my throat in a blink, fusing with the rest of it. A bright white light flared from the vine, flashing briefly before settling into a dull glow that felt warm around my neck.

      I tried to burn through the vine, hoping that the glowing brand on my palm would be hot enough to penetrate it, but to no avail. Whatever magic controlled the brand was the same that held the vine in place.

      Both faerie princes watched me struggle on my knees until the fight gradually left my body and my shoulders slumped. It took all of my energy just to suck in one small breath at a time, but even that wasn’t enough, and my vision began to darken.

      Then Haelo made another gesture, and suddenly, the vine loosened. It didn’t fall off, but it stopped shrinking around my throat enough for me to heave in deep lungfuls of precious air. I fell forward with my palms against the floor, trying not to vomit.

      I was collared like a dog. A collar of impenetrable vines that only Haelo could control. He could squeeze the life out of me with a single thought, and there was nothing I could do to escape it.

      Something burned along my skin as I felt cold air brush my back and shoulders. I heard the tearing of fabric and yelped as I realized what was happening. Looking behind me, Cadoc stood there, brandishing one of those curved blades of his, and around his feet were shreds of my clothing. My bare back was exposed to him, and it took only one more slice for the rest of it to fall away, too, leaving me naked.

      Sitting up on my knees, I quickly covered my breasts with my hands, but there was nothing I could do about the rest of me. Cadoc used his shadowy rope-like power to snatch the fabric away and fling it to the other side of the room where I couldn't scramble to cover myself with it.

      Haelo crouched down to my level and, using a clawed finger to lift my chin, forced me to stare into his eyes, clearly enjoying the angry tears streaming from mine. “Don’t cry. It only shows us how weak you really are. Being raised in the mortal world made you too soft to survive Faerie.” He pulled my face toward his and proceeded to run his tongue along my cheek, licking up the tears. I sucked in a sharp breath, my entire body flushing and aching with rage and embarrassment. I tried to pull away, but his grip turned into a vise on my chin, keeping me in place.

      He hummed in pleasure at the taste of my tears, and then slowly, ever so slowly, he ran his soft lips along my cheek, hovering closer to the edge of my mouth as I kept as still as I possibly could. His mouth brushed mine fully, but I held my lips firmly shut, refusing to let him in, even as he ran the tip of his tongue along the seam of them.

      “Oh, pet, pet, pet,” he crooned, clicking his tongue as he pulled back to look into my eyes. “I’m going to enjoy your servitude immensely. That is…if I decide to keep you. A halfling as beautiful as you would fetch a generous offer, one that would be foolish of me to turn down. What do you think, brothers?”

      I looked up in surprise, spotting Riven standing beside Haelo, silent as a snake.

      Cadoc tilted his head, studying me with those black eyes. “Seems like more trouble than she’s worth.”

      Haelo chuckled, and Riven simply shrugged, as if he’d rather be anywhere else in the world than this room. That made two of us. “We could have some fun with her first,” he suggested casually, as if inspecting a horse or a brand new weapon. “There’s a month before the Sluagh arrives for the bidding. We might as well make sure she’s up to the challenge.”

      Fear licked down my spine. Surely, he didn’t just insinuate that they were hosting the Sluagh in a week’s time.

      The Sluagh…a thing of nightmares and folktales. Dark creatures who captured the soul of faeries and escorted them into death and made The Wild Hunt look like fledgelings. I thought they were only a myth but…

      “That’s right, little halfling,” Haelo said, probably noting the way my face had drained of color, and the barely there trembling of my hands as I fisted them. “They’re coming, and they’re going to be hungry. For flesh, for blood or for something more…well, just, more.” His white eyes seemed to flare brighter at the insinuation.

      I was lifted from my knees by strong, rough hands clasping my upper arms. Icy breath hit the shell of my ear as Riven whispered to me with both Haelo and Cadoc eagerly watching.  “Our hunts are so tedious. Our days and nights are long, bloody fucking affairs. So, you’re going to serve us, whether it be on your hands and knees or on your back. You’re going to do whatever it is we ask of you, and if you fail to abide by the rules, I’m afraid you won’t enjoy the consequences of that unfortunate choice. If you’re lucky, you might make something of yourself here. Concubines are rewarded when they choose to surrender.”
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        Vazden

      

      

      The concubine attempted to close her lips around the base of my cock. She swallowed past a gag, straining the muscles in her throat. I nearly laughed. These human women struggled with creatures like me. When we fucked, they screamed like banshees, and when it was over they walked strangely for days.

      I thrust my hips toward her face as she bent over my lap. My hand was fisted in her ruddy, brown hair, claws scraping her scalp until she moaned. Erix snapped his fingers in the air across from me and another human scurried over, taking his drink order immediately with a bow before fetching it.

      The human’s teeth scraped the underside of my shaft and I grunted, my heavy balls tightening for the first time since she began sucking.

      Erix shook his head at me, taking the horn of ale from the servant who’d just returned. He tossed the drink back in one gulp before settling back in his chair. He didn’t order a concubine this evening, which didn't surprise me. It was the best way to unwind after a successful hunt. And what a hunt it was. A princess no less.

      The human peered up at me with big, blue eyes, fluttering her lashes. I just grunted again, shoving her further down, urging her to suck faster, or harder, or fuck…something. It was getting harder to slake my cravings these days. The human sped up her ministrations, trying her best to please me.

      None of the concubines were forced into sexual servitude. They all had a choice. Some chose a life of scullery work, others housekeeping or footman duties, but the beautiful ones usually chose to serve in other ways. Concubines were paid handsomely for their services and lived a life of relative luxury—a life humans could only dream of back in their world. Halflings usually chose the same, using their otherworldly beauty to their advantage.

      A satisfied groan interrupted my barely felt pleasure, and I cut my eyes at Roth who sat several feet away. The firelight illuminated the red hair of the man he was currently fucking, bouncing him in his lap and stretching his ass so wide I knew he’d be gaping for weeks. The fiery hair had my mind briefly flickering back to the bounty that Riven, Erix, and I had hunted—the pretty, halfling princess with wild, copper curls and defiance in her eyes.

      I shook the thought of her from my head as the human man panted in Roth’s lap. Roth was like me—a shifter, exiled when we were young for a rebellion we took no part in. We’d grown up in the same clan and I’d always respected the hell out of him, but hearing his moaning and groaning had my cock softening. The concubine gripped Roth’s horns as he rode him faster, as if the act of even touching a drach’s horns wasn’t a death sentence. But Roth just fucked him harder.

      I pulled the concubine’s head off my shaft, drool dripping from the edges of her swollen lips. She backed off with a pout, upset that for the second night in a row, she’d been unable to make me come. She stroked my thigh, running her fingers seductively over the leather of my pants as I tucked myself back into place. I shook her off. I wasn’t feeling up to it tonight, and it had me grinding my teeth. Fucking was my favorite pasttime.

      Roth came with a roar, and that was my cue to leave. Erix chuckled, standing with me and clapped me on the shoulder as we waded through the bidding hall. “You’re off tonight, Vaz.” Several concubines sashayed past us, running their hands over our shoulders or fluttering their lashes our way. Pixies danced on the balconies overhead, their wings fluttering prettily. “Don’t tell me I need to send a nymph to your bed again…”

      I chuffed him on the shoulder and shook my head. “Fuck you.” My lips twitched. Nymphs were notorious for liking rough, violent fucking, and sometimes that was exactly what I needed. Soft, human cunts were too fragile, and even though they begged for my cock, I needed to let loose and fuck like the beast I was on the inside. Scanning the room, I searched out a head of dark and golden runes, but couldn’t find him. “Where’s Riven at this hour?”

      Erix sighed, shucking off the touch of a male concubine who skimmed his lips over the hollow of his throat, whispering to him promises of pleasure he never dreamed of. “Haelo had him warding a room for our new princess. I doubt we’ll hear from him before the morning.”

      He was referring to the crimson-haired halfling. The one who intrigued me more than she should have. The princess who was not a princess. The one and only bounty who had ever evaded capture. The princes of the Hunt weren't too happy about that. I was one of their best hunters, and together we’d been outsmarted. She was petulant and feisty rather than cowering and afraid. It was odd to say the least, but I always welcomed a challenge.

      Erix wasn’t like Riven and I. He was half mage like Riven, and a skilled hunter like me, yet he didn’t take concubines to bed, nor did he pay them any attention other than to serve him drinks. He was an odd male, but I didn’t give him a hard time over his celibacy. And neither did the princes or any other member of the Wild Hunt.

      As bounty hunters, none of us had the privilege of taking a mate. Our lives were too complicated to add the fuss of attachment. Sometimes, I wondered if Erix had a secret mate out there that he was hiding from us. Why else would he choose a life without the feel of a warm cunt around his cock? But Riven, I would have expected him in the hall by bow.

      The bidding hall was alive with music, drink, dancing, and fucking. It was a place for tired soldiers, wealthy merchants, and royals to rest between travels and engage in the sort of depravity one couldn’t find in the courts. The Auction House was nestled deep in the Void Wood hosted by the Wild Hunt once a year as our cages were filled with our newest bounties. It was a place with no hope for escape, and nothing but a forest filled with monsters down below.

      Faeries writhed on the moss-covered floors, entwined with their chosen concubines on beds of feathers and silk. Golden bird cages hung from the vaulted ceilings with dancing humans or halflings inside them, dressed in all manner of vibrant costumes. Some were naked, wearing only body paint and jewels stuck to their skin in enticing places. The Auction House was truly a treasure in a world full of desolation.

      Erix and I parted ways and I headed out into the crisp, night air. Unfurling my wings, I perched on the edge of our highest sky bridge soaking in the sweet scent of the forest before letting myself drop. The wind caught my wings, slowing my descent as I veered around trees, more twisting bridges and dangling vines.

      I reached the forest floor, landing with force, sending dirt and moss scattering around me. I must have startled the beasts, because there was a sudden frenzy of stomping hooves, snapping, hissing, and growling. On the ground level beneath the auction house were the stables where the Hunt kept their beasts. There were dozens of them, and I was their master.

      There were elhorns, Sabers, Chimeras, and some that had no formal names. They were fae, but more animal than their riders. As a drach, I was higher on the food chain than any of them. In my true form, I could snap each and every one of them in two with the twitch of my jaw.

      After tending to the beasts, making sure they were well fed and watered, I decided it was a good night to fly. The skies were clear and the moon was full. I could soar through the skies until the sun rose the next morning and nobody would miss me here tonight.

      I chose a clearing not far from the edge of the treetop city that once belonged to my kind alone and allowed the change to come over me. Pleasure rolled though my muscles as I shook them out, allowing them to stretch and bend, growing larger and larger as magic swirled round me. To anyone else it happened in the blink of an eye, but I savored every moment.

      One second, I was a winged man with skin like night, and the next, I was a dragon. My true self, my most coveted form. As I took off into the skies, my wings carrying me higher and higher until the canopies and lights danced below me, I decided I was happy to be alone tonight. Soaring through the heavens was far more satisfying than the warmth of a female could ever be.
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        Kyre

      

      

      I spent days locked in a small room with a bed, a table, a toilet, and a writing desk. There was no window to tell me the time of day. It was disorienting and I was getting frustrated. Meals came at regular intervals, and I made sure to clean my plate.

      Despite the stories that warned humans not to eat faerie food, I couldn’t risk becoming too weak to fight back if I needed to. I still had no idea what was coming. Besides, I was half faerie, so I doubted those same rules applied to someone like me.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, I tried for hours to pry the collar off of me, even digging my nails into the vine, hoping to saw through it, but every time I made any headway, it only fused back together, healing itself.

      I spent the night in that room, alone with no bath, no clothing, and no answers as to what came next for me. Haelo said I was going to…serve them, whatever that meant. There were so many ways to interpret his words, but being that he was a faerie, I knew I should probably take them in the most literal sense.

      I shivered at the thought of touching any of them, even dreamed about it all through the first night, tossing and turning on the unfamiliar bed. It wasn’t that the princes were particularly repulsive. No, they were quite the opposite, and that was what terrified me the most. Even Cadoc, with his dark scowls, depthless eyes, and constant grumbling, was more beautiful than any human man I’d ever encountered.

      Haelo was the epitome of the word ethereal in every way, and his soothing, musical voice was almost enough to make me want to follow him willingly. Then there was Riven. I wasn’t sure what to think of him at all. He was beautiful, too, of course, but there was something calculating and almost cruel about him.

      I wondered if all three of the princes lived in this massive place, or if they simply showed up to torture their prisoners whenever they felt like it. Maybe Riven was in some room nearby, having his way with one of those pixies. My stomach curdled at the thought. Did they really have their pick of pixies at their disposal, ready to serve them whenever they wanted? Dread pooled inside of me.

      For the rest of the night, I waited for one of them to come and collect me—to give me my first task as a slave to the Wild Hunt. Only no one ever came. Not that night, not the day after, or even the day after that. Meals came and went, appearing as if by magic on the top of the bookshelf each morning. It was just a platter with some fruit, a chunk of cheese, and a slice of bread. I didn’t mind the lack of options, given the fact that it was an effort just to choke it down in the first place.

      Over the last three days—at least I assumed days had passed, since there never seemed to be any sunlight here—I’d awoken from a dreamless sleep to the sound of a horn. It was the same horn that heralded the Wild Hunt before answering my summons and before coming to collect their prize. The first time it sounded, I’d run to the door, trying to listen through it.

      After every sound of the horn, a flurry of activity would wake the forest. Hundreds of faeries would cry out in excitement, presumably for the hunt to come. I’d put together that the horn was a type of signal or a summons. It was a call to action—a call to a hunt.

      The rest of my days and nights for the next week, I assumed, were filled with tossing and turning while that strange ache in my back persisted. Sometimes it burned, while other times it stung like needles poking through my skin and penetrating the bone. I tried ignoring the pain, but no matter how I tried to lie or position my body, my spine found a new way to torture me.

      On the eighth day of captivity, the door to my room opened without warning. I stood from the bed, placing my back against the wall, wishing I had some sort of weapon. I sucked in a sharp breath as I laid eyes on the faerie who stood in the doorway.

      I knew those eyes, those blue tattoos. It was the pale-haired faerie from my nightmare, the one who whispered to me as I was strung up in chains. The one whose touch I could still feel on my thighs like a brand. He was dressed pretty much the same as when I’d first seen him atop his elhorn. I knew it was him who had chased me down with those other two riders. This time, he wasn’t wearing a cloth mask over the bottom half of his face or his hood. He was tall, too, I realized. Much taller and much stronger than myself. Even if I did have a weapon, I had no hope of overpowering him.

      His eyes dipped down my body, brows knitting together at the bedraggled state of me. “Have they not ordered you to bathe?” he asked by way of greeting. His tone was accusatory, but not toward me. He glanced at the guard standing outside the door. I hadn’t paid any attention to the nameless faerie guards who checked in on me every few hours, and they never spoke to me. “Follow me, Princess.” Turning on his heel, he walked away, expecting me to follow. “And keep up. This place is crawling with beasties who would love to gobble up a tasty thing like  you.”

      I did follow him. Anything to get out of that fucking room. I’d follow him anywhere just to be able to stretch my legs and breathe fresh air. I took his warning to heart, scanning the halls for grabbing hands or out of place shadows.

      “What is this place?” I asked as he led me through a series of corridors that looked as if they’d been hewn from the trees themselves by some kind of fae magic, and they probably had.

      “You’re in a unique position,” he said cryptically without turning around. “It’s rare for a human to possess The Sight, but it does happen. As a halfling you’ve had it all your life, and yet you’ve never quite belonged to any one realm, have you?” He paused at a set of tall, wooden double doors, pivoting to look at me. “It’s dangerous for the human world to know about the fae. Humans are primitive creatures who care about nothing but themselves. They attack, destroy, and eliminate the things they do not understand.” He placed a hand on the door and pushed. “So, when we find a human who can see us, or who wanders a little too close to the veil, we take them far away where there’s no chance of our existence being discovered by the wrong sort of people. We keep them here like pretty treasures to serve us, to live a life amongst us.”

      I blinked in awe at what awaited me on the other side of the threshold. Dread filled every part of my body and soul. “When Cadoc called them merchandise…” I said, unable to disguise the tremor in my voice. I looked at him in horror, shaking my head as I took a step backwards. My back hit something solid and I jumped away from it, peering over my shoulder to find a pair of solid-black eyes staring back down at me.

      “He does have a special way with words,” he said, gesturing to Cadoc who’d appeared seemingly out of nowhere. I stood between them, like a gazelle caught between two lions. “He and I will be here to make sure you make it where you need to go. Handlers, if you prefer.” His lips twitched at the widening of my eyes as my head swiveled between the two of them.

      My handlers. More like jailers.

      Cadoc casually rested a palm over the knife at his hip, as if at any moment, I would make a break for it. That wasn’t to say I wasn’t seriously considering it, but something told me staying put would be safer. Besides, I knew he didn’t need a weapon to control me. He had dark magic that he wielded like an extension of himself. I still had bruising on my ribs to prove it.

      I squared my shoulders, hiding the shaking of my hands by balling them into tight fists. “I’m not some whore for you to dress up like a fucking doll.” I gestured to the room beyond the double doors where the steam-filled air smelled like sweet jasmine, and naked bodies were being waxed, plucked, and prodded at.

      Humans and halflings were lined up in front of several beautiful pixies in long white dresses who wielded metallic paints that they used to decorate bodies. Almost every human in the room was either completely naked, or draped in sheer fabrics that showed every curve and dip of their bodies.

      My back hit the stone wall, all of the breath whooshing out of my lungs. Cadoc held me in place with his arm across my chest, pushing just hard enough to keep me from wiggling. That phantom pain I’d been fighting in my spine flared and burned. His thigh was braced between my legs, so I couldn’t run or stomp on his foot. I glared at him, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from saying something that might compel him to use that knife on me.

      “You’ll do as you’re told. You’ll fall in line with the rest like a good, little servant. Maybe then I won’t be forced to punish you for your disobedience.” He raised a dark brow, as if daring me. As if punishing me wouldn’t exactly be such a chore.

      The faerie chuckled, and I met his eyes from over Cadoc’s shoulder. “Already a success with the new concubine, Cad.” He shook his head as if this behavior was typical. I believed it.

      His words hit me a moment too late and I froze, my mouth drying up as I spat, “Concubine?” Struggling against Cadoc, I tried to push with my whole body against his chest but he was utterly immovable. He was a stone wall and I was a puny ant. “I’m not your doll and I’m not your fucking whore!”

      He pressed in harder, cutting off my air supply even more. His face was so close we breathed each other's breath. His was icy, as if a void of nothingness lived inside of him and his eyes were the only window. “It’s either that, or you can spend the rest of your tiny life scrubbing floors or cleaning toilets.” He tilted his head, looking me up and down skeptically. “I don’t personally see the appeal, but Erix and Haelo seem to think you could be our most sought-after concubine. You could have wealth and luxury at your fingertips.” With his other hand, he touched my hair like Haelo had. Then his eyes dipped down my body suggestively. “I wonder if you’re crimson everywhere—”

      With a snarl that sounded more animal than I knew I was capable of, I pushed against him again, expecting him to choke me out, but to my surprise he took a step back, sending me stumbling forward. Erix caught me by the arm and steadied me.

      I ripped away from his touch with a sharp sneer. “So, this is some kind of…faerie brothel?” I screwed up my nose in disgust. Not at the sex work. No, I respected anyone who was smart enough to use the talents they had to make their way in this world. No, it was the lack of choice that had me raging inside. I wasn’t a sex slave.

      I glanced through the open door again, watching the slaves get turned into living sex dolls. They were being dressed, decorated, and painted for the pleasure of these faeries. Each one of them was stolen from their lives and given no choice but to serve…all because they were born with the sight.

      It wasn't fair. It was cruel. It was inhuman.
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      “It’s not a brothel,” Erix said, chuckling at her naivety. I readied my shadows to snatch her up if she tried to run. I didn’t particularly care if I scared her every time I used them. The defiant ones were always more trouble than they were worth, even if I could count how many we had on one hand. “It’s an auction house. The Auction House. Faeries from every court come here to bid on servants and concubines that the Wild Hunt provides.”

      “Slaves, you mean,” the halfling spat. Kyre, I reminded myself internally. The exiled princess had a name. Not that it fucking mattered. They were possessions now. Property. They could be given new names if their lords so chose it. Her auburn eyes blazed with loathing as she looked between us. “You’re disgusting.”

      Spittle hit my cheek and fury ripped through me. I moved so fast she couldn’t have seen it coming, pulling the dagger from its sheath, letting my shadows writhe and twist around the blade. The dark power passed to me from the beast my mother bore me from was allconsuming, filling my body with coiled darkness that was ready and willing to bend to my will at all times.

      Erix stopped me with a hand on my chest and a firm look of warning not to hurt this one. Her eyes went wide. She was defiant, but she couldn’t hide her fear as well as she thought she could. I wanted to drag her pretty ass back to the cell we’d been keeping her in and let her sit in her own filth for a few more days until she learned some manners. She had no understanding of who she was speaking to. The things I’d done…

      She held my stare, chin up and fists tight. “I’ll kill anyone who tries to fuck me against my will. I don’t care who you are.” She tried to hide the way her gaze flickered to my dagger, and the turning of the wheels in her head. She was contemplating how to disarm me. How she could escape us. I wanted to laugh. We’d been following her for a week before her capture, and nothing I’d seen so far pointed to her having any sort of competency with weapons aside from that flimsy dagger she had.

      I could smell her rage—the rise in her temperature and the sweat forming on the nape of her slender neck. It sparked a fire in my chest that expanded outward, simmering under my skin. I’d never had a concubine be so openly combative. They were all scared, little creatures without backbone. They did what they were told without question, cowering in the face of predators that could end them where they stood with little to no effort.

      But Kyre, despite her fear, didn’t go quietly into her fate. No, she was prepared to fight us all the way to the end. A part of me was thrilled with the idea. I wouldn’t lie and say I didn’t crave her physically. I was a fae male, after all, with all of the cravings that came with it. She was a stunning creature, especially for a halfling with long curls of vibrant copper, freckles across smooth skin, and eyes that were just a little bit too orange to be called brown.

      Humans and halflings were plain, dull, and fragile things, and I took concubines only when I couldn’t be bothered to start something with a fae female. They were complicated and tended to resent one night stands.

      After weeks on the road in search of our latest bounty, I liked to fuck. That’s all it was. Sloppy, drunken, and emotionless. I liked to fuck for hours and hours while I decompressed, and usually it took a rotation of concubines to satisfy me. Vazden had a similar problem, only for that behemoth it was more of a logistics issue. He was a giant compared to human women, and he had to be careful.

      I had no such desire. I wanted my concubines feisty and ready for anything I commanded of them. I wanted them on their knees or strung up in chains as I had my way with them. I wanted them writhing in unimaginable pleasure as I teased and tested them, as I brought them to the brink of insanity.

      My lips curled as I stepped closer toward her, crowding her against the wall. She was taller than the average woman, but dainty compared to me. “When I fuck you, it won’t be against your will.” Her lips parted and her brows knitted in frustration, but color bloomed on the apples of her cheeks. I fingered her hair gently. “When we fuck, you’ll be the one begging me for it.”

      And I would fuck her. She would become a concubine, because there was no other option for her. Kyre was too beautiful to scrub kitchen floors or polish boots. She would have the choice, of course, but it would come down to convincing her otherwise.

      It wasn’t as if sex was forced upon the concubines. It was always a choice, but the pay was better for those who worked harder. They were lavished with coin and gifts by those they served and treated like queens and kings. If she wanted to live a life of dull servitude below a manor with the help, then that was her choice, but it would be a waste.

      “Perhaps we should let our new pet get cleaned up,” Erix said, amusement in his voice. Laying a heavy hand on my shoulder, he snapped me out of my trance, making me realize I’d been locked in a battle of wills with this infuriating female. My eyes left hers as I sheathed my dagger. He grinned, and then winked at her. “A bath must sound more tempting than another night in that filth.”

      She arched a brow and then looked down at herself, as if just now remembering the state she was in. It had been a few days since her capture, and to be fair, she still appeared good enough to feast on. The dress we'd given her before locking her up was rumpled and ill-fitting for her curves. Her hair was bedraggled and frizzy, but not necessarily in a bad way. She looked like she might have just tumbled right out of my bed after a night of heavy fucking. My cock hardened at the mental image.

      Kyre peered into the steam-filled room warily. “So, you’re going to pretty me up so you can sell me to the highest bidder?” Her voice was tight. Erix and I exchanged a glance—my nonverbal request for him to take the reins on this one. He was the one who was good with words. I was good with my cock and with my weapons, both of which had gotten me into some predicaments in the past.

      Erix reached out, cupping her cheek. She didn’t even flinch, as if it was only my touch that repulsed her. “Not yet. We have weeks before bidding night, and so much to do until then. It’s better not to focus on what’s to come and instead, focus on what you can control right now, don’t you agree?”

      She blinked at him, letting his words sink in. Her shoulders rose and fell with every heavy breath she took, and I watched with a still-hard cock as she swallowed thickly. She seemed to be fighting some internal battle with herself, and for a moment, I wished I had Erix’s gift to delve into another’s mind. For a moment, I craved to know what she was thinking.

      But Erix, having mage blood inside of him, could delve into the minds of anyone or anything that wasn’t strong enough to guard themselves. It’s why he was so valuable to The Hunt.

      She seemed to come to some kind of decision, her body losing most of its tension as she breathed out a long, tired breath. She avoided my eyes, but met Erix’s dead on. “Fine. Dress me up and paint me all you want. I’m the one who made this bargain.”

      Erix shot me a look that I couldn’t decipher. Did she mean what she said? Was she giving in that easily? Only time would tell, I supposed, but for now, we got what we needed from her. My brothers wanted her cleaned up, and fed, so that’s exactly what we would do, even if we had to drag her kicking and screaming to her fate.
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      Cadoc and Erix stepped over the threshold of my room again hours later, each taking up a spot on either side of the door, Cadoc’s heavy wings loose behind him and Erix with his palm on his weapon. Sweat beaded on the prince’s brow and soaked his long black hair, which was coming loose from the leather band that held it in place. Below his left eye was a smear of dried blood.

      I spent the last few hours being cleaned, plucked, fed, and painted, and all I wanted to do now was sleep. The lilac dress I wore was transparent and flowy, and dipped down between my breasts and exposed both of my upper thighs. White flowers decorated my copper curls, and my skin was dusted with a pearlescent powder. I’d never looked more like a faerie in my life.

      “Come, pet.” Cadoc's voice was brisk and almost tired. When I made no move to do as he commanded, he sighed heavily, holding out his palm face up. A black swirling mass of smoke began to build there, and my whole body went taut. “When I tell you to come, you come,” he bit out, threats twisting around every word.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, stalling as I attempted to weigh my options. There weren’t many. Erix smirked at my defiance, and I met it with a sneer of my own.

      The coiled smoke began to take shape, creating a long rope that wrapped up half of his arm. I stared at it, and then into his eyes, bouncing between the two as fear clawed at my insides. “If you ask me one more question that keeps me from a long soak after the hunt I’ve had, then my shadows won’t hesitate to drag you behind me.” He stepped into the room, crowding me against the wall. “Don’t tempt me, because I will enjoy it far too much.”

      He would enjoy bending me to his will and watching me squirm. He was probably hoping for it. Even though everything inside me rebelled, I managed to peel myself away from the wall, keeping my eyes on the smoke in his palm, remembering what it felt like tightening around my ribs.

      “I’m not leaving this room without a weapon again.” The thought, alone, had my body locking up in fear. Not that I had any chance of overpowering these warriors. “I’m allowed to defend myself, right? If you want me to go with you willingly, then I’m going to need something to—”

      He reached a hand into a leather satchel that was strung across his shoulder and threw a piece of leather my way. It hit me in the thigh before falling to the ground. Plucking it up, I snapped it open, revealing the tiniest knife I’d ever seen. It was laughable how small it was. But it was something. “There. You can pick your teeth with it after we feed you your scraps.”

      Erix snorted, clearly enjoying my torment as well. But I tucked that tiny knife into the folds of my dress where a belt tightened the fabric against my abdomen. “You look ridiculous,” he said.

      I sneered at the blue-eyed prince. “Better to look like an idiot than to actually be one and go into any room with you unarmed.”

      “Do you even know how to use a weapon?” he asked. “Do you just…swing it around and hope you hit flesh?”

      “Why don’t we find out?” I placed my hand over the knife. In reality, he was probably more right than he knew. I didn’t know much about weapons and fighting since it wasn’t proper for princesses to learn how to fight like a man in court, but I was fairly sure that I could keep myself alive if I had to, tiny blade or so. Drystan had taught me some things at least. It worked in the slums when I’d gotten myself into sticky situations with drunken men stumbling out of the tavern at night.

      Cadoc just grunted as he looked me over, ignoring his friend. Then without another word, and thankfully, without the use of the smoke rope, he beckoned me to follow him out of the room. I trailed after him without question, deciding I was better off seeing this through. Besides, I should probably get to know more about my strange surroundings and the faeries who dwelt here.

      Erix followed behind us, making sure I didn’t attempt to make a break for it. Idly, I wondered how many slaves had actually tried, perhaps throwing themselves off of these high bridges and plunging to their deaths.

      I meant what I’d said. I made this fool's bargain, and I was going to see it through. I wouldn’t roll over and allow them to treat me like a dog, and I definitely wouldn’t let them mistreat me if I could help it, but I knew there was no actual way out of this. I’d signed my life away and made an oath in blood. Sooner or later, I would become exactly what they told me I would…a concubine.

      I would do it, because Drystan’s life might depend on it. I couldn’t take the chance that these faeries might take back their half of the bargain should I default on mine.

      Faeries were everywhere, roaming the halls doing who knows what and going who knew where. It seemed this auction house, or whore house, or whatever it was, was open to the public to come and go. There were servants holding platters of rich foods and goblets of all kinds of wine and ale. Each one of them had a collar around their throat, just like mine, reminding me that running would only mean more pain.

      A few of the servants were nearly naked, draped in gossamer fabrics that showed every curve of their lush bodies. A few of them looked me up and down as I passed by, but nobody bothered saying a word to me or my escorts. I did, however, notice the wary stares that Cadoc received, and the way everyone seemed to skirt around him, making sure to leave an open pathway for us. Erix received…different kinds of stares. A smirk here. A wink there. I shook my head, damn concubines.

      There was music filtering in from the perpetually open windows. A soft, melodic lute that I had to admire. I was surprised at how different this place was to the dungeons I’d imagined for the last year. When I laid awake at night contemplating the future the princes had in store for me, it definitely wasn’t anything like this. I supposed I should be more grateful. Instead of rotting in some grimy dungeon cell, I was being escorted through a palace in the trees, wearing silk and flowers in my hair. Things could have been worse.

      We reached a room at the end of a long corridor with doors so tall that they spanned several levels. There were two guards stationed on either side who opened them as soon as they spotted Cadoc and Erix. They bowed slightly as we passed.

      More sweet-smelling steam wafted out of this room, and inside was so dark that the only source of light was a sea of candles perched on every available surface. It was a decadent space, with a pool of water in the very center with little, red petals floating on the surface. Steam rose from the water, probably fueled by some kind of fae magic.

      Haelo and Riven were naked and stepping into the steaming water, while Cadoc disregarded my presence entirely, stripping off his leather riding clothes and tossing them to the floor by my feet. I couldn’t help the way my eyes tracked him, admiring the way the warm light of the candles flickered off of his dark skin.

      Silvery scars decorated his back, covered mostly by his massive wings that he stretched out to the sides, shaking out the spotted feathers. Faeries were unnaturally fast healers, so the fact that he was able to scar that much was a testament to his violent past. I shivered, thinking about what his enemy must have looked like in the end.

      Stationed around the room were nine servants, both male and female and some unidentifiable, all dressed in similar sheer-lilac clothing with vine collars around their necks. Some of them held metallic pitchers, as if they’d only just poured fragrant oils into the water and were awaiting more demands. Others waited, holding fluffy towels, silky garments, or glass pitchers of wine to refill what they drank from the tables. None of them even glanced at me, they simply stared forward and waited patiently.

      Were they slaves, too? How had they ended up here? Perhaps they’d bargained with the Wild Hunt, too. Who knew how long any of them had been here, and what they’d been forced to endure.

      “You may go,” Riven’s deep voice rang out, and immediately, every servant in the room turned on their heel and headed for the door. I rocked back on my heels as if to follow, but he stopped me. “Where do you think you’re going, pet?”

      I paused, heart lodged in my throat as the three princes stared at me. Cadoc was stepping into the water while the other two reclined against the edges with their arms spread wide on either side.

      “Are you ready for your first task?” Riven asked, his voice filled with mocking disdain. “Come here. I need a good washing after our hunt. I’m afraid this last bounty was particularly difficult to dispatch. I might have made a bit of a mess of myself.” He gestured to his body, half submerged in water.

      I raised a single brow. “You want me to…wash you?” As in touch their naked bodies? My fingers twitched and my mouth dried up as images of tanned and taut muscles flooded my mind. As insufferable as they were, I wasn’t immune to their beauty and allure.

      Riven’s golden eyes narrowed. “What did I say about asking questions? Unless you’re having second thoughts, in which case we’d be happy to take back the gift we’ve given you in exchange for your promise.”

      The threat hung between us. Would they really take away Drystan’s cure? Would they release me if they did? I had the feeling the answer was no. He was taunting me, messing with my head and making me question things.

      So, I made my way toward the three smug, yet enticing, males, each of them wearing a satisfied smirk on their faces at my compliance. The only one who remained clothed was Erix, who simply headed to the far side of the room where a steaming basin waited. He rolled up his sleeves and proceeded to wash off his arms, scrubbing with soaps over those glowing blue tattoos.

      Next to the pool was a clawfoot table laden with sponges, wash rags, brushes, and an assortment of cleansing oils and soaps. I eyed Riven, noting that his body was remarkably clean for someone who’d only seconds ago insinuated that he was filthy.

      Looking closer as I dunked a sponge into the sudsy water, I spied small flecks of reddish black scattered over his upper torso and arms—blood. A lot of blood. His golden tattoos were duller than they were days ago without magic flowing through them. I moved closer and knelt beside the pool, bringing the sponge to his right arm.

      “Good,” Riven said with a relaxed sigh as he reclined backwards, scooting farther into the water and letting his head rest against the edge of the pool. His eyes fell  closed. “Don’t be afraid to scrub down into those hard to reach places.”

      I dragged the sponge along Riven’s arm. Biting my tongue hard enough to draw blood, I tried to focus on anything but the soft feel of his muscles as they seemed to flex under my every touch. His skin was perfectly tanned, glittering as water dripped down in small rivulets over each curve and dip.

      Maybe I didn’t mind this so much. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be the torture I’d dreaded for so long. I could handle bathing three beautiful faeries every day if it meant Drystan was safe.

      Riven groaned as I placed the sponge aside after making sure every drop of blood was wiped clean. I grabbed a vial of soap and emptied a few drops into my palm. It was warm to the touch, and smelled like mint. I rubbed it into the tight muscles of his shoulders and the sides of his neck.

      His head dropped back further as his shoulders finally relaxed. “Fuck…” The word fell from his parted lips and had warmth blooming in my belly. I kneaded out the knots and aches as well as I could, wanting to show this prince that I was willing to fulfill my part of the bargain. Fair was fair after all. I picked the sponge up again, moving to clean off the slippery oil.

      All was well until something twanged in my spine, causing my breath to catch sharply, and the pain had me dropping a sponge in the water with an audible splash in the silence. Gritting my teeth, I cringed. Did they do something to me, or was I actually that damn clumsy? Riven’s eyes popped open with  glare my way.

      “I’m sorry!” I pulled back to reach for the second sponge on the table.

      In a smooth, quick movement, Riven reached out, latching onto my wrist and holding tight. I froze. “Let's not be wasteful now. Go ahead and retrieve the sponge.” His eyes flashed with golden light, amusement dancing in them.

      My insides fluttered as I looked down at the water that was only halfway filled with bubbles, but it was quickly becoming clear again. If I looked hard enough, I’d be able to see every single inch of his body, but I refused to let him see me gape so openly at his beauty. That was exactly what he wanted, and I couldn’t give that to him.

      “Don’t be shy,” said Haelo. I stiffened as I felt the backs of his strong fingers drag down the length of my spine, but when I glanced over my shoulder, he wasn’t even close to me. Magic then. “You’re doing such a good job already.”

      Ignoring his teasing, I held my breath as I dipped my hand into the hot water, feeling around for the sponge. My mouth dried up as my fingers touched Riven’s muscled thigh. I could feel his eyes on my face and I tried not to look at him, sweat beading on my forehead.

      He chuckled. “You’re making me blush, Princess. I’m sure it would save you a great deal of time if you just looked for yourself.” The other princes laughed, and my cheeks heated in embarrassment.

      I cast a glare at Riven and found him grinning wickedly. “You’re really enjoying my torment, aren’t you?”

      “Immensely,” he said without hesitation.

      I was done playing his games. Peering into the water, I scanned the stone bench that rimmed the pool and found the sponge lying right between his long powerful legs, right next to his impressively thick cock. To my complete awe, it appeared as if that, too, was covered in golden tattoos that glinted under the water.

      Groaning internally, I made a show of grappling for the sponge. My fingers groped around with unnecessary flourish, and I heard Riven suck in a sharp breath. My lips threatened to pull up into a satisfied smirk, but I managed to refrain. Instead, I sensually curved my fingers around his thigh, taking my time so that he felt every caress, every squeeze.

      His muscles tightened and flexed. When I finally dipped between his thighs to where the sponge lay wedged, the back of my hand grazed something long and hard. His cock twitched. I smiled innocently. “Like this, Your Highness?” My fingers grazed the hardness of his length enjoying the way he pulsed and tensed.

      If they wanted to play their faerie games with me, then I needed to show them that I could play them, too, and win. I was a faerie, too, even if they didn’t see me as such. I wasn’t one to shy away from a man’s touch. I enjoyed sex, and knew my way around a man’s body. I just needed to keep my head clear and remain focused. Maybe if they found me useful, I could inch my way into their good graces. Maybe I could find a way to have some semblance of freedom in Faerie.

      “Perhaps you can forget the sponge and use your hands instead,” he suggested. Licking his lips, his eyes flared just a bit brighter.

      Grabbing the sponge, I resumed washing him without entertaining his taunting. He was tense, and he still watched me, even as Haelo and Cadoc began a separate conversation between the two of them. They were discussing the hunt they’d just returned from, chasing down some poor soul from the primal court who hadn’t been paying his gambling debts. I only listened halfheartedly. Making sure to scrub every single inch of Riven’s body.

      When I was finished, I discarded the sponge, picking up the bucket of water to get rid of it…only I didn't know how or where. Sensing my confusion, Haelo paused mid-sentence and snapped his fingers. The water rippled and when I looked down, it was brand new and freshly steaming. Grumbling under my breath about the laziness of faerie magic, I made my way toward the pale-haired prince.

      "I'm afraid I'm already squeaky clean.” He gestured to himself, and sure enough, there wasn’t a speck of blood anywhere, just unblemished skin dripping with steaming water droplets. The ends of his long hair were wet, turning a darker silver color. “Though my skin is feeling a bit dry now. Why don’t you be a good pet and fetch that bottle over there. The glass one with the petals." I followed his gesture towards the small table topped with glass vials and bottles. I plucked up a corked bottle with clear liquid, opening it as I returned to his side. The oil smelled like roses.

      As I turned back around, I blinked at Haelo in shock, realizing he was no longer sitting in the pool. He was laid out naked across an emerald green velvet chaise that seemingly materialized out of nowhere. Either that or I just failed to notice it earlier. His head was propped on a pillow, his arms folded under his chin. I stared at him in all his glory, utterly relaxed and without a care in the world. What a luxury it must be to be so in control.

      "Work it in well," he instructed with a deep yawn. "I have a particular ache at the base of my spine that’s been bothering me for weeks.”

      Erix, who lounged in a wingback chair sipping wine, was trying his hardest to keep his expression stoic.

      “Sure. I’ll work it in…straight through to your fucking heart while I rip—”

      “What was that?” Riven called out.

      I stiffened. I thought I’d whispered the words low enough that they shouldn’t have heard, but… “I said right away, Your Highness.” My smile was so fake that I was surprised he didn’t call me on it immediately and force me to apologize. On my knees. Probably naked.

      I applied a drop of oil onto my palm, warm to the touch. Haelo moaned deeply when I pushed in on the tight muscles under his shoulder, letting the oil seep into his skin, taking my time as I rubbed it in small circles to massage every inch.

      "Fuck, Princess…" he moaned, smooth and deep.

      Haelo was perfect. Even the scars that sliced through his skin, just like Cadoc. They were brothers, possibly twins aside from their hair color, so they must have seen the same violent history together.

      The Wild Hunt was centuries old, and in the human world, more of a myth than anything. They were the shadows that raced through the woods and answered your call when you screamed for your life. They were the wraiths in the night that snatched you from your bed and dragged you away. I supposed I should be grateful that I wasn’t among those hanging in cages from the tree branches.

      I thought about what Drystan was doing right this moment. Was he alright? Was he safe? Did he remember what I told him in the moments before my desperate escape? I liked to imagine he found Neera and Zephyr, or even Dane. He had to know that all of this was for him.

      "Is this what my life is now?" I asked after making my way down his now very shiny, oil slicked back. Silence met my question, so I continued. “I’ve never heard of the auction house before. I guess I never really thought enough about what happened to the ones that were taken…” I was rambling. Speaking my thoughts out loud as if they had any interest in hearing them.

      “You know, some faeries would slit your pretty throat for the chance to be in your position right now. I’ve seen it happen before. They clamor to be close to us, and yet, you try so hard to fight it. Your position here is entirely temporary. After bidding day, who knows where you’ll end up.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that,” I said dryly, pushing down even harder into his muscle, oil slicking under my fingertips. “Fear and adoration are two completely separate emotions. I guess an all-powerful faerie prince might not understand the vast difference between the two.”

      Haelo froze, his body going taut. I knew right then that I’d spoken out of line because he pivoted on the chaise. I backed up, my knees rolling painfully on the floor. His bright eyes took me in, unsettling and too knowing. “Do you have the faintest idea who I am?”

      I stood to my feet, trying not to let my hands shake or my knees wobble. “You’re a prince of the Hunt,” I said flatly, as if there was anyone alive who wouldn’t know who he was on sight. “Once upon a time, you were a real prince. But that was before my time.”

      “That’s right, and what does that make me?” He placed a hand on the curve of my hip and pulled me toward him. I sucked in a breath as I moved closer, coming to a stop between his parted thighs, trying not to stare down at his cock. His words were slow, as if talking to a simpleton. Irritation swelled within me.

      Luckily, Cadoc cut in before Haelo could reprimand me for staying silent. “It means we have the blood of gods in our veins. It means we’re immortal in the truest sense of the word. You’ve never met a faerie more powerful than the ones in this room. You’re lucky we’ve chosen to give you a roof over your head instead of mounting yours to it.”

      “Simmer down, brother, she’s just curious,” Haelo said with a smirk at Cadoc, who was still glaring at me. “Isn’t that right? You want to know what we have planned for you now that you're ours?” His thumb made small circles on my hip, and the warmth of his palm had sweat beading on my skin.

      Ours…

      I was no longer my own person, but a slave. A concubine. No matter how many times I repeated it to myself, I knew I’d never get used to the thought. I met Haelo’s eyes, letting him see the acceptance in mine, but before I could speak, he gestured to his torso, raising his chin high and giving me a wink.

      Gritting my teeth, I moved out of his hold and poured some more oil into my palm before returning to my spot between his parted thighs. The position was too intimate, and I could smell his scent like a cloud around me.

      “Is it so wrong for me to be concerned about my own future? I’m a faerie, too, in case you decided to forget that. That means I won’t have a mortal lifespan. If my centuries are going to be spent on my knees serving you, I think I have a right to ask questions.”

      He raised a brow at my choice of words and I cursed myself internally. Heat flared in my cheeks, and I couldn’t help but flit my attention downward, where his cock was visibly hard against his thigh. My mouth watered at the sight of him.

      “You’re incredibly bold for a halfling. You don't mince your words, and you speak to us as if you’re our equal,” Riven said. “How long do you think that’s going to work for you? How long until we get bored of your insolence?”

      My fingers worked the oil into Haelo’s chest, all the while his eyes remained on my face. I could feel Riven, Cadoc, and Erix’s gaze on my back, and I had a feeling that the four of them were somehow communicating without words, because every so often, Haelo would nod absently. I was getting sick of secrets.

      “I suppose we’ll find out, won't we?”

      “Did you ever meet your mother, Kyre?” Haelo asked without warning. His tone was surprisingly conversational and simply curious. But nothing with faeries was ever simple.

      I stilled. “What does that have to do with anything?” Why was he asking about my mother? A woman who had never actually been in my life. A woman who I, apparently, favored so much that Reena couldn’t stand to even look at me.

      “Humor me.” He ran a knuckle down the very center of my chest, dipping between my breasts that were nearly exposed in the sheer dress.

      I’d never met my mother, and though the king had spoken of her often, I only knew so many things about the woman who’d fled the kingdom the moment I was born. I might not even be able to pick her out of a crowd save for the flaming locks of hair she passed down to me.

      I shook my head and resumed massaging his skin, working it into his thigh muscles now. “My father once said she was the most beautiful creature he'd ever laid eyes on, and that the moment he saw her he fell in love. It didn't matter that he already had a queen. She left before I can remember. Queen Reena was the only mother I’ve ever known.”

      I must have made some kind of face because Haelo tilted his head. “And you disliked the queen. Your stepmother.”

      “You already know that she exiled me for being a halfbreed bastard the moment my father’s body turned cold. Of course, I hated her. She’s a jealous old bitch, and she always loathed me. But like I said, what does this have to do with anything?”

      “There’s more to it than that,” he said, pushing for something specific. I was resolved to answer truthfully in case he already knew the answer. I didn’t want to take a chance only to be punished for lying.

      “Fine,” I said, settling back on my heels and corking the bottle of oil before setting it on the ground by Haelo’s feet. “I realize that I don't have actual proof, but I know she’s the one who poisoned Drystan. She wanted him out of the way when my father died. She always wanted to rule and practically had my father wrapped around her finger. He did anything she asked, and she sat in on his war council along with advisors. I think she exiled me before I could find out how she managed to get my brother out of the way, but I never stopped searching for a cure. She ordered the guard to arrest me if I came within range of the castle grounds. She was hiding something, and I was so close to figuring out what.” Clearing my throat, I glanced at the floor, memories of my desperate search curdling my stomach. “I’m done talking about this…so please drop it.”

      “Clearly, our little pet has a lot to think about,” Haelo said tauntingly.

      “I have a name.” Everytime they called me pet, something inside me died a little bit more. “As I recall, you insisted I give it to you and I refused. But  now you know exactly who I am even if it is against my will. So why don’t you start using it?”  It came out harsher than I’d intended, but there was no taking the words back.

      Haelo tilted his head in an animalistic manner. “You know I could have you whipped for speaking to me like that.” My heart dropped into my gut. He wouldn’t….

      Then Riven, ever so bored and casual, said, “I could use something interesting to liven up this dull evening. What do you think, Cad? Perhaps a good whipping might make her understand her place.” He was grinning, his eyes alight with anticipation.

      I was already backing away, flitting my eyes to Cadoc, who was climbing out of the pool, his massive wings unfurling behind him as he began to approach me. Water sloshed off of his dark skin, glittering in the candle light.

      Kicking the vial of oil over on the floor, I held my hands in front of me. “Don’t you fucking touch me.” I spat the words as if I had any control over what these princes did or didn’t do. Truth was, I was utterly at their mercy, and I loathed the way my thighs started to ache as I pictured the four of them standing around me… That dream flashed before my eyes. The chains, the warm touch of Erix’s hand on my skin.

      Before I could run, Cadoc flung out his hand, sending a smoke rope toward me until it coiled around my torso, not as tightly as it had before, but enough that I couldn’t move. He tugged, and the rope twirled me inwards until I crashed into his hard chest, my back against his warm skin. His hand curled around my throat but didn’t squeeze. “I can think of a few ways to occupy this loose tongue of yours.”

      My breath came in sharp pants as his other hand skimmed over my bare shoulder, shoving the strap of my dress off where it hung at the elbow. Riven, Erix, and Haelo watched with rapt attention, their bright eyes drinking in the sight of Cadoc’s claws caressing my skin. Despite the fear icing my veins, I could feel every nerve light up with energy, buzzing like magic under my skin. His touch was beyond tantalizing, but the scrape of his claws was only a barely-there whisper of pain.

      Was I really enjoying this? I had my answer immediately as a small moan slipped from my parted lips. Cadoc’s chest rumbled against my back, and something hard poked against my ass.

      His hand skimmed lower, until his palm was dragging down my abdomen, his claws curling against the sheer fabric of my dress. I felt his lips against my ear,  his hot breath blowing the hairs at the nape of my neck. “How would you like your punishment?” The end of the smoke rope continued to coil around me. “The whip?” My body froze, realizing which whip he was referring to. “Or something more…” he licked the shell of my ear, and a shiver rolled through my whole body, “...thrilling?”

      “Would you look at her, Riv?” Haelo asked in a breathy whisper, his white eyes dancing along my exposed neck and shoulder. “Exquisite, isn’t she? For a halfling, I mean.”

      I bristled, narrowing my eyes as Riven only laughed, waving his hand at him. “I’ve seen better. In fact, the pixie on my cock last night was more enthusiastic, and much less combative.” He stroked his short beard. “Though this one does have potential, I suppose. Perhaps with a little…breaking, we could mold her into a semblance of a respectable faerie.”

      “I’m right here, you damn beasts,” I spat, “You can fuck pixies all you want, but I refuse to be your whipping girl.” I relaxed in his arms, hoping it would buy me just the smallest amount of sympathy. Not likely, though. “If you want to fuck me, then you’re gong to have to ask nicely.” The words burned my tongue, but I meant them. I had a decision to make here. My safety and Drystan’s depended on what I made of myself in this place. If I had to fuck every prince of the Wild Hunt, then I would.

      There was a moment of silence between them as my words settled around us. For a moment, I wondered if they were going to just send me away, laughing at me as I fetched them another glass of wine, or maybe fetched a leaf to fan them with. But I should have known better.

      Haelo stood from the chaise and approached me, caging me against Cadoc’s chest. I’d never felt so utterly small before. All oiled up, he smelled like roses as he leaned in, running his nose along the hollow of my throat and over the curve of my shoulder. He breathed me in and I shivered as his breath washed over me.

      I refused to look away or give in to this dominance he wanted over me. “Let’s see what makes you so valuable then,” he said smoothly. His eyes dipped to my lips.

      "Why don't we then."

      I only gave it half a thought before I dropped to my knees, Cadoc’s smoke rope loosening, but not letting me go. I was level with Haelo’s hard cock. Looking up, I found him staring down at me with next to no emotion visible on his beautiful face. Something inside me raged at that. So, I didn’t waste a moment before taking his length in my palm and bringing him to my lips.

      His breath hissed between his teeth as my tongue slid along the underside of his cock head. He was so large that my hand could barely wrap around him. I caressed him slowly, running my tongue down the length of his shaft, tracing the pulsing veins carefully.

      His head was dropping back in bliss when I paused and rose to my feet. “I forgot to mention a small stipulation of mine.” My insides were buzzing like flies, anticipating the smoke ropes around me tightening painfully. But they didn’t. Every male in the room went incredibly still. As still as statues. Haelo stared at me, waiting for me to elaborate. With my chin held high, I slowly dropped the strap of my dress lower, and then the other, until my breasts were bared to the faerie prince. Like any male, his eyes dipped. My lips stretched into a serene smile. “You say you don’t force your concubines to fuck you, right?”

      His face instantly hardened, and I felt Cadoc stiffen behind me. I didn’t dare look at Riven or Erix, but I knew they were hanging on every single word. Haelo’s jaw flexed as he gritted out, “There’s scarcely anything that separates a faerie from a monster, but rape is one of them.” His answer didn’t surprise me, but the ferocity in which he responded, did. He stepped closer to me. “Taking a concubine against their will is an act of weakness and shame. Any faerie who rapes will be executed publicly.”

      I blinked at the conviction in his voice, and a small bit of fear lingering inside of me started to shrink back. I knew they could still hurt me, or sell me, or force me to degrade myself however they wanted, but I no longer feared that I would be violated. I believed him.

      “In that case, I’ll give you my stipulation,” I said without missing a beat. He raised a brow, and I heard a huff from behind us, and I was pretty sure it was Erix. I kept my eyes on Haelo, taking his silence as my cue to continue. This time, I closed the distance between us myself. “I’ll agree to be your concubine. I’ll fall to my knees and worship your cocks if that’s what you ask. I’ll let you fuck me the way faerie males like to fuck.” My heart flipped as I said it. As I pictured the things they could do to my body. “But only if it’s me, and me alone.”

      The room plunged into deafening silence. I held my ground, refusing to drop my eyes, even as I heard and felt Erix and Riven approaching from the other side of the steaming pool. Cadoc’s smoke rope tightened slightly, but it didn’t hurt. The smoke slid against my abdomen smoothly, and for once I didn’t flinch at the touch.

      “Are you attempting to bargain for a second time, pet?” Erix asked, speaking up for the first time since entering the room. I peered over at him where he stood to the right of Haelo, still holding that glass of half-finished wine. His lips were stained red, and his blue eyes glowed in the darkness of the room.

      Riven clicked his tongue, shaking his head. “My, my, we do have a brave one on our hands. I don’t know whether to pity you or respect you.”

      I focused on Haelo again, raising a brow. “I’m royalty. Even if you mock my title, I won’t be treated like some whore. If you want me to be your concubine, and to serve you without a fight, then there will be no one else. Just me. If you can’t agree to this, then send me to the kitchens and I’ll learn how to happily scrub floors.”

      Another beat of silence passed as the males glanced around at each other, seemingly having a conversation in their minds. Either they could actually speak to each other mind to mind, or they had just been a unit for so long that communicating was as easy as breathing. I waited, knowing that I was taking a risk. Asking these ancient fae males to take only me to bed was like asking  a beggar not to steal.

      I dragged my fingers casually down the space between my bare breasts, Haelo and Erix’s eyes following the movement. My hand continued down my body, dipping beneath the fabric of my lilac dress, pushing it down just enough that the curve of my waist peeked out.

      Haelo smirked, as if he knew exactly what I was doing. He placed his palm on my hip again, his fingers tightening, warm through the fabric. Cadoc took a step closer as well, the hard, naked planes of his body pressing up against me, wetting my skin with cooling water.

      “I have no issues with your stipulations, Kyre, and neither do they.” He nodded to the others, who were closing in around me slowly. I blinked at his use of my name, something warm blooming and unfurling in my belly at the sound of it in his lilting accent. “I only hope you know exactly what you’re agreeing to.”
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        Haelo

      

      

      I could have ended her life where she stood for being so insolent. She was a servant, a prisoner, and eventually, a concubine. The Wild Hunt owned Kyre in every way, and that meant she had no room for any more bargains. With nothing to her name except for the name, she had nothing I wanted.

      Well, that was a lie, I supposed. There was something I craved from this halfling, and the more I craved it the more frustrated I became with myself. It was because I wanted to fuck her, and own her, and keep her, that I allowed her to continue antagonizing me. She intrigued me, and in the last few centuries, pretty things rarely held my attention for very long.

      I fucked concubines for the release they gave me after a long hunt, but it never meant anything beyond a fuck. I had no mate, no wife, and all of my former lovers were either dead or had moved on after my exile so many centuries ago.

      I stared down at the copper-haired beauty with fire in her eyes and coursing through her veins, imagining all the ways I could take her if I only agreed to her terms. It wouldn’t be an issue for me to bed only her. In fact, it might even take the stress of hunting down a fresh concubine off of my shoulders.

      Riven and Cadoc, however, were a different story. Riven, ever the silent and calculating hunter, took a new concubine every night, and never the same one twice. He bedded pixies, nymphs, and even a drach female once, which got him into a mess with Vazden.

      Speaking of Vazden, I reached out through the mental bond the five of us shared, searching for our fifth. As the princes of the wild hunt, we were more powerful when we were together. Riven and Erix kept us all mind linked using the power in their mage blood. The skill was invaluable on the battlefield, and made the five of us nearly unstoppable in a hunt. Until Kyre. The slippery, halfling princess who managed to evade even Vazden.

      I found the drach’s mind easily. I could smell the night air and feel the wind beneath phantom wings as if I were right beside him. He was out on another of his night flights through the lower valley, so I wouldn’t bother him. But I sent a thought down the connection, an image, actually. It might have made me a bastard, but I decided he should see for himself the glorious creature who stood before me, her lush breasts bared in the flickering candle light, her auburn eyes glowing like burning hot embers.

      He pushed me out of his head with a growl echoing in mine, and it was an effort not to laugh. Erix covered his mouth with his hand casually, wiping away the amused smirk. They’d all witnessed what I’d done, and would have done the same had they been the ones to reach out. It was no secret that our drach friend was having a particularly difficult time reaching completion as of late, and Cadoc, especially, refused to let him rest.

      The halfling didn’t even realize we’d been holding an entire conversation without her knowing. In fact, it all happened in less time than it took for her full breasts to heave in two deep breaths. My cock was still hard, still wet from her tongue as it had traced it from base to tip. I wanted to grab her by her copper mane and fuck her pretty lips until she gagged around my cock.

      My mind was made up in an instant. Riven gave in as I sent him the mental image of himself fucking the halfling over the desk in his private office. I made sure to include some rope, a blindfold, and shackles as well, just to entice him over the edge. He shot me a glare, but agreed with the curt nod of his head.

      Erix and Cadoc agreed, too. Not that Erix would attempt to bed her himself. He was a mystery even to me. Secretive and private. But I trusted him with my life, and so I would trust him with this bargain.

      “I accept the terms of your bargain,” I said gladly. Reaching out, I curled my fingers around the back of her neck, sinking them into her thick hair and holding her in place as I brought my lips close to hers. “We’ll seal it with a kiss.” My words echoed that of the first day we met, and I could see the memory in her eyes.

      Without giving her warning, I pressed my lips to hers. To my shock, she melted against me, her lush curves pressing up against my naked body. Her dress hung off of her curvy hips now, leaving her upper half utterly exposed. My tongue dipped between her soft lips, tasting her and finding her sweet as honey. Unable to help myself, I groaned as her palm snaked between us and found my cock.

      She broke our kiss breathlessly, her eyes glassy with lust as she pulled back, still stroking me gently. Cadoc’s black eyes were watching the side of her head, as if he was memorizing every strand of her fiery hair. My brother pushed her curls off of her shoulder, exposing her neck to him.

      Kyre had no idea how much danger she was presently in. Cadoc was a predator to his core. My brother, yes, but where my mother was a nymph, his was something much darker. Our father had many lovers, but Cadoc was the product of a monstrous union. He was darkness personified in every way, and he could have Kyre dead at his feet with the twitch of his finger.

      “You left me wanting, Kyre,” I said, running my knuckle along the curve of her breast. My cock strained, pulsing with the need to plunge inside her warm cunt. But I was patient. So very patient.

      Understanding my meaning, her eyes seemed to flare brighter as her lip curled upwards. She lowered to her knees, Cadoc’s hand on her shoulder guiding her down. His smoke still coiled around her torso, but this time, it was more of a caress. She peered up at me as she took my cock in her warm hand, squeezing slightly, enough to have me hissing through my teeth at the pleasure that rolled down my spine.

      I thrust my hips forward slightly, needing to feel the friction. It wasn’t often I allowed a concubine to pleasure me with her mouth. I didn’t kiss them either, nor did any of my brothers. Concubines were tools for pleasure and nothing more. They would never be lovers and never be friends. But Kyre’s mouth was nothing short of bliss as she closed her lips around the head of my cock.

      My head fell back, my eyes closing as she began to suck me, her hot tongue sliding against the underside of my shaft, swirling around the swollen head. I groaned as she swallowed around my length, opening my eyes so that I could see her better. Cadoc watched every move she made, his own cock hard enough to wield as a weapon, and yet not doing anything to relieve himself. Riven and Erix watched with rapt fixation, and the thoughts flooding their minds were nothing short of wicked. But they held themselves back, because this moment was a turning point with our princess.

      Her nipples were hardened points, and her skin was beautifully flushed. All signs that she was experiencing nearly as much pleasure as I was. She moaned around my cock, sending vibrations through me that had my knees wanting to buckle. I sunk my fingers in her thick, soft hair, coiling into her copper curls as I guided her head the way I needed her to move. My hips were moving faster now as my balls tightened with pleasure. I could feel the familiar tingle in the base of my spine, and the twitching of my muscles.

      She gagged as I fucked her mouth, gritting my teeth against the urge to  moan her name. But I wouldn’t give her that satisfaction just yet. Soon, I would worship her body like a goddess of old. But right now, she was mine, She was my concubine, my servant, my everything I needed her to be. She needed to know that this bargain was sealed, and that there was no going back on her word. There would be no  more running, no more games.

      Through the mental bond, I could feel Vazden watching. I could feel his rapt interest as clearly as if it were my own. Soon my brothers would feel the warmth of her wet cunt, and it would connect us to one another in a way we’d never known before. Our princess, our halfling pet.

      With a primal growl, I spilled myself down her throat. Ecstasy rolled through me like a swift wind, my thighs shaking with the force of it and my claws tightening in her thick hair until I knew it had to be hurting her. But she didn’t pull away like I thought she would. She didn’t shy away from my pulsing cock as I emptied everything I had down her slender throat. She swallowed around me, her amber eyes so bright that they glowed like the setting sun, staring up at me in satisfaction that she could bring me to completion.

      When I was spent, I eased out of her mouth, her tongue dragging along my length, drops of my seed spilling down the corners of her mouth, making me instantly hard again. I could very well take her hard and fast against the wall of this room, or perhaps bent over the chaise. It took every effort inside me not to act on my desire. Instead, I watched in satisfaction as she remained on her knees staring up at me, sensually licking her lips as if I’d bestowed her with some kind of gift.

      Maybe I had. Maybe, just maybe, our little halfling concubine was the one holding the reins now. Maybe I would have to keep a more watchful eye on the fiery-eyed princess. Maybe I would enjoy every second of that task.
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        Neera

      

      

      I gestured for Zephyr to lead the way through the darkness as we stepped over the border into the Dread Marsh. That wasn’t its real name, only a nickname given by those who weren’t welcome in its murky depths. In reality, the marsh had no formal name, but I could see how it came by it.

      We’d stayed on the ground for most of our hurried escape out of the Acadian Empire, even though Zephyr had growled about it the whole time. We couldn’t afford to be spotted flying, at least not until we were farther into Faerie.

      Faerie… I couldn’t believe I was actually here after spending my whole life with the humans, trapped in those dirty slums. Leaving Karn with nothing but the clothes on my back got harder by the day as my clothing grew cold, wet, torn, and dirty. Stopping to take care of basic necessities was out of the question during daylight, so we hid in caves or rocky outcroppings when we could, saving our travel for the night.

      Drystan was unsteady on his feet, but Dane held him up as well as he could manage with his own waning strength. Both of them had insisted on coming with me. I hadn’t counted on a slowly-recovering king and my…sometimes lover slowing me down. But Dane had secreted Drystan out of the castle before Queen Reena could surround his room with her guards, making sure Karn never knew that their king was awake. He made it out with the help of Zephyr.

      I had to reach Kyre, there was no other choice. My chest ached at the memory of watching my little shop burn to ashes from the window of a tiny inn I’d hid in the night I left Kyre to fend for herself with the faeries. The queen had ordered the guard to follow me, and when they couldn’t catch me, they decided to make sure I had nothing to go back to.

      When this journey inevitably came to an end, I knew I would feel the loss of it even more vividly, more starkly. My home that I worked so hard to build for myself was gone. Nothing but ash in the wind. I tried not to let my mind dwell on it for too long.

      We sloshed through thick mud that reached our bellies and attempted to ignore the stinging in our toes caused by the near frozen water settled at the bottom of the marsh, seeping through my boots and Zephyr’s fur. I yelped as something soft and quick moved against my leg, and I cursed myself for thinking this was the best way into Faerie.

      We might have been better off doing what Kyre did and summoning a faerie to open the veil elsewhere, but there was just too much risk involved. Even Kyre ran into trouble and accidentally summoned The Wild Hunt.

      Instead, we’d made it almost as far as the sea, turning toward the border of the veil once we reached the marshes. Humans wouldn't come here, I knew that for a fact. Even if the queen had sent scouts to find us in the woods, they would stop long before they reached the land that was said to be inhabited by monsters, spirits, and faeries.

      I sidestepped the little creatures that circled my feet while Zephyr swiped at the murky water, pulling up clumps of mud and twigs. Grendels were just as nasty as I thought they would be. The rabbit-sized creatures were horrific to look at, like walking, gurgling bundles of marsh muck that could run, swim, crawl, and grab for your feet as you traversed the marsh. They were less a creature and more of an object. Grendels weren't even technically alive, but rather tiny golems created by dark magic in order to trick outsiders into fleeing.

      My blood iced over at the realization. If there were grendels nearby, someone had to have sent them after us. Someone was aware of our presence in the marsh, and that meant we were in more danger than we could imagine.

      “Keep your eyes sharp,” I whispered to my two companions. Dane cut his eyes to mine, wide with worry. “Ignore the grendels, they’re relatively harmless. It’s their masters you have to worry about.”

      “Masters?” Dane asked, reaching for his sword while he assisted Drystan with his other arm. “Are they fae or something else..?”

      Drystan stiffened, his eyes flitting from shadow to shadow as he righted himself, trying to use what fading strength he had to stay vigilant. “The faeries use them as spies to ward off trespassers. My father told me about the Dread Marsh when I was a boy. He said these waters were haunted.”

      Dane paled, but fisted the hilt of his weapon. He might not have been the bravest man I’d ever found myself infatuated with, but he was here with me right now when he could have stayed behind where it was safe. A piece of my heart melted at that, knowing that despite the fact that his kind feared mine, he really did care for me.

      I had yet to see a single sign of the fae save for primal creatures that were more like animals and had no means of communicating to anyone but Zephyr. The Sidhe faeries either didn’t come out this close to the veil, or were watching us and we just didn’t know it. Once we were out of the woods and far enough away from the veil, we could take to the skies to find out bearings.

      Zephyr began to growl. We all paused, each of us turning our backs inwards, creating a triangle to cover every weak point. I was armed with a hunting knife and nothing else, but I could fight for my life if I had to.

      Something was coming… The murky water rippled and the ground shook with the weight of something heavy coming our way.

      “They know we’re here,” I whispered to Zephyr. His ears twitched and his muscles coiled as I placed a hand on his mane. “Be ready to grab Drystan and get him out of here if things go wrong. He is your priority, do you understand?” He grumbled, clearly not liking this plan, but I wouldn’t budge. Kyre would never forgive me if I let something happen to her brother. “Don't attack first. Maybe we can plead for passage and avoid a slaughter…"

      Zephyr glanced at me, his dark eyes looking for all the world like they were rolling at my unfounded hope. He didn't believe me anymore than I did. In the distance, lumpy heads poked out from the surface of the marsh, revealing long, dark hair that hung in ropes and skin the color of dried moss. My mouth dried up and my heart shot to my throat. Every inch of my body felt paralyzed with fear as I realized who we’d stumbled upon.

      I couldn’t breathe, or move or even open my mouth to warn the others. I was frozen in place, slowly realizing that this was it. There was no running, there was no pleading. The creatures that rose from the surface of the marsh were death incarnate. Impossible to mistake for anything but the Sluagh.

      They were nightmarish, living up to their legend. Creatures who were long dead, driven by the insatiable need to destroy and consume. The stories said that the Sluagh was composed of the ghosts of dead faeries who’d fallen in battle and refused to cross over into death. They traveled the realms of man and faerie, hunting for more souls to add to their ranks.

      Their faces were flaky with decaying skin and their eyes appeared inky black with no whites to be seen. My stomach lurched at the horror of them. I couldn’t count how many gnarled forms were headed our way, but it had to be dozens. Some had broken wings hanging from their backs, others were missing limbs or half of their faces. They traveled through the water swiftly on the backs of their war beasts.

      Sabers, only more monstrous with their long, scaled bodies, sharp teeth, webbed feet, and no eyes. Their forked tongues slithered in and out of their mouths as they smelled their way toward us. The Sluagh was an army charging into some unseen battle, always ready to kill, always ready to consume.

      Dane and Drystan stood apart now, swords drawn and ready to do as much damage as they could before they were inevitably ripped to shreds. I met Dane’s eyes from a brief moment, trying to convey every ounce of thanks I could, hoping he understood.

      The Sluagh closed in, surrounding us on every side, grendels leaping and dodging between their beasts. The sounds that fell from their cracking lips were more like snarls and growls…the gurgling of the dead.

      One of them in particular stood out from the rest. My eyes widened as the others parted for her. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing and everything inside of me wanted to reject it. Her flaming-copper hair was the only color in the marsh against a backdrop of rotten grays and blacks. Her eyes were not black gouges like the rest, but pure white, and they seemed to glow in the darkness.

      Beside me, Drystan gasped, moving through the water faster than he’d been able to move before. I reached out to stop him, but he shook me off, pushing past Zephyr who attempted to block him from getting any closer to the Sluagh.

      “Ky?!” he shouted, tripping as he hurried through  the muck. He barely even held onto his sword. “Kyre!" he said louder, desperation and disbelief in his voice.

      My body unlocked and I lunged for him, my fear for him overpowering any sense of self-preservation I still had in me. Dane did the same, reaching him before I could and hauling him back by the collar of his shirt.

      I gripped his arm and turned him to face me, capturing his scruffy cheeks with my palms. “Look at me,” I snapped, leaving no room for argument. His eyes flitted toward the red-haired Sluagh faerie again, but I tapped his face before he could try to run again. “That’s not your sister, do you hear me? It looks like Kyre, but I promise  you, it’s not.”

      I understood what he was feeling. The Sluagh faerie had her face and her hair, but it wasn’t her. If I let Drystan go to this…thing, it would destroy him. It could consume him and add him to their ranks. As they came closer, the smell of dead things permeating the air  made me gag. I knew it would stay with me for a long time…if I lived through this.

      Maybe if I begged them, they'd spare our lives. Maybe if I made it out, I could finally find Kyre and save her from those wicked princes. Maybe I could reason with this dead faerie who looked like my best friend. My home was gone, the queen wanted me captured, and Drystan was spiraling out of control. Kyre needed to know that this wasn't over.

      As they closed in, leaving no room for escape, I silently swore to any gods who were listening that I wouldn't turn my back on her again. I'd find her, or I'd burn the world down trying. Starting with the Sluagh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 15]
        

      

      
        
        Kyre

      

      

      Another week passed slowly, and today was the first time I was allowed to see the inside of the bidding hall. It was luxurious and opulent, with golden cages that hung from the vaulted ceilings, each one holding one or two naked or scantily-clad concubines in them.

      The concubines danced to faerie music that floated through the hall, intoxicating all who heard it. Wine was shared between Sidhe faeries visiting from all walks of life. Bidding day wasn’t for another week, but faeries and travelers were already arriving, sampling the merchandise, as Cadoc had called them.

      I learned that most of the buyers were royals or wealthy faeries. The Wild Hunt was something of a spectacle even in Faerie, so all sorts jumped at the chance to take a peek inside the treetop city. Any other month out of the year, a trip to Void Wood would be a death sentence.

      Faeries and concubines were fucking on every available surface, out in the open for all to spectate and enjoy. Erix guided me through the room with his hand on my lower back as we weaved around writhing, moaning bodies. There were several beautiful pixies who reached out as Erix passed them, but he simply brushed them off with barely a glance their way. There was no logical reason for me to feel smug about it, but something in me tingled every time he snubbed them.

      There was a stage at the very front of the room with one giant golden cage in the very center of it. I gaped at the sight of it, and at the concubine inside, dangling from vines that wrapped around her wrists and her ankles, suspending her in the air. Several faeries surrounded her outside of the cage, talking amongst each other, pointing vaguely in her direction as if they were discussing whether or not she was worth purchasing.

      I would have been furious at the display had it not been for the moans of pleasure falling from her parted lips. A female faerie was perched between the concubines legs, her face buried in her wetness, lapping her up like delicious honey. The concubine squirmed and writhed, her legs shaking with pleasure as she threw her head back in bliss.

      I hadn’t realized I’d paused to watch until Erix cleared his throat. I startled, looking up at him from over my shoulder. His face was as stoic as always, but not cruel like some of the others in the room who watched me with hungry eyes. The lightning-bright tattoos that snaked over his skin were beautiful, undulating like liquid, constantly moving and changing shape. I wanted to ask him how they worked, but he spoke before I could work up the nerve.

      “You surprise me, Princess.” He nodded toward them. “I never would have taken you for a voyeur.” His lips pulled up on one side, and I couldn't help but smirk back at him. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, I realized I enjoyed what he had to say.

      I shrugged, turning back to face the spectacle. “Why, because royals aren’t supposed to enjoy sex?” It came out more bitter than I’d intended. “I was raised by human standards with human rules. I was told to keep my legs closed or else nobody would ever respect me. The slums didn't have the same rules.”

      Erix gave an amused huff, shaking his head as he stood there with his muscled arms crossed over his chest. “Humans and their fucking rules. I don’t know how you managed to live with them for so long. I would have escaped to Faerie the first opportunity I had.”

      “It was never that simple.”

      If it had been, I would have left years ago. But I always stayed because I had Drystan and my father. He wasn’t a bad man or a bad king. Absent sometimes and willful, yes, but not cruel. He loved me as much as a king who had an empire to run could love their daughter, and that’s all I ever asked of him.

      Leaving the bidding hall behind, Erix guided me out a set of doors, down a dark corridor that I’d never seen before. They kept me on one side of the auction house, close to the princes’ quarters where they could snap their fingers and have me at their beck and call.

      The sound of moans filtered under the crack of every door that lined the stone walls. Slapping skin, roars, and shrieks followed, heating my cheeks and causing sweat to bead on the nape of my neck. None of the princes had laid a hand on me since that night on my knees with Haelo, which surprised me. I would have thought that four virile, faerie males would have been leaping at the chance to fuck a new concubine.

      Erix stopped at the last door before a dead end and pushed it open. The sweet scent of roses and jasmine wafted out, a cool breeze blowing my hair over my bare shoulders. The sheer dress I wore turned silver in the moonlight that entered in through a window on the far wall. I stepped into a beautiful bedroom furnished with a large round bed in the very center. But that wasn’t what caught and held my attention. That wasn’t what had me gaping, unable to form a single coherent thought.

      Where a sitting room should have been in a regal room such as this, there was instead, a large golden cage inlaid with diamonds and rubies, large enough to fit at least seven bodies inside, much like the ones that dangled from the ceiling for dancers in the bidding call. There was no door to the cage, telling me it was simply for show, and that I wasn’t going to be locked up inside of it any time soon. It was surrounded by five thrones made for five faerie princes. Hanging from the top of the cage were four golden chains with cuffs on the ends.

      I paused, counting again. There were five thrones. Five? That didn't make any sense.  Was there another prince I wasn't aware of?

      I stopped just inside the threshold as Erix shut the door behind us, my mouth slightly open as I fought for words. Luckily, Erix spared me the effort. “This is where you’ll be staying from now on. You can come and go as you please. You’ll have access to every inch of this city as long as you come when you’re called.”

      “Like a dog,” I muttered, slicing a glare his way, snapping out of my confused daze.

      “I don’t recall allowing our dogs to sleep on a bed of feathers and silk, but I suppose if that’s how you want to look at it.” He stepped up behind me, placing his hands lightly on my shoulders. “Did I not tell you that our concubines are showered with luxury? Every pleasure you could ever want is at your fingertips. All you have to do is comply with your prince’s demands.”

      I turned my head, placing our cheeks together, feeling the scruff that dusted his skin and the warmth radiating off of him. “And what are you demands, exactly?” My heartbeat sped up, and his fingers tightened on my shoulders. A sudden memory flitted through my mind, one of those glowing blue eyes of his, tattooed hands skinning up my inner thighs, and golden chains anchoring me in place as he whispered to me.

      I blinked out of the memory, my whole body flushing from head to toe. How could I have known that this would happen? How had I seen this faerie prince before ever having met him? None of it made sense, and it didn’t feel right to chalk it up to magic, that wasn’t fair. Something else was at play here, and I was so curious.

      His lips skimmed the shell of my ear as he took a deep, slow breath. I shivered when he turned his face toward my hair, burying it in my thick curls as he caressed my shoulders. His hands felt so good on my skin. Rough, soft, heavy, and delicate all at once. I wanted to feel them in other places, too. Places that hadn’t been touched in far too long. But then he pulled away, leaving me chilled. The wind blew through the window, sending the sheer, white curtains into a frenzy.

      “Are you sure it’s wise to give me a window?” I asked, padding towards it, taking in deep lungfuls of fresh night air. The window overlooked the treetop city where bridges lit with hundreds of burning torches and lanterns crisscrossed, creating a labyrinth of levels.

      Winged fairies avoided the bridges and ropes altogether, the flap of their wings thunderous as they caught the air beneath them. Somewhere off in the distance was the clash of steel weapons, either from training or recreation, I had no idea.

      Erix stopped beside me, pushing aside the delicate curtain and gazing out over the kingdom of the Wild Hunt. His blue eyes were so luminous that it seemed as if they’d sucked in all the moonlight themselves. “The collar around your neck wouldn’t allow you to get very far without one of us knowing.” I frowned, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from cursing him. He cut his eyes at me, a grin pulling at his lips. “You asked…”

      I spun, placing my back to the window as I surveyed my new quarters. They were much grander than the small room they’d kept me in previously, so I couldn’t complain about the change. The bed looked soft and luxurious, and I’d just noticed in the far corner of the room, there was a floor to ceiling bookshelf, stocked with dozens of thick novels for me to devour.

      Erix must have seen my eyes light up because he asked, “You enjoy reading?” He headed for the bookshelf, and I followed on his heels. He plucked a thick tome from the shelf, the pages worn and ratty and the spine long cracked. “This one’s one of my favorites, I thought it might help you pass the time.” I took the book from him, scanning the title. It was a love story, but written by an author I’d never heard of. “The author is fae, I doubt you would have had any of their books in your Karnish library.”

      I raised a brow as I turned toward the bed, carrying the book with me, idly paging through it. “That’s where you're wrong actually. My father was known for his fascination with faeries. He used to tell me bedtime stories about Faerie. Legends about beasts of the Void Wood, tales of knights disappearing through the veil and returning years later without aging a day.”

      As I got older and realized exactly how different I was from all the other little girls at court, I really started to appreciate my father’s strange obsession. It made me feel a little less inferior, and more like a special treasure just for him.

      “I suppose that explains you, doesn't it,” he said with a cheeky smile.

      I rolled my eyes at him as I shut the book, placing it on the bedside table, making a mental note to start the first chapter tonight. “I guess it does. He never told me how he managed to seduce a faerie in the first place.

      The story of my conception wasn’t ever spoken of back home. Not even when my father was still living. The guilt of his betrayal hung like a shadow over us all, and my stepmother could barely stand to breathe the same air as me.

      “What about you?” I asked, needing to change the subject. I didn’t like dredging up past memories, especially ones that involved my banishment. I scanned Erix from head to toe, noting the riding clothes he wore. He was dressed in all black, his hood pulled back and mask pulled down, his long, ashy hair pulled back into an intricate plait. “Do you have a family wherever you come from? ” His grin faltered at my questions. “I mean, you know everything there is to know about me, but I know next to nothing about who you are or how you ended up in the Wild Hunt.”

      He closed a book he’d been leafing through, placing it back onto the shelf. I moved aside as he approached, making room for him to sit on the bed, inches away from me. Suddenly, this room felt smaller than my old one, and the air was stifling. This position was so intimate and the locked door had my whole body on alert.

      He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees, his legs long enough that they reached the floor without issues, as if he was sitting on a chaise and not a large bed. All of these males were so large and imposing that I felt dwarfed in comparison, and I’d never been considered small. I had curves like a human woman, but I had the height of a faerie.

      “Riven and I are half brothers, like Haelo and Cadoc are. We have the same mother, but different fathers. Both mages, both faeries.” I scooted closer, immediately soaking in his every word, trying to understand who and what I was dealing with. What kind of males now owned me? “They were the princes, Haelo and Cadoc. Their father, King Osiris banished us centuries ago after the four of us were caught attempting to assassinate one of his mistresses.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I’d never heard this particular story. I would have thought something like this would have been written in the books my father loved to collect, but it was all new to me. I knew who Osiris was. He’d been king of the Primal Faerie Court for a thousand years at least. He was a warlord and a conqueror, but I never knew the names of his heirs. I never had to, I supposed. It wasn’t like my father was very open about these things. He only told me faerie tales and read me romantic adventures.

      “What did she do?” I asked.

      He glanced over at me, his brows furrowed deeply. “She tried to seduce Haelo on the night of the winter solstice. She’d poisoned his wine and took him to bed against his will. When she fell pregnant months later, she blamed him, telling Osiris he’d forced himself on her. The king went into a rage and as a result, his mistress lost the child.”

      My breath hitched as I covered my mouth with my palm, picturing it all so clearly in my head. A drunken night of revelry turned to treachery in an instant. “Gods, I didn't know…" I suddenly, remembered the visceral reaction every prince had had when I'd questioned them on whether or not I had the option of consent. It made sense now. "So, he was banished to the Wild Hunt and took you with him?”

      Erix smiled bitterly, his blue eyes far away, as if watching another lifetime play out in front of him. His jaw clenched and unclenched. “Riven I are the eldest sons of the king’s brother, captain of his armies. I suppose that makes us cousins, but we’ve always been more like brothers, the four of us. After the king’s mistress tried to blame it all on Haelo, we came up with a plan to eliminate the problem. A plan that failed miserably, as you can see. Osiris was too infatuated with her to see reason, and until this fucking day, he refuses to face it.”

      “And you ended up here…”

      “Not by choice. It wasn’t enough for Osiris to banish us. He had his witch curse us to answer his call, a slave to his fucking whims. We’ve been hunting down his enemies for centuries.”

      They were slaves like me, only they’d been suffering for much, much longer. Did that excuse the diabolical things that happened in this place? No, it didn’t, but was it fair for me to hold ancient faeries to the moral standards of the human world?

      I placed a hand on his forearm, applying gentle, comforting pressure. Not that he needed my comfort. But Erix, out of all the princes, was kinder. There was no real cruelty and coldness in his eyes, only the drive to do what he was bound to do. He was a hunter through and through, and I couldn’t fault him for that. He met my eyes with a quizzical frown, as though he couldn’t understand why I was willingly touching him. He, the faerie who’d chased me down through the slums of Karn and trapped me in this place of nightmares.

      A swift wind blew through the open windows, whipping my hair around my face as sending chills over my exposed skin. A winter frost was settling over the Void Wood tonight. Erix snapped his fingers, the blue of his eyes and tattoos flaring to life as a fire sparked in the hearth I hadn’t noticed before. Then the shutters slammed closed, cutting off the chill instantly as warmth filled the room. His eyes never left mine as I watched in awe. I’d never seen casual mage magic before like this, mostly just spells.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.  “You’re the only one who’s shown me an ounce of kindness since I arrived.” It wasn’t entirely untrue. Yes, the princes were cold and cruel…but they hadn’t hurt me in the way I was prepared to be hurt. They didn’t keep me in a dungeon cell or force themselves inside of me. They dressed me in fine clothes, fed me, bathed me, and all they asked for in return was my servitude.

      Erix placed a palm on my cheek. I didn’t move, holding my breath as he ran his eyes over my face, my hair and my body. I would have paid any amount to know what was going on inside of his head.

      “I am not a kind male, you should know that. But I admire what you did for your brother. It was brave and selfless, and I don’t think you’ve given yourself the credit you deserve.” I blinked at him, letting his words sink in slowly. Surely, he was toying with me. He stroked my cheek with the pad of his thumb. His jaw flexed again, his brows furrowing, as if he was struggling with something on the tip of his tongue. I didn’t say a word, afraid that if I did, he would change his mind. After a silent moment, he said, “I had a sister once, and I would have done anything to keep her safe. Anything at all.”

      “Had?” I asked. More like whispered.

      “Araya was a mage. A general in my uncle’s army. She died in a raid on Paragon. She was reckless and thought she was invincible. Only that time, I wasn’t there to protect her. I should have been by her side but instead, I was bound to the Wild Hunt.”

      Paragon, the island nation of giants. Giants were warlords, and there had been no peace between their two kingdoms in thousands of years. They were some of the oldest beings in existence, yet they’d never learned how to exist peacefully even with their own kind.

      “If Riven and I had been there things might have ended differently. I might have been able to stop her from taking on more than she could handle. Magic isn’t an infinite well to pull from. She should have known that.” He looked away, shaking his head as if to shake away the memories. “But all that’s in the past now. There’s no point in dwelling on the what if’s. Araya is gone and what’s done is done.” He looked at me again, face soft. “I just thought you should know that I do admire your reasons for giving up your freedom. You showed more bravery than most faeries ever will in their infinite lifetimes.”

      I gripped his arm tight with shaking fingers, my eyes stinging as I fought to keep tears at bay. After weeks of captivity, I had no idea how much I needed to hear those words.

      “Thank you, Erix. It means more than you know.” I whispered shakily. And I meant it. I meant every word.
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      I washed the blood off my arms and hands before peeling off my riding clothes, leaving them in a pile at my feet. There was so much of it that I could scrub for days and never quite feel clean. Today’s hunt didn’t go well. Instead of returning with a new bounty, we returned covered in him.

      I hated when they fought back. This faerie in particular deserved his fate, and I couldn’t bring myself to feel any ounce of remorse for the way our elhorns had torn him limb from limb, savoring their meal as he begged for his life. He was a rapist, a murderer, and a child killer. We’d hunted him for hours through the lower valley. He thought he could escape through the veil, but we were faster.

      Vazden was cleaning up our steeds while Haelo and Cadoc returned the head of our bounty to their father Osiris who’d summoned the hunt. I usually offered to make the journey in their place, if only to spare them from having to face him, but not today. Today, I had the bathing rooms to myself, so I’d shooed away the concubines and servants who clamored to assist me. I could bathe myself. Just the thought of their hands on my skin made me want to vomit.

      The bathing pool was steaming hot when I dipped beneath the water. Candlelight winked off of the dark, rippling surface like stars in the night sky. My body instantly relaxed, my muscles unlocking as I laid my head back and spread my arms out wide across the edges. I stayed like that for an hour, fighting the urge to sleep.

      Eventually, I added a drop of rose-scented soap to my palm, deciding it was time to get the rest of the faerie’s blood off of my body. I found myself thinking of Kyre. The sweet florals of the soap flooded my senses, reminding me of her soft, copper curls brushing my face. My cock was instantly hard, as it was every time she was near. She was going to be a problem for me.

      I’d never taken a concubine to bed. Not in all the years I’d been a Prince of the Wild Hunt. Not since losing Araya due to my own mistakes. The Hunt was supposed to be a punishment, and so far, I hadn’t allowed myself to indulge in the same pleasures as my brothers.

      They’d fully embraced this new life in ways that I never could. I missed who I was before our exile, commanding armies for our king, charging into battle with soldiers who trusted me, fighting for my people. That’s who I was down to my core, and it was stripped away in a single, devastating blow.

      Kyre made me feel things I told myself I would never feel again. Sparks of the male I used to be burned like embers in my chest. I could feel him there, desperately clawing to come out. He wanted her. To take her, to fuck her, to own her. It wasn’t just her beauty that captured me. It was her selflessness. Her bravery. She reminded me of who I used to be. That never-ending ferocity and drive to keep going.

      I pictured her the way she looked the last time we were in this room together, on her knees with Haelo’s cock in her mouth. Her skin was soft and luminous, the fullness of her breasts and curves so different from the faerie females I’d had in the past. She was lush, soft, and inviting.

      I fisted my cock beneath the water, imagining the way she’d look on her knees before me, those amber eyes staring up through her long lashes as my length slid down her throat. I groaned, my head falling back as I rubbed myself, squeezing my palm hard enough to mimic the feel of her throat swallowing around me. My movements sped up as my balls tightened. Then a scent hit me like a blow to the face. A familiar scent. One that had my entire body going taut.

      Opening my eyes, I saw her there, standing just inside the doorway holding a stack of washcloths. Her red hair was tied up in a ribbon, curls spilling out everywhere. Her dress was white, stopping at her ankles, and there was a slit that ran up her right leg, ending at the curve of her waist.

      Kyre was smiling, her warm, doe eyes knowing and full of heat. I’d seen that heat the day I showed her to her new chambers, but I’d left before she even realized what she was feeling. There was a tension between the two of us that was thick and unmistakable. I wanted her with a fire that I hadn’t felt in decades. More.

      “Where are the others?” she asked, her voice soft and quiet as she locked the door behind her. Padding across the room, she set the towels down on a clawfoot table next to the soaps and oils. Her eyes fell on my discarded clothes, covered in blood and gore. Her nostrils flared and her face paled, but she hid it well.

      My fist was still around my cock when I answered. “They’ll return in the morning. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me for the evening.”

      She faced me, the light of the candles behind her creating a golden glow off of her red hair. I let my gaze travel over her soft curves lazily, appreciating the rare beauty that she was. The first time I’d laid eyes on Kyre, I’d been hunting her for the Wild Hunt. Right now, I hunted for a different reason.

      “I hope you don’t mind sharing,” she said, stepping closer. Her fingers wrapped around the delicate strap of her dress, pulling it off of her shoulder before moving to the next. “I was hoping to wash up a little before bed.”

      My cock pulsed in my palm as her dress slid down to her waist, exposing her ample breasts. Her golden skin was luminous and soft, and I wanted so badly to taste it. “So, you thought you’d help yourself to the princes’ private baths.” I raised a brow, feigning audacity. No one would care if she chose to use our baths if it meant that we were the only males allowed to see her naked body.

      Kyre wasn’t yet fully aware of how possessive faeries could be of their possessions. The moment she signed her life away and agreed to become our shared concubine, she became a part of us. If any male so much as laid a finger on what was ours, he’d lose that finger, and possibly his head.

      She didn’t bother to respond before dropping her dress to her ankles, exposing herself to me entirely. My mouth watered at her gentle curves, the thickness of her thighs and the little patch of copper curls at her apex. I stroked myself slowly as she stepped into the water, steam rising up around her legs, her thighs and her waist. She held my eyes as she fully submerged herself.

      When she came up out of the water, her long hair was unbound, darker red now and so long that it hung all the way down to her hips. Looking at her was like staring at a painting, a statue, or a goddess herself. The moment the thought crossed my mind I knew I was in more trouble than I ever imagined.

      She began lathering soaps into her palm and scrubbing herself clean, taking her time to reach every nook and cranny while I watched. Her eyes flitted to mine periodically, and she would flash me a soft smile. When she was clean, she went under again, fully submerged. Seconds passed, and then nearly a minute, and she still hasn't surfaced.

      The water was covered in soap bubbles, so I couldn't see her beneath it. It meant I couldn't see how close she’d gotten, surfacing a minute later between my parted thighs. Water sloshed down her wet body, her long hair falling in a heavy curtain around her face, tickling my cock beneath the water.

      “I was thinking last night about the first time I saw you.” Her head was cocked to the side as she ran her fingers down my shoulder to my bicep, tracing slow patterns across my skin. I arched my brow, remembering the same day. Remembering the frustration of being unable to catch up with a slippery, little halfling. Kyre laughed, shaking her head, her wet hair beginning to coil around her face. “No, not the hunt. I mean the first time I really saw you. The first time you touched me.”

      I frowned, confused. The first and only time I’d ever laid a finger on Kyre was when I took her to her new chambers. I’d placed a hand on her face and she’d touched my arm, comforting me after I’d revealed information I’d never told a living soul. She clicked her tongue, moving closer until she was nearly straddling me. My cock strained and pulsed, so close to her wet cunt. All it would take was one thrust and I’d be inside her.

      “I’m not an idiot, you know. I’ve known that the four of you can mind-speak since the moment I arrived. Believe it or not, you don’t hide it very well.” Her tone was chastising, but I just smiled. She was observant, I’d give her that. So, I simply nodded, hoping she’d elaborate. Her fingers curled at the base of my neck, toying with my plait of long hair that I still wore in the warrior’s style from back home at court. “The night before I was captured, I had a dream. It was so vivid. Almost like it wasn’t really a dream at all. You were there, which was odd given the fact that I’d never met you. I think I’d remember eyes like yours…”

      I knew which dream she was remembering immediately, and she was right, it wasn’t really a dream at all. It was a vision I’d placed directly into her mind the night we failed to capture her. I didn’t mind-speak often, and never with anyone aside from my brothers, but that night, I flooded her mind with promises of what could be.

      “I knew I was right,” she said, as if reading the answer on my face. She settled into my lap, and it was an effort to contain a groan of pleasure as her wetness slicked over my cock. She inched closer, her fingers tightening on my neck, her breasts skimming my wet chest. “Do you want to touch me the way you did that night, Erix? She asked, her voice a sensual whisper.

      Unable to help myself, I snaked my hands around her waist, anchoring her against me as I fought the urge to grind myself against her cunt. She was warm, soft, and pliable in all the right places. My mind danced with visions of all the ways I could make her scream for me.

      I hadn’t been entirely celibate these last centuries. Though I didn’t take concubines to bed, there were times I found myself seeking out human brothels across the Veil. Only Vazden knew about these trips, and he always covered my tracks for me. It wasn’t something to be ashamed of, but I’d rather not discuss it with my brothers. It would only dredge up unwanted memories. But the human women were enough to take the edge off of my lust when I needed it, and that’s all that mattered.

      “Tell me what you want, Prince,” Kyre whispered into my ear. Her tongue flicked out, tracing the pointed tip, sucking gently on the hoop pierced through it and nearly had me spilling myself right there. “It’s just you and me tonight, and I want to serve you.”

      I pulled back, staring into her fiery eyes. “You don’t have to do this,” I said, and I meant it. As much as I craved her, as much as I needed to feel her warmth around me, I would never force her into something she wasn’t ready for. I wasn’t that sort of male and I would never be.

      “Does it look like I’m here against my will?” she asked, gesturing to the empty room around us. “Cadoc isn’t here to force me onto my knees this time. Not that it doesn't have its uses then the mood is right.” She chuckled wickedly, and I couldn't help but match her grin. I knew she was a feisty one the second I saw the sparkle of mischief in her eyes when she’d pretended to drop that sponge between Riven’s thighs. She was trouble, but the best sort of trouble.

      Snaking my palm up the curve of her waist, I funneled my magic into my fingertips, sending a pulsing buzz along her skin. Her eyes widened and her lips parted slightly at the sensation. The tattoos along my arms, torso, neck, and my head lit up as if fueled by lightning, and by the look on her face I knew that my eyes were bright-blue, too. I didn’t use my magic often, but I knew a few tricks that used to drive females wild with pleasure before my exile.

      The same held true for Kyre, because as her skin continued to tingle, she ground her hips against me, her cunt dragging over my length slowly, coaxing small moans of pleasure from her lips.

      “I don’t fuck concubines,” I said, gritting my teeth around every word.

      Placing her hands on my cheek, holding my face still as she brought her lips to mine, she said, “Then fuck me. Not a slave, not a prisoner. Just Kyre. Tonight, let’s just pretend things are different.” Our breathing turned ragged as she continued to move her hips, pleasure coursing through us both as friction built.

      “You don’t know what you’re asking,” I said roughly. Gripping her hips, I used her weight to anchor myself, thrusting upwards to meet her. I was nearly wild with need, and any moment now, the control I had on my instincts would snap. Snaking my hand up her body, I reached her throat, slowly curling my fingers around it as she pulled back, raising her chin and dropping her hands to her sides. “If I take you, it won’t be the last time. I’ll take you again and again.” I squeezed a little tighter, just enough to cut off some of her air. Instead of fighting against it, her amber eyes flared brighter in excitement. “Tell me to stop. Tell me this was a mistake and you can walk out of this room and I won’t follow.”

      “No,” she said, her voice rough, searching for the air she needed to speak. “I don’t want you to stop. I want you to make me scream.” Her hips swiveled again as if to emphasize her words. “Make me scream, Erix.”

      Every ounce of control I had snapped the second my name passed her lips. In one swift movement, I slipped my cock in her cunt, stretching her wide as she moaned gutterally, her eyes rolling back in her head. Gritting my teeth, I fought to keep still, giving her a moment to adjust to my size. I funneled more magic through my body, sending it straight to my cock where more tattoos circled from base to tip. Her eyes flew open in shock as we began to buzz with magic where we connected. She sunk onto me until I filled her up to the hilt, her eyes closing tight and her thighs shaking.

      Then she moved, her fingers sinking into my shoulders as she rose up and down, finding her own pleasure. She was tight and hot, pulsing around my length. If we’d been anywhere but in this pool I would have had her pinned against a wall as I rutted in her like a beast.

      The water sloshed around us, spilling out of the pool and flooding the bathing room, putting out some of the candles situated on the ground level. The smell of smoke, lilacs, roses, and sex surrounded us in the quiet night. I wrapped my arm around her waist, hauling her out of the water, spinning us both around until she was perched on the stone edging. Never once did I pull my cock from deep inside her. Her thighs parted wider for me as I thrusted in hard, coaxing sweet mewls of pleasure from her lips.

      Without stopping for even a second, I grabbed her chin with one hand, holding her face still as I slammed my lips into hers. She moaned into my mouth as I parted her lips with my tongue. We devoured each other in a frenzy, as if we were two starving animals desperate for a meal.

      “Harder, Erix,” she groaned, her pretty eyes rolling back in pleasure. “Oh gods I need it harder…” With a growl that was more primal than mage, I pulled myself out of her, flipping her around with little to no effort and bent her body over the edge of the pool.

      Her wet locks of crimson hair stuck to her back, and I wasted no time wrapping the strands around my fist and pulling tightly until her back was arched and her chin was in the air. I thrust inside her again from behind, fucking her hard and fast as she moaned my name. Over and over, she chanted my name and it was like music.

      Willing my magic to expand, I sent a wave of it stretching out over the bathing chambers, covering every wall in a glowing, blue light. Leaning over her lush body, I brought my lips to her ear. “You can scream now, pet. Nobody can hear you.”

      She did. As I pulled on her long hair, rutting into her in a frenzy, she screamed and screamed, begging me for more. The shield I put up around the room would keep anyone from entering the room or even hearing a peep from inside. I didn’t want to have to kill some poor servant for interrupting us.

      My balls tightened as her cunt contracted, pulsing around me. Her thighs were shaking as she lost strength in her arms. I was the only thing holding her up now. She was utterly and completely at my mercy, just the way I needed her to be.

      “Is this what you came here for, little faerie?” I said into her ear, holding her body against mine with her head tilted to lay on my shoulder. She moaned incoherently when I reached around, skimming my palm down her belly, sinking my fingers into the curls at her apex and finding the spot that drove females to their knees. “Answer me, pet.” My fingers moved in swift circles making her knees buckle.

      “I wanted it to be you,” she panted through her moans.

      My movements slowed as her words hit me, my cock pulsing inside her, leisurely pumping in and out at an agonizing pace. I pressed my finger down harder as I rubbed her until wetness sprayed over my fingers. She groaned, her whole body quivering with release until I was the only thing holding her up. “You wanted what to be me?” I asked through gritted teeth. I was so close to losing it, only a few more pumps and I’d be in bliss.

      “I wanted you to be the first one to fuck me.” She turned her face to the side as I sped up, spurred on by her words. “Fuck…” she hissed, her head hanging as she tried to breathe through my thrusts. My balls tightened, about to burst inside of her. “You treat me like a person and not a slave. You…fuck!” she cried out as I started to come.

      “Don’t stop,” I said with a groan. My body shook with the force of my pleasure.

      “If I'm going to spend the rest of my life serving the princes of the Hunt, then I want it on my own terms, starting with your cock, Erix.”

      My name on her lips once more had me coming harder, heat ripping through my body, cum dripping down Kyre’s thighs as she followed me over the edge again. I couldn't breathe, couldn't think, couldn’t figure out what was happening to me.

      I remained inside of her even as I slowed to a gentle stop. My heart thundered as I bent over her back, pushing aside her thick hair as I placed a kiss along her shoulder. One kiss turned into more until I was licking her, biting her, savoring her. I pulled free from her warm cunt, a hollow cold washing over me. I had the sudden urge to pull her close and take her again, and then again once more.

      Kyre turned to face me, her lips parting to speak, only…no words came out. Her amber eyes were alight with satisfaction, and she was trying to say something, a smile brightening her face that quickly turned worried when I frowned. She was mouthing my name, but I couldn’t hear her. I shook my head, but nothing changed.

      Then the room began to darken, the candles winking out one by one. Soon her pretty face was swallowed by shadows, and the touch of her warm skin disappeared entirely until I was left in a sea of blackness alone.

      That’s when I woke up. Alone. In the darkness of the bathing pool, having fallen asleep in the same position I’d started in with my arms outstretched on the stone ledge and my head tilted back to the ceiling. I blinked out of sleep, clearing my head, but nothing could erase the feel of her, the taste of her.

      Gone were the towels she’d sat on the chair, the dress she’d discarded on the floor, and gone was my magic that shielded us from the outside world. I was alone, and Kyre had never come to me. I didn’t know whether or not I should feel relieved or enraged. Maybe neither. Maybe both.

      Just a dream…

      Just a fucking dream.
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      It wasn’t just a dream.

      His words echoed in my head as I fell back into myself, the light of my fading, hearth fire sending shadows dancing over my walls. I stared at the canopy overhead with my heart in my throat and his taste on my lips. I never left my bed and yet, I felt like I’d taken a midnight run through the forest.

      Erix. Every inch of my body ached with his phantom touches. I knew there was no physical evidence of what had happened between us, but I could feel him all over me, and I begged that feeling not to fade. It wasn’t just a dream.

      I sat up, shivering at the cool air that hit my bare skin. Throwing the blankets off, I padded to the hearth and stoked the fire before sitting on a footstool beside it. “Bal,” I whispered to the flames. They responded, flaring to life in seconds and casting the whole room in warmth and light.

      All I could think about was Erix, and if he was still sitting in that steaming pool with candles glittering off of his golden skin. I wanted to leave this room and go to him, but something held me back. I was just a concubine, after all, and I’d served my purpose.

      Bitterness rolled through me. Was that all I would ever be?

      I’d fallen asleep last night, thinking about the story Erix told me about his sister. How he would have sacrificed anything just to save her. It made me realize that maybe there was more to these princes than I thought I knew. Maybe we were  more alike than I realized. There were a lot of horrible things I would do in the name of saving Drystan’s life.

      Being exiled for attempting to assassinate the king’s mistress aside, I found myself wanting to know more about these males, starting with the one who made me feel like a real faerie and not just a servant. Erix and Riven could mind-speak, explaining exactly how he’d managed to infiltrate my dreams that night the first time I saw him, touched him. He really was there with me, holding me bound in chains before him, with that strange male behind him, the one with the wings… I glanced over at the thrones that surrounded the golden cage in my room, studying the fifth one.

      Five thrones for five princes.

      What happened last night hadn’t only happened in my head. Everything in me knew he’d shared that experience with me, and I had no idea what kind of reunion we would have come morning when we were forced to face each other in the flesh. A part of me dreaded the inevitable rejection. I cursed myself for that dread, because I shouldn't expect anything from any of them. I wasn’t their guest, I was their prisoner.

      I sat by the fire for hours, until the sun began to rise over the tops of the trees, barely managing to filter in through the window of my bedroom. The sunlight never quite made it to the bottom of the forest floor, but up here I could feel some of its warmth. Eventually there came a knock at the door. Another servant with a message for me to get myself dressed for the outdoors. He handed me a bundle of clothing, sketched a slight bow, and then left without another word.

      I didn’t know who’d sent the message, but I didn’t question it. I dressed myself in leather trousers and boots, a black cloth shirt like the ones I wore back in Karn, and a hooded cloak. There was a matching pair of leather gloves, and a tiny sheath for the knife I still had. I shook my head as I pulled the blade from under my pillow. Cadoc thought he was so clever gifting me with the measly thing, but little did he know, I was no good with weapons aside from the basics, so something was quite literally better than nothing.

      An hour later, I found myself on the ground level, staring at a clearing full of beasts. There were too many to count—bears, wildcats, elhorns, and some that I didn’t have a name for. There were scaled lizard-like creatures that walked on hind legs, as well as a few winged ones with fur, feathers, talons, and a little too much intelligence in their eyes for my comfort.

      I spotted a chimera on the other side of the clearing, sleeping in the wet dirt, and my heart gave a lurch. I thought of Zephyr, wondering where he might be and if he was still watching out for Neera like I asked him to.

      Cadoc, who'd be responsible for this morning’s summons, unfurled his wings for takeoff. He gestured to the shovel he’d placed in my hand. “Well?”

      Tightening my grip on the wooden handle, I grumbled under my breath, cursing my stupidity and naïvety once again. In the monotonous week after my encounter in the baths with Haelo and the other princes, I’d asked Cadoc if there were any other tasks he could give me to fill my time here. I was getting restless wandering the halls in pretty dresses and washing the blood off of their skin after hunts. Not that I didn’t enjoy touching said skin. I just needed something to give me purpose. Something I could look forward to. Something to keep me from slitting my own throat out of boredom.

      “You’re not joking,” I deadpanned, cutting a glare at Cadoc. “This is going to take hours, and that's if they don’t decide to eat me first.” Some of the beasts were already eyeing me like I was a tasty treat for them to chew on. Something told me they weren’t quite as intelligent as Zephyr.

      Cadoc shrugged. “That’s not my problem. You’re the one who wanted some responsibility.” He strode over to the waist-high wooden fence that separated the clearing from the rest of the wood. “Steeds are the backbone of the Wild Hunt. Without them, we’re nothing. They need to be cared for and looked after. They get fed thrice daily and watered constantly.” He crossed his arms over his leather-covered chest. There was a slash across his cheek that hadn’t been there the last time I saw him, but it was healing. I refrained from prying. “You asked to contribute, so here you go. Your job until the sun disappears tonight is to make sure their needs are met. What you do with your time when you're finished is none of my concern.” He stepped closer, crowding me against the tree trunk at my back. I had to crane my neck to meet his dark eyes. “Unless you’d like some company in the night, then by all means, summon me.”

      I swallowed thickly, my belly flipping with excitement. He grinned down at me, and there was nothing soothing or reassuring about it. Cadoc was a predator down to his bones, and he wielded it expertly. I must have been slowly losing my mind, because someone like Cadoc should not have me salivating. I shouldn't feel so much attraction toward someone so…so primal.

      His nostrils flared as he took a step closer, backing me up until my shoulders hit the tree behind me. A stinging sensation shot down my spine and I winced. Cadoc’s brows knit together, but he didn’t question me. Instead, he leaned forward, nostrils flaring as he breathed in my scent, a low, rumbling purr emanating from his chest. “You don’t have to rely on your dreams to make your cunt drip.”

      I sputtered, “You can’t possibly…”

      He grinned, flashing me his long fangs. “Oh, but I can. We all can. There’s not a thing the five of us don’t share with one another. When you’re with one of us, you’re with all of us. That’s just how it is.” His clawed hand skimmed up my waist, tendrils of his shadow rope curling up his arm. “How does that make you feel? Are you ready to run again?”

      I pulled my face away from his until I could see his eyes, frowning up at him in confusion. “You said five. I still count four, unless one of you princes is purposefully avoiding me. There are five thrones in my bedroom, Cadoc.”

      “Five thrones for five princes,” he said. “Erix is right, you are observant.” I pushed on his hard chest, and to my shock, he released me from his hold against the tree. He pointed out a section of the clearing to the right, where an assortment of barrels sat in a shaft of sunlight. “You’ll find everything you need in there. I’ll be back for you…eventually.” He spread his wings wide. “Try not to get eaten. They do like their food fresh.” Before I could chastise him for blatantly ignoring my questions, he took off up into the trees, quickly disappearing into the shadows.

      Grumbling, I stood there in front of the fence that separated me from the beasts, knowing that even on the other side of it, I wasn’t safe. I supposed I could try to outrun them if they decided to make a meal of me, but then I remembered that they were the steeds of the Wild Hunt and they could catch anything.

      My back gave another strange twinge as I pried one of the barrels open. I cursed, dropping the lid on the mossy ground. The pain was getting worse every day, and my spine had begun to ache all the way up into my neck and shoulders. I probably should have asked my captors for help with the pain, but I’d refrained. Exposing any kind of weakness right now would be a mistake.

      Trying to ignore the pain, I lifted the shovel and dipped it into the first barrel. Behind me, a few of the beasts began to grunt and grumble. Heavy hoofsteps shook the ground under my feet as they neared, scenting the rancid meat that filled the barrel to the brim. Smelling it, I gagged, spitting onto the moss to keep from vomiting.

      “Saber meat,” came a deep, distant voice. I froze with the shovel halfway out of the barrel, ready to toss some of the lumpy meat over my shoulder. The sound of heavy wings catching air beneath them sounded over my shoulder, and then a hollow thump of a body coming to a stop. “You might as well tip the entire thing over and let them have at it.” I turned, tossing the meat into the crowd of beasts, and a frenzy ensued as they growled and swiped at each other, trying to get to the feast first.

      A stranger stood before me, nearly blending in with the shadows of the clearing. His skin was so dark, it nearly looked purple, but not quite. His black hair was long enough that the individual beaded braids reached his waist, half of it tied back into a larger braid. The male was incredibly handsome, with a face that could have been carved from stone, rounded ears like a human, thick black horns that pointed towards the sky on either side of his head, and behind him, were two massive leathery wings. All it took was one look into his bright-yellow, slitted eyes to know what he was—a drach.

      And not just any drach. He was the male from my vision, the one who’d been watching me from over Erix's shoulder. The fifth prince of the wild hunt.

      “Have you been watching me?” I asked, shoving the tip of the shovel into the moss and letting it stand upright between myself and the drach. He stood a good distance away, but not far enough that I couldn’t tell how large he was, how he even towered over some of the beasts. Even they kept their distance.

      I’d never seen a drach in real life, but I’d read about them in my father’s books. In fact, one of my favorite books that my father had lent me was a tale of two drach mates and how they’d conquered a kingdom together. They were powerful beings from the ancient times, back when the gods walked this world. There weren't many of them left after the old wars, so the fact that one of them was standing right in front of me had me both giddy with excitement and wary of his every breath.

      “Given the fact that I am the master of beasts, perhaps I should be asking you that question.” He took a step closer, and the soft sunlight hit his dark skin. It looked both hard as stone and soft as velvet. It matched the armored vest he wore, which appeared to be made out of large iridescent black scales.

      “I don’t know what that means.” I glanced between him and the steeds. They seemed to keep a healthy distance from the drach, but I noted that a number of them kept an eye on his position at all times, as if they were threatened by his presence.

      His eyes glowed bright yellow, slitted right down the center like a snake, catching the light in such a way that they seemed to actually radiate it themselves from within. “I watch over them. I train them, and I keep them safe from…trespassers.” Coming even closer, I watched as he flexed his fingers at his sides, his nails beginning to lengthen into black talons. “Why are you attempting to feed my beasts?”

      “I was stupid enough to ask the princes to give me a job to do that was useful, so Cadoc thought it would be amusing to make me do this.” I sighed, grabbing the shovel again. I was wasting time. “I have until the sun is on the other side of the sky to get them fed and watered.”

      His lips curled in amusement. “Well then, we can’t disappoint the big, scary prince, now can we?”

      I paused, eyeing him speculatively. “How come we haven’t met yet? I saw you in Erix’s little vision trick. Where have you been this whole time?” I was tired of faerie games, and I didn’t like feeling out of the loop. I was bound by an oath to all five princes, so I deserved to at least know who I was serving.

      He was silent for a moment, taking the time to fold his wings behind him, he strode to the nearest beast, stroking his fingers through the fur of a lion with the tail and legs of a lizard. The beast dipped its head in respect and a light rumbling sound emanated from the creature. “You can call me Vazden.” I’d never heard the name before. It wasn’t native to any language I knew. The sound was guttural but still regal.

      “Kyre,” I replied, though he already knew that. Shoveling out more raw meat, I avoided his eyes, but I could feel them on me. “You didn’t answer my question, Vazden.”

      Several of the beasts shuffled closer to me as I flung more meat at them. My stomach rolled as a saber swallowed a large chunk whole, knowing he was eating his own kind. None of the beasts tried to attack me, which was a relief, but I still kept a healthy distance away.

      “I spend most of my time in the skies,” he said finally. “Being indoors stifles me. I avoid it as much as I can.” He moved on to the chimera lying on the ground, shoving the beast with his boot, waking it from a deep sleep. It growled and snapped at Vazden’s foot, but in a playful way. “But don’t worry, Princess, I’ve been watching. Erix keeps me informed of your every move.” His eyes lifted, meeting mine as a slow smile spread his lips. The chimera rubbed its massive head against Vazden’s shoulder before joining the others.

      I cut him a dry look, ignoring the insinuation. He clearly wanted to irk a response out of me. I nodded at the beasts. “They respect you.” Every few seconds, one of them would raise its head, seeking out the drach before resuming its meal, as if each of them were aware of his every movement.

      “Drachs have owned the forest and the skies for thousands of years. My beasts know a predator when they see one.” As if to emphasize his point, he moved his dark wings, shaking them out as they spread wide.

      “Shouldn’t you be with a colony?” I asked, not trying to sound rude, but I was curious. Drachs were pack creatures, and I had yet to see another so far.

      Drachs tended to live with their own kind high up in the mountains, away from humans and faeries alike. They were creatures of solitude and war. They sought the company of other species unless it was to fight them for territory.

      He glanced away for a moment, brows furrowed. Had I said the wrong thing? He brushed past me, careful to avoid hitting me with his heavy wings. Scooping up some of the meat from the barrel, he flung it out for the beasts to converge on.

      “I was once, but that was a long time ago.” I immediately wanted to push for more, but that would have been invasive to say the least. He saved me from asking. “The Wild Hunt is home now, and I’m content. Besides, there isn’t much colony to return to. After the last war on Paragon, many of us went our separate ways. It took a  toll on us all. Lucky for me, I was in the Void Wood long before the Wild Hunt made a home here. Before Osiris was king, and before the courts were established. It’s by my good graces that I allow them to stay, faerie royalty or not.”

      Paragon… The same land that Erix’s sister had died on, fighting a war that faeries probably should have stayed out of. Giants were a formidable warrior race, the same as the drachs, except they were notorious for having absolutely no loyalty to their monarchs. The kings of Paragon were always shifting, new bloodlines arising from the aftermath of battle. It was all quite fascinating, but I never wanted to see it in person.

      “That would make you…” I tried to do the mental math, my mind almost refusing to acknowledge what he was telling me. I blinked at Vazden, who looked no more than a male in his late thirties. “That would make you over two thousand years old.”

      “Two thousand five hundred and seventy-five, “ he said coolly.

      I gaped at him, nearly at a complete loss for words. It was unfathomable that someone could live for that long and keep their sanity intact. It made me feel small in his presence, especially when I considered the amazing, monumental, world-altering events he must have been present for.

      Vazden’s eyes flickered downward, and then his face morphed into a look of what I could only describe as rage. I froze in place as his wings shot out to the sides as if he was ready to take off into the trees. Instead, he stalked toward me, stopping only a breath away, reaching out and lightly grasping the back of my neck.

      “What in the gods’ name is around your throat?” His thumb ran over the glowing vine. There was a crackling sound, and he pulled back as a bright-white light flared in response to his touch, sliding his palm higher toward my hairline. His enraged eyes met mine as his nostrils flared.

      “A collar, the same thing that’s wrapped around every other concubine's throat around here.” I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

      A rumble emanated from his chest, and he bared his teeth, many of them tapered into sharp points. “I’ll rip them limb from fucking limb. This is unacceptable.” His tone was tight with barely restrained power. I could physically feel it coming off of him like waves of magic, the same way I’d felt it when Riven had exposed his mage blood. “Are you in pain?” he asked through his gritted teeth.

      “No. At least not because of this thing.” I gestured at the vine collar. “Vazden, I don’t understand. This can’t be the first time you’re seeing a collared concubine.”

      His nostrils flared, and the slits in his eyes narrowed. “This isn’t just a collar. This is a dampener. Its sole purpose is to keep the wearer from using their magic. It keeps you weak and useless. Are you telling me you didn’t know?”

      My heart thundered. “I don’t have any magic. I can do a few minor spells, but even humans could do it if they tried. I don’t have magic to stifle.”

      “Riven must think you have magic. This is his work.” He touched the collar again and it sizzled against his skin. “I’ll speak to him. This is dangerous and unacceptable.”

      “He won’t listen to you,” I said. “If Riven put this thing on me and didn’t tell anyone else, he must have had a reason. Just let me be the one to find out for myself. Besides, I don’t want this to turn into something bigger than it is.” I eyed his claw-tipped fingers that flexed at his sides.

      Vazden laughed, but there was no humor in it. “As if the faeries have any power over me. My brothers know better.” He took a moment to lift my hair from one side of my neck, studying the vine collar. I shivered as his claws brushed my skin. “I’ll have this collar removed immediately and replaced with one that won’t interfere with whatever magic you might have. It’s a monstrous thing to strip a faerie of their powers and I won’t see it done in my wood.”

      “How?” I asked. How did he plan to remove it with no magic of his own? I couldn't imagine attempting to reason with Riven. He was a statue of cold indifference at the best of times.

      His lips tipped into a grin, those slitted, golden eyes filling with dark delight. “I told you, it’s only by my good graces that the Wild Hunt gets to call the Void Wood home. If I decided to end that agreement right this moment, they would have no choice but to leave. This was my home before it ever belonged to them, and my word is law.”

      “You would openly challenge your brothers for me?” I asked, swallowing thickly.

      “I would challenge anyone who tried to stifle another’s magic. I’ve been on the other end of captivity like that, and I wouldn't wish it on my worst enemy.” His eyes grew haunted, a lifetime ago flashing before them in seconds. He snapped out of it, placing a palm on my cheek. My heart sped up as his long talons scraped against my scalp. “Have you been feeling ill in any way lately? Dizziness, headaches or pain that you can’t explain?”

      My spine chose that moment to flare with heat. He must have seen my wince, because he pulled back, giving me space. I tried to breathe through the pain slowly. “It comes and goes, but it usually only lasts a few seconds. Not a big deal.” I was lying. It was a big deal. The pain in my spine had started to radiate throughout my entire body. It was part of the reason I could never sleep a whole night through.

      “Turn around,” he snapped. Not a question, but a command.

      “I’m fine,” I said firmly. "Thank you, Vazden, but I don't need your help." I didn't. Did I? I’d gotten myself into this mess, and I didn't need some all-powerful male to broker peace for me. I’d confront Riven myself. "I really just want to finish this before…"

      "Are you distracting our new little pet while she's supposed to be working?" Riven’s voice called out from behind us. Turning in place, I spied both Riven and Cadoc watching us. Riven sat atop the wooden fencing, while Cadoc leaned against it with his arms folded over his chest.

      Scowling, I grabbed the shovel and resumed my work, tossing bits of meat at the steeds. I could sense Vazden tensing beside me, and I knew he was seconds away from saying something to the princes about my collar.

      "Please don’t," I said under my breath so that only he could hear me. In my peripheral vision, I saw him glance down at me. "Not right now. I just need to get through this without causing any trouble." It was a sorry excuse, but one I hoped he'd buy for now.

      Vazden growled low in frustration. "You have a week until bidding day, so I highly suggest you get this collar removed before then. The gods know who's prepared to bid on a pretty new halfling.” He picked up the barrel of meat like it was nothing before tossing it far off into the distance, causing a stampede of creatures to follow after it, gobbling up the mess it created. I screwed up my nose at the ravenous noises they made, fighting each other for every scrap.

      “I can think of a few,” said Riven. “In fact, word has it the Sluagh is on the move as we speak.” He and Cadoc glanced at each other cryptically, doing their damn mind-speak again.

      My blood ran ice cold. How could I have forgotten? The Sluagh was coming to the Void Wood to bid on the Hunt’s bounties. There was no telling what they did with their purchases once they secured them, and it made my stomach roll just imagining the possibilities. I cut a glare at Riven. “You’re sick for hosting the Sluagh at all.”

      “You say that as if we have a choice in the matter,” Riven said. “The Sluagh and their queen commander do as they please regardless of anyone else’s rules. Their magic is beyond anything we could ever hope to match.”

      “How so?” I asked. I didn’t know anything about the legendary Sluagh. Just what I heard in bedtime stories. They were more of a dark legend than anything and I'd never given them much consideration.

      I made my way towards the two princes, kicking muck off of my boots as I went. I was in desperate need of a bath after handling all of that raw saber meat. Vazden followed, reaching the fencing before I did, clapping Cadoc on the shoulder in a brotherly way.

      “The Sluagh queen was one of the most powerful faeries to ever walk this realm,” Vazden supplied. Folding his thick arms over his chest as he, too, leaned against the fence alongside Cadoc. “Before the courts were established, Faerie was a raw, lawless place. There was no structure. Osiris had just come into power. The Sluagh hunts indiscriminately, feeding their ranks like an insatiable beast.”

      “But what are they exactly?” I asked. My heart was in my throat as I considered the fact that these ravenous beasts were on their way here as we spoke.

      “The host of the unforgiven dead,” Riven said ominously, sliding off the fencing smoothly. He padded towards me with a swagger that set my teeth on edge, as if he owned the world and everyone in it.

      The magic in my collar flared as he neared, as if responding to its master. His lips were tilted into an amused smirk, as if he could smell the fear rolling off of me and was enjoying it.

      “Not quite dead and not quite living, but somewhere in between.” He reached out a hand to me, beckoning me to take it. “They’re unstoppable, unkillable, and unmatched. Even the Wild Hunt pales in comparison to their power. So, I suggest you use your time here wisely before they arrive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 18]
        

      

      
        
        Kyre

      

      

      The book I was holding fell to the floor as my back gave another twinge, something I was sadly growing used to. Kneeling down to pick it up, I flitted my eyes to the wooden desk on the other side of the study where Riven sat. He didn’t so much as look up at me as he sighed and said, “If you’re going to continue to be clumsy, then perhaps I should send you back down to wash the steeds.”

      I grumbled, placing the heavy tome back onto the shelf. It seemed to me that Riven had claimed this room as his study to make himself feel more important than he really was. It was the most civilized room in the entire tree house, with actual wood-paneled walls covered in hanging maps, a couple of gilded portraits of faeries I didn’t recognize, and even a regal desk covered in parchment, ink, and little trinkets. It reminded me of how the astronomer's study back in the castle had looked before he died.

      Most of the books were handwritten and bound crudely in leather or silks. Some of them didn’t even have any bindings and weren’t much more than an assemblage of crumpled papers. I’d been instructed to organize and dust the shelves that spanned an entire wall from floor to ceiling. What I hadn’t anticipated was the fact that Riven would be overseeing the entire task from his seat at his desk. Of course, he barely looked up as far as I knew, his nose too buried in books or scribbling down…whatever it was he was writing.

      What did he even have to write about? Maybe it was some kind of memoir. He seemed like the type to think that highly of himself. I chuckled as I continued to dust off the books.

      “Is something amusing?” he asked after my laugh came out a little bit too harshly. I cursed under my breath, as the last thing I needed was to provoke him today. I said nothing. “Look at me.” The command had me turning to face him immediately, but I kept a large tome clutched in my hands as somewhat of a barrier between us. His golden eyes appeared surprisingly docile rather than angry at my lack of response. “Come here, I’d like to talk with you.” He gestured to the other side of his desk, where a plush, wingback chair sat empty.

      Setting the book down, I obliged him, settling back in the chair and rolling my shoulders. My back gave another twinge of pain that had me gritting my teeth. The pain seemed to be growing worse by the day, and sooner or later, I was going to have to do something about it. It made me wonder if something had been done to me on the journey from Karn. Had they thrown me around like a sack of grain, passing me from faerie to faerie while I lay unconscious? My stomach rolled at the thought.

      Riven looked at peace behind his desk, his fingertips smudged with black ink and his dark-brown hair a bit mussed. Without Haelo and Cadoc in the room, his presence wasn’t as all-consuming or overbearing. His golden tattoos were on full display today in his tunic shirt with the shirtsleeves rolled to his elbows and the leather ties loosened, exposing a great deal of his chest.

      “Are you in pain?” he asked as he closed the book he was reading on his desk. I tried to peer at the title, but he swiped it off and shoved it into a drawer before I had the chance. “Before you even consider lying to me, I’d like you to know that I'm exceptional at weeding out the truth. You’ve been alarmingly clumsy, and I don’t think it has anything to do with your lack of intelligence.”

      My mouth dropped open with a scoff. “I’ll have you know that I’ve had the best tutors available in Karn at my disposal for over twenty-years. I’m not exactly simple, so I’d appreciate it if you would stop treating me like it.”

      His mouth pulled up into a bemused smirk. “I believe I asked you a question, and I don’t like repeating myself.”

      Silence stretched between us as I continued to glare at him, my fingers curling against the arm rests of the chair, if only to keep me from leaping over the desk and wrapping them around his neck. “I’m fine, thank you,” I gritted out through my teeth, deciding not to tell him a damn thing. “Now, may I get back to work before you decide to reprimand me for that, too?”

      “No one here would hold it against you if you asked to seek out a healer,” he said, ignoring my words entirely. He reclined in his chair, running a palm over his scruff. “Crossing the Veil into Faerie can be challenging for halflings and humans.” He tapped his temple with one finger. “It can even scramble the mind for some. It’s a gateway between realms. One doesn’t simply cross through to the other side without leaving some part of themselves behind.”

      He stood from his chair, and I tensed as he circled the desk slowly. He moved fluidly, completely at ease in his own space, coming to a stop behind my chair. I was barely breathing as his words simmered in my head.

      I managed to speak, though my throat was tight with nerves. “How was I supposed to know a healer was even an option when you’ve kept me collared with a dampener for your own sick enjoyment?

      I could feel his shock in the way his body went utterly still, and for a moment I worried that maybe I’d made a mistake in revealing what I knew too early. But Vazden’s words kept buzzing in my ears.

      “Vazden always did have a soft spot for a pretty face,” he said, clicking  his tongue.  Strong hands caressed my arms from behind, and I froze. Riven moved slowly, brushing his fingers through the ends of my hair, running his knuckles over my skin when he reached my neck. His touch was warm and soft. But I knew what these hands were capable of, and this was just another one of his traps. “You think I want to hurt you, but you’re wrong.” His words were a whisper against the shell of my ear. Lies, all lies. “I can understand why you don't believe me. Perhaps we could have extended a more…hospitable welcome. This arrangement doesn’t have to be entirely torturous, you know.”

      Anger welled up inside me. What was he playing at? Who was he trying to fool? “You’ve shown me nothing but contempt. What makes you think I’d be interested in your hospitable welcome?” I pulled away, pivoting in the chair to peer into his golden eyes. “I’m not some doll for you to play with until I’m broken.”

      “Oh, but you’d make a very pretty doll…”

      Rolling my eyes, I returned to the bookshelf and continued dusting and organizing. He simply watched me for a few agonizingly-long moments. The heat of his eyes on my back had beads of sweat appearing on the nape of my neck. Eventually, he returned to his desk, and the scratch of his writing resumed.

      We worked in companionable silence for the next hour. The trees just outside the window were rustling in the evening breeze. I shivered, wishing I’d brought something warmer to wear than this thin dress. After returning from the field of beasts, Riven commanded me to clean up and change before even thinking about entering his study. This time, they’d left it up to me to dress myself. Riven lit a fire in the hearth with a single word, warming my chilled skin. I didn’t bother thanking him.

      After another hour of pregnant silence passed, I couldn't take it anymore. I had to know. Spinning on my heel, I placed the book I was holding aside. “What is it you really want from me, Riven? Why did you put this dampener on me when I don’t have any of my own magic? I’m clearly not a threat to any of you. You have me right where you want me. What more can I do?”

      He straightened in his chair, setting down his writing utensils and disregarding whatever it is he was working on. Probably a personalized note to the Sluagh inviting them to dinner. “That’s a loaded question.”

      I approached his desk, skirting the chairs and placing my hands atop it. “I’m serious.”

      “Oh I’m sure you are,” he said with a bitter smirk and mischief in his golden eyes. "How about this, Princess.” Standing to his full formidable height, he rounded his desk, sauntering towards me. I spun, making sure to keep my front to him at all times. He kept coming until the back of my thighs were pressed up against his desk with nowhere for me to go. “You can obey. You can submit to me completely. I want you on your knees before me every second of every hour, my name spilling from your lips in awed reverence.” He placed his hand on the side of my face, cupping my cheek. “I wish to own every inch of you until you’ve utterly forgotten the life you had before. Is that what you want to hear?”

      My mouth opened and closed, words escaping me entirely. His face was so close to mine that I could pick out every fleck of gold in his eyes—eyes that matched the golden tattoos, which began to glow on his skin. “You’re insane…” I whispered halfheartedly. I tried to move away, but the hand on my cheek clamped down harder, holding me still. “Why did you do this to me?”

      He paused for a moment, taking the time to stare into my eyes as if searching for some hidden answer to a question he never even asked. I was trapped in his lure, unable to look away for even a second. Magic flowed through every inch of his lean body. Mage magic, mixing with his faerie blood to create a creature of unimaginable strength. The magic locked away inside the collar flared white hot and I winced.

      “Were you under the impression that the princes of the Wild Hunt went around making bargains with just anyone?” Dread pooled in my gut. I held my hands in tight fists, the warmth of my glowing brand causing sweat to bead on my palms. I wanted to lash out at him with it. “Oh, you beautiful, naïve creature,” he cooed. Trapping me against the desk, he knew there was no way I could get past him.

      “Just tell me what you know. I’m so—” My shoulders dropped and my whole body suddenly felt heavy. “Riven, I'm so tired.” My eyes stung with unshed tears of pure frustration. “All I ever wanted was to make Drystan better.”

      “And you did that,” he said, softer this time as he tucked a tendril of my hair behind my ear. “Your brother has been cured of whatever sick spell your witch of a queen had him under. He’s free now because of what you sacrificed. Is that not enough?”

      It was, wasn't it? I’d done what I set out to do, and I'd saved my brother. I saved Karn, didn’t I? The truth was, I didn’t know what became of Drystan or the humans I’d left behind with Reena still in power. All I knew was that I left him with more of a chance to take everything back than he’d had this time last year when he’d fallen asleep and never woke up. What else was I supposed to do?

      “Why the collar?” I asked more firmly this time, swallowing back any tears that begged to let loose. I couldn’t afford for him to see me crumble. My hand flew to the collar as it flared brightly again. “Please don’t lie to me. I might not be able to mind-speak the way you do, but I know when I’m being lied to. I think I deserve to know what’s going on here.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready to know the truth? It might not be the answer you want.”

      Despite his ominous warning, I nodded. “I can handle it. Anything is better than knowing that everyone knows something I don’t.”

      “Alright then. Here’s the truth, but don’t you dare blame me. I'm simply the messenger. We knew who you were from the moment you spoke the words to summon us. When your blood touched the soil so close to the Veil, it called to us, and we had no choice but to answer. Had you been anyone else, we wouldn’t have hesitated to remove your head from your shoulders for sport.” I shook my head in disbelief. “It’s true. It’s why we alerted the Sluagh the day we brought you here. It’s why they’re rushing to the Void Wood at this very moment. For you. Their queen commander is coming to purchase you, and in exchange, she owes us a favor. The kind of favor only the undead can provide.”

      His lips brushed mine as his fingers sunk into my hair. I was frozen in place, unable to move or speak or even think clearly. Fear like I’d never known washed over me in waves. Every horror I‘d ever heard about the Sluagh, every nightmarish story ran through my head one after the next.

      They were coming here. For me. Just for me. They were going to buy me. They were going to snatch me away and take me into the darkness where no one would ever find me again, and there was nothing I could do about it. This collar around my neck kept me chained to the auction house, to these faeries that were so willing to sell me for a favor.

      He didn’t kiss me. Instead, he pulled back, brushing his lips lightly against my cheek, warm breath caressing the shell of my ear as I stared blankly ahead. “I only wish you knew how badly I want to keep you.”
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      There was less than a week until the Sluagh queen would sweep through the Void Wood with her undead host. Until we would have no other choice but to hand over the halfling.

      It wasn’t what I could have chosen were I in control. I would have found another way, but we were running out of options. With every breath I took, the Sluagh closed the distance. They would be here any day now, moving as swiftly as a dark wind through the trees and over the mountains. There was no stopping them when they had a bounty within their sights.

      If only she knew the truth. The real truth. The one I chose not to tell her, knowing it would only break her more. Some might say I was cruel for toying with her this way. Some might say I was cold and unfeeling. It might even be true, but not when it came to our halfling princess. Our concubine. Our Kyre.

      I wanted to hate her. No…that wasn’t right. Hate was too strong a word for what I wanted with her. What I wanted was to feel nothing in her presence. I wanted to look into her amber eyes without feeling like my heart was about to burst out of my chest. What I wanted was to send her far away from everything that might hurt her. Even if it meant protecting her from herself. Even if she didn’t understand why I’d placed that dampener around her neck. If I had to be the bad guy, her enemy, then that’s the role I would play.

      I needed to find Vazden. He would know what to do. He would understand. He might even be the only soul in all of Faerie who ever could…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 19]
        

      

      
        
        Kyre

      

      

      A shadow fell over my body, blocking out the moonlight. Vazden lowered himself to the mossy forest floor beside me, his long legs bent as he rested his elbows on his knees. So human-like, and yet so far from it.

      “You need sleep. I can see the days wearing on you.” Reaching out, his thumb gently brushed beneath my eye where there were, no doubt, splotches of purple and blue from nights of fitful sleep or none at all. It was hard to sleep in a house with faerie princes who wanted nothing more than to toy with their new pet. Even harder knowing what was inevitably coming for me.

      I’d been sitting on the edge of the clearing for the last few hours, staring out at the beasts that feasted on heaps of raw meat. The princes were on a hunt and hadn’t been back in two days, but for some reason Vazden stayed behind. I’d met him out here every day, keeping to my schedule of feeding the remaining creatures, the herd considerably thinner until they returned. I realized I didn’t mind it as much as I thought I would have. Things were quieter down here on the ground without the constant chattering, giggling, and moaning of faeries.

      I’d even managed to get down here by myself without the need for Cadoc’s wings. I’d forgotten just how much I enjoyed climbing through the trees, feeling the rough bark under my palms. The ladders and bridges helped, too. Back home in Karn, I’d spent more time out on the fringes of the woods than I ever did in the city. It felt nice to stretch my sore muscles again, even if the pain in my neck and back occasionally brought me to my knees.

      I didn’t leave the auction house too often, but every once in a while I’d be sent somewhere or another to fetch an item or to deliver a message. The other day, Haelo had me selecting dresses for concubines to wear for bidding day. We’d spent three hours in a room with a nymph named Tetra who spun the dresses from silks she harvested meticulously. It surprised me just how invested Haelo was in the tediousness of it all. I realized he enjoyed the monotonous things, like reading and music. So very normal. So very unlike the Wild Hunt of legend.

      Haelo, Cadoc, and Riven were often locked away in Riven’s study speaking in hushed voices while I fussed over them, serving them drinks, dusting bookshelves, and pretending I wasn’t trying to hear every word. Half of their conversations took place inside of their heads, so after a few days of trying, I simply gave up.

      It was all busy work, but I didn’t mind. They had yet to seek me out again for anything other than menial tasks, and Erix had been avoiding me altogether. He hadn’t bothered to visit me in my dreams, nor did he attempt to pull me into his. I found myself looking for him throughout the day, trying to work up the courage to corner him somewhere and make him face what happened between us.

      These past two days had been quiet with half of the Wild Hunt gone, leaving the auction house practically empty save for concubines and servants. I thought maybe I could get to know a few of the other halflings working in the auction house as I saw the same faces coming and going every day. That plan failed within the first hour of trying. Everyone seemed to be avoiding me. They would cut their eyes at me when I entered a room, turning to whisper to their companions. Servants wouldn’t even make eye contact unless they absolutely had to ask me a direct question.

      Clearly, I wasn't very popular among the other halflings, and something told me it had everything to do with the fact that the princes were no longer indulging in their options.

      I spent most of my time sequestered in my room sketching, painting, and trying to keep my mind occupied. To my surprise, Haelo had agreed when I’d requested supplies. The next morning my room was filled with canvases, parchment, charcoal, and paints. There were more books delivered to my room as well, and I knew they were gifts from Erix. Still irritated with him, I chose to sketch instead, filling my room with drawings of the treetop city from memory, renderings of the beasts down below, and the faces of faeries I passed in the halls. It grounded me for a while, possibly the only thing keeping me sane until they returned.

      But Vazden, I realized, was excellent company. These past two days he’d been teaching me about various steeds and how to properly care for them. I never realized just how different faerie creatures were to...say horses, sheep, or cows. They required skill and training to handle unless you wanted to lose a limb.

      I didn’t particularly enjoy messing with the barrels of raw meat, so I usually let Vazden do the heavy lifting while I was content to provide support. He humored me mostly, telling me stories of past hunts he and his…brothers had been on. He told me about their long journeys through Faerie, riding their steeds through valleys, forests, and foothills while he flew high above them scouting their bounties.

      I asked him to tell me about the faerie courts since I doubted I'd ever get to see them in person. That’s where his stories took a darker turn. Apparently, he had a rough history regarding the pure-blooded court. Their king despised creatures and anything with primal blood in their veins. It made me wonder what had happened to him. His visceral reaction to my dampener collar had me suspicious.

      “Sleep doesn't come so easy anymore,” I said. I fiddled with a violet flower I’d plucked from a nearby bush, twisting it between my fingertips.

      A low rumble emanated from Vazden’s chest. “The dampener is hurting you.” It wasn’t a question. He glared at the collar as if it personally offended him. I could tell it was really bothering him.

      “It’s not the collar, I promise. I’m just complaining. Taking advantage of not having the others within earshot for once.” There always seemed to be one of my captors somewhere nearby. Someone was always watching, always right around the corner.

      He shook his head, his long, beaded braids clinking together, brushing all the way down to his hips. His skin shone nearly purple in the moonlight, soft like velvet and yet as hard as stone. “You’re a bad liar, I hope you know that. You wear your emotions like a second skin.” At my dry look, he huffed a low laugh. “Fine, I’ll drop it, but if your pain gets any worse, I’m going to skin Riven alive slowly until he removes the fucking dampener.”

      I laughed, not doubting for a single second that he actually would. My smile fell as though of Riven’s last words to me before I left his study days ago. If only you knew how badly I want to keep you.

      What was that supposed to mean? Riven had been nothing but argumentative and dismissive towards me since I was brought here. Once again I would give just about anything to know what was going on inside his head. Faeries were confusing to the point of madness. Not to mention the fact that he still hadn’t told me what this dampener was even for, somehow he twisted his words enough to make me forget what I’d even asked in the first place. Damn faeries and their sharp tongues.

      “It sounds to me like you could use a night away from this place,” he said after a long stretch of comfortable silence. I looked at him in confusion, noting a glimmer of excitement shining in his yellow eyes. “I think I may go fly for a while. Care to join me?”

      “I might be a faerie, but I don’t have any wings.”

      “You know what I meant.” He laughed, nudging me in the shoulder and nearly knocking me over. “I meant on the back of my dragon. What do you say? It’s a clear enough night for it.” Tilting his head back, he looked toward the sky, which managed to peek between the trees that swayed far, far overhead, the pale moonlight glinting off of his dark skin.

      “Are you sure that’s…allowed?” I’d never seen a drach in their true form before. Sure, I’d seen paintings of dragons before, with their massive scaled bodies, wings that were powerful enough to sweep armies off their feet, and talons longer than my arm. The prospect of riding one was almost absurd.

      “I wouldn’t have offered it if I wasn’t sure,” he said as he rose to his feet, towering over me, the silhouette of his curling horns stark against the moon behind them. “The offer is there if you want it, but you’d better decide quickly. The sky calls to me tonight, and I have to answer.” With a grin that showed his sharp teeth, he walked off into the tree line.
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      Of course, I followed him, trying my best to keep up with his long strides, yet nervous that at any moment, one of the erasu would try to stop me from leaving the woods. I had no doubt the princes had ordered them to keep an eye on me while they were gone. But Vazden had no doubt already communicated his plans to them.

      After a small trek through the trees, we came to a stop on the edge of a massive cliff overlooking a valley. Below us was a labyrinth of streams and fields of tall grasses spotted with acacia blooms. Thick fog undulated over the grassland, creating the illusion that the land was moving on its own. For all I knew, it was.

      “Are you ready? My dragon is itching to come out,” Vazden asked as we stood on the ledge with our hair whipping around our faces in the biting wind. He rolled his shoulders, craning his neck from side to side as he kicked off his boots.

      Anticipation had me feeling giddy, my body suddenly longing for the feel of the night air again. All those nights Zephyr and I had soared among the stars was ingrained into my very being, and I needed that feeling back.

      Facing Vazden, I tied back my hair in a braid, but it wasn’t much use in this wind. “More ready than you know.” My smile stretched across my face, and I suddenly realized how long it had been since I felt genuine joy.

      He hesitated for only a moment, a brief flash of worry clouding his eyes before he wiped it away and closed them, then Vazden’s body began to contort. It happened in the blink of an eye and a swift crack of bone, but suddenly, an enormous black dragon stood before me as I stumbled backwards, nearly losing my footing and sending myself toppling over the cliff.

      He was magnificent, to put it mildly. Possibly the most beautiful creature I ever could have imagined. The dragon’s black-iridescent scales were like that of his armor—thick and heavy, but slick and shining so that it looked like natural glass that reflected the stars. He stood about five heads taller than his drach form and his black, bat-like wings were powerful and tipped with hooked claws that looked like shards of diamond.

      Yellow eyes the size of my head stared back at me and glowed in the night like a cat. When he blinked, I noticed that he had a secondary eyelid—a transparent one that closed sideways beneath his top lid. I remembered seeing it when he’d been in his drach form the day we met, but I hadn’t realized that there was a function for it.

      “Amazing…” I whispered, still awestruck as I approached him slowly. “Vazden, you’re beautiful.” If dragons could have facial expressions, I might have imagined his relief at the compliment, rather than the fear he probably expected from me.

      He lowered his head toward the ground, his legs bending beneath his weight, and flattened his wings. It was clear that he wanted me to climb on his back, but a part of me hesitated. Something about this moment felt sacred, as if allowing me to ride him was a gesture of some kind, a show of solidarity.

      Knowing he was eager to get in the sky, I wasted no time climbing onto his back, using his shoulders as leverage. Luckily, I was used to this part, having mastered the art of flying with Zephyr the year before. Once again, I was hit with a pang of longing, wondering where my friend was at this very moment and if he missed me as much as I missed him.

      Once situated, I slid backwards and braced myself by locking my knees around the back of his shoulder blades. His scales were rougher than I’d anticipated, like the surface of a river rock, and they allowed my fingers to find purchase, hooking underneath. My arms locked tight, and I whispered under my breath that he'd better not drop me. A rumble of what I assume was laughter rolled through his body, which vibrated beneath me.

      We were moving before I realized it, his wings expanding on either side of me. In seconds, the world dropped out from beneath us, my hair whipping back out of my braid as we plummeted, dropping through the icy air like rain and sleet, the ground approaching fast. Then his wings caught the wind, pulling us back up. After arcing high in the sky, his wings shifted, bringing us to a steady glide. After a moment, I relaxed my grip on his scales and just let myself enjoy the ride.

      The land whipped by as we traveled over the valley. In the night, creatures of the Void Wood ran wild and free. Down below us, a pack of lycinians sprinted in a tight, practiced formation. They were hunting. The wolf-like faeries glowed silver as their fur caught the moonlight, causing them to blend in with the undulating fog that rolled over the grasslands. Their ominous howls filled the night. Whatever they were hunting didn’t stand a chance.

      As we circled the valley, I looked out over the canopy of trees, trying to pinpoint where we were, but from above, it all looked remarkably the same. The trees swayed in the wind, but there were some that appeared to move a little more deliberately. My mind flashed back to my first day here, when I’d felt the bark move under my palm. They were alive in a way other forests weren’t, and I could see it now.

      The sound of smaller wings fluttered somewhere in the distance. I flitted my eyes from side to side and craned my neck to see what had decided to join us in the sky. Vazden didn’t seem to be on alert, so I took that as a sign that whatever it was, it didn’t mean any harm. More wing flaps joined the cacophony of noise. I gasped as several dark shapes gathered around us, their eyes locked onto Vazden as they swooped in and out of formation.

      They were wraiths. A smaller version of Vazden’s dragon form, and there were at least five or six of them. The one at eye level with me was a deep jeweled-blue color, with thick, white horns protruding from its head. Unlike drachs, wraiths didn’t have a human form and were usually used in times of war or for sport.

      The wraith was joined by several others, two of them a deep, moss-green and the other, the color of aged bone with onyx horns. They ducked and swooped around one another in the air as they played. Vazden humored them, dipping low and then shooting back up into the sky before veering off left and right at random.

      I laughed, even as I hung on for dear life, wondering if this was the sort of thing Vazden enjoyed doing when no one was around. The thought made me smile, imagining the fearsome, ancient drach warrior frolicking in the sky with wraiths. It definitely brightened my night.

      We flew for hours, letting the wind guide us where it wanted us to go. My soul felt freer than it had in a long time, being this close to the stars. I squinted out into the distance, wondering if Neera and Zephyr were somewhere out there, safe and unharmed. I thought of Drystan as I stared up at the moon overhead, hoping that maybe he was staring at it, too.

      After a while, Vazden began to circle back around to the valley, heading back to the cliffside we’d taken off from. Exhaustion loomed, and I knew at any moment, I was going to collapse, hopefully into a dreamless sleep for once.

      We landed heavily, kicking up a cloud of dust, Vazden lowering his neck and shoulders so that I could slide off his back easily. My legs wobbled as I tried to catch my balance. My back throbbed with the effort it took not to fall, but I managed it. After a swift crack of bone and the flutter of magic, Vazden was once again in human form, somehow clad again in that same scaled armor and a pair of black-leather pants.

      “That was amazing,” I panted out, trying to catch my breath as a fresh wave of icy wind swept over us. Vazden stepped closer, placing his hands on my upper arms, gently rubbing them for warmth. Heat fluttered in my belly at his touch.

      “I’ve never had a rider before,” he said, looking down at me in a way that had my heart picking up speed. “I have to say it was an…unusual experience.” He laughed deeply, the sound rumbling off of the trees. “I liked the feel of your hands on my scales, and your thighs gripping me tight.”

      My throat dried up as he pulled on my upper arms, bringing me closer to his warmth. Being near Vazden was like taking a breath of fresh air after weeks of suffocating. Flying through the air had been more freeing than I ever thought I’d feel again.

      Vazden moved closer, his massive fingers wrapping around my upper arms, keeping me steady on my feet as the wind whipped by us. His yellow eyes dipped to my lips, causing my heart to riot in my chest. I knew he wanted to kiss me. I could feel it in the way he touched me so softly. I realized I wanted him to kiss me, too. I wanted to feel his hardness all over me, to stroke my fingers across his wings and to know what it felt like to hold onto his horns while he…

      His lips touched mine before I could think about it too hard or talk myself out of taking what I craved for once. I was allowed to be selfish sometimes, wasn’t I? I rose up on my toes, trying to reach him better. He groaned into my mouth, a shudder working its way through him as he gripped me tight. I could feel the prick of his claws digging into me, but I didn’t care. I just needed more.

      My lips parted, allowing his tongue to slip between them, tangling with mine. My body was pressed against his, and I felt every single ridge of him, as hard as stone and as smooth as silk. My hands drifted up his torso, feeling along the dips and curves of his scaled armor, knowing that underneath was one of the most powerful males to ever walk this realm. I realized quickly that his armor appeared to be made out of the same scales he donned in his dragon form.

      His hips thrust forward as I rubbed against him, seeking out more of his delicious warmth. I ran my fingers over his wide shoulders, feeling my way toward the tips of his wings that rose up behind him. He stiffened when I tentatively touched one, and his breath hitched as I licked against his sharp fangs in tandem with my fingers.

      “Touch them…” he said with a groan of anticipation.

      Kissing him deeper, I moved my hands over his widespread wings, noting the softness of their leather-like texture. They were heavy and powerful, but the way they moved was as if they were another set of limbs. They twitched under my fingers, bending and folding as if my touch was almost too much to take.

      Something hard pressed against my abdomen, growing by the second, and every single drop of blood in my veins suddenly ignited. Through his leather pants, his cock throbbed against me, straining against the material. Apparently, touching and stroking his wings was having some kind of effect on the drach. I nipped at his full, bottom lip, savoring the taste of him, knowing that these moments were fleeting.

      “I need to take you,” he whispered hoarsely. His words were guttural as if the dragon inside of him was still close to the surface. He dragged his claws over my skin and I shivered. “But I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I nipped at his lip again, tasting him, my body on fire with need. “Maybe I want you to.” I smiled up at him wickedly, his eyes lighting up with feral restraint. “I’m not as fragile as you think I am. You won’t break me.”

      He growled low under his breath, his body humming. “You say that now, but you have yet to see my cock.” I sucked in a breath as his hips thrust forward against my core. He held me tightly against him. “You’ve never been fucked by a drach, little halfling. You have no idea how powerful I am.”

      I was wet for him, my body pulsing with lust. I wanted him the same way I’d wanted Erix. With the same hunger I’d swallowed down Haelo’s cock with. These males weren’t like the humans I’d been with in the past. They were animalistic in the way that they fucked, and after Erix, I realized I liked it. No…I craved it. A human man could never satisfy me the same way again.

      “Show me,” I said, daring him. I dragged my palm down the center of his hard chest, letting my fingers caress his scaled armor slowly. His nostrils flared, as if he could scent exactly how wet I was. How ready I was to feel him inside of me. “Show me how a drach fucks.”

      I was playing with fire, but I welcomed the burn.

      He was stripping me of my clothes in the next heartbeat, his talons shredding through the top of my dress, letting the scraps fall around us. I was exposed and vulnerable to the freezing air, my nipples hardening into points. He raised his wings up, spreading them wide, circling them around us like a shield, the heat of his body instantly warming me.

      I didn’t hesitate, unfastening the leather ties on his pants, letting the leather part, exposing the bulge of his cock. My mouth watered as it pulsed, begging me to free it from its constraints. Vazden hummed, his entire chest vibrating. “Do it, Princess. I want to see it in your dainty, little hand.” I pulled him free, gripping his shaft, barely able to close my fingers around the width of him. “That’s it, just like that…” He moaned when I stroked him, keeping my movements slow and unhurried.

      “Are you sure this will fit?” I asked with a nervous laugh. Fuck, I hoped it would.

      His hands gripped my waist as he lifted me up with little to no effort on his part until my ass was cradled in the crook of his elbows. “Lift your dress and I’ll make sure you’re ready for me.” The promise in his words had me doing as he said, bunching the thin fabric of my skirts around my waist, exposing me completely. He breathed in deeply, groaning at the scent of my wetness. “Grip my horns while I feast.”

      I swallowed thickly, grabbing hold of his thick, black horns. They were rough and ridged like carved bone. I used them to keep me steady as Vazden buried his face in my center. I cried out as his tongue entered me. His mouth was hot and wet, his teeth sharp as they nibbled at my skin gently. I couldn’t help but move my hips, fucking his face as his claws dug into my ass. He ate me like he was starving. Like he’d been wasting away for years without relief and I was his salvation.

      It didn’t take me long to climax, my thighs tightening and shaking around his face as he closed his lips around my clit, sucking it with his tongue, rolling it until I saw stars behind my eyelids. I could barely breathe as I moaned his name. Over and over, I chanted for him to keep going, to never ever stop.

      He pulled away, his lips coated in my wetness. His eyes were feral and glowing brightly, the slit down the middle so narrow it was almost nonexistent. “I need to fuck you before my beast takes over completely.”

      I moaned as he lowered me back down. “Tell him he’s more than welcome to come out and play…” I was delirious with pleasure, aching to be filled as his thick hardness rubbed up against me.

      “Oh, he would like that very much,” he purred.

      Then he was shoving inside me. Hard and fast as we both cried out. His cock stretched me wider than I'd ever been stretched before, until I wasn’t sure my body could take it anymore. I was so utterly full, nearly bursting. But it felt so fucking good. So good that tears pricked my eyes.

      “Am I hurting you?” he asked, barely able to grit the words out, straining as I clenched my muscles around him.

      “Yes, but don’t you dare stop. I want to feel it all. I want to feel everything.” It did hurt, but I welcomed the pain. I needed it. I craved it.

      “Fuck!” he shouted, more dragon than drach this time. His rumble echoed off of the trees that surrounded us, and probably through the valley below. He slammed me on his cock, over and over again, using my body to fuck himself exactly how he wanted. He was so large that I barely had to do anything, he could just move me with ease in any direction, at any speed. Pleasure rolled through me in wave after delicious wave. Rising and rising until I was going to overflow.

      I reached up, grabbing onto his horns again for leverage as his hips continued to thrust into me, the slaps of our skin the only sound other than our moans. I pulled him in for a kiss, our lips clashing, teeth clacking together as we tasted, licked, and consumed.

      We fell over the edge together, Vazden emptying himself violently into me. His cum was hot and it spilled down between us, all the while his thrusts never stopped. They slowed, but didn’t stop. He came with a mighty roar that shook the trees, sending flocks of birds leaping from their perches and flying off into the sky. My thighs shook. My whole body shook.

      It all came crashing down around me when a sudden burning pain shot through my spine, licking up my back like flames. My body became dead weight in his arms. Vazden cursed, his wings opening back up as he lowered me to the mossy ground. “What is it??” He ran his eyes over me from head to toe, unable to find a single wound. “Kyre!” He shook me, but my eyes were already rolling back in my head from the pain.

      I’d never felt anything like it. There was a white-hot glow as the collar around my neck burned, growing brighter by the second. Vazden was frantic as I fought for every breath, trying to break the collar, but it wouldn’t budge.

      There was a noise in the distance—the dull thud of hoofbeats and the flapping of wings. Vazden looked up, glaring off into the distant trees, nostrils flaring as he breathed in deeply. Glancing back down at me, he tentatively touched the collar around my throat again.

      I managed to shake my head and croak out, “My back…it’s on fire…”

      Tears streamed from my eyes as I gritted my teeth, writhing in Vazden’s embrace. A pressure was building between my shoulder blades, pushing and pushing until I felt like my spine would crack in half. I screamed, shrill and bloodcurdling, no longer able to hold it in.

      The sounds of the forest began to jumble together, and as Vazden looked up, he began yelling, pointing off in the distance as if he was speaking to someone, but I was in too much pain to look.

      “Hold on for me, Kyre,” Vazden chanted. Over and over, he repeated the words until they began to sound like vague echoes and murmurs. Then his lips were moving without sound, and everything went silent.

      Four large shapes appeared in my vision—One blue, one dark, one golden, and one a bright, shining white. The golden one flared brighter as it came closer, and somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew it was them.

      I felt Riven take my hand in his, just before a wave of pain hit me again, causing me to arch my back and scream. Riven’s grip tightened, and cooling licks of power began slipping up my arm, under my skin. When the magic reached my shoulder, it leaked into my skin and covered me in a deliciously cool sensation that felt like jumping into a running river after a hot summer day.

      The princes were murmuring too quickly for me to pick up their meaning, but there was something frantic in their tones. I just lay there, trying to use Riven’s reprieve to take in long, steady breaths before the pain inevitably came back with a vengeance.

      The bright, white light bent over my body, blocking out the other males. I felt the tickle and drag of Haelo’s long hair against my overheated skin as he gently cupped my cheek. “Close your eyes for me, love. It’ll all be over soon.” His words were soothing and soft, like a lullaby begging for me to obey. “That’s it…” he cooed as my eyelids drooped, exhaustion washing over me. “Sleep for me, little faerie, and in the morning, everything will be as it should.”
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        Kyre

      

      

      I woke to the sound of rushed male voices, my head instantly spinning and my stomach rolling with nausea. I was going to vomit… There was no question about it.

      Clenching my teeth together and attempting to lift my heavy lids, I couldn’t help but overhear an argument going on somewhere in the room…if I was even in a room. How did I get here? Where is here? The last thing I remembered was standing on the edge of a cliff overlooking the valley with Vazden.

      Despite the nausea, my lips tingled pleasantly, remembering the feel of his hands all over my skin. Not only his hands, but his lips, his teeth, and his cock…

      “How exactly do you expect to keep any of this a secret?” snapped a deep, growling voice I instantly recognized as Vazden. “You have no idea what you’ve set in motion, do you?”

      Set in motion? Who was he talking to? Was he talking about me?

      “Look at her, Vaz. Look at her and tell me this isn't fate. We’ve waited for too long to take any chances.” Riven’s rich, velvety voice sounded more irritated than bored as usual. “The second her blood touched Faerie’s soil, it was out of our hands, and you know that. I tried to keep it to myself until I could figure out what we were supposed to fucking do!”

      “You placed a dampener around her fucking neck!” Vazden roared, and something in the room shattered. “You humiliated her in front of the entire hunt, refused to tell her the truth about who she is to us, and now you have the audacity to expect her to—”

      “Careful,” Cadoc’s rough, demanding voice interrupted. “This wood has ears everywhere, and we cannot afford for this conversation to be overheard.”

      By now, I’d forced my eyes to remain shut, knowing this was probably the only chance I would get to glean some real information out of these faeries.

      Vazden laughed humorlessly. “I’m not the one with an army of erasu at my beck and call sleuthing all over the damn place. Sooner or later, Kyre will wake up, and I promise you, I won’t be the one to lie to her.”

      “Who said anything about lying?” drawled Haelo. I heard his footsteps as he sauntered closer and tried not to react. Fingers gently grazed the side of my face, moving a lock of hair out of the way. “I have every intention of making her understand exactly why we answered her call.”

      “Then why the theatrics?” Vazden asked. “Do you trutly think she will forgive any of us?”

      “Just a bit of harmless fun,” Haelo said with a sigh. “She’s lived among the humans for too long and needed to be reminded of exactly whom she summoned. I’m sure with time and…convincing, she’ll come to see it our way.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Vazden snapped. “I’m giving you a day to tell her the truth before I do it myself. She doesn’t deserve this, and you well know that.”

      “How generous of you,” Haelo drawled mockingly. “Take a breath and go clean yourself up. We’ll take good care of our little, faerie princess. There’s no going back now regardless. She’s nearly here.” A beat of heavy silence fell over the room.

      ‘She?’ Who was on her way already?

      “You’re really going through with this…” Vazden’s voice lowered to a menacing growl followed by low, deliberate footsteps in my direction.

      I felt Haelo stand to his full height, his fingers leaving my cheek. “It was only a matter of time before she found out on her own. If your so keen on her knowing the truth, then who better to make her understand than the Sluagh queen herself?””

      “This is too reckless. Kyre isn’t ready for the Sluagh. They’ll make the Wild Hunt look like a litter of puppies, and you’re prepared to hand her over? After what we’ve learned?”

      My blood ran ice cold, every muscle in my body locking up painfully tight.

      “Open those pretty eyes, pet. I can hear your heart thundering,” Riven said, sounding closer to me than I’d expected. My eyes flew open immediately, and I realized I was lying down in a room I didn’t recognize, wearing clothing that wasn’t mine. “That’s a good girl,” he cooed softly, a slash of a smile playing on his lips. “Can you sit up?”

      I frowned at the prince, wondering why he was speaking to me like that. Cadoc, Erix, Haelo, and Vazden were standing around me too, Haelo smiling widely, Cadoc glowering, and Vazden and Erix running their worried eyes all over me.

      I looked down at myself, realizing that I no longer felt that twinge of pain in my back as I started to sit up. “What did you do to me?” I asked, looking back up at Riven with narrowed eyes. “Where are we?”

      “Shh, shh, shh…” Haelo approached me, hands up in a placating manner. “You’re completely safe in Vazden’s home. You need to rest. Your body has gone through quite a change and you’re probably going to be sore for a while.”

      “Am I delirious, or did I really hear someone mention the Slau—?”

      “How are you feeling?” Haelo interrupted me, taking a quick seat on the end of the chaise I was lying on. He placed a warm hand on my leg, and every muscle in my body went taut. His fingers skimmed along my skin softly, and it took everything in me not to curl my toes in response. “Tell me the truth.”

      I ran my eyes over the pale-haired faerie and noticed belatedly that he appeared to be…covered in blood. As were the other four. Each of them wore rough-looking, leather clothing scuffed with dirt and slashed through in various places, as if they’d been shredded by several blades. Haelo’s hair was falling from his braid, and there was a healing bruise on his right cheek. I remembered now—they’d been on a hunt for days before I spent the night flying with Vazden.

      “I feel—” I started to say I felt fine, when suddenly, a muscle in my back twitched violently, sending me rocking forward. Haelo reached out, catching my arm and steadying me. “Something doesn’t feel right.” I lunged forward, throwing off a silken blanket that had been lightly draped over me, and every male in the room took a step forward as I placed my feet gently on the floor. “Something’s wrong.” I started to panic when I felt my weight shift, causing me to topple forward. This time, it was Riven who reached out first to catch me.

      “I need you to stand very still and take in a deep breath for me, Kyre,” Riven murmured as he steadied me on my feet. “There’s a lot we need to talk about, but you have to keep as calm as you can, do you understand?”

      My back twitched again, and this time, I tried to rock backwards. A tickling sensation traveled the length of my spine. “Riven, what’s happening to me?”

      He peered down at me, his golden eyes shining bright, and for once, I couldn’t find any real malice in them. A small smile played on his full lips before his eyes rose as if he were staring at something just over my shoulder.

      Holding me up with one strong arm, he used his other hand to once again push a stray lock of hair out of my eyes. “Since the day you entered the faerie caves and stepped foot past the barrier between realms, you’ve been changing. Before you panic or point fingers, no, this was not our doing. You’ve been in the human realm, where magic is weak and the very air is tainted with poison. Your faerie body never had the chance to develop as it should have a long time ago.”

      “What does that mean? Did I…?” Bringing my hands to my face, I patted my cheeks, my forehead, my lips. Nothing felt off.

      Riven chuckled. “You’re still as beautiful as ever, pet. Only…with a few improvements, I guess you could say.” Fingertips leaving my face, he reached over my shoulder, his arm brushing my cheek. My belly fluttered at the contact. “Hold your breath.”

      Frowning, I did just that, taking a deep breath and holding it in, just as my entire body was suddenly overcome with the strangest, warmest, most thrilling sensation I’d ever felt in my life. My eyes rolled back in my head, and I groaned out loud at the feel of a warm hand caressing my…my what?

      My eyes went wide as realization dawned on me.

      Wings.

      I had wings protruding from my back!

      I could feel them, even before I realized what they were, as if I’d suddenly grown two extra limbs. Every inch of them fluttered and tingled as Riven ran his hands along their length. My heart pounded as my mind began to register every dip and curve of them.

      I looked up, seeking out Vazden’s comforting, yellow eyes, and found him watching me, his chest puffed up and his hands balled into tight fists. I took a step forward and the weight behind me tipped me sideways. I tried to turn, but the air rushing against the surface of the appendages caused them to flutter.

      “Your body is adjusting to the magic in this realm. These wings have always been a part of you, but the human world was too weak to accommodate them.” He stepped around Haelo, reaching out to place a hand lightly on my shoulder, eyeing Riven as if he wanted to shove the prince off of me. His warmth steadied me, allowing me to relax slightly, even as my heart threatened to burst out of my chest. “Do they hurt?” He peered over my shoulder at the wings I still couldn’t see.

      “No,” I said. I tried to flex my back, attempting to move them, but ended up stumbling forward under the weight of them, only for Vazden to catch me before I made a fool of myself…again. Riven’s hands left my body as he took several steps back.  “But they're so heavy. Are they supposed to be this heavy?”

      A small smile stretched Vazden’s lips, despite the clear worry in his eyes still when he glared at Riven. “It won't feel that way forever. Your bones and muscles need time to adjust to the extra weight. Soon they’ll be as familiar to you as your own arms and you’ll hardly notice them at all.”

      I sincerely doubted that, but I supposed I had to take his word for it, given the fact that he had his own set of wings.

      Wings… I had actual wings of my own. Was this some kind of dream? A nightmare? I remembered the pixies I’d seen when I first arrived  and the gorgeous, ethereal fluttering gossamer wings that protruded from between their shoulder blades. Their wings were beautiful and delicate like flower petals, while some of the primals were given heavy, feathered wings or leathery ones tipped with claws.

      I needed to see them. Now.

      Pushing off of Vazden, I tried to keep myself upright and managed to find my balance. Straining my shoulders against the heavy weight, I felt the wings flex against me. The males all watched as I closed my eyes and mentally willed them to work in my favor. A new awareness in the back of my mind hovered just out of reach. If I could only tug on the feeling that could control this new part of myself.

      “Give it time,” said Haelo, softer than his usual tone with me.

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” I gritted out through clenched teeth. “I think you’ve done enough damage already. Just let me figure this out.” Someone in the room snorted, and I was pretty sure it was Cadoc. “And stop pretending to be nice. I’m not an idiot, and I can tell when you’re putting on an act.”

      This time, Haelo laughed. “Can you now? And you know this because…?”

      “Because you’re a cruel bastard who actually enjoys watching me suffer. Just a bit of harmless fun, isn’t that what you said?” I forced myself to tug at the awareness, my eyes finally snapping open as I gained a small amount of control of the wings. I could feel my muscles responding to the tug, and all the while, I glared at Haelo and the irritating smile on his face.

      “Indeed, I did,” he said. Then he moved, faster than I could react, gripping my face between his pinched fingers. It brought our faces close, our lips nearly touching. I felt the whisper of his breath over my skin. “It would be wise to watch your tongue when you speak to me. I only have so much patience.” His pale eyes shone bright, but not with rage—with excitement.

      “Get your hand off of her before I remove it from your arm,” Vazden snarled, stepping up to Haelo and pressing his front against the faerie prince. His eyes were furious, and his talons were extended, ready to rip into Haelo without hesitation. “Back away from her now, Haelo.”

      Haelo stared into my eyes for a heartbeat before letting go of my face and backing up. “You might have our drach at your beck and call now, but he won’t always be there to fight your battles for you. Eventually, you’re going to have to learn how to defend yourself if you want to keep up.”

      “I don’t need anyone to fight my battles,” I snapped back, glaring at both of them.  They were being ridiculous. “And I don’t have any battles that need to be fought. I just want to know the truth. What’s happening to me, Haelo? And don’t lie to me again. I heard you.” I looked at Vazden, my eyes softening. “He won’t hurt me, Vaz, I realize that now.” Haelo scoffed, but I narrowed my eyes back at him. “You gave yourself away when you admitted to using me as some kind of prize to barter with. What’s your plan now that you have me here? I can’t imagine you need another slave to wash you, oil you, and suck your cock.”

      “Perhaps we don’t need all of those things, but have you ever considered that maybe I enjoy having your pretty, little hands all over me?” Haelo gave me a wicked smile, showing his teeth. “Maybe next time—”

      “Enough!” I stepped forward, my wings propelling me faster than I’d intended to move. “I’m sick of your faerie games. Tell me what you want with me. Tell me why all the secrecy. Tell me why Vazden is so angry with you.”

      “Kyre,” Vazden warned, but I shook my head, silencing him.

      “No. Why don’t we just let him speak? Let him tell me what his grand plan has in store for me.” I took my time meeting each of the princes’ eyes—first Cadoc, then Erix, then Riven, and finally Haelo. “You said you knew me the moment my blood hit Faerie’s soil. Tell me what you meant by that. Who is it you think I am?”

      He had to be wrong in any case. I knew exactly who and what I was. I was the bastard daughter of the dead Karnish king. I was the disgraced halfling that my stepmother turned her back on. I was the idiot who’d made a binding deal with the Wild Hunt. I was a reckless fool who no longer knew her place in the world.

      “Leave us,” Haelo said, his voice and face serious, silent, and solemn, no trace of amusement left. When nobody immediately moved, he tore his gaze from mine and looked at the others. “I said leave us. Now.”

      “You don’t get to tell me to leave in my own home,” Vazden said, folding his arms over his chest. “Besides, I think I’d like to hear the lies for myself.”

      Haelo gave Vazden a dry look. “When have you ever known me to be a liar?” He gestured to me. “I’m happy to be the bearer of…well, it’s not really bad news is it? In fact, I welcome it.” His face sobered again. “But you will leave this room and her come to terms with the truth without all you oafs bearing down her back. Stand on the other side of the door with your ear pressed to it like a child, I couldn’t possibly care less.”

      Vazden stepped forward to argue, but I placed a hand on his chest and shook my head. “It’s fine. I’ll be all right with him.”

      He looked less than convinced, and to be honest, neither was I, but I didn’t need him to protect me right now. I needed answers, and if Haelo was willing to give them, then I’d play his little games. Whatever this big mystery was, I was ready for it. I’d been exiled, cursed, kidnapped, and enslaved. I dreamwalked, I flew, and I fucked a dragon. I could handle anything at this point.
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      Alone with Haelo, I stood in front of a full-length mirror, staring in awe at the glossy wings the color of flames protruding from my back. I moved every which way, letting the flickering torch light bounce off of and through them.

      They were larger than I’d expected and shaped similarly to a pixie’s wings, only sharper and more chaotic with too many hues to count. The oranges, reds, coppers, and golds were mixed with a sea of darkest black. There were three wing sections on either side all moving independently of each other. The longer I stood there with an ironclad focus, the more easily I was able to move them with thoughts alone.

      “Kyre, Kyre, the faerie with wings like fire,” Haelo said musically, coming to stand behind me.

      “I’ve never seen wings like this before.” I forced them to flutter, fold, and flap. “How are these things supposed to lift me? They're so thin I can see the light right through them.” The hearth on the far wall was blazing, filling the room with warmth. Every flicker of the flames cast light through my wings, sending light dancing in strange shapes along the walls.

      “You’d be surprised at their strength,” he said appreciatively. “In fact, you’d be hard pressed to find a more impenetrable material than faerie wings.” Reaching out, he lightly stroked a finger over the edge of one and my entire body shuddered. His lips pulled up into a half grin. “Did I mention that touching a faerie’s wings can be…” His eyes darkened as his fingers continued to caress them.  My eyes wanted to roll back in my head. “Sometimes even better than sex.”

      I pulled away, turning to face him. “Maybe you’ve just been doing it wrong.” I grinned wickedly, my body still tingling and flushed from his touch.

      He stepped closer. “I’d be happy to test out that theory right here and now.” Eyes dipping, he scanned the length of my body in a distinctly predatory way before licking his lips. I eyed his forked tongue, suddenly finding myself wondering exactly how that tongue might feel on certain parts of my body.

      Tilting my head to the side, I asked, “Perhaps I'll ask Vazden again instead. I’m sure he knows his way around a set of wings.”

      “Oh I have no doubt he’s already made you scream,” he said in a low purr. We were nearly flush now, chest to chest, though I only came up so far. Placing a crooked finger under my chin, he raised my face so that I was looking directly up at him. “I think I like this new confidence. I knew that fire was in there somewhere, we just needed to coax her out.”

      “Or maybe I’m just smart enough to know that I’m no longer disposable to you,” I said confidently. My eyes dipped to his full, wide lips. “You need me, and that means you can’t touch me.”

      His eyes flared with a white light, and one hand snaked over my hip, pulling me closer to his front. “I definitely need you, pet, but somehow I don’t think we’re referring to the same thing at the moment.” His lips grazed mine, but I was still unwilling to be the first one to back down. They were soft against my skin, warm and plump enough that I could gladly sink my fangs into them.

      There was a new sort of energy flowing through me. I felt stronger than ever, and not a single part of my body hurt in any way. In fact, I felt like I could probably leap from these tall trees and land safely on the forest floor without breaking a sweat.

      “I’m not touching a single one of you bastards again until someone tells me what’s actually going on. Collar or no.”

      A heavy silence hovered between us, full of contemplation. Would he actually tell me the truth? Would I have any kind of choice? Something told me I already knew the answer to that question.

      “I think you’ll find your collar has been off the entire time we’ve been speaking,” he said, gesturing to my throat. My hand flew to it, feeling nothing but bare skin. My eyes widened and he smiled. “You want to know the truth? The real truth? I have no problem filling you in, Kyre.” I blinked in silence, still reeling from the fact that my collar was gone. The dampener was gone. “You’ve heard of the Sluagh, no doubt,” he said, pulling away first. Turning on his heel, he headed for a set of leather chairs on either side of a clawfoot table and gestured for me to sit in the empty chair.

      Joining him, I nodded, still in a daze of confusion. “I thought they were just a legend. My father read me a story when I was little. It was about a witch on the run from a band of smugglers who wanted her dead. They bribed the Sluagh with gold and jewels in exchange for her head, and they hunted her down all the way into the human realm and dragged her right back. I always thought it was just a scary story parents told their children.” I blinked at Haelo with a pit in my stomach. “It wasn't just a story, was it?”

      “I’m afraid not,” he said flatly. “The Sluagh have been roving this realm for a millenia, taking any bribe they can get their greedy claws on. You think the Wild Hunt has no limits…” He shook his head. “The Sluagh don’t just hunt on behalf of kings the way we do. They’ll hunt anyone for anybody, as long as the price is paid. They’re unstoppable. Neither alive nor dead, but somewhere in between, but they're always hungry, always searching for new souls to add to their host.”

      A chill fell over the room. The Sluagh sounded like a nightmare. So, what did they have to do with my being here?

      I asked him as much even though a very small part of me didn’t want him to answer the question. A pit opened up inside me, swallowing up any euphoria I might have felt moments ago.

      “It’s not that simple,” Haelo said with a sigh, running his palm over his face. For once, he seemed genuinely frustrated, like he couldn’t quite find the right way to come clean with the truth. I waited patiently. He cursed under his breath, and this time, it wasn’t a part of some act as he leaned forward, brows furrowed with his elbows perched on his knees. “I asked you about your mother before…”

      I sat up straight in my chair, throat bobbing as I swallowed thickly. “What about my mother?” What did any of this have to do with the faerie who left me in the human world without any guidance? His face was like stone as he searched my eyes. “Is my mother alive?” I needed to know. If she was alive, then I was going to find her and  demand answers. “I need the truth now, no more of your fucking games.”

      “It’s not that simple,” he repeated with a heavy, aggravated sigh.

      “So, simplify it,” I gritted out through my clenched teeth. “It’s not that hard, Haelo.”

      “Your mother is Kirsi. Commander of the Sluagh. A queen in her own right, Kyre." His words hit me like a clap of thunder. My ears were ringing, my mouth dried up, and my chest ached with the force of my own beating heart. I shook my head as if to deny it, but he didn’t leave it at that. “When Riven told you that we’d known exactly who you were from the moment your blood hit the Veil’s soil, he was not lying to you. Only, it wasn’t because you were the daughter of some human king. It was because you have the blood of the Sluagh in you. There’s a power in your veins that rivals any mage or faerie no matter how ancient.”

      “You’re lying to me,” I said. Shaking my head, I stood from my chair and walked in a small circle, raking my fingers through my hair. “Stop lying to me!” Propelled by my wings, I moved towards him as he stood, too. I raised my hands as if to grip his collar, but a sudden force pushed me backwards.

      I choked, staggering before I reached him, feeling a pressure around my neck. Bright light flared from it, glowing white-hot as it squeezed. My hands shot up,trying to rip it off of me, but it wouldn’t budge, even as my nails transformed into claws, trying to rip through what I realized quickly was only light. Where Cadoc wielded his shadowy smoke rope, Haelo wielded a whip of fire.

      “Do not ever attempt to attack a prince of the Wild Hunt, you foolish girl. I’ve been merciful thus far, but you will show me respect. Believe it or not, I have every intention of trying to help you.”

      “Fuck you,” I breathed out, using the very last of my air. My vision became spotty as the darkness began to close in, but he released me before there was no turning back. The white glow dulled, and the collar loosened, allowing me to suck in a deep lungful of precious air.

      He sauntered forward with a feral grin and a light in his eyes that told me he enjoyed every second of this. Before I could move, his hand was around the back of my neck and my back was pushed up against the nearest wall. “If you want me to, I can fuck you right here. Just say it again…” I clamped my lips shut tight as I tried to pry his fingers from around my throat, but they wouldn’t budge, even with this newfound strength pulsing through my veins. His thumb ran over my pulse, and his eyes followed. Then he dipped his lips to my skin, flicking out his tongue and running it along the vein. “I beg you to say it again.”

      “That’s why Riven put a dampener around my throat,” I said, the answer suddenly dawning on me. “Because he was afraid of what would happen once I crossed over into Faerie. He was afraid of what I would do once my powers manifested.” It all made sense now. Who knew what I was capable of? If Kirsi was my mother, then the same power she used to wield the host of the undead…must also flow through my veins.

      “Yes and no,” he said, his voice a little softer than before. His palm gently cupped my cheek, cradling my face so softly that for a moment, I was rendered immovable.

      “Stop speaking in riddles and just tell me,” I begged him. What could possibly be worse than finding out I was the daughter of a monster?

      His eyes roved my face carefully, landing on my lips for a long moment before he leaned up, kissing me gently. I didn’t pull away from him or try to push him off of me. Instead, I allowed it to happen, sinking into the kiss, parting my lips for his forked tongue to delve inside. His kiss was smooth as lush lips—soft and plump, tasting like faerie wine. His clawed fingers sunk into my hair, scraping over my scalp, eliciting the smallest moan from me.

      Then he broke the kiss just as the door to the room opened and Riven stepped in. I met his golden eyes over Haelo’s shoulder, my lips pleasantly swollen and my body suddenly hot. Haelo cupped my face again, turning my attention back to him. “Riven can explain why he did what he did. I just need you to listen. No more lies, no more secrets. We’re running out of time.”

      He pulled away, adjusting the straps of my dress that had fallen off my shoulders. Riven took a seat in the chair Haelo had previously occupied. Golden light flared up his arms, his tattoos glowing like his eyes. He whispered a single, hushed word, and in the next moment, there were three glasses of faerie wine sitting on a small table in the center of the sitting room. He took one for himself and promptly swallowed it down in one gulp.

      “I take it you haven’t told her that she’s the key to our freedom yet.” His words fell in the silent room like boulders. I looked between the two princes, eyes wide. Riven shook his head in exasperation before sitting forward. “It’s true. As Kirsi’s only daughter, you’re the perfect leverage we need to secure the Sluagh’s favor. If there’s one thing in this world that could convince Kirsi to break our curse, it would be to have her child back.”

      I shook my head in disbelief, fear icing my veins. “You can’t possibly think…” I choked on my words, looking to Haelo for help. Surely, Riven was insane. But Haelo’s face was solemn as he nodded. I backed up a step. “All of this… All of the games, the dampener, the auction…it was just to keep me busy while you tried to barter for your own freedom?” My stomach rolled with nausea. “Why don’t you just kill Osiris yourself and break your own damn curse? It’s been centuries, surely, you’ve had the opportunity.”

      The door opened again, this time letting the other three princes in. Erix was the last to step into the room, barely meeting my eyes as he shut and locked the door behind him.  They formed a formidable wall of muscle, bright eyes and danger, shrinking the size of the room exponentially.

      “Erix?” I whispered. He looked up, his blue eyes hard and cold, but not cruel. In them, I could see the night in our dreams that we shared together play out.

      “It’s the only way,” was his answer.

      “Vazden please,” I begged next, stepping toward the towering drach that held me in his arms only hours before. “Tell them you won’t hand me over to the Sluagh. Tell them it won’t work the way you think it will…”

      Surely, the Sluagh couldn’t be reasoned with. They were a nightmarish host of the undead and they held no allegiance to any king or queen in the living world. Why would Kirsi care about one abandoned, halfling daughter?

      As if reading the question in my eyes, Erix spoke up. “Do you remember when I told you the story of how the four of us ended up in the Wild Hunt?” I blinked at him, shaking my head as I tried to conjure up the conversation that suddenly felt like a lifetime ago. He moved closer, still covered head to toe in blood from their hunt. “I told you about the witch Osiris made a bargain with. The one who cursed us to be slaves to his commands. I never told you who that witch was.”

      My throat bobbed as I swallowed thickly. “Who?” was all I said. Who was this witch? Who could cast a spell so fucking vile that five powerful, primal princes couldn’t break it?

      “She’s known by many names, but the last I heard, she goes by Reena. Queen Reena,” Erix said finally, and just like that, it was as if the world had fallen out from beneath my feet.
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      Queen Reena…

      Queen fucking Reena…

      It repeated in my head over and over again, but it still hadn’t sunk in. I’d left Vazden’s chambers, telling the princes I needed some time to come to terms with this and requested that they leave me alone for the night. None of them argued with me. None of them tried to slap another collar on my neck.

      I was beyond furious, and I spent hours pacing my room, cursing them. Those damn princes knew exactly who I was from the moment they’d met me in the faerie caves, and they’d used me. Not that their reasons weren’t technically understandable. Centuries of serving the king who banished them from their own court must have been a living nightmare.

      I was furious for other reasons, though. A few in fact. All of these years of wondering who my mother really was, I’d never once considered that she might be a monster…and that was exactly what the Sluagh was. They were monsters who were paid to kill indiscriminately, an undead host of creatures my nightmares weren’t creative enough to conjure up. And their queen was my own flesh and blood. What did that make me?

      I wished my father was here to give me the answers I desperately needed. I just wanted him to explain to me how he could have ever fallen head over heels in love with Kirsi. If she was so evil and so vile of a monster, had his infatuation with her been some kind of a trick? And what about Drystan? Did he know the truth about who and what his mother was?

      If Reena really was the witch that cursed the princes so many centuries ago, then that meant she was not only immortal, but she’d used her magic to keep Drystan in an endless sleep. It hadn’t been poison after all. And the princes had known this from the start.

      I spent the next day wandering the treetop city, not really sure where exactly I was headed. I was just happy to get some fresh air and stretch my…wings. Even thinking it made me giddy with possibilities. I wasn’t anywhere near brave enough to attempt flying, but I had tried more than enough mental and physical exercises this morning to get as much control over their movements as I could.

      I was still unsteady on my feet as the wind whipped through the trees, causing the bridges to gently sway. Sometimes, my wings managed to steady me instead, catching the air, making them flap in such a way that I felt more grounded and agile.

      It was the first morning I’d woken up without any pain coursing through my limbs. My spine felt better than ever, and I even had more energy, feeling less sluggish and lazy. It made me realize just how much power the dampener had been holding back. I understood Riven’s reasoning, but it didn’t mean I was happy with it. I should have been told the moment we crossed into Faerie that my body would be changing. I wasn’t prepared for any of this, and it was the loneliest feeling.

      It was late into the afternoon when I heard it. A voice in my head. At first I’d paused as I perched on a lonely bridge overlooking a sort of training area where Wild Hunt faeries were practicing with all manner of weapons. I thought someone was calling out my name, but in fact, the voice was coming from inside my own head like a faint echo.

      The clinking of weapons faded into the background as the voice became clear. “Have I told you how fucking sorry I am?” it said softly. I stiffened, feeling his presence all around me, as if he was right here with me.

      “I don’t want to speak to you right now, Erix,” I tried to say in my head. I felt like an idiot for it, too. I wondered if he could hear every thought in my head right now or if he could only hear the ones I specifically sent his way.

      “Come find me when you’re ready to talk,” he said, not bothering to argue with me.

      “Oh, so now you want to talk.” I rolled my eyes. “I thought I was losing my mind thinking I’d just imagine that night after all.”

      “You didn’t imagine anything,” he said with a quiet chuckle. It echoed in my head as if bouncing off the trees. “Everything you felt that night was as real as you are right now. Every touch, every kiss was real, Kyre.” Chills covered my arms and my thighs clenched with the memory of his touch.

      “We’ll talk about this later,” I said, letting out a long, tired breath. “In person, where I can see you.”

      “Where I can touch you,” he finished for me. My cheeks heated and my belly flipped. I mentally shoved him out of my head, and to my shock, I felt him disappear.

      "What are you doing out here?" Another  deep voice startled me, and I jumped in my skin. Cadoc appeared in the shadows, his wings out wide as if he’d managed to somehow fly down and land without me realizing. "Plotting your escape, no doubt."

      His dark hair blew in the chilly wind, shifting around his bare shoulders. I tried not to notice the way the moon played on his browned skin or the way the angles of his face in the shadows shifted strikingly, making him look terrifyingly beautiful.

      I managed to give him a dry look, hiding my inner admiration for those multicolored, speckled feathers and the muscles he left on display. A part of me wondered how many shirts he even owned.

      "It's all so quiet. You’d almost never know the Sluagh was on their way.” Well, except for the rapidly emptying cages that dangled in the far distance.

      The Wild Hunt was preparing for bidding day, dressing up their bounties in paints, silks, and flowers, prettying them up for display.

      "It was a taxing hunt. I imagine it will be calm like this for a while, at least until the bidding begins."

      "What happened out there?” I scanned him from head to toe, searching for remnants of the blood I’d seen covering the four of them, but he was completely clean. Maybe he’d ordered some servant faerie to scrub him down. The thought of another female’s hand of any of them suddenly made me see red. I shook away the mental image as quickly as it came. “That’s the second time you've returned covered in gore. Is it normal for your bounty to fight back?”

      I realized I’d never considered that the Wild Hunt might have to actually use those weapons they wielded. I supposed I’d just assumed everyone who was hunted took one look at the creatures that came for them and surrendered.

      “You gave us a good chase, didn’t you?” he said, raising a single dark brow. “And you barely even know how to wield a dagger let alone take on any member of the Wild Hunt.” His lips curled as I huffed.

      “I’m not that useless,” I complained. “I know how to use a knife, and I’m pretty good at staying hidden. And I’m fast, too, if you remember.”

      He laughed. It was the first real laugh I’d ever heard from him, and it warmed something inside of me. “Someday, we’re going to have to rectify that. We can’t have you walking around without knowing how to defend yourself. Even an erasu might get the upper hand on you.”

      My shoulders sagged as my good mood receded. “It might not even matter now that I know I won’t be here for much longer. I doubt I’ll have the opportunity to learn anything once Kirsi takes me away.”

      Surely, the Sluagh wouldn’t dress me in pretty clothes and give me a decadent room with every comfort I could possibly ask for. Surely, my…mother wouldn’t bother with trivial things like that. She was the commander of an undead host of evil-faerie monsters after all.

      Cadoc sobered, rubbing the back of his neck with his clawed hand. “Kyre…” he paused, as if the right words were escaping him. As if there was something on the tip of his tongue. “Come,” Cadoc said after a heavy moment of solemn silence. When I looked up, raising a skeptical brow, he simply stood up straight and unfurled his massive wings. “Stop overthinking it. I just wanted to show you something. Perhaps it might take your mind off of these new revelations.”

      Now, I was really skeptical. I didn’t move from my spot on the bridge. “Why are you being so nice to me? I feel like I would be an idiot to trust it.” Especially since it was Cadoc who’d showed the most disdain for me from the very beginning. He wasn’t exactly approachable.

      His eyes rolled in impatience as he stuck out his hand to help me up. “I might be a monster, but I’ve already had my hunt for the week, so any more bloodshed would just be overkill. Come, I promise I won't whisk you off to ravish you in the dark.”

      His words said one thing, but the wickedness in his eyes said another. Despite myself, a laugh slipped out. I took his hand and let him help me up, tilting sideways for a moment as my wings fluttered behind me heavily.

      “Sooner or later, you're going to have to learn how to use these,” he said as he turned me to face him, locking his strong arms around me tightly.

      “We’re flying? I asked, my stomach lurching in both excitement and wariness. “What if you drop me? I can’t fly on my own yet.”

      “It’s the only way to watch it,” he said as his wings flared out wide, his thick feathers flexing and spreading as they started to catch the wind. “And I would never drop you.” I stilled, craning my head back to look up into his eyes. His thumb stroked the small of my back as his arms tightened around me, pressing me in closer to his body. “I don’t enjoy seeing you in pain. I know you won’t believe it, but it’s true.”

      “You have an odd way of proving that,” I muttered, remembering vividly how tightly that smoke rope had coiled around my body, nearly crushing my bones.

      He had the audacity to look a little guilty. “I had a job to do, and you were unruly.”

      I choked. “Unruly?! You—”

      Before I could finish, Cadoc shot into the air. I screamed, latching on around his thick waist, but my fingers couldn’t reach each other to clamp tightly, so I was forced to dig my nails into his leather baldric. Luckily, his arms were impenetrable vises around my body.

      We rose up higher and higher, the roof of the auction house falling away. It didn’t take long to breach the canopy. The wind flowed over my wings as we flew over a sea of seemingly endless trees. They fluttered and flexed, as if they craved the air after years of being trapped in a constricted body. I turned my face away from Cadoc’s chest, watching as the world rushed beneath us.

      Above us, the clouds began to converge on the Void Wood, thunder crashing in the distance. Little drops of rain hit my face, quickly growing in power the longer we flew. Why had he decided to take me on a flight during a rainstorm? Was this some kind of sick punishment? I held on tighter, my hair quickly soaking through, chilling me to the bone.

      “Look down,” he said as we dipped lower. He turned me in his arms with more ease than any mortal man could have, almost like I was weightless. He held me with only one arm now, but somehow, I wasn’t afraid. I knew he wouldn’t let me fall to my death… Somehow, I just knew.

      “What am I supposed to be looking for?” Searching the trees, I saw nothing but endless green, violets, and blues. The branches undulated in the wind…or perhaps they were just moving on their own, dancing it seemed.

      “The Wild Hunt is preparing a feast tonight, to prepare for the impending arrival of the Sluagh. Look closely, and you’ll find some of our hunters on the heels of a storm saber herd.”

      A saber herd… I’d never seen a hunt in the flesh. Sabers were monstrous in size, scaled like dragons but long and slithery—like a snake–with powerful legs ending in claws the size of my arm. There were a few of them among the steeds that Vazden and I had been caring for.

      Cadoc banked and dipped, and I sucked in a sharp breath as we broke back through the trees. Branches swayed with the impending storm, causing Cadoc to veer this way and that, dodging them expertly. “They only hunt in thunderstorms when the forest floor turns to mud. See how they move?” We dipped lower and lower, until shapes began to form in the darkness below us.

      Shafts of moonlight cut through the cloud cover, funneling through the trees, but it was just enough light that I could finally make out the way the ground seemed to undulate. As my eyes adjusted finally, I realized that it wasn't the ground that was moving, it was a mass of writhing, slithering storm sabers rushing in one direction as a host of faerie hunters closed in from behind.

      There were at least twenty faeries, some with wings that flew right below us, holding spears tipped with sharp, onyx points. Wingless fairies propelled themselves through the maze of wide tree branches, running along them and leaping from tree to tree with impossible speed and accuracy. They moved in a tight formation, shouting into the night their warrior cries, which echoed off of the trees. As we got closer, the stampede of rushing sabers sounded more like the crashing thunder of a waterfall.

      Lightning flashed, lighting up the forest as we followed from above. I tried to keep track of the hunters as they moved, but they were too nimble and swift. Several spears flew through the air, some of them bouncing off of the scaled backs of the sabers, then getting crushed under their heavy feet. Other arrows made purchase, embedding themselves beneath the scales, deep enough to cause the creatures to stagger and slow.

      We flew above them until the rain began to come in bursts, dipping and weaving through the trees, listening to the roars of the fallen sabers when they died. Cadoc explained that sabers were used primarily for making armor and a good source of meat that could be preserved and used for long days of travel. Their scales were similar to a drach’s in that they were nearly impenetrable, unless you were incredibly skilled in finding their weak spots.

      When the hunt was coming to an end and the thunderstorm began to taper off into a light drizzle, Cadoc circled back around, rising above the canopy of trees, heading back toward home. Home… Was that what the Void Wood was now? Could I really call it my home when the princes were already so eager to sell me to the Sluagh?

      A part of me didn’t think I’d ever have a place to call home again. It didn’t exist for me anymore, not after everything that I’d done. Not after everything I now knew, not only about myself, but about Faerie…about my mother.

      My real home was miles and miles away, in another realm entirely. My home was in a warm, little potion shop by a crackling fire, sipping wine and tea with Neera.
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      We landed on the top of the auction house where the thick, moss-covered roof flattened out to a platform of sorts. The rain had stopped halfway into our flight back, and the wind chilled me as it whipped my hair around my shoulders and dripped off of my wings.

      Cadoc shook his wings out, water droplets splattering everywhere. Then he neatly tucked them behind him, raking his fingers through his long, wet hair that hung in a black curtain around his face.

      The sound of music and voices pulled my attention from the faerie prince’s penetrating stare. Turning my back on him, I made my way over to the ledge and looked down to where hundreds of burning lanterns lit up the trees several levels down. Faeries were everywhere, more of them than I’d seen in one place thus far. They came and went dressed scantily in gossamer dresses, or even naked entirely.

      There were pixies fluttering all through the trees, their colorful wings shining in the lantern light. Their giggles filtered up to me like bells.

      Already, I could see faeries intertwined, perched up on the railings of bridges, devouring one another as hands roamed and moans floated through the night. Some were dancing, while others were drinking or feasting, glutting themselves on meats and berries displayed on golden platters, crystal goblets of deep-red wine in nearly every hand. Even from up here, I could recognize the sounds of a revelry in progress.

      Cadoc joined me on the ledge, watching the faeries below us, and I wondered if it weren’t for my presence, would he be down there with them right now? Did I care? I wasn’t so sure. I scanned many faces, searching for a particular pair of slitted, yellow eyes, but didn’t find him. Neither could I find a familiar head of luminous silvery hair, or molten-gold tattoos or a broody, blue-eyed male.

      I tried so hard not to think of Haelo at all, unless I was actively plotting his demise…which seemed to be occurring far less these days. It wasn’t that I despised the princes. I knew they were only holding me to the deal that I willingly made, knowing exactly what the odds of my continued survival would be. I hadn't gone into this blind.

      “You’ve never witnessed a true revelry, have you, pet?” Cadoc asked, breaking the surprisingly comfortable silence. The nickname pet didn’t have as much sting to it as it normally did. I looked at him, finding him already studying me.

      “Humans don’t really have revelries. They mostly get drunk in dusty, old taverns and end up brawling until someone loses an eye and their dignity, then do it all over again the next night.”

      Neera and I had paid witness to many of those tavern brawls in the two years I’d spent in exile. The slums were dirty, wretched places, but I always thought that there was a simple kind of joy in the improper, ugly things of the world.

      “And they call us the savage species…”

      “Humans aren’t all that bad, you know,” I said, weakly attempting to defend the life I’d left behind me. He gave me a wry look, and I laughed. “But I understand your point. They’re just misguided, is all.”

      “And you?” he asked. “Are you still under the misguided impression that we’re all monsters?” His sharp teeth shone in the darkness as he spoke, and I found myself staring at them closely. They suited him, I decided. Made him more handsome. More striking.

      I thought about it, not answering him immediately. Perhaps I’d been misguided at first. After living in the shadow of humans for nearly thirty years and hearing legends and stories about the monstrous faeries who dwelt in Faerie…maybe I had let them convince me that I, too, was monstrous.

      “Maybe you could show me how wrong I was,” I said, backing away from the ledge. I was feeling bold tonight, like I wanted to step out of my own skin for just a little while.

      “And how should I do that?” He stepped closer slowly, his night-filled eyes holding promises that I knew he was absolutely ready to keep. His smile was wicked, his claws were lengthening, and his wings shifted behind him, making him larger than life as I stared up at him. “I can show you a great many things, little faerie. All you have to do is say the word.”

      My heart gave a sudden lurch as he stepped even closer. He smelled like fresh rain tonight, and his skin, still wet from the storm, shone like wet earth. Cadoc was beautiful in the strangest way—in a way that scared and thrilled me at the same time.

      “Unless you’re afraid of consorting with the enemy…” His smile stretched wider, and his head tilted sideways as he pressed in closer to me. His claw-tipped fingers hooked a strand of my hair, moving it over my shoulder. “Although, I think my brothers might have beat me to it.”

      “I thought you weren’t my enemy?” I asked breathlessly. His nearness was overwhelming, his presence filling up all of the empty space around me, suffocating me.

      I yelped as something tightened around me, and as I looked down at myself, I realized Cadoc had once again extended that dark, smokey, rope-like substance, and that it now curled around the both of us. He stared at me, a small smile still in place. “Who said I wasn’t?” Swallowing thickly, I forced the fear down, realizing he was obviously doing this just to provoke a reaction out of me. The smoke rope tightened again. “All right, little faerie. I’ll humor you. You want me to show you what a revelry can really be? I’m happy to oblige, but I have to warn you, we’re not human, and we have no desire to be. So, whatever you witness down below, you’d better learn to accept it quickly.”

      Excitement and anticipation unfurled inside me. I could still hear music all around us, filling the night with a haunting melody that sunk into my bones. There was a voice on the wind, too—a beautiful, melodic voice that sang in a language I didn’t know. I wanted to join them. I wanted to experience what it was to be a faerie. If this was going to be my life now, then I knew I had to make something out of it, and maybe this was the first step.

      “Take me there…”
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        * * *

      

      We landed on a mossy platform below, Cadoc’s smoke rope unwinding from around us so slowly, I could feel the pleasant drag of it over my wings. He knew exactly how the feeling affected me, because he took much longer to back away than he needed to, savoring every second.

      All around us, faeries watched curiously. I felt naked in my gossamer-like dress that showed too much after getting soaked in the rain. My hair was still windswept and tangled, but I didn’t care, because everywhere I looked were naked bodies and writhing fae.

      There were several faeries sitting atop low hanging branches, playing music on strange, handmade instruments, while a small golden-haired faun swung from a swing of vines, singing a song that sounded like both a lullaby and a call to war. Her voice was high and piercing but melodic, and seemed to have multiple layers to it. Magic wove between every word, and I found myself swaying to it already.

      Cadoc produced a goblet of dark-purple liquid, handing it to me. I sniffed it, my stomach immediately clenching with ravenous hunger. I groaned, suddenly wanting to tip it back and swallow it all at once. It smelled like berries, spices, and something savory, unlike anything I’d ever smelled before.

      “Faerie wine,” Cadoc said as he raised his own goblet to his lips. He swallowed his quickly, a small drip of purple leaking  from the side of his mouth. I had the sudden urge to rise up on my toes and lick it off. He tossed his goblet over the side of the platform before placing a finger under mine, guiding it until it reached my lips. “Drink up. You can thank me later.”

      I drank, deciding that there really was nothing to lose at this point. If I was going to truly make an effort to accept this new life of mine, then I needed to dive in headfirst. The faerie wine touched my lips, then exquisite flavors burst on my tongue. I moaned without regard for who might be listening, licking my lips, trying to savor each drop. It wasn’t long before the goblet was empty, but I was already craving more. Cadoc plucked it from my grip and tossed it away behind him.

      He led me through the revelry, my wide, bleary eyes taking it all in. There were male faeries with sharp feathered wings and skin the color of rain clouds sparring with one another, while a small crowd gathered around them, tossing coins into the center of the circle, placing bets. They were muscled and glistening with sweat, but as they tumbled, they were grinning, their sharp teeth glinting in the moonlight.

      Beyond them was a dryad woman with violet-colored moss in place of hair and slender, pointed ears. Her skin was light green, with patches of tree bark spotting her arms and face.  I gaped at her as five erasu doted on her, running their spindly limbs all over her delicate skin, grinning in a way that made my stomach roll. The faerie had no eyes, only smooth skin where they should have been, so perhaps that was why she didn’t appear repulsed. One of the erasu caressed her bare breasts, making her groan in pleasure, while another one tipped a glass to her lips, urging her to drink her fill of faerie wine. Their human-shaped teeth unnerved me as they grinned, hissing to one another in that slithering language.

      Cadoc pulled me along deeper into the revelry, where an arched, wooden bridge led to a veil of long vines hanging down in a curtain. Through the vines, I could see flickering, orange light, and when we passed through, the heat of a raging fire hit my cheeks. My throat tightened when I spotted them. The remaining princes of the Wild Hunt sat atop thrones made of twisting vines.

      Haelo, Vazden, Erix, and Riven were sprawled out with goblets in their hands, their bare chests glimmering in the warm light. Haelo’s pale hair cascaded over his broad shoulders, wild and free, and a crown of antlers sat atop his head. Riven’s golden tattoos were on full display, swirling with shining, golden light that appeared to be writhing beneath his skin. They truly looked like the gods they were descended from.

      Erix met my eyes, filled with lustful promises I knew he planned on fulfilling before the night was through. He drank from his goblet, emptying it in a single gulp.

      It took me a moment to realize that the princes weren’t alone. My stomach roiled as my eyes flitted from pixie to pixie as they danced around the thrones utterly naked. There must have been at least twenty of them, their long, wild hair flowing, laden with flowers and leaves. Their gossamer wings fluttered as they giggled, running their hands over the princes’ skin in reverence. Behind the thrones were several male fauns playing handmade lutes for the pixies to dance to.

      Three of the pixies caressed one another, their lips roving bare skin, hands wandering over delicate curves. They performed for their faerie princes, stroking, licking, and kissing each other. My stomach was in knots. I was scowling before I could mask it.

      “Don’t you worry, they only have eyes for one faerie tonight,” Cadoc whispered against the shell of my ear. His lips were warm, and his tickling breath had a shiver rolling over me. His fingers whispered over my wings, causing me to stifle a groan of pleasure.

      He was right, though. Despite the fact that more than a dozen naked pixies danced around them, all four pairs of eyes were utterly fixated on me, a small smile playing on each of their lips. My shoulders relaxed, and I hated myself for it. What did it matter to me if they enjoyed the company of pixies? It shouldn’t have mattered…and yet having their attention on me was a balm to my simmering rage.

      Where I’d been uncomfortable before in my translucent dress, I suddenly wanted them to see me. The firelight set off the gentle, sage-green hue of the fabric, my dark-golden skin showing through.

      Cadoc pushed another goblet of wine into my hands, and I had no idea where it had come from, but I drank it down greedily. This one was smokier than the last, with hints of chocolate and something earthy. When I finished it, he took the glass again, his long, extended claws clinking against the pewter surface.

      Several pixies headed my way, their feet hovering over the mossy platform as their wings made them float. Cadoc stepped away, allowing them to surround me. Their delicate hands caressed my hair and skimmed down the curves of my body. They pushed me toward the thrones, and I went without hesitation, my eyes locked on Erix as he grinned broadly.

      There was a whoosh of heavy wings, and a shadow passed overhead before Cadoc dropped down on the other side of the pit of fire, right in front of the empty throne. He sat back, tucking his wings behind him as pixies converged. Once again, I tried to stifle the irrational anger I felt, seeing their hands all over the princes. I didn’t like it, and I wasn’t sure what that meant.

      A steady drumbeat began as I got closer to the princes. It thrummed through me, pulsing along with my heart. Two pixies grabbed each of my hands, dancing around me, trying to coax me to join them. I twirled with them, a smile spreading my lips wide. My shoulders relaxed and my head fell back as I closed my eyes, letting them spin me around and around.

      I could sense the princes’ eyes on me, and I reveled in it. I had a feeling that tonight would be that last night I could truly call myself my own. Soon, my mother would be here to collect her prize, and I’d be whisked away to yet another unfamiliar place filled with terrifying creatures. So I would enjoy myself as much as I could until that time came.

      The pixies deposited me at the foot of the thrones, my dress skirts swirling around my feet as I came to a stop. My cheeks felt flushed from smiling so much, and…probably from the copious amount of faerie wine.

      “I have to say, this world suits you,” Haelo said. His pale eyes were luminous, running over my body, burning with blatant hunger. “Come sit with me.” He gestured to his lap. “I want to get a closer look at you.” My first instinct was to tell him that he could go fuck himself. It was there on the tip of my tongue, but before I let it spill out, I thought better of it.

      Why shouldn't I? I thought as my eyes dipped to his long, muscled body sprawled out before me. Every angle of him was perfect, even the silvery scars that slashed over his chest. I hadn’t seen those before, but they were impossible to overlook now.

      “I believe you were given an order,” Riven drawled lazily. He watched me with shrewd eyes, running a palm over the lower half of his face. A pixie attempted to climb into his lap, but with the flick of his wrist, he sent her scurrying away. I couldn’t help the smug satisfaction that filled me at the dismissal. “You remember what happens when bad, little faeries don’t listen to their masters, don’t you?”

      A flash of bright-white light flooded my vision, and a rope of bright light curled around my neck and gave a squeeze. I choked out a gasp, glaring at Haelo, but the magic was already letting up. The white glow faded away into nothing, leaving behind a dull warmth.

      “Do that again, and I'll remove your head from your shoulders, prince,” a low, male voice rumbled out. A heavy flap of wings sounded behind me, and the scent of moss and the rainy night sky surrounded me.

      Vazden… He’d left his throne, shooting up into the air before landing behind me. Hands caressed my shoulders from behind, careful to avoid my wings, even though I wouldn't have minded in the slightest. In fact, I welcomed it. Feeling his massive body behind me had me breathing easier, my shoulders sagging as I gently leaned into him.

      Haelo chuckled darkly, raising a brow at the drach. “You’re no fun, Vaz. I wouldn’t really hurt her, you know that. I wouldn’t dare mar that soft, supple skin.” His eyes ran over the column of my bare throat, an obvious heat flaring in them. That same heat pooled in my belly. He clicked his tongue. “Tonight’s a night for celebration, and the two of you are dampening my good mood. Why don’t you procure yourself a glass of something sweet and join us for once. I really don’t mind sharing.”

      "It's okay," I said to Vazden, turning in place to face him. I reached up, placing a hand on his cheek. "Tonight let's forget that I'm a prisoner. That I’ll probably be one for the rest of my life. I don't want to think about anything other than my next cup of wine while that’s still an option for me. Besides, Haelo won't risk damaging his prize before I make it worth his efforts." I heard a chuckle behind me, but couldn’t tell if it was Riven or Haelo.

      Vazden’s yellow eyes dipped, finally meeting mine. "Do you actually want to be here or are they forcing you? You have no collar keeping you in place."

      "Nobody is forcing me to do anything tonight. I asked Cadoc to show me what it’s really like to live like a faerie. They're right about one thing—I’ve lived so long with humans that I’ve started to think like them. But I’m not human. I’m a faerie, too, and I need to know what that means. I'm tired of trying to fight this. I want to experience one damn night where I don't feel like I'm lost." My words were slightly slurred, and my head began to swim with wine. "So, let me have this, Vaz. Please…before they hand me over to the next monster who wants to use me."

      The Sluagh queen might be my mother, but that didn’t mean much in a place like this. Royals were fickle, I knew that firsthand. Queen Kirsi wasn’t even alive, technically, but living a halflife. You didn’t join the ranks of the Sluagh without some kind of stain on your soul.

      "I'd hardly call it handing you over," said Riven. "I'd call it more of an…exchange. The Sluagh has what we desire, and we now have the one thing that might just sway them into helping us. Despite what you might believe, Kyre, I don't particularly want to be rid of you just yet. We haven't even had our fun." I could imagine the kind of fun he was imagining—the kind that made my toes curl and my mouth dry up.

      Vazden’s entire body went taut against me. I turned in his arms and faced the golden-eyed prince. "And how exactly do you think my…the Sluagh, can lift your curse? What makes you think she won't whisk me away regardless of what she promises you”

      There was a long moment of silence in which all of the princes glanced at one another. I could see the exchange of thoughts between them in their eyes and knew they were communicating. They seemed to come to some kind of decision, because they all faced me at once, expressions unnervingly solemn.

      "Faeries are nothing if not Keepers of their word. Even the Sluagh live by their promises," Cadoc said. His dark eyes were narrowed, and his claws dug into the arms of his throne. Gone was the teasing, wine-drinking prince of moments ago. In his place, was an ancient warrior who craved violence "The Sluagh, alone, holds the power to kill the witch who placed this curse on us. Once we’re free of it, we’ll take back what rightfully belongs to us."

      Silence fell as heavy as his words as I held his dark stare. Of all the things I imagined they would say…this was not one of them.

      "You're going to kill your father?" My eyes were wide, and my heart raced. These were not idle threats. This was a calculated plan hatched over decades. You didn’t just remove a faerie king without knowing every angle of your approach. They were going to murder a king—a powerful, faerie king who had been reigning for a thousand years.

      Riven stood from his throne and stalked toward me, his tattoos flaring bright, magic lighting up his eyes. "We don’t have to kill Osiris to break the curse. His life means nothing. It’s the witch’s life that needs to be snuffed out. The moment she dies, every curse she’d ever laid will be undone. Your blood just happened to be the key to all of it."

      My blood… The blood they could sense the moment I sliced my palm that day a year ago. My blood that summoned the Wild Hunt, a feat that hadn’t been successfully achieved in centuries. It was all a part of their grand plan to break their curse, to free themselves of this endless nightmare.

      Something inside me clicked into place at his words. A resolve. I knew at that moment, looking into his eyes, that I wanted to meet this Sluagh-queen commander. I wanted to come face-to-face with the mother I never knew. I needed to know what my fate would be now that I knew the truth. And I would help the Wild Hunt. I would go willingly if it meant freeing them from their eternal punishment. Maybe then I could find a way to bargain for my own freedom. Maybe then, I could go home…

      Maybe it was the wine, or maybe it was the look in my eyes, but something snapped in Riven, and his lips captured mine the moment my decision was made. My eyes fell closed as a warm magic flowed through me. Vazden’s entire body tensed even more, and his claws dug further into my hips, pulling me against him. Riven groaned into my mouth, tasting like that delicious wine.

      I kissed him back with a surprising willingness and none of the hesitation I’d expected. Suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to devour this prince, this powerful creature who made my blood catch fire. I wanted to know what it was to live as a faerie, to know pleasure in its truest form. I wanted to live with abandon, without regard for what came for me tomorrow.

      He kissed me deeper, his fingers sliding into my hair, gripping me tight. I could feel the kiss in every part of me, my head swimming with the warm tingle of his magic. It leached into my skin, making me groan in pleasure.

      I could feel the eyes of the others on us and was tempted to look, but I couldn’t bring myself to abandon Riven’s lips. I dragged my hands down his bare chest, feeling along the deep ridges as his muscles flexed. His heart thumped steadily under my touch, but his breath caught as my fingers traveled lower and lower lower.

      Something that sounded like a groan slipped from him as I hooked my fingers into the band of his pants. His hips thrust toward me, while Vazden’s breath became labored near my ear. He still held me in place, the tightening of his clawed fingers more pleasurable than painful. My fingers ghosted along the hardness between us, Riven’s cock twitching under the thick leather. My belly was in knots and my heart was in my throat as I took a chance and applied pressure, squeezing him until he moaned.

      I felt the presence of the other princes coming closer and I didn't have to turn and look to know that they were closing in on us. A thrill ran through me, along with a small, ever-present sliver of fear. The fear would probably always be there. Fear was good. Fear is what kept me alive.

      Around us, I could still hear the melodious lute and the giggling pixies, but I didn’t care if they were watching. Riven slid his tongue across my bottom lip, and my eyes fluttered open. He pulled back, studying me. “I've dreamt of your taste, little faerie. I knew it would be as sweet as honey.” His eyes dipped back to my lips hungrily. “I wonder what other things might be even sweeter…”

      My entire body was on fire. I wanted him to explore it and find out. I wanted all five of these princes to know exactly what and who they were giving up. What they were sacrificing before I disappeared forever.

      Then the haunting sound of a wailing horn flooded through the Void Wood, everyone and everything falling silent and still.

      No…

      No, no, no…

      Dread poured over me in wave after wave, gripping my heart in its icy tendrils. And I saw it reflected in Riven’s eyes. He didn’t try to hide it from me as we stared at one another in horror. I wasn’t ready…just one more night was all I needed.

      Vazden growled low, his whole body vibrating with the force of it as his taloned fingers wrapped around my arms. His wings rustled, and for a moment, I wondered if he was contemplating flying off with me. Haelo stood on one side of me, with Erix and Cadoc on the other, effectively surrounding me. I looked into Cadoc’s black eyes, mine wide with terror. His mouth flattened into a grimace, his wide, speckled wings flaring out behind him. I nearly begged him to wrap his arms around me again and fly me far away from here.
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        Riven

      

      

      My blood ran cold as the horn blew, heralding the Sluagh’s arrival. It wasn’t the horn of the Wild Hunt, but something deeper, more ominous and broken, as if the screams of the perpetually damned were trapped within it, begging to be freed.

      Faeries stilled, but only for a heartbeat before there was a frenzy of activity. Most of them were heading toward the auction house where our concubines were being prepared for auction. My distaste for this yearly tradition had been shoved deep down inside over so many years that it was nearly nonexistent anymore. I was a slave just like the rest of them. We all were.

      Until the witch who cursed us was dead and gone, we would all remain trapped in this perpetual cycle, unable to deny the whims of a king who wanted revenge on his sons. Centuries of our hunts had taken its toll, and it was time to end it all.

      As I stared into Kyre’s eyes, I wished there was any other way. She didn’t deserve this fate. She didn’t deserve any of it. If there was one true innocent in all of this, it would be this faerie in my arms. The one whose lips tasted of honey and faerie wine, and whose eyes were filled with both fear and cold resolve in equal measure.

      My brothers were arguing through our connection, their low voices frantic. I tried to shut them out, focusing everything I had on Kyre, knowing that this would be the very last time I would lay eyes on her beautiful face. Knowing that all she would remember of me was a heart of blackness.

      Within seconds, a hush fell over the wood as a fog began to roll in. Not just any fog, but a black fog that smelled of dead leaves and ice. Birds fled the treetops in droves, and from down below, I could hear the growling and baying of our steeds. It was far too late to change this, Because Kirsi and the Sluagh were already here.

      The host of the Sluagh wasn’t nearly the size of an army or even the Wild Hunt. There were less than a sixty undead faeries that surrounded their commander as they appeared before us out of a thick cloud of blackness. But for every soul trapped inside of that host, the raw power of the dead increased tenfold. They traveled as one. As a single, cohesive unit of destruction.

      Kirsi appeared in the center of them all, her flaming, red hair a stark contrast to the dead around her. The five of us surrounded Kyre on all sides without thought, using our bodies as a shield. But Kirsi was already staring at her daughter, her night-black eyes filled with  determination. My hands itched to pull out my weapon, but  refrained. We were the ones who’d summoned them here after all. They were our guests.

      Kyre pushed at my back and I moved for her, allowing her to step past me. Her coiled hair brushed my arm, and her fiery wings fluttered with nerves. Her eyes were locked on her mother, the two of them trapped in a sort of trance. Vazden reached out as if to stop her from going any closer, but Haelo stopped him with a thought.

      “Let her,” he said through the connection. “She needs to see this through or she’ll never understand.”

      I shifted on my feet, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from calling out to her. My eyes flitted between mother and daughter. They looked identical in almost every way, the only difference being the paleness of Kirsi’s skin and the hollow blackness of her eyes. Her wings were black and seemed to be torn around the edges, and she was dressed in a long, black dress that undulated around her like dark water. Her hair was lifted from her shoulders, fluttering in a nonexistent breeze, and perched on her shoulders were several ravens with eyes as pale white as Haelo’s.

      It wasn’t hard to understand how Kyre’s father might have fallen in love with Kirsi. The same way that I understood these tumultuous feelings roaring inside of me whenever I looked at Kyre. There was a fire inside of her that was impossible to snuff out, but unlike her mother, Kyre’s was a bright light in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kyre

      

      

      My mother beckoned me toward her, reaching out a hand for me to take. There was nothing I could have done at that moment but comply as I padded towards her, feeling the princes shifting uneasily at my back.

      The Sluagh were creatures pulled straight from nightmares. Gnarled, distorted faces, sharp teeth, blackened eyes and dead skin. They were trapped in perpetual rage and agony. I almost felt sorry for them. But Kirsi was still beautiful, even as darkness seemed to pour from her. She didn’t speak a word, her pale lips tipped in a serene smile.

      An undulating, black smoke swirled around Kirsi and her host, impossible to see through fully. All I could make out were moving shapes, followed by the sound of hushed rustling and murmuring.

      And then I heard him. A voice coming from the blackness. A voice I hadn’t heard for more than a year. My breath caught and tears slipped down my cheeks and Drystan stepped out of the fog. I shook my head in disbelief, too afraid to move any closer in case it was some kind of trick.

      His eyes were clear, and his cheeks held color in them, even though his clothing was dirty and he appeared to be covered in mud. “Kyre,” he said softly, his lips stretching into that comforting smile I’d missed so much. I hesitated, for just a moment I hesitated. His arms outstretched as he came closer. “You stupid, stupid girl. Why would you do all of this for me?”

      I ran to him, every ounce of hesitation fleeing my body. It was Drystan. It really was Drystan here in the flesh, and he was chastising me just like I knew he would. Behind me, the five princes lurched forward, and as I stepped too close to the shadows, I heard the sound of their blades sliding free. It didn’t stop me from slamming into my brother and wrapping my arms tight around him.

      He caught me in his embrace, the familiar scent of him making it past the mud and grime. He kissed the top of my head as I cried into his chest. “You should have left me there, Ky. What in the god’s name were you thinking?”

      I pulled back as darkness surrounded us, cutting us off from the princes entirely. Kirsi watched our interaction in utter silence. I was beginning to realize that none of the Sluagh seemed to speak. I wasn't sure if they even could speak. “You’re an idiot if you think I wouldn’t find a way to save you. You have to know it was Reena who…”

      “I already know,” he cut me off before I could get it out. “I know everything, Ky. It’s alright now. I’m here and we’re going to figure this out. We’re going to find a way back to Karn.” He cut his eyes at Kirsi.

      I shook my head. “It’s impossible. The Wild Hunt has sold me to the Sluagh. I can’t leave even if I wanted to.” I  peered at my mother, whose eyes never left my face. Not even for a moment. Something dawned on me then. Something he’d said. “Wait, how did you know? How did you get here?” I looked around, searching the faces of the undead faeries. Had they swept in during the night, stealing him away from his chambers?

      Something nudged my back as Drystan’s eyes flickered over my shoulder. His lips twisted into a smile as I froze, my chest filling with hope and dread at the same time. I spun on my heel, coming face to face with Zephyr in the flesh.

      His massive head hovered next to me, his eyes glittering and his mane caked in mud just like Drystan. I threw my arms around him, minding his curling horns and buried my face into his fur. I was sobbing as I gripped my friend tightly, hoping and praying to any god who would hear me that this wasn’t a dream. "Thank you, thank you, thank you… I'm so fucking sorry, Zeph."

      And then another familiar voice came from above me. “When we get back to karn, you owe me a new shop.”

      Breath left my body as Neera dropped down off of Zephyr’s back. Her black hair was matted to her face, and her skin was pale and hollow, but her blue eyes shone with tears and her lips were stretched into a wide smile. I threw my arms around her as she caught me, both of us nearly falling against Zephy’s body, but he remained a solid presence at our side.

      I pulled back and grabbed the side of her face, as if to make sure she really was here. “You should have run as far and as fast as you could. What were you thinking?” I mimicked the exact words Drystan had spat at me.

      “I was thinking I needed to get out of Karn before Reena locked me away forever.” She laughed. “I was thinking I needed to find out for myself if my best friend had been chopped up by the Wild Hunt made into a soup.” I cut a look at Zephyr, recalling our one-sided conversation by the cliffs. "We did what we had to do. Finding the Sluagh was an accident though. We came through the Veil in the marshes and they found us. When I saw her face… Kyre, she looks like you."

      Letting her go I stepped back, my eyes bouncing between my family, and my mother, who still stood in utter silence, her eyes still latched onto my face. She was patient and still, and utterly unmoving save for her wild, red hair that looked so much like mine. It waved in the undulating smoke as if she were floating underwater.

      “I’m never returning to Karn,” I said solemnly. “Like I told Drys, the Hunt already sold me. She looks like me because she's my mother. The faerie that my father barely spoke of…and I'm starting to understand why.” I gestured at Kirsi. “My freedom is gone, but that doesn’t mean yours is, too. Go to the princes. Ask for sanctuary. Then figure out a way back home without me. I’ll be…” I wanted to say that I would be okay. That I would make it through this, but the truth was, I probably wouldn’t.

      Drystan stepped closer, shaking his head. “I know what my mother did. Kirsi showed me.” I blinked at him, shock playing over my face. I glanced at the Sluagh commander again. What did he mean she showed him? Drystan nodded toward her, his eyes full of regret and sadness. “She can’t speak, but she can show you things. Visions of things that have happened, or things that will happen someday. I know what Reena did to those princes. How she killed our father to get him out of her way."

      I tore away from Drystan, disbelief and rage coursing through me. “No,” I whispered.

      “It’s true,” Neera said, placing a gentle hand on my arm. “I saw it, too. It was like I was there. Reena had it planned from the beginning. Sending Drystan into a sleep was just the last step she needed to take before ruling. You were an obstacle she failed to see coming.”

      I spun on my heel and charged toward my mother as Drystan and Neera called out to me to stop. I ignored them. Kirsi didn’t move and I approached her. She didn’t even appear to be breathing. But she stared at me with such…such sadness that I momentarily paused, stopping only inches away. We were nearly nose to nose. Mirror images of one another to the point that it was almost as if I was staring into a mirror, A cursed mirror that reflected the heart of my soul and the darkness that stirred underneath my skin.

      “Show me what you showed them,” I asked her. No, more like commanded her. “I want to see the truth of it for myself. I want to know everything. I want to know you.”

      She blinked. It was the first movement she made thus far. The first sign that there was any sort of life behind those blackened eyes. Swallowing thickly with my heart lodged in my throat, I reached out and took her cold hand in mine. It was soft to the touch, but a buzz hovered just over the surface as it sometimes did with Erix and Riven. Magic surrounded her like a living shield.

      Kirsi’s lips parted, and then my vision went black.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cadoc

      

      

      She emerged from the smoke an eternity later. I was by her side in seconds, my sword drawn and ready to pierce the heart of the Sluagh commander.

      My brothers were beside me, Erix with his bow at the ready, Vazden ready to shift, Riven’s magic crackling at his fingertips, and Haelo wielding his light like a whip.

      The moment she’d disappeared into the blackness it was as if something had clicked inside me. Inside the five of us. Kyre was ours and she wasn’t going anywhere. She belonged to the Wild Hunt. She belonged to the five princes who were bound to it. She was our bounty, our lover, and our… I wouldn’t even consider what else she could become until I destroyed everything in my path to her.

      We were ready to fight to the death to keep her, ready to take on the full force of the Sluagh host. But when she stepped out of the blackness and her  eyes met mine, I paused, lowering my blade as I stared down at the vial in her hand. I blinked, and then blinked again, trying to understand what I was seeing.

      Behind her, several more shapes stepped out of the dark. Two human men, a halfling pixie, and a chimera—the beast she called Zephyr—her steed. The moment they stepped clear of the fog, it began to recede. That same ominous horn sounded, and the entirety of the wood went utterly still. Like a swift and furious wind, the Sluagh disappeared through the trees they way they’d come, leaving our princess behind.
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        Kyre

      

      

      Landing on the rooftop of the castle, I slipped off of Zephyr’s back, my wings fluttering gently to ease my landing. I tried to keep my steps silent and noiseless. Kissing Zephyr on the side of his head. I told him to wait here for me this time, because when I came back it would be in a hurry to escape the queen’s guard.

      He nudged me with his big head, inching me towards the entrance to the observatory. I couldn't help but think back to the night that started it all, the night I’d done just this, intent on giving my brother the last of the faerie petals. Tonight, I traveled swiftly through the halls of the castle, skirting guards and servants, using the shadows to keep me hidden.

      In my satchel was a vial wrapped in silks, and as I approached the queen’s chambers, I pulled it free. The vial was cold to the touch, and my hand shook slightly as I tried to keep a tight grip. If I dropped it, this entire plan was finished and this would all be for nothing.

      My mind was clear and I was ready to end this as I incapacitated the single guard that stood outside of the queen’s chambers. I was no good with combat in any form save for what it took to get me out of a hairy situation, but I was sneaky and I was silent.

      I’d spent a week learning how to use magic. Riven and Erix could only teach me so much in such a short amount of time, but we were running out of it. Riven taught me how to incapacitate a human with a single touch to the temple, but it was only temporary. Erix had promised that when this was all over, he would spend the next however many centuries training me in my magic. I wanted so badly to believe he really would. That he believed I could learn to be as strong as any faerie.

      My fingers itched to curl around the blade that Cadoc had given me before I left the Void Wood. I hoped I wouldn’t need it, but Cadoc wanted to be sure. It was long, heavy and curved just right so that if wielded properly, it could slice a head from shoulders in one blow. I would never tell him as much, but just having a piece of him with me eased my nerves.

      Her chambers were silent and dark. The air was so cold that I could see puffs of my breath in front of my face. Using my wings to keep my steps light, I made my way to the queen’s bedside, my feet nearly hovering so that I wouldn't disturb her sleep. I stared down at my stepmother, her beautiful face soft in sleep. Her blonde hair was sprawled out over her silk pillow, not a single wrinkle marring her skin. For all the world she looked like a faerie herself.

      With a whispered word that Erix taught me, I cast a barrier over the room, keeping every bit of noise from escaping. Soon, another guard would happen by and find the other one incapacitated, so I couldn’t waste any time.

      I used to beg her to love me. To show me a single ounce of the same affection she showed Drystan. But every time her eyes met mine I saw nothing but sickening disdain and loathing. Now, I understood that feeling.

      I let the silken wrappings fall to the floor at my feet, freeing the vial. Wasting no time, I uncorked it, letting the vial hover over Reena’s gently parted lips. Kirsi’s blood dripped into the queen’s mouth. One drop. Two drops, and then three.

      Only I could complete this task. The rules of magic wouldn’t allow for the cursed to harm the one who cursed them. But I was under no such curse. I was free to empty a vial of decayed blood down her throat and watch her world shrivel to nothing but ash.

      Her eyes flew open and I staggered back, drawing Cadoc’s curved blade. I didn’t make a move. I barely took a single breath as Reena sat up straight in bed, her hands going to her throat as she began to silently choke, fighting for her next breath.

      “You lost, Mother,” I said, breaking the silence. Reena stared at me in horror, her skin already turning a mottled gray, the life draining out of her swiftly and violently, the blood of the Sluagh, of the undead faerie commander flowing through her, eating up every morsel of magic that kept her alive for so long. She deserved this fate. It'd been coming for her for a long time.

      And then just like that she was gone. A clap of thunder as the skies opened up with pouring rain heralded a sweeping magic that rolled over Karn. I felt the breaking of the curse. The freeing of the Wild Hunt. The liberation of the human kingdom. I felt it break away and wither into nothing as her skin began to blacken and crumble.  And then just for good measure, I swung cadoc’s blade, severing Reena’s head from her body.

      Somewhere in the back of my head, I felt a fleeting presence, gratitude and thanks for ending her suffering. I felt it pass before I could grasp onto it, and I knew…I just knew that I would never see her again.

      Kirsi was free. Free of the curse that held her in a perpetual limbo. Free from the witch who’d done this to her so many centuries ago. Free of the agony of a halflife. I’d done as the queen commander had asked me and in return I was free from my bargain. From my shackles.
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        * * *

      

      I kept one hand wrapped around the hilt of my dagger and the other buried in Zephyr’s mane. Just the feel of his comforting presence grounded me. In the pocket of my satchel was the now empty vial that I’d wrapped carefully in silks to keep it from breaking on the long journey to the Veil.

      The princes rode ahead of me, save for Vazden who was flying somewhere above us in the skies. Humans whispered and shouted, some of them running for their lives, gathering their loved ones and fleeing into their homes as the princes bore down upon them like monsters from nightmares. They were bounty hunters—mercenaries. They were executioners, and they were fearsome to behold, especially traveling as a united force with one single goal in mind. Freedom.

      Even the city guard deferred to faeries of the Wild Hunt. They parted for them, shooing people out of the streets so they wouldn’t get stomped on by a saber or one of the prince’s massive elhorns. Karn was unusually active for this late in the night.

      I glanced to my right where Neera and Drystan were perched atop an elhorn of their own. Drystan had the reins, a golden crown atop his head fit for Karn’s new king, and both of his arms wrapped around Neera as she nestled into his chest. I couldn’t fight the smile that stretched my lips. When had that happened?

      Neera chose that moment to look at me, finding me grinning, and rolled her blue eyes, shaking her head. I winked, and she laughed, her shoulders shaking with the force of trying to keep it in. Drystan looked confused, peering down at the top of Neera’s head, unable to see how smug she looked cozied up to him.

      I glanced behind their steed to where Dane was currently glaring daggers into the back of my brother’s kingly head. He was alone on his own steed, a saber that wiggled when it walked, jostling him around hilariously. I wanted to feel bad for him. I really did. Neera was fighting her own inner battle at the moment, torn between two men who shared feelings for her. A king and a guard who couldn’t seem to get along for the life of them.

      “He looks comfortable back there,” Erix sent the thought through the connection that linked the six of us now. I startled, still not used to voices in my head appearing out of nowhere.

      There was an answering chuckle as Cadoc responded, “Poor male doesn’t know when he’d been beaten. I almost pity him.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the back of Erix’s head. “Are you two reading my thoughts? I thought we discussed a little thing called personal privacy.”

      Up ahead, I watched the two of them glance at each other guiltily. They somehow managed to keep their faces neutral, masks of utter calmness as faeries to the left and right scrutinized us closely. Erix turned his face slightly. “I was only trying to make sure you were alright. Court can be…overwhelming.”

      I rolled my eyes at his sorry excuse. “I’m fine. You’re forgetting who I was before all of this nonsense. You don’t have to check up on me. This is probably the most normal thing I’ve done in the last couple of months. Court, I can handle myself without you digging around in my head.”

      “Give the pretty halfling her privacy, brothers,” Haelo’s voice entered the conversation without invitation. I cut my eyes at him from behind as his elhorn slowed down, allowing Zephyr to come up beside him. When he met my glare he was smirking wickedly, his pale eyes dipping to where my thighs straddled Zephyr. “We wouldn’t want to disturb any…salacious fantasies she might want to distract herself with. Don’t worry, Kyre, I promise not to spy.”

      I choked on my own spit, and Zephyr rumbled under me, worried. I coughed and sputtered for a moment, patting Zeph’s mane, telling him I was fine. Meanwhile, I made sure to send the image of me cutting out each of their talkative tongues down the mental connection. Each of them mentally winced. Before I cut off the connection, I told them that they should be grateful it wasn’t their cocks instead.

      The castle I once called home, loomed in front of us. The gates rose over a vast garden which surrounded the entire thing. The garden was in full bloom, teeming with Acacia flowers. Zephyr let out a low whine as we passed by them, smelling their potioned petals.

      What an odd choice…

      A dozen guards were posted outside of the main entrance. They moved aside for Cadoc as he slid off of his elhorn. The rest of the hunt was filling in behind us as the outer gates began to close, effectively caging us inside. The hunt chattered and hissed, causing guardsmen to stumble backwards out of reach of claws and teeth.

      I looked to the sky as the flapping of massive wings sounded overhead. Several more castle guards surrounded us as Vazden dropped out of the sky, landing steadily on his feet with a boom that rattled my teeth. There was a small crowd building behind us, humans clamoring to watch.

      End escort fit for royalty. The Wild Hunt of legends.

      The princes parted for Drystan as he guided his elhorn up the center of the host of faeries, approaching a human wall of castle guard. Every one of them stared at my brother wide wide eyes, mouths agape in awe. Their weapons fell from their hands as they fell to their knees in deference.

      In that one moment, I realized that it was over. I’d done what I promised myself I would do from the very beginning.

      Their king was home.

      Their true king.

      The king who would unite the realms with an immortal army at his back.
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        Kyre

        Two months later

      

      

      My first hunt was exhilarating. I was exhausted, and my wings felt like they were about to pop right out of my shoulders, but I couldn’t keep the smile off of my face as I bathed, washing away the mud and sweat and blood. After months of training, I'd finally mastered the art of flying. I even managed to help Cadoc fell a saber…although he’d done most of the work.

      The fire in the hearth warmed my chambers, the only light save for the moon shining through the open window. The wind blew gently into the room sending the white curtains fluttering. I leaned back with my head against the edge of the bath, luxuriating in the warmth of the lavender-scented bubbles. My hair hung in wet ropes that skimmed the floor. For once, all was right with my world.

      I must have fallen asleep at some point, because I found myself blinking out of a bleary daze, flickering lights moving in my peripheral vision. It took a moment to register the sound of hushed whispers, and to feel the cold air that chilled my bare skin.

      I blinked rapidly, trying to get my bearings, but I was so damn tired. Something rough skimmed my thigh—fingers—a palm, warm and heavy. “Look at the way she opens for me. She was made for us.”

      I shook my head from side to side, blinking again to clear away the blurry shadows. There was a deep hum in response to the man’s words. Then my vision cleared. I realized I was in a dimly-lit room and my hands were bound above me, my wrists locked in cuffs and chains that were attached to a golden ceiling.

      “That’s right, open those pretty eyes,” the same voice said. I knew the voice immediately. “Look at me. Eyes up,” Erix commanded.

      I found myself complying. My lips stretched into a grin. Hands skimmed up my inner thighs and a moan slipped past my lips. My skin was on fire, my toes curling and my back arching as his hands reached the apex. My body craved to be touched. The sensation was all consuming, making me want to writhe and beg for more.

      His glowing, blue eyes were full of want, and he was staring at me like he wanted to eat me. The thought of that made my thighs burn more as sweat trickled down between my breasts that I just now realized were completely exposed.

      I looked up at my hands bound in chains, following them down and down where the chains criss-crossed over the front of my body, between my breasts, over my abdomen and around my ankles, anchoring me to the floor. It didn’t take me long to realize exactly where I was. The golden cage in the middle of my chambers, surrounded by five golden thrones.

      Bringing a ring clad hand to my face, keeping the other curled around my inner thigh, his thumb ran down my lip slowly. “Kyre, Kyre…the faerie with hair like fire. If you keep doing as you're told, I’ll be able to reward you.” His thumb dipped into my mouth, pressing down on my tongue.

      Something moved over his shoulder and my eyes flickered away from his for a split second, just long enough to see another man come closer. I took in the sight of Vazden looming over Erix’s shoulder, his yellow eyes honed in on me with focused intent. I could feel his lust from where I dangled from these chains, and it mirrored my own. His wings were outstretched wide behind him. I suddenly craved to run my tongue along every inch.

      “Are you ready to find out what it means to submit body and soul to the Princes of the Wild Hunt?” Haelo appeared on Vazden’s left, and Cadoc on the right with Riven circling around from somewhere behind me. Soon, there were five princes standing before me.

      Erix was the only one in the cage with me while the others watched. I arched my back, my wings fluttering, taking a bit of the strain off of my wrists where the chains held me tight. The inside of the cuffs were lined with something soft. “Answer him, pet,” he demanded.”

      My heart leapt, and nipples hardened at the raw power in the command. “Yes,” I said, breathily. “Show me…” I was no longer afraid of these five males. I was no longer bound as a prisoner to their every whim. I remained with the Wind Hunt because I made a choice to stay. So, I wanted this. I wanted them to show me all of the pleasures this world had for me.

      The bright-blue tattoos lit up along Erix’s arms, undulating like flowing rivers along his skin. His magic writhed inside of him as he flicked a wrist, sending the chains that held my ankles to each side, spreading my legs wide. I was utterly bare for them.

      Erix, still kneeling before me, placed his hands on my parted thighs as he lowered his face to my center. Breathing in deeply, his eyes rolled for a moment. And then his lips began their descent, kissing every inch of my inner thighs, leaving a burning fire in their wake. My back arched and my hips thrust, seeking out the pleasure I knew he could give to me.

      “So impatient…” he said with a dark chuckle between kisses. “Perhaps we should let you wait a little longer.” I was shaking my head before he could finish, and it made all of the princes laugh.

      “She’s a greedy, little thing,” said Cadoc as he approached the cage bars. His hands wrapped around them, his smoke ropes sneaking right past them until they licked against  my skin.

      While I was distracted with Cadoc, Erix buried his face in my wetness. My eyes rolled and I groaned as he sucked my clit between his lips, rolling it softly before licking right up my center, flattening his tongue and applying just enough pressure to have me squirming. I was a feast laid out before him, unable to move, unable to control his touch. I was utterly at his mercy, and I needed more.

      Cadoc’s rope split into two, one circling my hips sensually slowly while the other skimmed over my parted lips. I opened for it, and the smoke dipped inside, pressing down on the flat of my tongue. I licked at the smoke, keeping my eyes glued on Cadoc. His face was a mask of need so feral that it should have scared me. I wondered just how much he could feel his smoke.

      Erix dipped two fingers inside of me and I moaned. His magic buzzed over my skin. I came hard, my whole body shaking with tremors of pleasure. I trembled with anticipation and as they moved closer, each of them tracing the curves of my body with their eyes.

      "Don't be afraid," Erix whispered in a silky voice. "We’re here to serve you this time." He stood to his full height, licking my wetness off of his lips with a satisfied smirk. “All you have to do is revel in the pleasure.”

      Riven entered the cage, circling me with slow, steady paces. He ran his hands through my unbound hair, sending shivers of excitement coursing through my body. He spoke gently, tugging at the chains that bound me in place. "It is time to explore the depths of your passions, Kyre. Everything you’ve been holding back for too long. You have us here at your mercy. At your every fucking whim to serve you like you served us.”

      To my utter shock and awe, Haelo entered the cage next and knelt down. "This is just the beginning," he said huskily. Then he bent even lower, lower than any prince should ever bow, and placed a sensual kiss on my exposed ankle, right above the cuff. His tongue licked out at my skin as he trailed up my leg, nibbling at me between kisses.

      Cadoc stood in front of me still, his gaze burning into my soul. “Take her,” he said, his voice low and commanding. I blinked at him, too delirious to understand what he meant.

      I found out in the next breath as Haelo stood from his perch between my legs and unbound the ties of his pants. He pulled himself free, fisting his cock. It was hard and pulsing with need, little beads of moisture seeping from the swollen tip. My mouth watered, remembering how he’d felt when he’d fucked my mouth with reckless abandon. I wanted to taste him again.

      He chuckled darkly. “Not yet, pet. Right now, I need to be inside of you.” Settling himself between my thighs, Haelo thrust himself into me, coaxing a scream from my parted lips. He moaned as his lips crashed into mine, giving me a moment to let myself adjust to the size of him. I felt so full and ready for him to move.

      He did just that, as if reading what I needed straight from my thoughts. And maybe he was, but right then I couldn’t care less. He pumped into me fast and hard as I hung from the chains that bound me. Our lips worked in a frenzy of passion, neither of us willing to let the other get the upper hand. I was starving for him, and he for me.

      "I've been craving you from the moment I kissed you," he said through gritted teeth.

      Their eyes on me only made me moan louder. I remember the first time I’d felt this thrill, when I’d had Helo’s cock in my mouth, knowing the other princes were salivating over the sight. The first time they watched me fuck Erix in my dreams was like opening up a whole new world for me. Although I hadn’t been aware of their prying eyes at the time, the thought of it thrilled me. I never knew I’d be the type of woman to enjoy an audience, but something about the way these males craved me and only me made me feel fucking powerful.

      Closing my eyes, I let my head rest back on a broad shoulder, realizing that Erix stood behind me, holding my waist with buzzing hands that crackled with magic. Haelo fucked me harder, eyes feral and bright with power as he brought himself closer to the edge. My hips rolled as much as they could, riding his cock without a care in the world—feeling Erix’s heart race at my back.

      My eyes fell closed in bliss, and a moment later a hand touched the bare skin of my stomach. The fingers slid up my torso, cupping my breast and pinching my nipple, rolling it between his fingertips. I heard a quiet curse, recognizing Vazden’s low timber.

      I cracked my eyes open, rolling my head to the side and meeting Riven’s golden gaze as he worshiped me with his eyes. He licked his lips, as if savoring the meal to come, and it almost made me lose it right then and there. I could feel myself coming closer to the edge. Any moment now I’d break apart and shatter right here on Haelo’s cock.

      Riven switched places with Erix before I knew what was happening. Erix came to stand before me, content to watch as Riven’s lips caressed my neck. I tilted my head to give him room, letting him run his tongue over my overheated skin.

      There was another deep moan from outside the cage. Looking over, I spied Cadoc on the edge of the bed across from us, cock in hand as he rubbed himself up and down slowly. His black eyes focused on Riven’s fingers tweaking and twisting at my hardened nipples. He pumped himself leisurely with a small smirk on his face, knowing what he was doing to me.

      The sight of my males at the height of pleasure was a gift for the eyes—something I wished could be captured by a world-famous painter. The way they looked right then needed to be immortalized for all eternity in my opinion. I focused again on Erix who stood next to Haelo. His cock was out now, too, and he stroked it while he watched. I wet my lips as I stared at his hard length—so thick and long that it made my core pulse around Haelo’s cock. The pale-haired prince must have felt it because he shuddered and groaned in my ear.

      One of my wrists was freed from the cuff, and my arm fell to my side. I cried out in relief, but I was still bound. It was a good thing Haelo’s body was here to hold me up or else I wouldn’t have the strength. I beckoned for Cadoc to come closer. He was too far away and I needed him. With his cock hard and his hand wrapped around it, he left the bed and entered the cage, tucking his wings behind him to make room. He took up the empty space on the other side of me, and I grasped his cock in my hand. He let his own hands fall, dropping his head back as I I stroked him, spreading beads of wetness along his shaft.

      Haelo came hard as I clenched around him. His seed spilled into me in hot ropes as he cursed and gripped my thighs tightly. He slowed but didn’t stop making sure to coax out every bit of pleasure he could as the tremors hit. His eyes burned white-hot, making him appear for all the world a god of old, overwhelming, powerful, and terrifyingly beautiful.

      The moment he pulled out of me, I felt the chain that bound my wrist free, and my bound arm immediately dropped to my side. Before I had the chance to fall to the ground, I was caught and cradled in Riven’s strong embrace. I could barely lift my limbs at all.

      Riven carried me out of the cage and brought me to my bed, the other princes following close on our heels. He gently laid me out on my silk blankets and pillows, the softness a luxury against my skin. The fire was nearly burned all the way down to embers, casting the entire room in dark shadows.

      The five princes crawled onto the bed, surrounding me on every side, each of them ready to take me again and again and again.

      Vazden was next to me, stroking my hair as he brought his thick cock to my lips. I wrapped them around his length and sucked, running my tongue around the swollen head. He growled as he hit the back of my throat. His hips started to move, fucking my face while gruff curses fell from his lips.

      I watched in fascination and anticipation as Cadoc settled himself between my legs. River, who was nestled behind me, adjusted me closer to the edge of the bed where Cadoc could stand instead of kneel, lining up perfectly. He wasted no time slipping inside me. He filled me up until I was stretched wide. A pleasant shudder coursed through my body. Riven’s hands roamed my torso, sinking down lower and lower until his fingers slipped over my clit, rubbing me in tight circles as Cadoc’s thrusts sped up.

      I was writhing in pleasure now—unsure how my mind was supposed to wrap itself around this agonizing ecstasy. Cadoc slammed into me faster, hooking his arms beneath my knees and lifting my legs into the air. His cock hit me in all the right places, making me cry out once again, unable to keep it inside.

      Vazden turned my head back to him and I took his cock in my mouth, savoring the salty flavor of him. Cadoc cursed and roared and I suddenly felt warmth spurting into me and dripping down my thighs. He pulled himself free, and I lamented the aching emptiness he left behind. But it was short lived because I felt another cock sliding into that empty space a moment later. I knew it was Erix, just from the feel of him. He fit so perfectly, angling slightly upwards and hitting that spot deep inside of me that had me seeing stars.

      He didn’t hold back, fucking into me relentlessly. My hips lifted as Riven’s strong arms held me aloft while Cadoc moved to my other side, reaching over to free Riven from his pants. A hot blush spread over my face at the thought of Cadoc’s strong fingers wrapped around Riven’s cock.

      Riven lined himself up with my entrance and pushed inside from behind. They both groaned and cursed as I settled around them, swiveling my hips and begging for more. You’d think it would hurt, to be filled so completely. Their cocks rubbed together with every thrust, both of them moaning, gripping their fingers into my skin until I knew they’d leave marks behind. Good, I wanted them to mark me.

      I sucked faster and harder until I could feel Vazden lengthening in my mouth. He groaned deep and long, before spilling down my throat. I felt nothing but utter satisfaction at the fact that I was able to bring this beautiful male to ecstasy with only my mouth. A swell of pride bloomed inside of me.

      The others moved erratically then and I could feel Riven’s body shuddering beneath me. My whole body tensed, my thighs beginning to shake and my eyes rolling back in my head as my pleasure hit its peak. Pressure built and built until it overflowed, sending shockwaves of power and pleasure rolling through my limbs. My skin felt hot and my hair lifted from my shoulders, a warm, orange glow lighting up the darkened room.

      Every male in the room stared at me, eyes wide as crackling magic rolled over my skin. With long, drawn-out moans, both men came hard inside of me, filling me up with liquid heat until I was shattering right alongside them. Pulses of white-hot pleasure licked over my skin and filled my veins with fire.

      One by one the princes rose to their knees, both Cadoc and Riven shifting me so that they eased themselves out of me gently. My body throbbed with emptiness and my skin was lush and coated in their cum. I felt lethargic and content, utterly satisfied, surrounded by five males who stared down at me like I was some kind of a goddess brought back to life again. Through the connection between us, they showered me with praise and promises.

      The sun began to rise outside of my bedroom window, scaring the shadows away one by one as light filtered into the room, painting it in reds, golds, and oranges. I felt sleep readying to take me, my eyelids drooping heavily and my body falling limply into my mattress.

      Hands caressed my body, and soft whispering filled the room, promises of what was to come. A life with my princes, belonging to the faeries of the Hunt, but also to myself. They promised to care for me, and to love me, and to destroy anyone who dared to hurt me again. Who dared to touch what was theirs. To share me as one, to worship me as one. And I promised them the same in a quiet whisper as sleep dragged me under.

      Magic tingled over my skin, and even as my eyes fell closed, I smiled, knowing that my males would be here when I woke. Everything was silent and safe for the first time in what felt like a lifetime. For the first time, I was free.

      I was free. I was free. I was free.
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