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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mor

      

      

      Atreyu was missing. That awful hag Selina had taken him. How the fuck had she let this happen? Arthur walked with her, not offering any comfort. He understood the place she was in now. She’d ask him later, but Mor was sure he had needed to go to this cold place she was in. There were too many feelings wanting to get in the way. She could deal with it later - after they got Atreyu back, after they destroyed that piece of shit Boris, after the war. Her other mates caught up with them and she could feel them reaching out to comfort her. But she didn’t want comfort. She wanted Atreyu back. 

      When they reached the house, she glanced around at the others. “Council room. Now.” Without waiting, Mor went in the house and straight to the council room. She took her seat and sent out a quick thought to Trisha without thinking about it. A moment later, a surprised-looking Trisha came in the side door. 

      “Did ye need somethin’, lass?” 

      “Yes. Please bring refreshments for the full council. We have a long night ahead of us.” Just then, the others started filing in. Her mates sat near her while the Dragon Council, Atreyu’s parents, and Sebastian’s family filed in. There weren’t enough seats, but before she could get frustrated, Morgana waved a hand and there were more chairs. Handy. Once everyone was seated, Mor nodded to Morgana. “Please play back the message.”

      Struggling to keep her face impassive, Mor listened as the message from Selina replayed for the entire council. She felt shame creep up her neck. If she had only noticed sooner that Atreyu was missing. If she had been more in tune with her magic and her mates. She had thought she took it seriously, but if she was honest with herself Mor hadn’t really put in the effort she should have to make the magic hers. That would change now. No more mistakes. 

      When Selina’s message finished, she waited. She didn’t have to wait long before all hell broke loose. Everyone wanted to be heard and was shouting over the others. Well, most of them were. Her mates were silent, staring at the pendant laying in the middle of the table. Mor let the shouting continue for some time, figuring it was better to have them let it out before trying to speak over them. Finally, she’d had enough and raised a hand. When that didn’t work, she sent a pulse of magic through the room.

      The silence was immediate and deafening. “This does not help Atreyu. This will not help our people. So cut your bullshit and stop yelling!” She glared at them all. “Does anyone have anything productive to say?”

      Sighing, Max looked up. “We’re going to need to know what their demands are.”

      “I’m pretty sure we can guess what those demands are,” Sebastian spoke up. 

      “Zero chance we will allow that,” Ben said.

      “Well, that should be obvious,” Amelia snapped out. Mor was a little surprised about that, but maybe she read her wrong. “Mor is the strongest of us, I believe, of course, that psycho would want her. What you need to know is how to defeat him.” Her face tightened as she continued, “We must remember in every war there will be losses. Now, I know this will not be a popular opinion, but we cannot risk losing the war for one Fae - even if he is one of the queen’s mates.” 

      Ice crept through Mor’s veins as she listened to Amelia speak. “I’m sorry, I must have heard you wrong. I’m sure I did not hear you say we should sacrifice Atreyu.”

      “Come now, dear, we all knew there was a good chance not everyone in this room would make it out of this war alive.” Her tone was condescending. 

      The temperature in the room dropped. Mor stood slowly, leaning forward on to the table. “Let me make one thing perfectly clear before we continue this meeting. Giving up on my mate is not an option! I understand there will be losses, but while I am queen we do not give up on anyone. Whether they be a lowly foot soldier or my mate. Is that clear? If you cannot handle that, please leave now.” She pointed to the door. 

      When no one moved, she made eye contact with each person in the room. Their breaths were visible in the room’s chill. Mor could see everyone shiver, but no one made an attempt to leave. When she was satisfied everyone understood, she sat down again. “Now. When will Adair return? We need the information he should have.”

      Isabella stood. “He should return within two days, your majesty.” Her voice was tight, probably from fear for Atreyu and the cold.

      When Ben’s hand gripped her arm, Mor turned toward him. “Yes, Ben?”

      Leaning in, he whispered, “Could you possibly pull your magic in?”

      “Why?”

      “It’s fucking cold in here.” Ben grimaced. “I think everyone could think a little more clearly if they aren’t worried about frostbite.”

      When Mor didn’t answer right away, Max leaned in and gripped her other arm. “Please, sweetie? I’d rather not lose a fingertip.”

      “Or the tip of anything else,” Sebastian grunted with a wink.

      Snorting, Mor nodded. “Very well. I apologize for almost freezing your…tips.” She smirked and then closed her eyes for a moment. She focused inward, trying to pull the magic. Fuck. Out was easy, in was hard. “Damn.” Squeezing her eyes shut, Mor forced the magic back in. When she finally opened her eyes, Mor was breathing hard. “Better?”

      “Yes, thank you, rose.” Arthur lifted her hand and kissed it.

      “Now, can we all focus sufficiently?” When everyone nodded, Mor continued, “So. Adair will be here within two days. In the meantime, make sure we are ready at a moment’s notice. Arthur, Ben, how long will it take to integrate the dragons with the Fae?” 

      Ben looked at Arthur for a moment. “I’d think a week or two?”

      “Two weeks sounds about right, brother.” Arthur nodded, “Assuming most of our peoples don’t have a stick up their ass, we shouldn’t have too much trouble.”

      “Get it done in one. I want an extraction team formed so that when we have the needed information, we can get Atreyu out.” She looked around the table again. “Spread the word to be on the lookout for any strange deliveries. No one is to touch pendants, boxes, and so on. Send for Morgana if one is found. We don’t know how the next message will be delivered.” 

      A sudden wave of fatigue hit Mor, and she swayed slightly in her seat. Arthur looked over at her, concern on his face. He stood. “We will adjourn for the evening. We will gather here directly after breakfast to discuss the best way to integrate our forces. If you are not necessary for that meeting, don’t bother coming.” He held a hand out to Mor, “My Queen?”

      She took his hand, standing stiffly, trying to focus on not swaying. Fatigue had hit her so hard she wasn’t totally sure how she was able to stand. “Get some rest. We have a lot to do.” Hooking her arm with Arthur’s, she let him lead her out.

      “Let’s get you to bed,” Max said as the door shut behind them.

      “I’m so tired.” She rubbed her eyes and followed them up the stairs.

      “Besides stress, I think you put out a lot of magic tonight.” Ben rubbed the small of her back as they entered their suite. “I haven’t seen you use magic freely like that. You must build up your endurance.”

      “Just like running,” Mor grimaced. “I feel like I should be doing something to find Atreyu, but I don’t know what I should do.” She growled in frustration. “I can’t go chasing after him since Selina is a dragon, and it’s guaranteed she already has him locked up.” She started pacing around their room. “I can’t feel him and I don’t know if it’s because we’re too far apart, he’s knocked out, or I’m incompetent.” 

      “Woah, darling. Incompetent is not on the list. Untrained, perhaps. Or at least not fully trained.”

      “I should have tried harder. Done more. Something.”

      “Mor, you listen carefully to me.” Ben held her face in his hands. “We all let our guard down. We thought since we were home, and had been successful, that we were in the clear. None of us thought we could be touched.”

      Picking up her hand, Arthur added, “It wasn’t just you. We all fucked up. You can’t take all the blame for this one.”

      She nodded slowly. “There must be something we can do.” 

      “As soon as Adair is back, we will have a better idea of what we can do. Until then, we focus on integrating our forces and training. That’s all we can do, darling.”

      “What’s the plan to integrate? Have any of you ever done that?”

      They all shook their heads but Ben added, “I haven’t ever tried to bring two armies together, but I’ve had to integrate two units before. Mixing them up and then putting them through their paces.”

      “Arthur? How do you think your people will deal with that?”

      He leaned back, looking thoughtful. “There will probably be some resentment at first. Most of my army has had a significant amount of experience. What’s the Fae army like?”

      “We have a good mix of experienced and young. But I think our people are more used to following the directions of those younger than themselves.”

      “Probably true. The Dragons tend to have hereditary positions, and since it’s very hard to kill us, change doesn’t happen too often.” 

      “So who gets put in charge?”

      “Well, clearly - ” Ben started.

      “Obviously - ” Arthur said at the same time.

      They glared at each other and started arguing over each other. They started mostly polite, then heated up. They were shouting pretty quickly. Sebastian and Max sat back and watched, grimaces on their faces. When they started cussing, Mor cut in.

      “Apparently it’s not obvious.” Mor shook her head. “Since you two aren’t even trying to work together, this does not look good for the armies. Suck up your pride, gentlemen. If you two can’t get it together, how can we expect the armies to? How can we save Atreyu? There will be zero chance of winning this war, that’s for damn sure.” 

      Ben sighed, “I’m sorry, Mor. You’re right.”

      “We will find a way to work it out,” Arthur grumbled.

      “Mix up the units, put a Dragon and a Fae in charge of each. Make it clear that they will work together or I will deal with them personally. And while  there won’t be death or maiming, I’m sure weeks of toilet cleaning duty will adjust some attitudes.”

      “Cold, darling, cold,” Sebastian grinned. “I know that would straighten me out.” 

      “I don’t know - “ 

      Cutting Arthur off, Mor said, “That’s what’s happening.” She tried to keep going but stopped when she yawned. It had been a long fucking day, and she was exhausted.

      “I think it’s time for bed, sweetie. All of this will be waiting for us in the morning.” Max pulled her toward the bathroom and pushed her in. “Go get ready for bed.”

      Mor thought about arguing, but shrugged and went in the bathroom. She started getting ready and could hear her guys arguing in the room. She ignored them, figuring they would stop by the time she came out. It took her longer than usual, probably because she kept having to stop and stuff her feelings back down. She missed Atreyu. She guessed it felt like losing an arm. She was still mostly in shock and denial. 

      When she came out of the bathroom ready for bed, her mates had settled whatever they had been arguing about. Max smiled softly at her and patted the bed between him and Arthur. Sighing, Mor crawled on to the bed and settled in between them. It was a long time before she could close her eyes without flinching, and even longer before she could sleep.
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      Ben was frustrated. He and Arthur had gotten up before all the others and headed down to the armies, each going to speak to their troops. The two armies had socialized the night before, but Ben was pretty sure that hadn’t done them any favors. The Fae were being stubborn, convinced that the Dragons wouldn’t know how to fight. And that the Dragons would be stuck in their ways. The Fae were also mad that the Dragons kept talking down to them. In all fairness, most of the Dragon army was significantly older than the Fae. Ben assumed it was because it was harder to kill a Dragon than a Fae. They were a much older race, after all. 

      But it didn’t help that Arthur was almost as patronizing. He wasn’t trying to undermine anything, but he just couldn’t seem to help himself. Maybe it was age. Maybe it was being a king for over a thousand years. Either way, it made Ben want to punch him in the nose. And then maybe put him in a chokehold. He sat down at the table, a grin on his face as he thought about the satisfying crunching sound Arthur’s nose would make.

      “What are you smiling about? I heard things didn’t go so well today,”  Mor said as she sat down.

      Jumping a little, Ben looked over at her guiltily. “Um, nothing?”

      “Uh-huh. I sure didn’t feel any vindictive satisfaction coming off of you in waves.”

      “Nope,” he smiled serenely. “And you’re right. Today did not go well.”

      “What was the problem?” 

      “Oh you know, just general stubbornness,” Arthur said airily as he sat down across from Mor.

      Grinding his teeth, Ben said, “It wasn’t just general stubbornness. Your people are treating mine like children.”

      “Come now, Ben. It wasn’t that bad.”

      “Yes, it was.” 

      “No, you’re just being dramatic. They can’t help that they’re so much older and more experienced.”

      Slamming his fork down, Ben glared at Arthur. “That is exactly the attitude that caused the problems today! Just because you are all old doesn’t mean you know better!”

      “I will have you know that we have centuries of experience compared to your people! That deserves respect!”

      “Or maybe the reason you have so many old people in your army is because you haven’t really fought a battle in, what eight hundred years?”

      “We haven’t needed to fight one because the magic realms recognize our superiority!”

      “Not superiority, just size. And you don’t have much that anyone would want.”

      Spluttering, Arthur stood. “What the fuck do you mean by that? We haven’t been in a fight because we’re better!”

      He leaned back and smirked at Arthur. “Bigger isn’t always better. You have to know what you’re doing.”

      Mor snickered. 

      Ben gaped at her. 

      She…snickered…again. 

      “Something funny?”

      “That’s what she said!” She burst out laughing.

      Ben stared at her. He blinked. He snorted. Finally, he broke into a laugh. “That’s pretty funny.” 

      “What? I don’t get it,” Arthur frowned. 

      Ben and Mor laughed harder. 

      Arthur’s frown deepened as he watched them. 

      Max and Sebastian came in and stared at them all. “Something amusing, I assume?” Sebastian raised an eyebrow.

      Forcing himself to take deep breaths, Ben said, “Arthur and I were arguing and I said that bigger isn’t always better and you have to know how to use it.” He snorted, almost losing it again. “And Mor…Mor said ‘that’s what she said’.” He couldn’t hold it back, laughing again. 

      “I do not understand what is so funny!” Arthur sounded almost mad, making Ben laugh harder.

      He heard Max explain it to him as he wiped tears from his eyes and finally managed to really stop laughing. He felt lighter. He’d forgotten how a good laugh could help. He felt almost immediately guilty. Atreyu was probably being tortured somewhere, and here he was laughing over a slightly dirty joke. “So. That’s basically how the entire day went. Except imagine it being two armies. And no joke at the end.” 

      “Extremely productive then.” Mor rolled her eyes. “So, what are your ideas to break this down?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. We’re both set in our ways.” He sighed and rubbed his eyes. 

      “Arthur?” 

      “My rose, I am also at a loss. Ben is right. My army is set in their ways and arrogant. They believe nothing can touch them.”

      “And the Fae refuse to believe the Dragons may have something to teach them.”

      “See? Look at that. You can work together.” Her voice was snarky as she looked between the two of them. 

      “Yes, dear.” Arthur rolled his eyes and then grinned. “We promise to play nice tomorrow.” 

      “Good. Make it work and you just may get to play nice with me tomorrow.” She grinned, and then frowned. 

      “What’s wrong, love?” 

      “It feels - wrong - to be sitting here having fun when Atreyu…”

      Sebastian picked up her hand and kissed her palm. “Darling, we all know what Atreyu is like. He’d have been mad at you for not making that joke. And you know damn well he’d be mad at you for not getting some.” He waggled his eyebrows, making all of them laugh.

      Ben wrapped his arm around Mor’s shoulders. “We’ll get him back. Adair should be back sometime tomorrow and we’ll make a plan.”

      “I don’t think it’s going to be that easy.” Mor leaned into Ben.

      “No one thinks it’s going to be easy, sweetie.” Reaching across the table, Max squeezed Mor’s hand. “But we’ll figure it out. Ben’s gotten us out of some tight spots before.”

      “None of those spots involved a crazed mage from another dimension, though.” She sent him a pointed look.

      “True. But what about that time we were captured by that ogre? Or the time we were poisoned by a witch. Or the time - “ Sebastian was grinning at Ben.

      A smile cracked on Ben’s face. “Alright. It’s been some tight spots. This one is definitely the worst, but we’ll get there.” 

      “Any ideas?” Mor asked, her voice hopeful.

      “I have a couple, but I don’t want to speculate too much just yet. We have to wait for Adair.”

      “I know. I just want him back.”

      “Come, my rose, eat some dinner. It’s been a long day for all of us. We need to get to bed so we can be ready to go tomorrow. Ben and I need to get the armies in order. And hopefully, Adair will be back.” Arthur said.

      Mor frowned. “I’m worried about him. How did Selina know to imitate him? What if he’s captured too?”

      “I was worried about that, too, but Isabella is in contact with him periodically. He checked in just about an hour ago.” Ben squeezed her shoulders.

      Mor heaved a sigh of relief. 

      “Make sure you tell us if you’re worried about something. We can’t help you if you don’t talk to us, love.”

      Mor nodded, and they all went back to dinner. 

      Ben tried to keep the talk at the table light. He didn’t want Mor to feel any more pressure than she already did. She’d spent the day arguing with the few high ranking Fae here. Amelia was being difficult, her mates were following her lead. On top of that, the other ranking Fae wanted to deal with Boris rather than fight. Or they thought she wasn’t qualified and should step down so someone (whoever was lecturing) should take charge while she sat her pretty little self down. Which of course went over so well with Mor. Sebastian told him quietly while Max and Arthur were distracting Mor.

      Apparently their queen wasn’t taking any shit. She had put them in their place, and when they argued she threatened to put them on latrine duty without magic so they would really be cleaning up shit. 

      She’d apparently been grumbling under her breath about banishment, but Max had talked her out of that. He knew she was angry with herself for not realizing Atreyu was missing, but he was worried about the pressure she was putting on herself. They all were feeling guilty, and they for-fucking-sure had messed up. But Atreyu should have known that Adair wouldn’t have pulled him away from everyone. 

      It didn’t really matter in the end. They needed Mor to keep her shit together, and they needed to get Atreyu back. As soon as they were done eating, Max and Sebastian took Mor up to their suite. 

      Ben sent Arthur a little pulse, asking him to stay. They needed to work their shit out before tomorrow. “So.”

      “So.” Arthur got up from the table and went over to the sideboard to pour himself a drink. “You asked for this little meeting?”

      Ben glared at him, opened his mouth to snap, then pulled back. “That shit isn’t helpful, Arthur. You know we need to settle this.” 

      “How do you suggest we do that? Whiskey?” 

      “Might as well.” After Arthur handed him his drink, Ben said, “Look. We all know you and your Dragons are older. We know you haven’t been attacked in years. And some of that is due to the reputation of your skills, but some of that is because you all turn in to fire-breathing dragons. And who the fuck wants to fight that? But in this battle? You won’t be able to just fly over the enemy and burn them. Most of their army is made up of conscripts from Water and Fire. Innocents.” He let that sink in. As Arthur’s eyes grew wide he continued, “Mor would never forgive any of us if we attacked without mercy.”

      “Fuck. I didn’t think of that. That means most of our shifting won’t really be useful.”

      “Can any of you partially shift? Like, I don’t know, breathe fire in your human form? Walk through fire in your human form?”

      “Breathing fire as a human is a skill that only the strongest of us have. As for walking through fire, we can all do that.” 

      “What about combat as humans? Hand to hand? Swords?”

      “We train in that as well, but most of us haven’t had a real combat experience in centuries outside of the odd challenge.”

      “Well, at least most of the Fae have real experience. Most of us went to the human realm and fought in their wars.”

      “Why would you do such a thing?” Arthur looked disgusted.

      “Boredom. Wanting to make a difference. Some of us just like to fight. A lot of them haven’t felt comfortable in Fae since the royal family disappeared, or so I’ve been told.” Ben shrugged, “Either way, it’s kept us in shape.” 

      “So tomorrow, what do you suggest we do?”

      “Pair them off and make them train. Hand to hand. Swords. Bows. Whatever. But make them train together so they can really see what the other is capable of.” Ben took a long drink of his whiskey. “But to start it out - we fight first, where everyone can see.” 

      Arthur laughed and downed his drink. “That just may work. It’ll certainly be fun kicking your ass.” 

      “That’s what you think, Pendragon. How long has it been since you were in a fight?”

      “I train every day!” 

      “I didn’t say train - I said fight. Because I won’t be holding back on you.” 

      “We’ll see about that, Fae. You may be surprised at my skills.” 

      “I guarantee you won’t see what’s coming for you tomorrow.”

      Arthur laughed, “Now I’m looking forward to this. We’ll lay the ground rules before we fight. No shifting, non-lethal magic only, no fire, otherwise no holds bar?”

      “Agreed. This is going to be fun. I’ll get to kick your ass and Mor can’t yell at us.”

      “Have you been wanting to kick my ass?”

      “All. Fucking. Day.”

      “Huh. I wanted to kick yours all day, too.”

      “Well look at that, we agreed on something today. Cheers to that.”

      Downing his drink, Ben stood. “I’m going to head up. Tomorrow is going to be a long fucking day between fixing the shit with the armies and Adair coming back.”

      “Probably a good idea. I’m going to check in with Morgana and then head to bed.”

      Setting his glass down, Ben stood with a stretch. “See you in the morning, Pendragon.” He walked out with a smile. If nothing else, at least he’d get to beat his ass tomorrow.
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      Morning. Why were they waking her up this early? The sun was not up. Fuck. She groaned as she sat up. Adair should be back and they could really start planning how to get Atreyu back. She still felt as if she was missing a limb. Mor’s guilt was heavy on her and she’d been hiding it from her other mates. She hadn’t been able to get through to Atreyu since he’d been taken. And she had spent every spare moment, and most she couldn’t spare, trying to reach him yesterday. She just hurt all the time.

      As soon as she got some coffee in her, she’d blow off the rest of the shit she was supposed to be doing today and find Morgana. Because honestly, if she had to deal with one more piece of shit high ranking Fae trying to claim that she should put them in place as regent? She’d probably explode. Fuck. That. Shit. Seriously. Why on earth - Fae - would they think that she would do that? Just because they were older? Supposedly wiser? They all had plans to use the dragons to destroy Boris’ army. They didn’t care if they hurt innocent Fae. They just wanted the power that went with the crown. 

      Mor shook her head. She could feel how wrong it was. It was like an inky cloud that reached out to her. It made her want to bathe in bleach. She kept a mental list of everyone who made her feel that way, and it was every single one of the Fae trying to take over. Some people she’d noticed had a kind of glow around them that made her want to trust them. She needed to talk to Morgana about that too. Her powers were changing, growing, and it was happening fast.

      When she got down to breakfast, Morgana was already there. Mor snagged some coffee and went to sit next to her. “My powers are changing.”

      “I know.” 

      “So?”

      “So what?”

      Mor rolled her eyes, “You’re going to make me say it?”

      “Of course I am.”

      “Wanna help me?”

      Morgana burst out laughing. “Of course, my Queen.” 

      “I’m pretty sure I’ll never get used to that. Let’s go.” She grabbed her coffee and stood.

      “You don’t want breakfast?”

      Mor held up her cup of coffee in salute. “The breakfast of champions in a cup.”

      “Alright, let’s go.”

      Mor led them out of the room and outside. “I think better outside.”

      “That makes sense.” 

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Your power is tied to this realm. Being outside would strengthen the bond you have.”

      Mor glanced to the side. “You know I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I know that too. I’ll explain once you feel settled.”

      They kept walking until Mor found the place Max, Sebastian, Ben, and Atreyu had first taught her control. Only a few weeks ago, but it felt like a lifetime. She sunk down next to the stream and closed her eyes, trying to force back her tears as she thought about Atreyu. “I miss him.”

      “Why do you hold that back?”

      “I can’t let it out. If I do, I’m afraid it will never end.”

      “It will. But only if you let it out. If you don’t, it’ll eat you up inside. Let it out, Mor.” She reached over and gripped Mor’s hand as she sat down next to her.

      A tear escaped. Then another. Until Mor’s face was running with tears and her body heaved with the sobs. “It’s my fault.”

      “How the fuck is this your fault?” Morgana snapped, bringing Mor out of her grief.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean this isn’t your fault. You didn’t make him follow ‘Adair’ into the forest. You didn’t make Selina zap him. You didn’t make her run to Boris and throw her allegiance at him.” 

      “But…if I hadn’t been Arthur’s mate…”

      “Now that’s just stupid. Mates are determined by something none of us understands. Selina knows that. She just got it in her head that she could get power trapping my brother into a marriage.” Morgana shook her head. “She was a bitch who was trying to steal a crown that didn’t belong to her.” 

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      “Exactly. Now. Tell me what you wanted.”

      “Can you help me, I don’t know, strengthen my reach? I can’t reach Atreyu.”

      “We’re several hundred miles from him. There is little chance you’d ever be strong enough to reach that far. But we can increase your reach so that if we get you closer, you may be able to. What about the rest of your powers? You’ve been using them more and said they’re changing?”

      “I don’t understand what’s happening. I made the room go cold, I’ve lashed out with my powers…they seem to be getting stronger.” 

      Morgana was silent for a little while. She reached a hand out and trailed a finger over the water and when she lifted her hand, water came with it. “Hold out your hand.” When Mor held her hand palm up, Morgana swirled her hand and formed a ball of water before hovering it over Mor’s hand. “Focus on water. On its shape. How it flows within the sphere. The sparkle as the light hits it. On the shadows within.” 

      Mor stared hard at the water. It seemed so much deeper than it really was. She could see flickering in the middle, as if lightning lived within it. She could almost feel the cool of the water as it flowed. Morgana’s voice was soft next to her, “Now split it in two.” With a thought, the sphere of water split in two. “Again, Mor.” Now there were four floating above her hand. “Make the water dance.” The spheres began to spin and Mor grinned as they moved around her hand.

      Then a branch broke. Mor whipped her head over to look toward the sound and the water splashed down on her feet. “Fuck.” 

      “Better than I expected you to do on your first real try. Can you tell me if the Fae royal line has all branches of Fae magic?”

      “I’ve been told we do. But I haven’t really had a chance to look anything up myself.” 

      “My guess is that the bonds that held your magic had loosened before. I think they’re still fading, which is why you feel like your power is growing. We’re going to need to start working for an hour each morning to make sure you have control over your power.”

      “Can’t Max work with me again?” 

      Morgana patted Mor’s hand, “Max isn’t strong enough to help you. Your power runs deep and would just run over him.” 

      “And yours wouldn’t?” 

      Laughing, Morgana said, “Definitely not. I do want you to start meditating before bed every night. You need to make sure you stay centered to help with the fluctuations in your emotions. And like every new magic user, your magic is tied to your emotions.”

      “That doesn’t seem terrible.”

      “In most, it isn’t. But you’re getting your full power all at once. Which is a bit harder to manage.” 

      “That makes sense. Okay. Meditation. Ugh.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “I know. I need to do this as fast as I can so I can help get Atreyu back.” 

      “We all want him back. Adair will be back by tonight and we’ll start planning. But for now, let’s get to work. You need control if you want to help.”

      Several hours later, Morgana led an exhausted Mor back to the house. Morgana had made her practice control of water, air, earth, and fire. Tomorrow, she would apparently be having Mor combine elements. She wasn’t getting the regular training. She was in magic bootcamp. Mor knew she would be useless if she didn’t gain full control over her magic. She needed to quit being afraid and own it. Otherwise, she’d never be able to protect her people. 

      Sebastian was walking out of the door when they got to the house. “I was just coming to find you, darling. Adair is back. He’s getting cleaned up and then wants to meet.”

      “Good, I’ll think better if I have time to shower.” Mor picked up her pace with a groan, heading up the stairs quicker than she thought possible. 

      “I’ll get you clothes, go on and get cleaned up.” Sebastian nudged her toward the shower. 

      “Thank you, Sebastian.” Mor went into the bathroom and hopped in the shower. She hurried through her routine and then pulled on the clothes Sebastian had laid out for her. Going back into the room, she found Sebastian waiting for her. 

      “Do you know if Adair is ready?”

      “I believe so. Shall we go meet him, darling?”

      “Yes. The sooner we get his information, the sooner we’ll get Atreyu back.” 

      When they walked in, Adair was sitting in the middle of the table. Mor took her seat and looked hard at Adair. He looked tired, and his head was in his hands. His hair was dull, his skin dry. He looked like he hadn’t eaten for a few days. “Are you okay?”

      Adair startled and looked up at her. “Just tired. Are you ready for the report?”

      “Let’s wait for everyone else.” As she finished talking, Ben, Max, and Arthur walked in. A moment later, the rest of the Dragon council filed in. Mor waited for everyone to settle. “Now, please report, Adair.” 

      “Boris has the castle surrounded. The reports of giants and other shifters helping him are true. I saw several giants, some wolves, and some cat shifters. I was able to talk with some shifters, pretended like I was a conscripted Fae. Boris is holding something over them all to force them to be there. The Fae I talked with all have family members in the dungeons, so my guess is that he’s doing the same thing to the shifters and giants.”

      “What are their defenses like?” Ben leaned forward.

      “He has forces surrounding the castle completely. He’s had his conscripts build a palisade with only two entrances. Guards are inconsistent, though, which will be to our advantage. None of them really want Boris to win.” 

      “Are all the Fae there because they don’t have a choice?” Arthur asked.

      “Unfortunately, no. The ruling Fae from Water and Fire are helping Boris.” He looked over at Max and Ben, “I’m sorry, but your families are both firmly with him.” 

      Shaking his head, Max said, “I knew mine would be. They’re awful people. Although I’d hope my sister Amara may have broken free from them, eventually.”

      “She was with them,” Adair said quietly.

      “So, lots of forced conscripts. Have they told you Atreyu was taken?”

      Adair sat up straighter and looked over at Mor, “Yes, they told me.”

      “How can we get him out?”

      “I don’t think we can. There are just too many of them. Even though they are not all there by choice, they’ll do whatever it takes to protect whoever it is that Boris is hanging over them.”

      “So we can’t get him back,” Mor’s voice caught in her throat.

      “Not without defeating his army.”

      Tristan shook his head, “Even then, there is a high chance they will execute him if we try to attack. It’s what I would do. Threaten the execution if you don’t surrender or withdraw.”

      “Wait, you’ve done that?” Max looked stunned.

      “Well, no. But if I was dishonorable, it is the path I would take. What do you think you will really do if you are standing at the wall and they have Atreyu on top of it with a knife to his throat? Will you allow him to be killed, as should be? Or would you sacrifice your kingdom for the supposed safety of one Fae?”

      “I - I - ” Mor stared at him, eyes wide with horror. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I could…”

      Arthur reached over and grabbed Mor’s hand. “Ruling a country…sometimes there is no good choice. Only bad and less bad.”

      “We have to get Atreyu back before we attack.” Sebastian stood. “Adair, go over the guard details, the change times, where prisoners are held. Everything. Everything you can think of.”

      Mor settled in for a long night as Adair started speaking. Sebastian’s dad Ethan was taking notes, and everyone was focused. They needed to get him back. She wasn’t sure she could let him die, even if the kingdom depended on it.
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        Atreyu

      

      

      Groaning, Atreyu sat up with a hand to his head. He was in a strange room that was decorated in - pink? What the hell. He looked around, trying to remember what happened. They had taken the circle back to Fae. Mor had finally not gotten sick. Adair was waiting for him. Oh fuck. Adair hadn’t been Adair. It had been…

      “Hello, lover.” A silky smooth hand glided across his arm. Atreyu growled and jumped out of bed, falling into a fighting stance. Selina laid in the bed, smiling wickedly at him. She was clearly not dressed. The sheet fell to her waist as she sat up. “Like what you see?” She ran a hand up her side and cupped her breast. “I remember how much you used to enjoy playing with these.”

      Not bothering to hide his gag, Atreyu said, “If I never touch you again, it will be too soon.” 

      “Nice to see you’ve been keeping yourself in shape, lover.”

      Atreyu glanced down. Fuck. He looked around and saw clothes - pants anyway - lying across a chair. Keeping one eye on Selina, Atreyu grabbed the pants and pulled them on. “Why am I here, Selina?”

      Selina pouted. It made Atreyu want to punch her. Several times. “Lover, don’t you want to be here with me?”

      “No.”

      “Fine. You are here because I kidnapped you for Boris.”

      “Why?”

      “Leverage over your precious queen. The dumb bitch who stole my crown!”

      Atreyu forced himself to laugh, knowing it was driving her crazy. She hated to be laughed at. “That was never your crown. I was never your mate. Arthur was never your mate. I’m guessing you don’t have one. Someone would have to actually like you.”

      “Fuck you, Atreyu.” She stood, her face deepening to a shade of red.

      “No, thank you. Been there, done that, not that good.”

      She screamed in rage, “You are going to regret every word! Boris is going to kill you after Mor surrenders.”

      “What?” 

      “You heard me. You are the bargaining chip to get Mor. But then, surprise surprise, you die and Mor gets used. Over and over and over.” Her grin was vile as she stalked toward him. “And believe me when I tell you, I’ll make sure you suffer while she watches.”

      Atreyu yawned, “I’m sorry, are you done with your speech? Because I’m done with it. Go on. Shoo.” He waved his hands at her.

      She screamed again, as the red crept down her neck streaked with black. That wasn’t right. Spittle formed on her lips as she screamed again before storming out of the room. She had always been power hungry, but now she was clearly sick. That black that had shown up…not normal. She’d looked sick when they’d fought her in Arthur’s castle, too, but it was clearly worse.

      “Fuck.” With a sigh, he started to search the room. There was nothing interesting, nothing helpful. The window was sealed with magic. The door was sealed with magic, too. There was a bathroom, but it held one towel and soap, nothing else. Guess he would be getting scruffy. In the room there was just the bed and one chair. No desk. No books. No nothing. This was going to be the most boring confinement ever. 

      Pulling the chair over to the window, he sat down, figuring he might as well try to see something. That way when he figured out a way to escape, he’d be able to bring back some information. But his view was boring. It was a garden. A small garden. He was going to die of boredom before they could ever torture him to death. Small blessings, he guessed? 

      Atreyu sat at the window, then sat on the bed and counted spots on the ceiling. Then he laid on the floor and counted squares on the wall. Then he walked around in the room and ended up back in the chair. “Fuck!” He leaned back in the chair, balancing on two legs.

      The door opened and Atreyu fell back with a crash. “Ouch! Fuck!”

      “Why’d you do that?”

      Atreyu gasped and struggled upright. “Amara? Is that you? What are you doing here?”

      “Hey Atreyu. My family…” She set down the tray she was holding. 

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      “How’s Max? I was hoping I could join you all, but then…”

      “What happened, Amara? I know they were pretty bad, but this is bad even for them.”

      “Power. What else? Boris promised them endless power if only they would bow to him. And then he gave them the power to conscript all the Fae of fighting age and took their families hostage. Now he keeps them in a hidden prison with threats to kill them if anyone steps out of line.”

      “Damn.” Atreyu flopped down on the bed. “I need to find out where that prison is. And I need to get out of here. Fuck.”

      “I may be able to help with that. But it’ll take a few days. They trust me, think I’m one of them.” She pointed to the tray sitting on the floor. “I brought you a couple books. I know Selina made sure to clean everything out so you’d have nothing. She’s quite angry with you.”

      “Yeah, well, she tried to seduce my brother when I refused to try to take his inheritance. Then tried to destroy my mate because one of her other mates is King Arthur Pendragon and she wanted the crown.” 

      “Wow. She’s a piece of work. This does seem mild in comparison.” Amara glanced back at the door, “I have to go. They’ll get suspicious if I’m in here too long. I’ll be back tomorrow.” She hurried out. 

      Atreyu sighed as the door clicked behind her. It was going to be a long few days.

      
        
        *  *  *

      

      

      The next several days passed with the exact same routine. He woke up, showered, read one of the books that Amara would bring him every day, and stared out the window. Read, stared, read, stared. Everything was blurring together. The longer he was away from Mor, the more he physically hurt. It was as if his body was fighting for him to get back to her, but since he couldn’t, it was fighting itself.  He needed to get out of here and back to Mor. He didn’t want to risk her giving herself up. Amara hadn’t been by yet and it was already getting dark. Atreyu’s stomach rumbled since he hadn’t eaten all day. Amara was the only one who ever brought him food or anything else. 

      By the time night had fully fallen, Atreyu had fully gotten into hangry mode. He stared out the window, because he really had nothing to do. He’d already finished the last two books Amara had brought him. Suddenly, the door burst open and Amara hurried in. She tossed some clothes at him.

      “Put these on. We’re getting out of here. We just have a moment before the new guards show up.” 

      Atreyu hurried to pull on the clothes, including the black mask. “What did you do to the other guards?”

      “They’re sleeping,” she said shortly. Amara was at the window, her hand hovering over the latch. It clicked and she opened the window. “We need to go out this way.” She tied a rope to the bed and threw it out the window. “Hurry, we have to go now!’ Amara gripped the rope and swung herself over the side.

      Atreyu followed as soon as she had cleared the window. They were only on the second story, so it wasn’t that far. 

      As soon as they were on the ground, Amara crouched down and gestured for him to come up next to her. “We need to get over there.” She pointed to the wall of bushes surrounding the garden. “I’ve got supplies on the other side. We’ll have to sneak past the guards, but that should be doable. None of them really want to be here so they don’t work that hard.”

      “Alright, let’s go.”

      Amara nodded, then ran toward the bushes, crouched over. Atreyu followed her and ducked under the bush after her. There was no one on the other side. Atreyu hesitated. This was way too easy. “Amara, this is too easy.”

      “Do you want to get out of here or not?”

      He frowned, but nodded. He did need to get out, even if it was too easy. He could figure that out once he was back with Mor and the others. Amara led him along the bushes until there was a darkened path through some tents. They crept through, not seeing anyone until they got to the palisade. There was a guard standing along the top. After a couple of minutes, he wandered off and Amara gestured for Atreyu to follow her through a gate. That was conveniently left open.

      They were definitely allowing him to escape, no matter what Amara said. As they walked through the gate, they heard a roar behind them. “Quick! That’ll be Selina!”

      Atreyu and Amara started running. As soon as they were deep under the tress, Atreyu grabbed Amara’s arm to stop her. “We need to get to a circle.”

      “Right, this way.” 

      Atreyu followed her, keeping Amara in his sight at all times. She was allowed to lead him out to freedom. So that meant one of two things. One, she was really dumb and didn’t realize they let her help him. Or two, and far more likely, she was in on whatever plan there was and was being sent to infiltrate. He’d make sure they all kept an eye on her. He wouldn’t allow her to hurt Mor. Max would be okay if they had to eliminate her to protect Mor. None of them would like it, but Mor was their mate and their queen. 

      As they walked, another thought occurred to him. It was possible he was still the bait. He didn’t know how long he’d been out. And God only knows what they did to him when he was out. He’d have to have Morgana check him before he went to Mor. Fuck, there were so many possibilities. He ran over scenarios in his head. As soon as they got back, he’d need to get one of his brothers to send Morgana and get them to stop Mor at the same time. That was going to go over well. His mate didn’t like being held back.

      After hiking for what was probably most of the night, they finally reached the circle. They still hadn’t been attacked. Hadn’t even seen the shadow of Selina flying above them. No sounds of hounds following them. No trackers, and he knew damn well there were some good trackers in those conscripts. They let him go.

      Atreyu stepped into the circle, Amara stepping in after him. “Turn around.”

      “What, you don’t trust me?”

      “Right now, I only trust five other people in all the realms.” 

      She shrugged and turned. Atreyu whispered softly, and then the world swirled. Amara gasped and fell to her knees as they popped through the circle. That wasn’t right. A moment later he reached out to his brothers, asking them to keep Mor away and send Morgana. Hopefully they would succeed, but he wasn’t totally counting on it. Atreyu pulled Amara to her feet and spun her around to face him. “I figure there are two reasons we go through so easy. Either you’re the spy or I’m the bait.”

      “I - I - don’t know what you’re talking about.” Amara’s eyes darted everywhere. “I just saved you and you’re accusing me of spying? What the fuck, Atreyu.” 

      “I know you aren’t that stupid, Amara. Unless you got hit in the head and have a brain injury, you were never this dumb when we were young.”

      “You know how close Max and I were. I’d never hurt him.”

      “I know you’d never hurt him. It’s the rest of us I’m not sure about.”

      “Atreyu!” 

      “Fuck.” He turned around and saw Mor running toward him with his brothers behind her, thank the gods. He locked eyes with Mor and felt dark wash over him, “No, fuck. GET MORGA - ”  The black took him over, and everything went dark. 
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        Mor

      

      

      Mor was lying awake in her bed, tucked in between Ben and Sebastian. She’d managed to get some sleep, but she’d woken up from a nightmare where Atreyu was running through a forest and there was  roaring behind him. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was coming. They needed to get Atreyu back before - whatever was coming got here. She tried to roll over, but Mor was snugged in too tightly. That was usually nice, but right now she just wanted to pace. 

      Suddenly, all four of her mates sat up. Then she felt it. Atreyu. “Atreyu!” Mor jumped up and tried to run out of the door. Ben caught her around the waist. “Mor, no! He’s wanting you to wait here. He’s asking to see Morgana first.”

      “Fuck that, Ben! I’m not waiting!” She used a little push of magic to get out of his arms and take off out of the room. She ran down the stairs and out the door. She could feel him out at the ring. Ignoring the calls to stop behind her, she pushed herself to full speed. She saw him standing in the ring, holding on to the shoulders of a woman with long red hair. “Atreyu!”

      “Fuck!” Atreyu dropped the woman and she fell to the ground. “No, fuck. GET MORGA - ” He shook his head, and when he looked up his eyes were black as night, no white to be seen. “Mor. I was sent for you.”

      The earth around them trembled and Mor stumbled. Suddenly, Mor was surrounded by walls of earth towering above her. She threw her hands over her head and pushed out as they crashed down on her. She was in a bubble of earth and it was pressing down on her, trying to break through her shielding. Fuck that, Mor thought as she pushed back. Something was wrong with Atreyu. Her mates were fighting him, trying to force him to stop. With a groan, Mor pushed harder and broke through.

      Atreyu was by the ring with Arthur holding him in a neck lock. Ben had one of his arms and Sebastian had the other. Max was standing in front of him trying to force him to look at him. “What’s happening to him?” Mor ran toward them.

      “NO! Mor - stay - back!” Arthur grunted. “Get out of his sight! NOW!”

      She stumbled back a step, then turned and ran. Morgana was flying overhead and landed with a thud, blocking her from Atreyu. Mor ran back inside, slammed the door, and slid to the floor. Atreyu was back, but she couldn’t see him or hold him or…anything. Trisha came into the entryway. “Och, lass. What’s happening?”

      “Atreyu’s back. But…he tried to kill me.”

      Trisha gasped, hand over her mouth for a moment before she tugged on Mor’s hand. “Come now, lass. You cannae sit here. Let’s get ye to the kitchen, and we’ll wait over coffee.”

      Mor sniffed. “Coffee is good.” She followed Trisha into the kitchen and sat at the counter. A moment later, Trisha put a hot mug of coffee in front of her, done just the way she liked it. 

      Settling in with her own cup, Trisha said, “Now we wait. Soon enough, Morgana will have Atreyu straightened out. She knows her magic and has been around for longer than any of us.” 

      “Not as long as Boris.”

      Trisha nodded, “Aye, that be true, lass. But Morgana is able to adapt. From what we’ve learned, Boris does the same thing over and over.”

      Mor paused, coffee mug halfway to her mouth. “What do you mean?”

      “Think on it, lass. He sneaks in, subverts, and then steals power. My guess is he subverted some Fae. Which led to yer family runnin’.”

      “Shit. Morgana said he’d tried something similar in Pendragon.” Her mind started racing. “That makes him vulnerable. If he isn’t capable of being flexible.” She looked up a Trisha, hope finally flaring in her. “We can do this. All we need to do is figure out how to send him home. The battles we can win. The portal…we’ll need Morgana to figure that out.”

      “Now yer thinking’, lass.” 

      “Have I not been?”

      Trisha sputtered and laughed, “No, ye have not. Ye’ve been panicking and wallowing.”

      “I mean - I haven’t been that bad.” Trisha raised an eyebrow. “Alright, maybe I have been wallowing a little bit.” She started to say something else, but Max came into the kitchen.

      “Mor, he’s out. Morgana has him in our room and she’s working on breaking the spells on him.”

      “Did she say anything?”

      “No, she was focused on Atreyu.” 

      Mor downed her coffee and stood, “I need to go to him.”

      “No, Mor, she wants you to wait.”

      “I thought you said she didn’t say anything!”

      “She didn’t say anything about him, she just told me to make you wait.”

      “FUCK!” Mor ran a hand through her hair.

      “Come on, let’s go outside. I think we should work on your meditation.”

      “Why the fuck would I do that now?” Mor felt her hair start floating and the sparks dance across her skin.

      Max pointed at her hands, “That’s why, sweetie. You don’t have the control you need yet.”

      “Fuck. You’re right. Let’s go.” She shoved back from the table and stomped outside.

      “We don’t have to go too far. Just to the grass is fine.”

      Mor huffed and stalked out into the grass. She glared at Max as she sat down. “Let’s get this done with.”

      Max chuckled as he sat down across from her. “I know you’re stressed, but you need to be clear headed to get through all this shit.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Mor sighed and took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do this.” She settled in, legs crossed, hands on her knees, back straight.

      “Good. Close your eyes. Feel the earth beneath you, the breeze in your hair, the water in the air, the fire deep below.” Mor closed her eyes and reached out with her powers. Max’s voice was soft, “Feel the pulse of the earth and try to match your heartbeat to it.” He was silent as Mor focused on her breathing and her heart. “Slow your breathing.”

      Mor sighed as her heart rate slowed, and she could feel everything around her. The trees reaching into the septs of the earth, a hawk gliding on an air current, water in the stream. As she settled in, her vision expanded until she could see past the ring into land she hadn’t been on yet. Max was still talking, but his voice faded the deeper she went. Her mind turned up, and she reached toward the stars, but when she did, she felt something push back. 

      Suddenly, she could see. She could see Boris. And the place he came from. It was full of demons. Or at least what she would assume were demons.  They weren’t anything like the Fae, Dragons, or humans, that was for damn sure. But Boris. He was one crazy motherfucker. His sickness swirled around him, infecting those closest to him and reaching out little feelers to those farther out. Her mind accidentally touched one and she recoiled, feeling immediately nauseous. 

      Mor opened her eyes with a snap, gasping and heaving. Max had hold of her shoulders and was calling her name. “Mor, where did you go? Are you okay?”

      “I could see Boris. He’s sick. So sick.” 

      “You went too deep. That’s dangerous. If something hadn’t snapped you out of it, you may not have been able to pull out of it.” 

      “I don’t know what happened. I just kept reaching and ended up…seeing…Boris.” Max’s mouth dropped open. “And I could see where he came from.” Mor shuddered.

      “Wow. That could be useful.”

      “He’s sick.”

      “We knew that, sweetie.” Max smiled and kissed her forehead.

      “I know, but his sickness is like a cloud over him. And it - reaches? - for everyone around him. It’s sticky.”

      “We’ll need to meet with the council once Atreyu is awake.” Max’s face was grim. 

      “I need to see how he is.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Calm, Max. I’m good. I’m pretty sure I can handle myself.”

      Max smiled and stood up. “Alright, let’s go check on them. It’s almost dinner, anyway.” 

      “What? It’s dinner?” Her stomach grumbled. “Fuck.” She stood with a groan and walked inside. 

      They walked inside and Mor went up to the suite. Max didn’t follow, but she didn’t wait for him. Mor needed to see Atreyu. The doors to her suite were closed. Mor hesitated for just a moment before opening the doors. Atreyu was lying on the bed, with Morgana sitting in a chair next to the bed. Her hands were hovering over Atreyu and she was mumbling something. Ben was leaning against the wall, watching them. “How is he?”

      “He’s hanging in there. Morgana took a break a few minutes ago and said the spells were complicated. And then she went right back to that.” He gestured toward the bed.

      “Did she say how long?”

      “No. Just that it was complicated. But she’s been slowing down.” 

      “Damn.” Mor leaned against the wall next to Ben. “I feel so helpless.”

      “Me too, love.” Ben kissed the top of her head. “Morgana will get him back.” 

      “I know.”

      They stood there until Max came up with food and then ate in the room. Morgana didn’t stop while they snacked. After they finished, Max, Sebastian, Ben, Arthur, and Mor sat along the wall and waited. Around midnight, Morgana finally stopped chanting.  Her hands dropped, and she leaned forward on to the bed. “That was harder than I expected.” Her voice was weak.

      “Are you okay?” Mor struggled up and went over to Morgana. 

      “I just need to rest. The spells - “ 

      “Just tell me if he’s back. The rest can wait until tomorrow, or the next day if you need to rest longer.” 

      “He’s back. I don’t know what he’s going to remember, but he’ll be normal when he wakes up.” 

      Mor felt tears form in her eyes. Forcing it down, she pulled Morgana into a hug. “Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost him.”

      “You’d have survived. It would have hurt like hell for a long time. But you’d have survived.” 

      Nodding, Mor said, “Let’s get you to bed.” She helped Morgana to stand. 

      Sebastian came up to them, “I’ll help her. You get in bed with Atreyu. He’ll need you close to him when he wakes. I bet he remembers more than we expect him too.” 

      Mor nodded and stripped out of her shirt and pants before crawling in bed next to Atreyu. She pushed herself under his arm, sighing in relief when she felt his arm tighten around her. Mor drifted for a while until the bed dipped and she felt her other mates crawl into the bed. Taking a deep breath, Mor settled in and fell asleep.
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      Max sat in a chair at the foot of their bed. 

      Mor was wrapped up in Atreyu’s arms. He hadn’t woken up yet, but sometime in the night he roused enough to pull Mor into him. That was a good sign. Or at least, Max hoped it was. The others had already gone downstairs, but they had decided that one of them should stay with Atreyu just in case he tried to kill Mor again. Max rubbed his eyes. They’d been taking shifts and he was at the end of his. He hadn’t been able to sleep, anyway, so he was exhausted.

      “What happened?” Atreyu’s voice was rough. 

      Max stood, instantly alert. “Atreyu, how are you feeling?”

      “Like I got run over by a truck. Or a dragon. Or both.”

      Max laughed, “No homicidal thoughts?” 

      “No. What happened?”

      “You came back and wanted us to try to keep Mor away from you. Which, shockingly, didn’t work. When you saw her you went crazy. It took all of us to hold you long enough for Morgana to start working on you. Then it took Morgana hours to clear you. And here we are.”

      “What about Amara?” 

      “Amara? My sister?” Max drew back in surprise. 

      “She helped me escape. But - “

      “Fuck! My sister! I need to go find her!” Max stood in a rush.

      “Max, wait, you don’t - “ 

      He ran out, not listening to what Atreyu had to say. He was fine.  They were fine. His baby sister, the one he’d hoped would escape their family. And she helped Atreyu! Max grinned as he ran down the stairs and straight to the kitchen. Trisha would know where she was. “Trisha! Trisha!” He burst into the room.

      “Quit yer yellin’, boyo. I’m right here.” Trisha grumbled. 

      “Where’s my sister?” 

      “She’s in the dining room right now, havin’ breakfast. She’s an early riser.”

      He ran out, tossing “Thank you!” over his shoulder as he hurried to the dining room. “Amara!” He burst into the dining room. 

      “Max!” Amara set down her coffee and ran down over to him. 

      Max wrapped her in a hug. “I’m so glad to see you! And I’m so glad you got away. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She pushed away from him. “Why didn’t you come see me last night?” She pouted. 

      Chuckling, Max said, “Still the same Amara. You know I had to be there for my brother and my mate.”

      “But I’m your sister. You should have at least checked on me.”

      Max frowned, “I didn’t even know you were here, Amara. And you know that my mate and my brothers come first. As it should be.”

      Amara’s eyes narrowed before she grinned. “You’re right, of course. I’m sorry, Max. I just missed you so much.”

      He relaxed and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s get something to eat and catch up!”

      
        
        *  *  *

      

      

      
        
        Atreyu

      

      

      Atreyu tried to stand up. He got halfway up, then realized two things. One, he was really fucking tired. And two, Mor was wrapped around him. He pulled her in closer and kissed the top of her head. It had only been a few days, but it had felt like forever. Mor pressed herself into him and Atreyu groaned. Well, that still worked anyway. Her hand slipped up his side and to his face as Mor sat up.

      “Are you back to me?”

      “I’m back. I’m sorry it took so long.”

      Tears welled in her eyes as she looked down at him. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t get you back. What happened? What did they do to you?”

      “Nothing, really. Or at least nothing I remember. I woke up with Selina in bed next to me and I almost threw up on her. It was awful. She threw a tantrum and said she and Boris were going to trap you and then kill me anyway.” He paused to sit up and pull Mor up with him so they were leaning against the headboard. “I was in a room with a bed, a bathroom with one towel and some soap and that’s it. Amara came once a day with food and brought a couple of books when she came. But that was really it.” 

      Mor growled, then paused, her face surprised. “Amara, Max’s sister? Does he know you saw her?”

      “She was the one who helped me escape. But here’s the thing. It was too fucking easy. She made the guards ‘sleep’. We escaped out the window, and then our path was totally clear. At one point, we heard Selina roar behind us but we never saw her shadow or anything.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. It sounds like they let you escape.”

      His face was grim as he looked down at Mor. “That means either I was the bait or she’s a spy. Or both, honestly. That’s the most likely scenario. If I failed to kill you when I was supposed to, then she’s the backup.” 

      “Fuck, we need to tell Max.”

      “I tried to, but he ran out. Let’s keep an eye on her. We’ll talk to Ben and the others as soon as we get the chance.”

      “Alright. I hope for his sake you’re wrong about Amara.”

      “Me too.” Atreyu leaned over and kissed her softly, fully intending to stop there. But she grabbed his head and pulled him down, deepening the kiss. “Mor, if you don’t stop that…”

      “I like where that thought is going.” 

      Atreyu laughed as he felt the pulse of desire along their bond. “Do you now?” He rolled over so he was on top of her, pinning her down. “Let’s see what we can do about that, shall we?” He kissed her hard, one hand going to the back of her head to grip her hair and hold her in place. She arched into him as he ground against her.

      “I think you're happy to see me,” Mor smirked when he broke the kiss.

      “Beautiful, you have no idea how happy I am to see you.” He grinned. Atreyu’s other hand slipped behind her back and unsnapped her bra. He pulled it off of her and cupped a breast before bending down to take it in his mouth. She groaned as his tongue flicked her nipple then tugged with his teeth. He switched to the other side, not wanting to leave any part of her out. When she was panting, Atreyu kissed his way down her body. She sat up on her elbow and watched him. 

      “Time for breakfast, beautiful.” His voice was rough as he pushed her legs open and licked her slit. She gasped and started to lay back. “No. Watch,” he commanded. When she nodded, he bent his head back down and licked her again, this time circling her clit with the tip of his tongue before flicking it. She gasped, tilting her hips toward him. Atreyu grinned to himself. She liked that. He flicked, put his hands on her hips, holding her down as he flicked faster. With a moan, Mor fell back and grabbed the back of his head, pushing his face into her as she came. 

      When Mor relaxed, Atreyu kissed his way up her body. When he reached her mouth, he kissed her as he slid into her body. Neither of them moved for a moment. Mor looked up at him, hand on his cheek. “I thought I’d lost you forever. I’m so sorry. I should have been paying better attention.”

      “No, beautiful, I should have known that Adair wouldn’t ask me to leave.” He kissed her, hard. “I’ll always find my way back to you. Even if I have to wait for you in the afterlife, I’ll always find you in the end.” 

      Atreyu kissed her again and started to move. Mor moaned as she moved in time with him. Her nails scratched down his back. “Atreyu! Please, I need to come!”

      He moved faster, “Then come, beautiful.” She gasped and wrapped her legs around him as she came. Atreyu groaned when he felt her spasm around his cock. He thrust twice more before he came. Neither of them moved. Atreyu rested his forehead against Mor’s. “I don’t want to hear you blaming yourself again. We all fucked up, thinking we were safe here.”

      “We need to find a way to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “Come on, let’s join the others. We have plans to make.”

      
        
        *  *  *

      

      

      
        
        Max

      

      

      Max stood against the wall and watched Amara during breakfast. She was…different than he remembered. She used to be light but reserved, rarely talking to any but him. Any silliness was punished immediately, so she had learned to push it down. This Amara talked with everyone. And she had an edge to her that didn’t quite cut whoever she was talking to. Granted, he hadn’t seen her in at least one hundred years, so it was possible she’d just come out of her shell. But he didn’t like what he was seeing. Something was off. He just couldn’t quite put his finger on it. 

      “Brother, come talk with us.” Amara smiled at him. It wasn’t worded like a question.

      “I’m good here.” Max smiled. 

      Amara’s face darkened for a moment before she tossed her hair over her shoulder and turned back to Lancelot. He was keeping up the conversation with her, but Max thought he looked a little annoyed. She kept touching his arm, and he kept moving it away. Eventually, Mor and Atreyu came into the dining room. Now Max did smile as he walked over and kissed his mate and then hugged Atreyu. When he let him go, Max wrapped an arm around Mor’s shoulders and led her to the table. 

      “Let me get you some breakfast, sweetie,” he said as he helped Mor to sit in her chair. 

      “Thank you,” she smiled up at him.

      “Want me to bring you yours, too, Atreyu?”

      “Nah, I’ll get it.” 

      Max turned to go back to the sideboard. He caught Amara looking at him. She was glaring at him but as soon as she saw him looking she smiled. Something was definitely not right. As soon as he could, he needed to meet with Mor and his brothers. And probably the Dragon Council. And Atreyu’s parents. And Sebastian’s. Basically, everyone not Amara. But he’d need to find a way to distract her so she didn’t know they were meeting. He was pretty sure this Amara would try to insist on being part of the meeting. And when she wasn’t allowed in, he was sure she’d try to find a way to listen in.

      Max got Mor and himself a plate, pretending like nothing was wrong. “Mor, may I present my sister Amara? Amara, this is my mate, Mor of House Byrne, Queen of the Fae.”

      Amara nodded, “Charmed, I’m sure.”

      Mor drew back, blinking in surprise. Max stood and glared. “I know you’ve been through a lot, so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. That is not how you address my mate and certainly not how you would address your queen.” He clenched his teeth, trying not to yell, “Try. Again.”

      Amara stood, “I apologize, Mor. That is no way for me to greet a sister.”

      “You need to greet your queen before anything else,” Ben growled.

      “Your Majesty.” Amara bobbed a curtsey that wasn’t - quite - deep enough and said, “If you’ll excuse me.” She didn’t want for Mor to say anything, just turned and left.

      They all stared at the door Amara had gone through. “You know, Max, I don’t mean to be rude but…”

      “There’s something wrong with her.” Max finished for Lancelot. “I know.”

      Atreyu cleared his throat. “She is the one who helped me escape, but honestly, it was too easy. We saw one guard, who conveniently walked away while we were there.”

      “We’ll need to keep an eye on her. Pass the word to the others. Amara isn’t to be trusted with anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mor

      

      

      So that was Amara. She could see the family resemblance in the long red hair and pale skin. But she wasn’t sure where the sweet sister Max had left behind was. Of course, a hundred years was a long fucking time. And she was sure that without Max to protect her, life had been hard. She shook her head, feeling Max’s pain through the bond.

      “Max…”

      “It’s okay, Mor. I know. Something’s up.”

      “I wonder if she was touched by that black stuff I saw coming off of Boris.”

      “That’s definitely possible,” Arthur walked in. “I’ll have Morgana talk with her today and see if she can figure anything out.”

      “In the meantime, I want her followed.” Mor looked guiltily over at Max. When he smiled and kissed her hand, she kept going. “We aren’t sure what she’s after besides the obvious answer of information.”

      “I’ll get someone on that right away,” Ben kissed her and headed out to find a scout.

      “For the rest of it, Arthur how is the training going?”

      “Uh, honestly, we haven’t gotten very far. We were distracted by Atreyu returning.” He flushed.

      “Are you blushing?” Mor snorted and then clapped a hand over her mouth. 

      “No, I never blush. I - uh - have to go help Ben get the training started. After he finds a scout.” He almost ran out of the room.

      Lancelot burst out laughing, “I haven’t seen him blush in centuries! ‘Distracted’, indeed.” He laughed again.

      Mor smiled, “I’m glad I could help! Now, to business. We need to plan our attack. I’ve never planned a battle, so someone tell me what to do.”

      “Supply lines are key in any battle.” Tristan walked in. “Without steady supplies, an army is likely to lose. If you don’t have a well-fed army, two things will happen. One, no one will be strong enough to fully fight. Two, they’ll start refusing to fight for you.” Tristan began pacing the room, for all the world like a lecturing professor. “You also must make sure to have plenty of medical supplies, extra clothing, and so on.”

      “Won’t they bring their own clothes?” Mor was confused.

      “Well, of course they will. But if you have some available just in case, the army will feel as if you care for them and fight harder.”

      “I do care for them.”

      Tristan frowned, “That is, perhaps, not the best idea. People die in war, your majesty.”

      “I’m well aware of that, Tristan. That doesn’t mean I don’t care for them. And will mourn when they do. I just want to make sure we have as few losses as possible. So, teach me about supply lines.”

      The rest of the morning was spent learning about supplies and forming camps. How much food to plan for each soldier, how many support staff was needed, how many medical personnel to bring, how much of each medical supply, the most defensible camp set ups depending on terrain, and on and on and on. Mor was worn out and so grateful Tristan would be with them. She would need to study for years to effectively do this. At least now she had a general idea of what was needed and reasonable.

      Trisha brought lunch in just as everyone came back for a working lunch. Her mates sat closest to her, with the Dragon Council and parents filling out the rest of the table. Amara came strolling in just as everyone started to eat. “Max, you started without me. Where should I sit?”

      “Trisha is trying to show you, Amara.” 

      “Oh.” She frowned and looked down, her lip curling in disgust. “I didn’t realize it was capable of that.”

      “Amara!” Max stood, anger in every line of his body. “You will not speak of Trisha or any of the other Fae that way.”

      “She’s a lesser Fae. They don’t really count.” Trisha looked at the ground as Amara was talking.

      Now Mor was mad. Trisha was part of her family. “Amara, you will not be joining us for lunch. Trisha is family. I am sending you to your room to eat, since you are acting like a spoiled little shit.” She leaned forward on to the table and stared her down. Mor relaxed her hold on her a little bit, letting the sparks dance across her skin. “Believe me when I tell you that you will sincerely regret it if I find out you’ve been speaking to anyone like this again.”

      “Max! Are you going to let this bitch talk to me that way? I am your sister!” She stamped her foot. Mor would have laughed if she wasn’t so mad.

      Max looked over at Amara, “My sister would never treat someone that way. And she certainly wouldn’t speak that way about my mate and our queen.”

      Amara gaped at them all. “Really? I am a Lady of the Water Realm!”

      “And I’m the fucking Queen of Fae. Get the fuck out of my sight now!” Mor snarled. Amara backed up and ran out of the room. “Trisha…”

      “It’s alright, lass. I’ve dealt with that before. And you righted it. Now, I’m going to make her a nice peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Since she is acting as a child, she will eat as one.” Trisha grinned and winked before heading back to the kitchen.

      When everyone was settled, Arthur spoke up. “How was your morning, my rose?”

      Groaning, Mor rubbed a hand over her face. “Tristan was very thorough in his teaching. But I’m glad he’ll be here, because there is no way I’d remember all of that.” 

      “I’m sure you’d manage if you had to, beautiful. Thankfully, you don’t have to.” 

      “Is there a map of the realm I can see? We need to plan our path.”

      “I can get you one after lunch, your majesty.” Cassandra smiled. She had been so quiet since Atreyu had disappeared. 

      “Thanks. The sooner we have a plan, the sooner we can end this.”

      Arthur and Ben told tales of the training fails today, including quite a few stories of Fae or Dragon being caught unaware and being wiped out. Mor was hopeful that would let them see they both had weaknesses. By the time they had all finished, Mor was feeling guilty over how she had handled Amara. She was Max’s sister, after all, and had been stuck without a protector in that awful family for so long. Maybe she had been too hard on her.

      “Max?” Her voice was soft, “About Amara…”

      “You did what was right. She’s not the same sister I knew. I just hope we can find the old Amara in there.” 

      “Me too.” She leaned over and kissed him. Just as the kiss deepened, Cassandra came back carrying a small stone. 

      She cleared her throat, “Sorry for interrupting. I have the map you requested.” She set the stone down in the middle of the table, closed her eyes, and then a map spread out over the surface of the table.

      “That’s so cool. I need to learn how to do that.”

      “Map making is detailed magic and takes many years to learn.”

      “Oh, I just meant turning them on.”

      Cassandra laughed, “Each map is rigged with a small spell. I can teach you some of the common ones after things are settled.”

      Smiling, Mor said, “Can you show me where we are and where the castle is?”

      Cassandra pointed at a spot on the table. “That is our home.” She waved her hand and the map zoomed out. Mor couldn’t think of anything else to call it. In the center of the map, there was a detailed image of a castle. “That is your castle, your majesty.”

      “Sebastian, would you tell us about what the land is like between here and there?”

      “Of course, darling.” Sebastian looked at the map for a moment before speaking. “Immediately surrounding the manor are forests that go for miles. There are two rivers that flow through the forest. After that, the land is rocky foothills leading to mountains. On the other side of the mountains is another forest. The castle itself is in the middle of that forest, with the land cleared for about a half-mile in every direction around it.”

      “So no real way to sneak up on them,” Mor said.

      “Well, we can wait in the forest until we’re ready to attack.” 

      Tristan shook his head. “If we try to go by foot, it will take months to bring the army that far. What about the circles? We’ll have to go in small groups, so that’s a risk too.” 

      Mor was quiet as she thought for a few minutes. They couldn’t afford to waste months in travel. “What if we send a few dragons ahead with some magic users who can put up shields? That way we have some good defense in place right away.”

      “That could work. How many can go through in a circle at once?”

      Mor looked at Max and Sebastian who were staring at each other. Finally, Sebastian said, “Ten easily, fifteen uncomfortably. And that is only if they have minimal gear. Gear would need to be sent separately.”

      Tristan looked up, thinking. “Right. First wave we send through five dragons and five Fae who can shield. How long will it take to set up shields?”

      “Depends on the space we need to have shielded.”

      “Big enough to cover both our armies.” 

      “Maybe start out with just shielding the area over the circle, then when we send supplies through and have them march to a staging area near the castle, the Fae going with them can add to the shielding. Build it in stages, basically.” Max said.

      “Yes. That works well.” Tristan looked around at them all, a satisfied smile on his face. 

      “I think we should alternate groups of soldiers with supplies. We don’t want to be caught without protection,” Max said.

      “Mmmm yes, everyone needs protection.” Sebastian waggled his eyebrows at Mor, making Mor and Max burst out laughing while Tristan stared at them with a scandalized look on his face.

      “So, right, yes, Mor, I mean your majesty, staggering soldiers and supplies is a better plan. The soldiers can start setting up camp so the shields can focus only on shielding.” 

      “Sebastian, can you find out which of our people are strongest in shields?”

      “Of course, sweetie. I’ll get a list going and be back for dinner.” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head and left.

      “Tristan, how will you decide who will best serve to defend the shields?” 

      “I have a few thoughts on who would be best, but I’ll need to see how everyone is working together. Some of the dragons have been less than open to working with the Fae.”

      “I’ve gathered that,” Mor’s voice was dry. “That shit will need to stop if we’re going to have any shot at winning. And it’ll definitely need to stop if our kingdoms are going to be joined.” 

      “The King is working on it, your majesty. I’m sure they’ve made great progress today.”

      “Uh-huh. You’re sure.”

      “Well, maybe hopeful is a better term.” Tristan smiled. “I have faith that it will work itself out. Or that you’ll go in and straighten them out. I saw how you handled our court. I’m sure a few recalcitrant soldiers will not stand a chance against you, my queen.” 

      Mor laughed, “Thank you for that, I think. I’m hoping it won’t come to that. Although, that was pretty fucking fun. Especially when Lord Thomas got so upset that I said ‘cock’! I don’t know how I kept a straight face.” 

      “To be honest, my queen, I’m not entirely certain how I kept a straight face either.”

      Atreyu grinned, “I didn’t bother to keep a straight face. It was definitely hilarious.”

      “Well, if Arthur and Ben don’t get that straightened out I’ll make sure to invite you both to the show.” She grinned. “Now let’s, start breaking down what will go with each run.” Mor grinned as she reached for the list of supplies Tristan had drawn up for her. It was the first time she’d felt like they could really do this. Mor promised herself that no matter what, she wouldn’t stop until they had either won - or she died trying.
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        Arthur

      

      

      Arthur groaned. He was lying on his back, staring at the sky. Ben had knocked him down again. They had sparred to show the Fae and the Dragons that they were both equal in the arena. Except Ben was good. Really good. Or maybe it had just been so long since Arthur had really been challenged. Their last real war had been centuries ago and apparently sparring didn’t really cut it. Or maybe his sparring partners had been holding back. He’d have to look into that.

      “Need a hand?” Ben stood over him, hand held out.

      “Thanks.” Arthur let Ben help pull him up. “I’m more out of shape than I thought I was,” he said ruefully. 

      “Maybe it’s just because I’ve had more recent battle experience than you. How’s your marksmanship?”

      “With an arrow?”

      “No, guns. I was thinking about asking Mor if we can bring some to Fae.”

      Arthur drew back. “I don’t think bringing that particular human weapon is a good idea.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m just looking for anything to help us.” Ben shrugged. “Want to go again?”

      “I don’t know that I should. You’ve beaten me pretty soundly, my brother.”

      “That’s exactly when you should keep pushing. When you’re so exhausted you aren’t totally sure you can lift your sword.”

      Without warning, Ben swung at Arthur. Arthur grunted, barely getting his sword up in time to block the swing. Ben kept going, swinging so fast Arthur couldn’t do anything but block. The more Ben pushed, the madder Arthur got until he finally was able to start getting in his own attacks. Slowly, he pushed Ben back. He started grinning, finally feeling like he’d gotten his feet under him. And then his shirt caught on fire.

      “What the fuck, Ben!” He looked up, expecting Ben to be laughing. Instead, Ben was watching him with a serious look on his face. 

      He turned to look at the Fae and Dragons surrounding them all. “You can expect the enemy to use all - all - weapons at their disposal. For Fae, that means their elements. Dragons, take inventory of what you can use without fully shifting. Can you tap into your strength? Can you use claws? Have you ever tried it?” He was turning as he was speaking, making sure he was talking to all sides. “Most of you here have battle experience, some of you more recent than others. Remember, don’t hold back - the enemy won’t. Now, Mor will tell you to save as many of her people as you can, to avoid the lethal hits. And while I back this order completely, I will tell you if it’s you are them - pick you.” He looked over at Arthur expectantly.

      “He’s right. War is ugly, even when it’s necessary. Now, I want you each to pair up Fae-Dragon and get to sparring. See if you can call any of your powers. I’m assuming the Fae will have an advantage with that, and I would tell you to take it slow, but we don’t have time for that. So keep the maiming down. No permanent injuries, got it? Go to your units and get them going.”

      The crowd broke up as they all started back to their units. “I’m glad we decided to do this for the unit leaders so we don’t have to do this over and over.”

      “Me too, I’m pretty fucking tired after that.” Ben grabbed his water and chugged some down.

      “You’re tired? Damn. And here I thought you were just breezing through.”

      “I haven’t sparred like that in a long time with someone new.” 

      Arthur pulled off his helm and poured some water over his head. “That’s a little better, anyway. Fuck, it’s hotter here than I thought.”

      “We’d better go check in on the units. Together or separate?”

      He thought it over for a moment before responding to Ben. “I think it would be best to keep showing a united front. You know there are still bound to be some sore feelings.”

      They started walking toward the camp of the first unit. When they got there, most things looked like they were going pretty smoothly. There were not any signs of fighting, everyone was working hard. “Well, maybe we’re worrying too much.” Arthur grinned as they started to the next unit, then frowned as the sounds of yelling got louder.

      “Ah, fuck.” Ben took off at a run. 

      Arthur ran after him. There was a pile of Fae and Dragons pounding each other into the dirt. This was a good, old-fashioned brawl. Definitely not what they were supposed to be doing. Ben dove into the brawl, yanking Fae and Dragon apart. Arthur was a half step behind him and they managed to get everyone apart once they realized who was there. The brawlers tried to sneak away. 

      “Stop right there.” Arthur snarled at them. “What the fuck do you think you were doing?”

      “You have no right to lecture me, dragon!” One of the Fae spat. Actually spat. 

      Before Arthur could do anything, Ben punched the offending Fae in the nose. The Fae fell to the ground and Ben leaned over him. “He has every right to ‘lecture you’ if for no other reason because he is one of the two generals of this army! More importantly, he is the mate to your queen! That, by itself, demands your respect and obedience!” Ben glared at the other brawlers. “Anyone else feel like they can disrespect Arthur? Because disrespecting is a direct insult to Queen Mor and will not be tolerated!”

      When no one spoke, Arthur said, “What started this fight?’

      Arthur and Ben glared around at the group until finally one of the Dragons stepped forward. “That Fae used his magic on me and blinded me!”

      “And?”

      “And what? He should be punished!”

      “For what?’

      “For breaking the rules of combat!” The Dragon was spluttering.

      “Damn, we got a little too insular, huh?” Arthur looked over at Ben. 

      “Little stagnate. Stuck in the dark ages, hmm?”

      “Literal dark ages.” Arthur sighed. “Do you remember what war is like? The sound of steel on steel? The feel of a horse beneath you as you raise your sword to defend the weak?” When the Dragon grinned and nodded, Arthur continued, “How about the stench of death? The rot of wounds? The sound of the screams of the dying? The squish of the ground beneath your feet - because it’s covered in blood and guts?” The Dragon had paled at Arthur’s words. “That is what is coming. War is not glorious. It is not chivalrous. And the enemy will do exactly what the Fae did to you. You’d best learn how to defend against it if you don’t want to wind up gutted.”

      The Dragon swallowed hard. “Yes, my king,” he bowed. 

      “Get back to sparring. And if we see this again, or hear of any disrespect, you will have to deal with us.” Ben glared at all of them. 

      As they walked toward the next unit, Ben said, “I really fucking hope that isn’t happening with most of the units.”

      Sighing, Arthur said, “I think we should be prepared for that more often than not. “

      “Surely they’ll all have…better…sense. Fuck.”

      “Let’s go deal with it, shall we?”

      
        
        *  *  *

      

      

      By the end of the day, Arthur and Ben were exhausted. They had been to twelve units. Nine of those units had brawls happening. Nine. The unit commanders had tried, but only two of them had been successful. Arthur sighed heavily as he trudged into the dining room. They’d both taken a minute to shower, but it had been rushed because they were holding dinner for them. 

      When they walked into the dining room, Mor smiled at them both. “How was your day, guys?”

      They both groaned as they sat down. “Let’s just say we spent the day putting out fires. Sometimes literally.” Arthur sank down in an empty chair near Mor. They’d started rotating who sat next to Mor without even talking about it. Of course, he expected the Fae to do that naturally since they’d grown up together, but for him to be so easily included - well, it was nice. 

      “That bad, huh?” 

      Ben rolled his eyes. “Yeah, you could say that.” 

      “Any progress?” Sebastian asked.

      “I think so. Nine of the units had major fights and we had to stop seven of those fights. That was after Ben kicked my ass in front of all the unit commanders to prove a point.”

      “Did you let him win?” Tristan smirked. 

      “No. Definitely not.” Arthur laughed. “He handed me my ass.”

      “About time,” Morgana smiled sweetly. “Maybe now you’ll listen to me when I tell you that you are out of shape.”

      “You were right. Gods, I hate saying that to you. You’ll never let me live it down.” 

      “That, dear brother, is absolutely true. It’s going to be fun.”

      “Moooor. Make her stop.” 

      “Oh no. I think you could probably use a little bit of that.” She grinned and threw him a kiss. 

      “I cannot believe you would take her side.” Arthur straightened up with fake indignity. 

      Mor’s grin got bigger. “So. You broke up seven fights.”

      “No, seven brawls. Not just two people fighting. Groups. Large groups.” Ben set a filled plate in front of Arthur and took his seat.

      “Thank you. I wasn’t sure I could get up for that.”

      “So what’s the plan now? How are you going to get them to, you know, not kill each other?”

      “We’re going to wait and see if our little chat with them helped. If not, we’ll start kicking some asses tomorrow.”

      “What about, team building exercises?” Mor asked, an innocent look on her face. “You know, trust falls, shit like that?”

      The Fae laughed while the Dragons stared at them, perplexed. “What is a trust fall?” Arthur finally asked.

      “Oh! I didn’t even think about you not knowing what that is.” Mor grinned. “A trust fall is when you have a group of people and then one of them falls back and the others catch them. It’s supposed to help you learn to work with others.”

      “That’s very interesting, Mor. I don’t know that we should do that.” 

      “Probably not. I just thought it sounded funny.” 

      “We’ll probably have to beat some sense into some people. Or at least set them on bathroom duty as you suggested.” 

      “That would straighten me out, that’s for sure.” Mor grinned. 

      “How did your day go?” 

      “We planned army movements, shielding strategies, and supply chains. I think we have a good plan in place, though.”

      “It sounds like your day went a little better than ours.” 

      “Probably, but at least you got to move today.” Mor grimaced. “Has anyone checked on Amara since lunch?”

      “Trisha said she’s been in her room all day. She hasn’t come out. Apparently, when Trisha brought her lunch, Amara threw it out the door.” 

      “Max - “

      “It’s okay, Mor. I think we all know she’s here to spy.”

      Arthur looked thoughtful. “I wonder if there is some way we can use it. Morgana, can you work your magic and see if she is infected by Boris?”

      “That is definitely something we need to look into, but tomorrow I need to try and locate Boris’ prisoners. If I can find them, then that will take out most of Boris’s army. Aside from a few assholes.” She looked thoughtfully at Mor. “I’d like you to help me if you would? I think it will help you with your control. And since you’re a Fae, it may help to connect to ones he has.”

      “That’ll work. I need to work on my control. I’m no good to anyone if I don’t.” 

      “I don’t know about all that, my rose.” Arthur stood. “Come, if you plan on working magic tomorrow you’ll need your rest tonight.”

      Mor took his hand with a smile and followed him out of the room. He’d make sure one thing happened right today, anyway. Mor would get a good night’s rest. And he needed one too after the beating that was today. Tomorrow, he’d do it again.
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      The next morning after breakfast, Mor and Morgana set up in the War Room. They were using the map of Fae to try and divine the location of the prisoners. Morgana positioned them one on either side of the table. She’d made everyone clear out because she didn’t want any distractions. But they made sure to  have water and snacks. Morgana said that would keep them from being distracted. 

      “So what will we be doing?” 

      “First, we meditate. We have to be in the right state of mind,” Morgan said. “While you meditate, I want you to clear your mind. We won’t be able to find the missing Fae - and shifters - if our minds are cluttered.” 

      Mor closed her eyes and turned her focus to her breathing. For several minutes, Mor tried to clear her mind. But she kept thinking about the Seeing Stone. She couldn’t stop thinking about it. She was relieved when Morgana started talking about how they would be using the map to find the missing Fae.

      “Now, we’re going to focus on the Fae. If we can find them, we can most likely find the missing shifters. But since they are a different kind of shifter than me and you are Fae, our greatest chance will be with focusing on the Fae.” She gestured to the map, “Now, we’ve mostly worked on internal control and focusing inside of yourself. This time, I want you to send your magic out. The hard part will be figuring out a way for you to focus on the Fae that are missing instead of the Fae all around us.”

      “How do you think we should do that?”

      Morgana tapped a finger against her cheek. “Let’s start around the castle.” She waved a hand over the map and it zoomed in on the castle and surrounding lands. “We know there are a concentrated number of Fae surrounding the castle proper. Let’s see if we can find any others near the castle.”

      “Right, so basically you want me to focus my magic on the castle. And tell it to, what, look for Fae?”

      “Yes. It’s actually a fairly simple process if you can focus on it. The trouble is keeping your focus on specifically what you are looking for. If your focus wavers, you could end up spending hours looking for a necklace but then find a hair tie you lost on a run four years ago.”

      “Speaking from experience, huh?”

      “Maybe.” Morgana laughed. “So, the point is, make sure you really focus on what you are specifically looking for. Hold the missing Fae in your mind.”

      “Okay. I can do this.” Mor closed her eyes and took a steadying breath. She had to turn her magic out. “Morgana, I’m not sure how to turn the magic out. I mean, I’ve used it externally, but I’ve never had to push it out. If that makes sense?”

      “It does. When you focus inward, you sink into your magic, right?” When Mor nodded, Morgana continued, “I want you to push it away. It will feel heavy, but keep pushing until you can feel it flow. Now, Max told me what happened when you got stuck in your magic.”

      “Yeah, that was a little scary.” 

      “In order to keep that from happening, you’ll need to control the flow of magic. If you just allow it to pour from you like water from a cup, you’ll drain yourself and then have a good chance of getting lost in the magic.”

      Mor closed her eyes, imagining her magic as water. She could feel it flowing through her, but now she needed for it to flow out. But only a trickle, not all at once. Imagining a funnel, Mor forced her magic through it. Well, tried anyway. Morgana was right, it felt incredibly heavy. But the image of water made sense. Water was incredibly heavy, but once it started moving, it could be hard to stop. Mor kept pushing, harder and harder until her magic finally started flowing. She kept her focus divided between moving the magic and the funnel. It swirled around Mor, waiting for direction. 

      “Good, now turn the magic toward finding Fae around the castle.” 

      “Fuck,” Mor groaned. “Three things.” 

      “What?”

      “I have to focus on three things. Moving the magic, funneling the magic, and using the magic.”

      Morgana nodded. “Basically, yes. That’s a simplified way of describing it, but logical.” 

      Mor closed her eyes again. “Find the Fae,” she whispered.

      The magic swirled a moment longer before moving toward the map. The magic immediately went to the castle. “Good, now I need you to move the magic beyond the castle to search for other Fae.” 

      Mor tried to move the magic, but it wouldn’t move away from the castle.

      “It’s okay, Mor. Breathe deeply and focus on the land. Just as you pushed the magic out of you, now push it to a different part of the land.”

      Mor spent the next several hours pushing the magic only to have it snap back to the castle. By the time Morgana called for a break, she was drenched in sweat. She went up to her room to take a quick shower before lunch. She was so frustrated that she hadn’t been able to force her magic to find her lost people. Mor closed her eyes as she stood under the hot spray of the shower. She needed to get this done. Sighing as she turned off the water and got out, Mor got dressed as quickly as she could. Mor wasn’t going to fail in this. 

      She walked out of her room, toweling her hair dry. When she finished, she looked up to see Amara sitting on her bed, examining her nails. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Oh, you know. I just came to check out the woman who stole my brother from me.” Amara didn’t look up. 

      “Stole your brother?” 

      “Mm-hmm. I was hoping to find that she would be extraordinary, but instead I find you to be nothing worthwhile. You can’t even use magic properly and you dress like a commoner.” Now Amara looked up at her, anger written across her face. “When Ben’s mother told us he and his friends - my brother included - had shacked up with you, I was sick. Boris had told us about you, of course. The rogue lost royal of the Fae who was planning on destroying all that we were. I knew - just knew - my brother wouldn’t be pulled in by your false ways. And yet here we are.”  She spread her hands open and stood. “I just came to warn you. You will lose. Your mates will lose. And I will get my brother back. I’ll make him see what you are.” Amara turned and walked out of her room. 

      “What the fuck.” Mor stared after her, jaw hanging open. She frowned as she walked out. She needed to figure out what to do about her sooner rather than later. 

      Sebastian was on his way up the stairs and saw her walking down. “Are you alright, darling? You look frustrated.”

      “Amara was just in our room.”

      “What the fuck?” 

      “She wanted to tell me we would lose, and she’d get her brother back, basically.” Mor’s frown deepened. “We’re going to have to do something sooner rather than later about her. I’m worried about what Max is going to say.”

      “Max is going to be behind whatever we need to do to protect you. And the kingdom. But you first, darling.” Sebastian winked at her then bowed. “Your Majesty, would you care to accompany me to the luncheon?” He held his hand out to her.

      “Why, thank you, my Lord,” she laughed. 

      “There’s that laugh. You were looking far too serious, darling. I know there are a lot of things happening, but we are behind you. We’ll figure out Amara, I promise.”

      “I know we will. I just worry about hurting Max if it turns out she hasn’t been poisoned by Boris and she’s…just…”

      “A terrible excuse for a Fae?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “You have to remember what his family is like. The chances of Amara turning out well were slim, even if he still lived there. He knows that.”

      “I’ll try to remember that.” She hesitated, “Sebastian, I don’t think we should tell the others about what happened with Amara just yet.”

      “Why’s that, darling?” 

      “Well, I don’t think we need the extra distraction at the moment. Who was assigned to follow her? She clearly gave them the slip.”

      “One of the scouts, I believe. But I’ll take over tomorrow since I should be freed up by them.”

      Mor squeezed his hand, “Thank you, Sebastian.”

      He kissed her and said, “Now, let’s stuff our faces before we all get back to work.”

      “How’s it going, finding your shields?” 

      “Better than expected, actually. I’ve had too many volunteers, and I’m running them through their paces this afternoon.”

      They walked into the dining room and sat down. “So how are you going to organize them?” 

      “I’m going to create a new division, the Shields.”

      “Creative name!”  

      “I know, darling! That’s why you keep me around. My clever naming abilities.” He winked again as he took a bite of roll. “Actually, I’m keeping it in line with the other divisions. Swords, Bows, Scouts, and so on.”

      “Wait, those are the names of the divisions?” Mor stared at him.

      “Yes, we Fae apparently like very clear labels.” 

      “Oh dear. I’d say let’s work on that, but we have a shit ton of other things to do so maybe after everything is settled.”

      Sebastian laughed. “I’ll put it on a list.” 

      “How was your morning?” Ben asked as he came and sat down with them.

      “Oh you know, pushing magic and funneling it.”

      “I’m not entirely sure what you mean, but I hope it went well?”

      “Not as well as we’d hoped, but I think Morgana is going to change things up. How are the units today? Any more brawls?”

      “Not as many today, and the unit commanders were mostly able to take care of it. We did have to send a couple Fae and Dragons to toilet cleaning duty. Together.” Ben smiled. 

       Smirking, Arthur spoke up, “I checked on them before coming here and they were arguing over the best way to clean a toilet.”

      “They’ll either get it together or be stuck cleaning toilets.” Ben shrugged. 

      They finished lunch, Mor followed Morgana back to the War Room. The rest of the day was spent trying to force her magic to obey. It seemed like no matter what she did, Mor couldn’t force her magic to search the surrounding areas. It kept springing back to the castle. 

      Morgana expanded the map, thinking maybe they didn’t have enough land to cover, but the magic still focused on the castle. Morgana tried boosting Mor’s magic, then guiding it herself, then trying to force it but that just gave Mor a headache and still the magic didn’t move.

      “We must be missing something,” Morgana muttered, pacing along one side of the table. 

      “Maybe there aren’t any Fae missing? Maybe he just has conscripted everyone and separated them into different units or something?”

      “No, word would get around that some of the missing weren’t really missing. They have to be somewhere. We just aren’t looking in the right place, or maybe the right way?” Morgana kept muttering.

      “It’s almost dinner, let’s call it for the day. We’re both exhausted. I can’t imagine we’ll be able to work magic when we’re tired.”

      “You’re right. Even my control is starting to slip.” She sighed. “Tomorrow is another day. Maybe with fresh minds in the morning we’ll be able to come up with - something.”

      “We need to find those Fae. Without them, the conscripts will fight for Boris even if they don’t want to.”

      “I know. We’ll try again tomorrow.” 

      Mor nodded as they made their way to dinner. “I just don’t know why my magic isn’t doing what I want it to. Maybe it’s trying to tell us something, and we just aren’t seeing what it is.” 

      “We’ll follow that thread tomorrow. For now, eat and rest so we can start back at this fresh tomorrow.”
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      Amara was turning into a real problem. 

      Today, he hadn’t been able to do anything other than make sure she was caged in after Mor went to bed. He woke up early today and released the wards as soon as he was ready to follow her. Thankfully, he was able to select all his Shields yesterday, so today he could focus on this. He may have really pushed them yesterday, but at least it was done.

      Sebastian let his brothers know what he’d be up to today and they all agreed. Including Max, despite Mor’s worries. They said they’d pass it on to her, so Sebastian dressed in comfortable clothes and dropped a cloak over himself. And then waited outside of Amara’s room. He could see the scout that had been assigned to watch her and her doors. The scout had made no sign to hide himself, but that wasn’t a surprise. That hadn’t been in the orders given to him.  

      Several hours after breakfast, he felt a little surge of magic come from Amara’s room and saw the scout yawn, then lean his head on the wall and fall asleep. That was certainly interesting. He’d have to make sure everyone knew she had that power so they could figure out a way to shield against it. A moment later, Amara’s door cracked open. Sebastian saw her peek out around the corner of the door before giving a self satisfied smile and sauntering out like she owned the place. 

      Sebastian followed her, careful not to make a sound as he went. Amara wandered through the house, stopping to watch Mor and Morgana through a cracked door. She stayed there for a while, then moved away when she heard them moving toward the door. Sebastian stayed still, waiting for Amara’s next move. He could see her hiding and watching the door as Mor and Morgana came out of the War Room, frowns of frustration on their faces. 

      “I don’t know what to do differently. The magic refuses to move out of that area.”

      “Something must be holding your thoughts there. We just need to….” 

      They walked out of hearing range. As soon as they were gone, Amara stood up and walked straight into the War Room. Sebastian raised his eyebrows. Of course, that wasn’t totally a surprise. She was already acting like this castle was hers, anyway. She meandered through the room, flipping through written notes on the table. She found the map stone on the table and activated it with a little whisper. “Interesting.” Her voice was soft as she looked at the map and then back over to the table with the notes. “I guess they’re trying to find them,” she smirked. 

      Amara closed the map and went back over to the side table stacked with notes. “What else are you planning for?” 

      Sebastian walked silently over to her, wanting to see what she was looking at. He heaved an internal sigh of relief when he saw she was looking at old plans. Nothing about the new plans since adding the Dragons. 

      Amara studied them and then left the room, going into every room that was empty and rifling through everything in there. She grew more and more frustrated since she wasn’t finding anything. 

      Sebastian shook his head. They’d been far too lax. Why hadn’t the War Room been sealed? 

      Amara paused by the dining room, listened at the cracked door. They weren’t talking about anything serious, thankfully. Ben and Arthur were regaling them with a tale of brawls on toilet duty. Amara stood there while the story continued, getting more and more frustrated that she wasn’t hearing anything important. When Max spoke up, telling them about dealing with a difficult noble, Amara’s frown became a glare of hate as she stared at Mor.  

      Abruptly, Amara turned and stalked out of the house. Anger was in every line of her body as she went out the doors. Sebastian stayed close, not wanting to lose her. She moved slowly, watching for others and putting them to sleep where necessary. But once she was past their field of vision, they woke up without realizing anything had happened. Once outside, Amara went into the forest, not following a trail. She was silent as she walked, which made it so much easier for Sebastian to follow her. He was quiet, but he wasn’t as quiet as Atreyu in the woods. 

      Finally, she stopped and looked around. Not seeing anyone, Amara reached into a pocket and pulled out a locket. She popped it open and whispered a word. And then waited. And waited. Finally, after more than an hour had passed a little figure formed on the open locket. 

      Sebastian crept closer to Amara. 

      “My Lord Thornheart.” Amara bowed her head. 

      “What do you want, Amara? You better have something to report if you are interrupting me.”

      “Yes, my Lord. I’m in the home of the Fae whore.”

      “They actually let you in? How fucking stupid. Did the plan work? Did Atreyu take her out?”

      “No, unfortunately. The Dragon witch, Morgana, was somehow able to break your spell over him.” 

      “But they trusted you enough to let you in?”

      “Trust is a stretch, but I am in the house, anyway.”

      “That’s an opportunity. Have you learned anything yet?”

      “They’re focused on the castle for some reason. They don’t have much written down, but I do know the whore has mated to the Pendragon now. So they have some dragons with them.”

      “Well, we knew that from Selina. Do you have anything else?”“They’re looking for the prisoners, I think. They’ve got a map of Fae and from what I could tell in the few notes written, they’re trying to find them and free them.”

      Boris laughed, “That won’t do them any good. Now, unless you can bring me anything truly useful, don’t bother to contact me again. I need real information.”

      “Y-yes, my Lord. I won’t fail you.”

      “See that you don’t.”

      The image faded and Amara screamed in frustration, falling to her knees. “That stupid whore! I will not lose my position or my brother because of her.” 

      Sebastian drew back at the venom in her voice. He’d known she was angry, but this was an extra level of hate that he hadn’t expected. 

      Amara was silent for a few more minutes before she stood up and started walking back. 

      Sebastian followed her all the way to her room and watched her go back in and slam the door. As soon as she did, the scout opened his eyes and trained them on the door. He didn’t otherwise move, so Sebastian knew he had no idea how long had passed. Sebastian broke his cloak and set wards back on Amara’s door. 

      Without wasting another moment, he went straight to the War Room. It was well past lunch and he knew Morgana and Mor would be in there trying to figure out where the prisoners were. Mor was standing next to the table, eyes closed in concentration. Sweat was dripping down the side of her face as she tried to force her magic to do what she wanted. Sebastian waited until her eyes finally opened as she paused. 

      “It refuses to move from there, no matter how hard I think about the missing Fae.”

      Sebastian cleared his throat, “Darling, I have some information that may be helpful to both you ladies.”

      Mor turned to face him. “Sebastian! I’m assuming this means she didn’t see you?”

      “Not at all. She has some magic that lets her put someone to sleep without them realizing any time has passed. Then she came in here and snooped around, wandered around checking out several other rooms and going through them, and then listened in on your conversation at lunch.”

      “Holy fuck. She has balls of steel, doesn’t she?”

      “That she does.” Sebastian hesitated, not wanting to bring up this last part. “She also reported to Boris.”

      “How did she do that?” Morgana didn’t look surprised.

      “Another one of those lockets. She had to wait an hour for him to answer, though. Thankfully, she didn’t have any real information to give him but she has figured out we’re looking for the missing Fae. And I’m pretty sure she knows where they are.”

      “What makes you say that?” Mor asked, then added, “Wait. Let’s get everyone together to hear this. I don’t want you to have to repeat it and I’m guessing you’re starving since you missed lunch.” She started toward the door, then stopped and said, “How do we know she can’t get out now?”

      “I warded her in, darling. She won’t break them without me knowing.” 

      “Good. I’d hate for her to learn anything real.”

      They headed to the dining room and Mor sent out a call to her mates. Sebastian grinned a little bit. He loved seeing her get more comfortable with who she was and her magic. Morgana sent out a quick request to the Dragons with her magic, and they all settled in to wait. Sebastian started snacking - there were always snacks in the dining room, thankfully. After about thirty minutes, everyone was there. Mor sat up straighter and looked over to Sebastian with a nod.

      Sebastian stood. “I’ll get right to it. I followed Amara as planned today. She has a power that can put someone to sleep without them knowing any time has passed. She searched the War Room and several other rooms, but thankfully we hadn’t left anything important in them. After she was done searching, she went into the woods to report to Boris directly. Amara has a locket that she used to contact him. She - “

      “How do you know she was contacting Boris?” Lancelot leaned forward. He’d been mostly staying with the Dragon army in the field.

      “The locket had a little hologram of him that talked to Amara - very Star Wars.”

      “Star Wars?” Lancelot and Tristan exchanged confused glances. 

      “It’s a movie.” Mor smiled at them. “You’ve seen a movie before, right? No?” They were shaking their head at her and Mor drew back in surprise. “Damn. We’re going to have to have a movie night when this is done. That’s crazy.”

      “We’ll need a weekend, Mor. We have to do all nine movies.” Atreyu said seriously.

      “Absolutely, in order.” 

      “Moving on, perhaps, my rose?”

      “Yes please, Sebastian, if you would go on?” Tristan asked.

      “Amara told Boris that Mor was looking for the missing Fae. He made a comment about how she’d “never find them” and then ordered her to keep working on getting information from us.” He looked around at each of them. “I’m positive that she knows where they are. Or at least could point us in the right direction.” 

      “What’s our next step, then?” Mor asked.

      “Well, we’ll have Morgana try and work her magic on her. If there is a spell to break, we can ask after it’s broken. If it’s not a spell…”

      “We’ll have to ask more forcefully,” Max said. “We can’t hesitate just because she’s my sister. No matter how much I wish it otherwise, being blood related doesn’t mean she’s a good person.”

      “So, when do we want to start? Tonight?” Ben’s voice was quiet.

      “No. I’d like to wait until later.” Morgana spoke up. “Mor and I spent all day trying to force magic. I’m rather tired now and do not want to attempt trying to break a hypothetical dark spell right now.” She yawned. “Is she contained for the night?”

      “Yes. I set the wards myself,” Sebastian said.

      “Excellent, then I will just grab a sandwich and head to bed. I suggest we all do the same. Tomorrow is going to be rather exciting, no matter what happens.”
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      The next morning, Mor went down to breakfast, ready to confront Amara. When she walked in, there was a note from Morgana. Apparently, she was not feeling well today. “Arthur? Does Morgana ever get sick?”

      “She occasionally gets severe headaches. And the beginning of summer is hard for her because that’s when she lost her mate. Actually, what’s the date?” 

      “June twentieth.” Ben grunted.

      “Oh. Summer Solstice. Today she will not come out of her room.”

      “Should I go talk with her?” Mor stood halfway out of her chair.

      “Not right now. Maybe later today. She grieves in her own way.”

      They were all silent as they started eating. “I think we should still confront Amara today. The sooner we can get information out of her, the better.” 

      “I’m not sure. We don’t know what she is capable of,” Sebastian said, shaking his head.

      “Then it’s better that we find out sooner rather than later,” Mor argued. 

      “We will do as you choose, my Queen.” 

      “Good. Let’s figure out how best - “

      “Can we have a meeting after breakfast, love? I need to get through some coffee before we talk business.” Ben had his head in his hand.

      “Right, sorry.”

      “Since when did you not need coffee in the morning?” Max grumbled.

      “Oh, I got some before y’all woke up. I wanted to make sure I was ready to go.”

      They all groaned and put their heads on the table. “Next time make sure you have them leave a pot of coffee in our room so we can all keep up with you.” Atreyu grimaced. 

      “Sure thing, I should have thought of that.”

      “It’s okay, beautiful. There’s a lot going on. I’m sure you didn’t mean to make us think you didn’t care about our morning well being.” Atreyu laughed and winked at her.

      Mor grinned. She couldn’t help it. The last couple of days he’d spent mostly sleeping. Morgana had said that was fairly normal after having a major spell put on you and then broken. “You poor baby. Didn’t get your coffee fast enough.”

      “You laugh, but usually we’re the ones needing to bring it to you!” Max laughed.

      “That’s a fair point. Now, drink that coffee. We have shit to do.”

      
        
        *  *  *

      

      

      Breakfast was done - finally - and they were meeting in the War Room. The council was there, along with Mor and her mates. “How should we proceed with Amara?”

      “Mor, slow down. We can’t just jump into it.” Arthur held up a hand. “We first need to make sure that we all have the same goal in mind. I assume that is to find out if she knows where the missing Fae are?”

      “Yes, but I think we should also ask  how much she knows of his plans.”

      “Honestly, she didn’t sound like she knew much, Mor. Boris treated her like a mostly worthless pawn. She may know a little bit, but I don’t believe we will get much out of her, darling.” 

      “Well, we should at least try. What are we going to do about her magic? Max, do you remember her being able to put people to sleep?”

      “No, that is not something she could do when she was a kid. I do wonder if it’s basically a bastardization of healing. Sometimes, when we heal someone, we need them to sleep. So she, or someone, could have adapted that skill.”

      “Max, can you keep an eye out for that? I think we can guarantee that she’s going to try something, especially because Morgana won’t be with us.” 

      “Absolutely, sweetie.”

      “Okay, so focus on the location of the missing Fae. Find out if she knows anything else. Watch out for creepy sleepy magic.”

      “Creepy sleepy magic?” Tristan raised an eyebrow.

      “Don’t hate my amazing labeling abilities.”

      Atreyu snorted. “You know, it’s a good thing we don’t love you for your naming abilities.” 

      Mor stuck her tongue out at him. “Alright, I’m ready to get this shit show on the road, gentlemen. Who’s coming with me?” Her mates all raised their hands. “Tristan, Lancelot, want to come play too?”

      “Um, no thank you, Your Majesty. We’ll go check in on the army while you go deal with Amara.”  Lancelot said.

      “How can we stop her magic? We need to make sure she can’t just make us all pass out.” 

      “I have that covered, darling. I can bind her magic without an issue.”

      “Alright then, let’s get moving. I’m sure this won’t be easy.” Mor stood, went out the door. She went to the visitor wing where Amara’s room was. The scout was standing across from Amara’s door. “How’s it been?”

      “Quiet, your majesty. There hasn’t been a peep out of her.”

      “Good. We’re going in for a chat. Please remain on duty.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” The scout bowed. 

      Mor took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and walked in the door. 

      Amara was pacing around the edge of the room like a caged animal. She growled at Mor when she entered. The growling got louder as all her mates followed her in. 

      “Good morning, Amara.” 

      “You need to let me out of this room. Now!”

      “Now, sister, why would we do that when you were snooping where you didn’t belong?” Max’s voice was sharp.

      “I do not know what you mean by that, dear brother. Why would you be sleeping with this dirty little whore?”

      Max’s face went instantly red and he was to his sister faster than Mor could blink. He had her pushed against a wall, his hand around her throat. “You will not speak of my mate - your queen - that way ever again. Do you understand me, little sister?” Max’s voice was harsh as he held Amara’s gaze.

      Hurrying over to Max, Mor put her hand on his arm and said, “Let her go, Max. We need her. You need her. You don’t want to kill your sister.” 

      After a moment longer, Max let her go. 

      Amara fell to her knees and held her throat. She coughed. “I can’t believe you would choose her over me!”

      Atreyu knelt down next to Amara. “She is his mate, Amara. You know what that means. I know your parents didn’t have that bond, but you saw it in the Water villages. You know what it is to be a mate, even if you haven’t felt it yourself.”

      Amara nodded and let Atreyu help her to the bed. She kept rubbing her throat, but they all just waited silently, not giving in to her attempts to make them feel bad. “What do you want.” Amara’s voice was sullen.

      “Where are the hidden Fae?”

      “Some place you’ll never find them.” Amara smirked, sure of herself.

      Arthur growled. “Try to be a little more specific.”

      “I thought I was pretty clear there, Dragon. They’re someplace you’ll never find them.” 

      “Amara, we will not stop until we get the information. Do you understand what I am saying?” Sebastian asked. 

      “Max will never let you torture me.”

      “On the contrary, little sister. I’ll help. You are not the sister I remember. The one I protected, the one who would come to me when she was sad. You’re just like mom and dad.” Max stalked toward her and crouched in front of her. “Amara. I will do what is necessary to make sure our people don’t suffer. As a wise man once said, the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.”

      Atreyu grinned. “Max, Max, Max. You just quoted Star Trek. I can’t believe you.”

      Max glanced back at him with a grin. “What? It’s completely applicable here.”

      “Well, yeah, but - “

      Amara had been quiet, but now she growled and launched herself at Mor. Mor collapsed to the ground when Amara’s weight hit her. Amara had her hands around her throat, but Mor was able to get a finger between Amara’s hand and her throat so she could breathe. 

      Mor hooked her legs around Amara’s and then bucked her hips up, forcing Amara to roll and take Mor with her. Arthur ran over to help break Amara’s grip while Atreyu hauled Amara away from Mor.

      “Are you ok, my rose?” Arthur anxiously checked Mor’s neck. 

      “I think so.” She rubbed her throat. “Either way, we have work to do.” Mor slowly stood and walked over to where Atreyu was restraining Amara.

      “Why isn’t my magic working?” Amara looked panicked.

      “It’s been bound and you will not get it back until we are sure you are safe - if that ever happens.” Sebastian said grimly. 

      “What? How dare you! Release my magic now! You have no right to do that! I am Lady Amara of House Marinus!”

      “Right now, Amara, you are nothing but a spy for a murderer. We will find out what you know. One way or another.” Mor’s voice was hard.

      “Do your worst, whore.”

      Mor lowered her voice, “Do you think I won’t? I will do anything to protect my people. If that means letting Arthur work you over, then I will allow it. And as corny as it is, Atreyu is completely right. Your safety and happiness are far outweighed by the needs of an entire realm of people. Do you understand, Amara? Your life is not worth a kingdom.” 

      Amara drew back and her voice was uncertain. “You really care about the Fae.” 

      “Yes, I do.” Mor smiled sadly at her. “I will do what is necessary, even if I don’t like it. Now, tell me where Boris is hiding the Fae.”

      “They’re in another dimension.” Amara’s face became sly. “There is only one portal, and it’s in the heart of the camp in Boris’s quarters. So when I told you that you could never find them, I was right. You’ll never be able to get them back. How will you keep your people safe now, Mor?”

      “What do you mean by ‘in another dimension’?” Sebastian knelt next to Mor.

      “Boris isn’t from here, you’ve figured that out, right?  Well, he has stored away all those collateral Fae in his home realm. You don’t have a hope of finding them.” 

      “How does he access the portal?”

      “I’ll never tell you! Boris will be king of this realm! He is stronger than you will ever be!” 

      “So you don’t know, do you?” Arthur pushed Amara away from himself and back to the bed, stepping in front of Mor.

      Mor nudged Arthur to the side so she could see Amara. “Well, Amara?”

      “Of course I know! I am a trusted confidant of Lord Boris!” Amara yelled. 

      “Sure you are.” Max’s voice dripped with disdain. “Mor, I don’t think we’re going to get anything out of her.”

      Mor stared at Amara silently for a long moment. “I think you’re right. She either doesn’t know anything useful or won’t tell us.”

      “That’s right! I’ll never help you! You should be drained of your power, trash! You stole my brother! Warped his mind to force him to be with you!”

      “Wow. That’s a whole other level of crazy, isn’t it?” Mor shook her head. “I sincerely hope you are spelled and not just naturally insane.” Mor turned and took Max’s hand. “Let’s go. We don’t have any time to waste on this.” 

      They left the room and Max immediately wrapped Mor in his arms. “You know you didn’t steal me from anyone, right?”

      Laying her head on his chest, Mor said, “I know. I just hate that this is happening. I know this sounds bad, but I really hope she’s just under a spell.”

      “I know what you mean. I hope so, too. I really don’t want to think my sister is really that way. If she is, I could have saved her by taking her with me.”

      “No, Max. You couldn’t have taken her. She was still underage and it would have been actual kidnapping. They would have hunted you down for her. We all know the plan was for her to marry well.” Sebastian squeezed his shoulder.

      “She was a pawn for them to use, you know this.” Atreyu wrapped his arms around Mor and Max.

      “You’re both right. I just - “

      “We’ll be here for you, Max,” Ben said.

      Mor squeezed Max one more time before letting go. “Time to plan our next step.” 
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      After the debacle with Amara that morning, Max needed to get out of the house for a little while. He took lunch and went out into the forest. He made his way to the stream where he’d first started teaching Mor to manage her magic. When he got there, he found Morgana already sitting there.  He paused, then turned to leave.

      “You don’t have to go.” Morgana didn’t look up at him from where she sat next to the water.

      Max nodded and came to sit next to her. They were silent for a long time. Max sat with his feet in the water, drinking in the connection with his element. He let the water soothe him, his whole body relaxing. When he reached that point, Max pulled out his lunch and offered some to Morgana. She took half of his sandwich with a nod of thanks. “What brings you out here?” 

      “Today is the day my mate died.” Her voice caught on the word mate.

      “Arthur said something about that,” Max said. “I should have been clearer. I meant, why here, specifically? He said you wouldn’t leave your room today.”

      Morgana shook her head. “He doesn’t understand. Every year on the Summer Solstice I try to be close to water. It’s where I feel closest to my mate.” 

      “Why?” Max was surprised. 

      “He was a Water Fae.”

      “Wait, what?” 

      Morgana smiled sadly. “His name was Cormac. He was killed during our first war with Boris Thornheart. By my father.”

      “I don’t understand.” Max stared at her in horror. “Your father?”

      “My father was never very flexible. He was always firm in his belief in tradition, but he tried to be fair. But when he went mad, he decided my mate bond was an abomination and that the only way to end it was to kill him.” She swallowed hard, forcing her tears back. “So he had him taken from our bed. My father had me drugged at dinner so I couldn’t stop him. I was told later that my father had him taken to Boris to be executed. He laughed about it.”

      “Morgana…I’m so sorry.”

      “It was a very long time ago. And it’s what pushed my brother into challenging our father. And that desperately needed to be done.” She sighed. “So at least some good came out of it.” 

      “I can’t imagine what that’s like.”

      “It gets easier, over time. And I’ve had a lot of time. But every year on the Summer Solstice I honor him.”

      “Do you mind me being here? I can go…”

      “I actually appreciate the company. Most people avoid me on this day. But it’s hard to grieve by yourself year after year.”

      They sat silently for a long time, both of them comforted by the water running in front of them. Finally, Morgana asked Max, “What brought you out here today?”

      Max shook his head, disgust washing through him. “My sister. She ‘rescued’ Atreyu and brought him here, knowing he would try to kill Mor. Than she was spying for Boris and just tried to attack my mate.” He let the water he was playing with fall back into the creek with a splash. “Either she’s spelled or she’s turned out just like the rest of my disgusting family.” 

      “Why did no one send for me? If there is a possibility she is under a spell then I need to make sure I take care of it as soon as possible.”

      “Arthur didn’t want to disturb you.”

      “That ass. I appreciate that he tries to respect my grief, but this is too important for that.” She glared as she stood up and started stalking off. When Max didn’t follow her fast enough she turned and glared at him, foot tapping as she waited with hand on her hips.

      Max scrambled to his feet and started after her. As soon as he was moving, Morgana turned and hurried toward the house. “Tell me about what your sister was like before, Max.”

      “Uh, she was sweet. She would sneak around my parents back and try to help. I actually had to step in several times to keep her from getting a beating.” Max felt his voice go monotone as he spoke. “She was the cliche Fae kid who had a way with animals and was too naive for her own good.”

      “So this new sister - what would you say she is like?”

      “Unhealthy, obsessed with taking me away from Mor, angry, bitter, major superiority complex.” Max’s frown deepened. “Sebastian had to bind her power because she was using it to put others to sleep so she could sneak into places.”

      “It’s possible that she could have had a complete change of personality, but typically you’d still be able to see some of the old in there,” Morgana said as they walked into the house. “Take me to her room, please. I’d like to get started right away. If Sebastian keeps her bound, then that will free up my magic to focus solely on freeing Amara from this spell - if there is one, anyway."

      Max pushed down the hope that tried to fill him. He didn't think there was really any way that Amara was actually spelled. He knew what his family was like, and she was acting just like them. When they reached Amara's room, Max gestured for Morgana to go in. "Would you like Sebastian to join you while you work?"

      "Please. That way he can make adjustments in the moment to her bindings. I'd hate for them to come undone while I'm working. That would be...not good."

      "I'll go get him then." He turned and sent a probing thought out before heading down to the War Room. He walked in, finding Sebastian talking with Arthur and Atreyu over a map - again. "Morgana is going to see if Amara is spelled. She'd like you to join her."

      "Of course, I'll go right up."

      Arthur gaped at Max. "How did you get her to come in?"

      Shrugging as he walked out, Max said, "I went to the creek to think and she was there. We talked and she said she wanted to go in. I'm going to go find something to do."

      A sly grin crossed Atreyu's face. "You know, Max, Ben is upstairs with Mor taking a shower. I bet they could use some company."

      Max paused. "Why didn't you join them?"

      Atreyu grinned. "I need to get out and move. Too many fucking days in one fucking room. I need to be outside. And Mor said, and I quote, ‘I don't want a stick poking my ass.’" He laughed. "I tried to tell her it wouldn't be like that, but I haven't convinced her yet." Atreyu pointed to Max and said solemnly, "Go, now. Drown your sorrows in our mate."

      Max laughed with them as he turned to go back outside. He paused as a little pulse of desire shot through him. Mor wanted him to come upstairs. Who was he to argue with that? Of course, the blood rushing to his cock at the thought of Mor and Ben definitely had nothing to do with it. He ran up the stairs two at a time and into their suite without pause for breath. 

      Opening the door he moaned at the sight of Mor on the bed, Ben's face between her legs. He was holding her legs open while Mor pulled at his head. Max wasn't totally sure if she was trying to push him away or pull him to her, but either way he loved it. He stalked to the bed, stripping out of his shirt as he went. 

      Mor's eyes flashed open and locked on Max. "Max," her voice was breathless. "Come to play with us?"

      He pushed his pants down his hips, reveling in the way Mor's eyes lit up when she saw how hard he was for her. Taking his cock in his hand, he stroked it a couple of times before kneeling on the bed and gripping her hair in his hand. "I love playing with you, sweetie." He kissed her hard and then pulled back, "Open." Mor opened her mouth and let him guide her head to his cock. He sighed as he felt her lips wrap around him and her tongue tease the underside of his cock.

      "Fuck, that's hot," Ben said.

      "Make her come again. I want to feel her come with my cock in her mouth." 

      Grinning wickedly, Ben lowered his head and took a long slow lick of her pussy.

      Mor came off of Max with a moan. "Now, now, sweetie. Don't lose track. I'm going to fuck that pretty mouth of yours while Ben makes you come." 

      She turned to him with another long moan as Ben licked again. 

      "Good girl," Max's voice was rough. He held her hair tightly enough to remind her he was in charge - at least in here - and started moving his cock in her mouth. 

      She moaned around his cock as Ben picked up his pace. Max couldn't keep his eyes off of Mor as he moved her up and down his cock, her eyes closed tight with pleasure. She moaned as she came, her lips tightening around Max's cock and making him gasp with how good it felt.

      Ben kissed his way up Mor's body until he could whisper in her ear, "Ready to come for us, love?"

      Ben thrust into her and Mor's eyes opened for a moment before closing again with a moan that sent vibrations around Max's cock. He gritted his teeth, forcing himself not to come right then. "Open your eyes, Mor. I want to see you come with us filling you." 

      Her lips tightened again as Ben started moving, making Max move a little faster and deeper into Mor's mouth. 

      "Good girl. Don't come until we tell you."

      Ben moved faster, kissing her neck and up to her ear, "That's it, love, swallow Max all the way down. I want to see you take all of him."

      Max had forgotten how fun it was to dominate with Ben. Ben was almost as controlling as he was in bed, and Max was having a hard time controlling his need to come as he watched Mor with Ben moving on top of her. His grip tightened a little bit and Mor groaned around him. 

      Max pushed his cock in until her lips hit his groin. "Mor, you're such a good girl. I think it's time to come." He nodded at Ben who slipped a hand between his body and Mor's, thumbing her clit and making her come hard. Max came in Mor's mouth, moaning as he watched her swallow him down.

      Gently, Max let go of Mor's hair and laid her head down, crawling into the bed next to her as Ben cuddled on her other side. "How are you feeling, sweetie?" Max kissed her forehead and cuddled her to his chest.

      "Really good. Really fucking good." Mor's voice was soft as she nestled in between them. She yawned, making Ben and Max chuckle.

      "I think it may be time for a nap. Maybe by the time we wake up, Morgana will have Amara straightened out."

      "What?!" Mor tried to sit up.

      "Erm, sorry. I forgot to tell you that. In my defense I was distracted by Ben eating you."

      She paused, annoyance warring on her face with a smile. When the smile won, she grinned and said, "That's fair. Now, what are you talking about?"

      "I went to the creek to think and found Morgana there. When she found out what was happening, she insisted on going to work on Amara now. Sebastian is with her, making sure the bindings on her magic hold."

      "Oh, maybe we should go?"

      Ben kissed her shoulder. "Love, we can't do anything to help her. Take a nap, and then we can check on her afterwards. If she needs you before that, she knows how to find us. Sebastian is with her and can get us without any problem."

      Mor nodded, her eyes already closing. 

      Max sighed as his eyes drifted closed. He felt the relief he'd been seeking at the creek wash through him as he soaked in Mor's presence. This was where he needed to be. Wrapped up in his mate's arms. Drifting off to sleep, Max knew that Mor was the only home he ever needed.
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      Mor woke up slowly, still wrapped in the arms of Ben and Max. The two of them had worn her out earlier, and she had loved every moment of it. She frowned as she woke up further, feeling...odd. Struggling to move the two sleeping Fae off of her, Mor finally sat up and looked around the room, feeling like she had forgotten something. She felt a tug in her mind as her brain finally caught up to her body and came fully awake. Sebastian was calling for her.

      "Ben, Max. Wake up. Sebastian needs us." She pushed on their shoulders. They grumbled, but Mor kept messing with them until they finally sat up.

      "Sweetie, I was having a good dream," Max grumbled.

      "Sebastian is calling for us." Mor was already out of the bed and pulling her clothes on.

      "Fuck!" Max was up and had his jeans on before Mor finished talking.

      As soon as they were dressed, Mor followed Ben and Max to Amara's room. They wouldn't let her go in first because they wanted to make sure it was safe. She was more powerful than them, but in their minds they were expendable. Ben opened the door and Max followed him in with Mor close on their heels. Morgana and Sebastian were sitting in chairs on either side of the bed, Amara sleeping - or passed out - in the middle of the bed.

      "Morgana, what happened?" They both looked so tired Mor was worried until she saw them both smile.

      "It was definitely a spell," she held up her hand before Max could say anything. "Now, that doesn't mean she'll revert right back to your sweet sister. We have no way of knowing how much was due to her being spelled and how much is really her."

      "I understand." Max still smiled. "At least there's a chance now."

      "How long will she sleep?" Mor slipped her hand into Max's and squeezed.

      "Probably until dinner time. Sebastian is going to leave on the bindings until we know for sure what she's truly like." Morgana stood with a groan. "We both need to go rest for now. Wake us when she wakes up. Or for dinner. Whichever is first." She yawned and left the room.

      "Morgana is right, I do need to rest. She'll be fine in here until she wakes up."

      "I'll keep an eye on her," Max said, looking down at Mor.

      "I think that's a good idea. Ben and I will go find Atreyu and Arthur to work on our next steps. We need to find those missing Fae."

      Max bent down and kissed Mor softly before going to sit next to the bed. Mor and Ben left, shutting the door softly behind them. "War Room?"

      "I'm pretty sure that's where we'll find them," Ben said. "What are you thinking?"

      "Let's wait until we find them. I want input from all of you," Mor said.

      A few moments later, they walked into the War Room to find Arthur arguing with Brandon while Atreyu leaned back in a chair eating an apple. 

      Lancelot was watching Arthur argue with a tired expression on his face. 

      Mor sighed, straightened her shoulders and stalked over to Brandon and Arthur. 

      Atreyu winked at her and Mor fought down a giggle. "What is the problem?"

      "My rose, I didn't see you come in." Arthur smiled and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "I was just trying to explain to this - Fae - why we needed to rescue the missing families."

      "And I was just explaining to this - Dragon - why we need to focus on breaking Boris's hold around the castle!"

      Mor frowned. "I feel like I'm not getting the full story."

      Laughing, Atreyu set his chair down with a thunk. "You aren't. It started out with them, uh, discussing differences in strategy, and then ended with Brandon telling Arthur his son shouldn't be tangled up with Max's family issues and Arthur telling Brandon that he should get his family in line. It went downhill from there. There was some rather creative name calling. I took notes."

      Mor sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. "Really, y'all? As if we don't have enough bullshit to handle right now." She stepped away from Arthur and turned to face Brandon. "Brandon, Max's family is our family. Do whatever you have to do to get used to that. We will support him just like we support anyone in our - whatever this is called." Mor looked over at Atreyu. "What is it called, anyway? Mate group? Circle?"

      "Anamchairde." Atreyu's voice was soft as he smiled at her. "It means soulmates."

      "We support all of our Anamchairde, however they need it." Mor's voice was sharp as she turned to Arthur. "And Arthur. You cannot tell him to ’get his family in line’." Seriously. If he was having a problem with our plans, then you should have set up a meeting for later or told him to talk to me. You're a fucking king. Act like it." Both of them were hanging their heads by the time Mor finished speaking.

      "You are correct, your Majesty. I know that if any in my Anamchairde needed help we would do whatever we could for them." Brandon took a deep breath, turned to Arthur and said, "I apologize, my Lord."

      Arthur nodded. "Accepted. And I apologize for calling you a spineless toad." Turning to Mor, he said, "And I apologize to you, my rose. I am not used to my subjects arguing with me or demanding an explanation. I will strive to improve."

      "Good." Mor sat down at the table next to Atreyu. "Now, Brandon, what were your concerns about rescuing the missing Fae?"

      "I think we are wasting too much time trying to find them. The castle is Boris' prize. If he can find a way in, then he'll have access to some very powerful magic."

      "How do you suggest we break his hold around the castle?" Mor folded her hands on the table.

      "Well, clearly, we'll need a frontal assault to drive through his palisade and the army surrounding the castle."

      Forcing herself not to roll her eyes, Mor said, "And what would happen once we broke through with your frontal assault."

      "Well, we'd be inside his defenses, and..."

      "Brandon, I have zero military experience and even I know that's a shit plan. We'd be totally surrounded by that point. On top of that, we'd be hurting Fae who were forced to be there because their family is being held hostage. We are not going to do that. So right now, our number one priority is going to be rescuing the hostages. You are welcome to join Arthur and Ben in planning the assault on the castle but please recall how much military experience they have. So you would be welcomed, but I would expect you to yield to their superior knowledge." Mor tried to hold in her exasperation. 

      Arthur rolled his eyes and then grunted when Mor kicked him under the table. 

      "Yes, my Queen. I would be happy to join the efforts." Brandon bowed. 

      Lancelot gave him a formal smile. "If you would please follow me, my Lord? I was just on my way to review the troops with Tristan. Perhaps that would be a good place to start." He glanced at Arthur and Ben, who nodded at him. .

      "Of course." Ben nodded seriously. "We're happy to have the extra help." He kicked Arthur under the table to keep him from saying anything.

      After Brandon left with Lancelot, Arthur rubbed his leg and said, "OW! What were you two kicking me for?!"

      "To keep you from saying whatever it was that you wanted to say - I could feel it. It was insulting and we need to keep them on our side." Mor stared pointedly at Arthur.

      Grinning, Arthur said, "It was insulting. And deserved. But no matter, I will make sure to include him, and Ben can gently let him down when he voices his terrible ideas."

      "Whatever makes you both feel better and keeps him from turning Amelia against us." Mor leaned back in her chair. "Now, we need to figure out a way to find the missing Fae. And magic isn't doing it, so I'm thinking we need to send out scouts to start clearing sections of Fae."

      Her mates were silent as they thought about what she said. 

      "That would take a long fucking time, Mor," Atreyu said.

      "Do you have any other ideas? Something faster? No?" Mor waited. When no one said anything, she continued, "I'm not proposing we just start some place randomly and check every part of Fae. I want to find the most likely places to hide a prison and look there first."

      "Now that could work." Ben pulled out the map and activated it. "It would need to be someplace either underground, in an old growth forest, something that could hide a lot of Fae."

      They all leaned over the map. "We should start close to here, just to clear it. I mean, we know he isn't stupid enough to hide them here, but we should clear it just to be thorough. There are some underground caves here." He pointed to a forest.

      "That won't help you find them." The new voice was soft.

      Mor looked over to the door to see Amara standing in it with Max behind her. She looked so different than the woman Mor had confronted this morning. This Amara looked unsure, and stood with her arms crossed as if she was nervous, and kept glancing back at Max. "Amara?" Mor waited, reaching out to Max. She got a flood of relief from him and started to smile as Amara tentatively walked over to her.

      "Your Majesty." She went to her knees in front of Mor and put her forehead on the floor. "Please forgive me for my actions and words against you."

      "Woah, Amara, please stand." Mor stood and pulled Amara up with her. "It's okay. I'm not going to blame you for what happened before. The spell..."

      "I know, but I - "

      Amara started shaking and Mor looked at Max in alarm. She pulled Amara in for a hug and just held her as she cried. "Hey, it's okay. We know." Mor kept talking and rubbing Amara's back until she was able to stop crying. "Come sit with us." She led her over to a chair and got her settled.

      Max sat on Amara's other side. "What did you want to tell them about the plan?"

      "Just that they aren't going to be able to find it that way. I mean, by searching on foot." She blushed and looked at her clenched hands.

      Mor was shocked at the difference in personality. The other Amara had been bold, hard, and aggressive. This Amara was painfully shy and clearly struggling with being under this much attention. "Can you tell us how to find them? We need to help them, if we can."

      Amara kept her gaze locked on her lap. "The hostages - that's what he calls them - they aren't here."

      "Amara, we don't know what you mean." Max's voice was soft, tentative, like he didn't want to scare her.

      "I m-m-mean they aren't in F-fae."

      "Are they in the human realm?" Atreyu asked, his voice quiet.

      Mor waited for the answer as Amara struggled to speak. Her mates had all gone still and she could feel their fear that too sudden of a move would scare Amara past ability to function. Mor looked over at Ben, she nodded toward Amara, her face full of  questions. When Ben nodded back, Mor knew this is what Amara had been like before. That gave her a huge feeling of relief, but then Mor really thought about it. For Amara to be this afraid, her life must have been pretty terrible. That was going to change. Mor promised herself then that she would make sure Amara felt safe.

      Max sent her a grateful smile over Amara's head and mouthed, "Thank you."

      Mor smiled at Max as Amara finally was able to take a breath and say, "They aren't in the human realm. They're in the Demon Realm.”
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      "Oh fuck." It slipped out of Atreyu before he could stop himself. "I'm sure I heard you wrong."

      Amara finally lifted her eyes to look at Atreyu. "I said they're in the Demon Realm."

      "Oh fuck. You did say that." They all stared at Amara, not saying anything.

      "When you say demon..." Mor's voice was strained. "Can you maybe explain that a little more? Because when I think of demons, I think of creatures of darkness with horns and wings and evil."

      "That's what Boris calls it, anyway. I've heard human stories of demons, but I don't think that's what they really are. Boris is evil, but I don't know if all of them are or if they are just...powerful."

      "We need Morgana here before we discuss anything further. We should probably bring in the full Council as well, my rose."

      "No, please, I-I c-c-can't..." Amara started shaking again and Max wrapped an arm around her, looking at Mor and Arthur helplessly.

      "Amara, we need Morgana here - she's been searching for information on Boris for a long time." Mor said.

      "But I think we can hold off on the council for now, right Mor?" Atreyu cut in. He leaned over to her and whispered, "I can set a spell to record everything she says."

      She reached under the table and squeezed his hand. "That's not a problem. We can fill them in later."

      "Why don't I get Trisha to send in some snacks while Arthur goes for Morgana and Sebastian?" Atreyu stood.

      "That's a good idea, Atreyu. Thank you. I definitely could use food." Mor smiled up at him.

      He couldn't help but bend down and kiss her. Before he could get wrapped up in her, Atreyu pulled away and hurried to the kitchen. Trisha was busy getting dinner ready. "Trisha!"

      "What now, Atreyu? I know ye aren't starvin'!"

      He laughed and swept Trisha up into a hug, spinning her around before setting her down. "Amara's back."

      "Praise the gods! How is she?"

      "More scared than usual, but that isn't too surprising considering what she's been through. Which is pure speculation since she hasn't told us that yet. Can you send snacks or dinner or whatever to the War Room? We're going to be there awhile. Just our anamchairde and Amara and Morgana."

      "Of course, boyo. I'll make sure the others know they dinnae have to wait for the queen for dinner."

      "Thanks, Trisha." Atreyu grinned at her and hurried back to the War Room, not wanting to miss anything. 

      Morgana was just sitting down, still looking tired. She looked exhausted after breaking that spell down. Amara had been someone else and that must have been a detailed spell. 

      He slid back into his seat and waited. Demon Realm. What the fuck was that?

      "Go ahead, Amara." Max's voice was gentle.

      "Um. B-B-Boris said he was a Demon."

      Morgana started to speak, then stopped, looking closely at Amara. When she finally did speak, it was far softer than Atreyu had ever heard her before. "I'm not sure what that means, Amara. The only reference I have to that is from the human realm. Which is basically evil incarnate."

      Amara shrugged and shook her head. "I don't know those stories. Boris is so strong, like physically strong, and I think he hides in the human skin. And his magic - I've never seen anything like it."

      "Can you describe it for me?" Morgana leaned forward. "I've seen some of his work, and it's very complicated."

      "He - never did much in front of us. I saw him change someone's mind with a look. It was Ben's parents. They didn't want to join him at first, but then Boris looked at them...and..."

      "Fuck." Ben was barely audible.

      "Can you tell us anything else?"

      "He made me - the way I was - so fast. I could hear and see what I was doing, but I had no control over it. It was like I was possessed by the worst version of myself. Um, he did take family from basically the entire army. It happened about a month ago, but I knew about it because my family joined him immediately. When the Fae in Water refused to join, Boris started taking the females and children away. He told the males they'd only get them back if they fought in his war. I saw him kill someone with a whisper. And then there were the shadows."

      "That was what we saw the first time he really attacked us." Atreyu leaned forward. "Do you know what they are? My parents said it took aligning their magic perfectly to beat back and even then..."

      "I hated when he did that. I couldn't see. But I could hear voices...and sometimes I could feel hands..." Amara shuddered and looked down at her lap again.

      "You're safe here." Mor took one of Amara's hands.

      "At least until Boris wins."

      "Amara!" Max's voice was stern, "That is not the kind of attitude you need. Mor has said she would keep you safe. And she will. We all will. You will not be asked to go and fight. You will stay here. Do you understand?"

      "Yes, Max. Thank you, Mor. It's just been so long since I've felt any kind of hope. Boris showed up not long after you were exiled, Max."

      Max closed his eyes and hugged her close. "I'm here now. I'm so sorry I wasn't there for you."

      "Not your fault, big brother. Our family sucks."

      "We have a new family now. And they really don't suck." He kissed the top of her head. "Now, can you tell us how Boris goes to the Demon Realm?"

      Amara was already shaking her head. "He never let any of us see. Selina bragged about it, but we all knew she really hadn't seen anything."

      At the mention of Selina's name, Arthur spoke up, "Selina? I thought she just got there?"

      "Oh no. She's been with Boris for almost as long as my family has been."

      "That little traitor. When I get my hands on her..."

      "Be careful. He made her poisonous. So if you bite her, it'll give you magic sickness. I'm not sure it has a cure. He talked about doing that to all of his army."

      "Damn. We'll need to make sure everyone knows about that." Atreyu shook his head. "He's got some bad magic."

      "C-can I go now?" Amara looked around.

      Max glanced at Mor and waited for her nod before saying, "Yes, I'll have Trisha send your dinner to your room. If you need anything, she'll take care of it, okay?"

      "Okay. Thank you, your Majesty, for - "

      "Accepting that you were under a terrible spell and had no control over your actions?" Mor grinned at her. "Don't worry about that. And please, in private call me Mor."

      Amara's eyes went wide before she hurried out of the room. "She's definitely back to normal." Max sounded so relieved.

      "Focus, boys. We have shit to do." Morgana closed her eyes.

      "So basically, we have to find the entrance to a realm we've never heard of with no idea of what it really is. For all we know, Boris could have been kicked out of this realm for being a chocolate faucet." Atreyu leaned back in his chair, balancing on the two back legs.

      "A chocolate...faucet?" Arthur stared at him in confusion.

      "Yeah, you know. A wrinkly penny, a pucker button? No?" They were all staring at him. "Seriously, do none of you ever play on Urban Dictionary? He's an asshole!"

      Mor snorted. "You look up words for asshole on Urban Dictionary?"

      "I look up a lot of things. Need to be prepared with the right insult at the right time!" Atreyu winked at Mor as everyone laughed. Except Morgana who glared at him.

      "Yes, Atreyu. We need to find a way to see a re - " She stopped mid-sentence, eyes wide. "We need to see. Mor! Go get the Seeing Stone!"

      "Fuck, I can't believe we didn't think of that before." Mor gaped at Morgana.

      "Well, it hasn't worked for anyone in centuries. But now we have the Seeing Stone, so go get it!"

      Mor ran out of the room. 

      Atreyu looked at Morgana and Arthur who were now staring at each other, eyes wide. "Care to let us in on this?"

      "Right, sorry. The Seeing Stone. It was passed from queen to queen in our family. It can give the wearer visions. But it hasn't responded to anyone since our great-grandmother, I think. Anyway, it's been at least five thousand years since it worked."

      "What's that got to do with Mor?" Sebastian asked. He'd been silent until now. He looked exhausted.

      "When Mor put it on for the binding ceremony with my brother it gave her a vision of the magical realms surrounded by darkness."

      "So that's what you were whispering about! I can't believe we forgot to ask." Sebastian looked disgruntled.

      "I mean, we were pretty fucking busy. I'm going to give us a pass on that one." Atreyu sighed. "But now, I think you should tell us what it means."

      "She may be able to control the visions it brings to help us find the Demon Realm."

      "Do you think that's the darkness she saw?" Arthur sounded worried. "An entire realm of creatures as strong as Boris."

      "We don't know yet what that meant. And we should have remembered it. It was too important to forget. Damn."

      "Nothing we can do about it now." Atreyu shrugged. "How are you going to get her to control the visions?"

      "I'm hoping we can do it through meditation. We've been practicing focus and control of her magic, so logically this should be an extension of that."

      "You have no idea, huh?" Atreyu said.

      "Not really. There isn't anything written down about controlling it and the last Dragon who was able to, died before I was born."

      "I think we're going to need coffee." Sebastian groaned. "I'll go tell Trisha." He pushed himself up from the table and drug himself out of the room.

      Mor came back in, a circlet held tightly in her hand. "Got it!" She came and sat at the table. "Now what?"

      "First, calm down. You won't be able to control anything without being centered." Morgana waited until Mor settled in. She started to talk, but then Mor's stomach growled. "Probably should eat something first, too." She sighed. "Right, dinner, coffee, Seeing Stone."

      Just then, Sebastian came in cradling a cup of coffee. Trisha was right behind him, leading the other house Brownies carrying trays of food. They all sat down and started stuffing their faces. No one talked beyond asking for someone to pass something. They worked their way to the food. 

      Sooner than Atreyu expected, they had finished and cleared the plates to a side table. Everyone had a cup of coffee in front of them as they all turned expectantly toward Morgana.

      "Now, hopefully there will be no further interruptions." She looked pointedly around the room. "Good. Now, Mor. I don't actually know how you are supposed to direct the Stone. I have some ideas, and we'll just have to try them until we figure it out. When you put on the circlet, I want you to focus on finding an entrance to the Demon Realm."

      "What do you think is going to happen?" Mor asked.

      "Best guess? You'll have to ride out some visions before you get the information we need."

      "That won't be fun." Mor sighed, "Well, balls to the walls." 
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      Mor gasped when the circlet settled around her forehead. Darkness surrounded her. She couldn't see, hear, or move. Forcing panic down, Mor tried to breathe slowly. After a while, the darkness started to lift and Mor saw herself in the Human Realm. Except it was a wasteland. There were low hanging storm clouds and lightning flickered continuously across the sky. 

      She saw some humans moving concrete chunks. One of them stumbled and sat down. A moment later, a - thing - rose out of the shadows. It was humanoid in shape, but it towered over the humans. Its skin was gray and cracked, with red glowing in the cracks. It backhanded the human who had sat down. 

      Mor screamed and ran toward them, determined to do something.

      Then she was plunged back into darkness. Mor tried to scream, but she couldn't. 

      After what felt like a long time, the dark lifted again. This time it was showing the Fae Realm. Mor couldn't tell which part it was because it was so destroyed. She heard strange calls echoing across the land and then suddenly a Fae broke from cover and started sprinting across the land. It was - Amara? What the fuck was happening? The howls got closer and Mor saw a pack of - something - crawling across the ground. Mor took off toward Amara and then -

      Darkness. Mor gritted her teeth in frustration. This time when it lifted, she was in a room with Tom, Selina, and Boris. They were talking, but Mor couldn't hear them. Tom looked drawn and sick where he hovered in the background. 

      Boris turned to say something to him and when Tom moved a little slowly, Boris grabbed him and shoved him to the ground. 

      Selina sneered and then kicked him until he moved. 

      Mor stared in horror as her brother stumbled out of the room.

      This time, when the dark surrounded her, Mor focused on the door to the Demon Realm and the missing Fae. It finally lifted to show a Fae Circle. But not just any circle. It was the one right outside this house. "Fuck."

      "What makes you say that?"

      Mor jumped, eyes wide as a woman stepped out of the trees. She was dressed in battle leathers and had a sword strapped to her side. Her long, black, hair swung past her knees. Her skin was glowing softly as if she was lit from within. "Who are you?"

      "Let's just say I'm a guiding force." The woman winked at her as she swept her long hair out of her way before she sat on a - chair?

      "What the fuck is happening?"

      "You know, fuck is one of my favorite words. Noun, verb, or adjective." She smiled serenely. "As to what is happening, you are wearing my Seeing Stone and it has accepted you. Therefore, you are Seeing." The woman held her hands out.

      "Did you send those visions?"

      "I didn't send them, merely opened your mind to them."

      "What were those creatures? And why am I here?"

      "We'll start in order. Those creatures were your children - if Boris wins and takes you for his use. He will warp your power with his to make those things and use them to create the destruction you saw. As to why you are here..." The woman raised an eyebrow. "You did ask to See the entrance to the Demon Realm, did you not?

      "Fuck." Mor felt her knees go weak and couldn't stop herself from sitting down. When her ass hit a cushion instead of the ground, she looked around, confused. "How - never mind. How is that circle the entrance? I've used it myself several times and it never even flickered to where it wasn't supposed to go!"

      "You weren't wearing the Seeing Stone and pushing yourself toward the Demon Realm, now, were you?" She stood, shaking her head. "Fae. Your kind has cloudy sight."

      "If we're being fair, I didn't even know I was a Fae until a few weeks ago. And I don't have anyone to really teach me how to use the Seeing Stone."

      She tapped a finger on her chin. "All fair points. Well, perhaps your vision will be stronger than I think it will be. To get to the Demon Realm you must get into the Faery Circle and then visualize going there. Once there, follow the Seeing Stone to the missing Fae and Shifters. Now! It's time for you to head back. You have much to discuss with your mates and Morgana."

      "How do you kn - "

      "We do not have time for that discussion, Mor. But I will send you off with a little information. First, you are on the right track. Finding the missing Fae and others is crucial. Secondly, do not judge the Demon Realm by human standards. It is not what you think it is."

      "Wait, I - "

      "Child. You will always have more questions." She walked over to Mor and put a hand on her head. "Time to go. Remember what I said." She took two fingers and placed them in the middle of Mor's forehead, right where the Seeing Stone sat and pushed her back.

      Mor gasped, eyes flying open. "Holy fuck. How long was I out?" She blinked, trying to clear her head. Everyone was staring at her.

      "Mor...you put on the circlet, gasped, and then asked how long you were out." Morgana looked like Mor was crazy. "I really need you to focus this time. Focus on - "

      "Morgana, stop. I had a vision. Well, several visions. The first and second were of the Human and Fae Realms. They were...destroyed. And there were these creatures that had enslaved the survivors." Mor felt sick at the memory. "The next one was of Boris, Selina, and Tom. Boris and Selina were beating Tom when he didn't move fast enough for them. The last one, though, was so strange. There was a woman who said she was a “guiding force” whatever that means. But - “

      “What did she look like?” Morgana leaned forward, her face intense as she stared at Mor.

      “Uh, tall, long black hair, glowing skin. Magically made chairs appear. That’s not what she looks like, but it was cool.”

      “What was she wearing, my rose?” Arthur’s eyes were wide now.

      “Leather armor and a sword, of all the weird things to be wearing.”

      “Oh fuck.” Morgana and Arthur were staring at each other, shock on their faces.

      “What are we missing?” Atreyu asked.

      “Our legends tell us that the Seeing Stone was given to one of our ancestors by the Morrigan.”

      “Like, the Celtic goddess of war? That Morrigan?”

      “Yes.” Arthur turned to stare at Mor, awe on his face. “It is said that she only comes in times of great need and to those who have her blessing.”

      “Which would make sense if she gave the Seeing Stone and it doesn’t work for everyone…” Morgana still looked shocked. “I didn’t think any of that was real.”

      “Aren’t you like the head of the religion or something?” Sebastian raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Well, yes, but there was never any proof any of it being real, and it had more to do with formality than anything.”

      “So Mor was visited by one of your deities to tell her how to do...what exactly?” Max looked back at Mor.

      “She told me how to use the Seeing Stone to get to the Demon Realm. And she told me we are on the right track, wanting to rescue the missing Fae.” 

      “Soooo….how do you use the Seeing Stone?” Atreyu asked.

      Nodding, Ben added, “The sooner we rescue the missing Fae the sooner we can end this.”

      “Apparently I just go to a Faery Circle, put on the Seeing Stone and visualize going to the Demon Realm. She told me to follow the Seeing Stone once we got there to find the missing Fae and Shifters.” Mor shrugged, then frowned. “She also told me that I should not judge the Demon Realm based on my human knowledge. 

      “No. That cannot be accurate. I think you just hallucinated. The Seeing Stone cannot be used that way.” Morgana said. 

      “You think I hallucinated all of that in the space of five seconds? Because you said that I put it on, gasped, and then asked how long I’d been out.” Mor glared at Morgana.

      “It doesn’t make sense.” Morgana was shaking her head. “There is no way the Morrigan came to you. There is no way the Seeing Stone could just be used to randomly take us to another realm. It’s too simple.” She got up and started pacing. “I mean, if the Seeing Stone had these powers then we would have known about it.”

      “Not necessarily, sister. I’d imagine this is exactly the kind of power that they wouldn’t want everyone to know about. And before, it was directly passed down. There hadn’t been a break in the worthy.”

      “Fine, say that Mor really did see the Morrigan. How do we know she’s on our side? We have no idea what her motive could possibly be.”

      “Do we have any better ideas, Morgana?” Mor stood up. “I mean, really, any at all? We tried searching by magic, nothing. We know we won’t be able to search on foot. We tried the Seeing Stone - your idea - and we found a way. So. Tell me why we shouldn’t try this.”

      Sighing, Morgana finally nodded. “Alright. We are going to have to really look into that - “ she pointed at the circlet still resting on Mor’s head “- after all of this is finished.”

      “I can agree to that. I don’t particularly like something that potentially powerful just hanging out on my mate’s head,” Ben growled. “Now, who do we want to take with us when we go? Obviously, we all have to go. Mor is the only one who can get us there and back. The question is, how many people do we really want to take with us?”

      “We don’t want to take too many. That could be considered an act of war.” Arthur looked thoughtful.

      “We’re already at war with them, so who cares what they think?” Morgana snapped.

      “Why do you think that?” Mor looked at her, confused at this sudden change in Morgana. She was normally so open, but the appearance of the Morrigan had really thrown her out of whack.

      “Boris has spent centuries attacking my people and now is attacking yours.” She started pacing again. “He’s killed and enslaved countless others.” 

      Max paused, looking thoughtfully at Morgana before saying, “Today is the Summer Solstice, the day your mate was killed. Morgana, I know you lost your mate because of Boris, but that doesn’t make everyone in the Demon Realm evil. We don’t know what they’re really like.” 

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Morgana said through clenched teeth.

      “I know more than you think. Just because most of my family are sadistic pricks that doesn’t mean I am. You don’t judge me based off of my family, do you?” Max gave her a pointed look.

      “I don’t know your family,” Morgana said, face growing troubled.

      “Just like you don’t know them.” 

      Mor smiled softly at Max. He was so good at getting to the heart of a matter. “I know this will be very hard for you, Morgana. Maybe you shouldn’t go.”

      “Oh no, I should definitely go. I’m by far the strongest magic user of all of you." She stared up at the ceiling for a moment, obviously struggling with herself. "Fine. I will keep myself in check when we go."

      "Thank you, Morgana. I can't imagine how hard this will be for you." Mor went over to her and gave her a hug before turning to the others. "It's been a long day. I'm guessing we will want to go tomorrow, if possible? Who else should we bring?"

      "I think we should ask Tristan to come with us." Ben looked over at Arthur.

      "I think he should stay to run the army while we're gone." Arthur frowned.

      Ben was shaking his head. "We need his expertise. Sam and Lancelot can run it while we're gone."

      "I'd feel safer with another Dragon along with us, honestly." Sebastian said. "You all are quite big, and there is the whole breathing fire thing." 

      "Alright, it's settled then. Max, please notify Trisha that we will need food and drink for eight. Wait, how will we carry all of that?"

      "Magic, of course," Atreyu waggled his eyebrows at Mor.

      Giggling, Mor continued, "Arthur and Ben, go inform Tristan, Lancelot, Sam, and whoever else you pick of what's happening tomorrow. Sebastian and Atreyu, please inform your families that we will be going to find the missing Fae." She paused and then said, "I don't know that everyone needs to know where we are going, so use your best judgment. Otherwise, let's get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be a crazy day."
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      The next morning found Ben and Arthur awake before everyone else. Again. "One day, it'll be nice to sleep in. Or at least wake up with everyone else."

      Arthur took a sip of coffee before replying, "Wishful thinking, my friend. It's the curse of being in charge of the military."

      "Yeah, I know." He sighed and took a long drink of coffee. "At least we get the fresh coffee."

      "What do you think we'll find over there?" Arthur looked at him out of the side of his eye as they checked the packs.

      "I don't really know. The Morrigan said not to judge. In my head, all I see is black rock and lava, but I know that is from the human stories."

      "That's mostly the Christians. I liked the Human Realm better before them. Their Jesus was nice, but the ones in charge now are a bunch of assholes."

      Laughing, Ben nodded. "I met a lot of Christians that weren't bad, but you are right about most of the ones with power. They are really vivid in their imagery of demons and evil." He kept checking the packs, making sure there wasn't anything missing and that the Brownie spells were solid. "I always thought that strange, since there are so many evil people who are pretty."

      "That's pretty fucking true. I think these are good to go."

      "Agreed. Let's go make sure the others are getting up and ready. We need to get moving."

      "Do you think Mor will like the present we left her?"

      "Not sure, but she definitely needs to be wearing some sort of armor. And the leather armor will be the least uncomfortable for her."

      They got up to the room and Ben went in. Thankfully, the others were up and mostly dressed. Mor was struggling to get into the leather cuirass. Walking over, Ben helped her finish lacing up and getting her arm guards on. She looked hot as fuck. He cleared his throat, adjusted himself, and tried to think of anything but getting her back out of that leather.

      "What do you think of the armor?"

      "I like it, but I'm not sure why I'm wearing it?"

      "Because we're going into unknown territory, possibly hostile territory, love."

      "We don't know they're hostile."

      "We don't know they aren't." Morgana snapped from the door. "And the only one of their kind that we know is as hostile as you can get."

      "Good morning, Morgana. Did you have coffee yet?" Arthur's voice was dripping sweetness.

      "I'm heading down for breakfast. I'll see you there." She turned on her heel and left.

      Ben frowned. "Are we really sure she's going to be safe to go? We can't risk her starting something. If the others in the Demon Realm are as powerful as Boris is..."

      "She'll keep it together. Morgana knows what's at stake," Mor said confidently. "Come on, I'm hungry too. And coffee. Need coffee. I assume coffee was packed?"

      Ben laughed as he walked down with Mor and the others to breakfast. She definitely was a coffee addict. "Yes, love, I wouldn't dream of depriving you of coffee."

      Breakfast was quick, and as soon as they were done, Ben handed out the packs. They were all the same size, and light, but he had put the tent parts in specific packs so he wanted to make sure he remembered where they were. Without any fanfare, the eight of them left the house and made their way to the circle. 

      Once there, Ben watched as Mor took out the circlet and set it on her head."I think you all should get in before me. Maybe hold hands or touch each other's arms or something? I'll take Ben's hand as I step in, and we'll all be connected. I just don't want to accidentally only take some of us - or something."

      "Sounds good, beautiful." Atreyu stepped into the circle. Ben was so grateful to have him back. He brought balance to them with his easy going nature.

      When everyone was squeezed inside the circle, Ben reached out a hand to Mor and pulled her in. She closed her eyes and the Seeing Stone started to glow. The glow grew brighter and brighter until Ben had to close his eyes. They felt something pressing in on them until there was a pop. Ben opened his eyes before he could think about it and looked around. They were standing in a forest. That was unexpected. Ben pulled Mor behind and stepped out of the circle.

      The forest was silent. That was normal for a forest when animals were startled. However, not even a breeze moved through the trees. Hopefully they were the ones who did the startling. Looking around, and up, Ben gestured everyone forward. He had no idea where to go from here. 

      Ben looked over to Mor. "Care to point the way, love?"

      Mor closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them and pointed. "That way."

      "Any ideas on how far?" Tristan asked.

      "Nope," she shrugged. "It didn't feel far, but I have no idea if I'm using this thing correctly."

      "Come on, then. Nothing for it but to march forward." Arthur was grinning.

      Ben suppressed a sigh. Arthur loved an "adventure" way too much. Or maybe he had been stagnant for so long that he was reveling in the change. Either way, Ben prayed to the gods that he would settle down. He didn't know how much he could take of this. Adjusting the straps of his pack, Ben settled in to follow the group. His shoulder blades itched as if someone was watching them, but he couldn't see anyone. With Mor in the lead, Ben was feeling extra vigilant. He hated that she wasn't in the middle of the group. She was too vulnerable.

      They walked for the next several hours, still not hearing or seeing anything move. Mor occasionally stopped to check their direction. When they finally decided to stop and camp for the night, Ben still couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched. Which was the main reason Ben called for them to break for camp when they found a clearing that would give them a nice clear perimeter so they could set a watch.

      He set his pack down next to Tristan and Arthur. "I'm pretty sure we're being watched."

      Grunting as he started pulling out tent pieces, Tristan said, "I'm pretty sure we are too."

      "The question is, when will the watcher come out?" Arthur looked around.

      "I'll stop and talk to everyone to make sure they stay alert. And we'll need to set a watch tonight."

      "Every night we're here," Tristan snorted.

      "Agreed," Ben said before he turned to walk over to each of the others. He kept his voice low as he talked to each of them. They had all felt eyes watching them throughout the day, too. It took them a little longer to set up camp than Ben had expected, and night was falling by the time they had dinner started.

      It was completely dark when dinner finished cooking. They had just begun passing out food when a throat cleared just outside the light of their fire. 

      A deep voice rumbled through the clearing, "Hello, strangers. I'm coming in." 

      Ben and his brothers were up in a flash, surrounding Mor. 

      "Calm down. If I'd wanted to attack you I would have without announcing myself," the stranger declared.

      Ben stared into the dark where the voice was coming from. A moment later, he saw a creature step into the light. Ben had no idea what to call it. It - he - had to be over seven feet tall with black leather wings extending from his back. His skin was dark with a reddish hue, his hair was a deep red that was almost black. As the man - Demon - stepped closer, Ben could see his eyes were solid black.

      "Travelers, what brings you to this Realm?"

      Ben growled along with the rest of his brothers as the creature stepped closer. "Who are you?"

      The creature paused, hands on his hips. "Really? You come into my land and demand to know who I am? Young one, I suggest you take a moment to think about how you may want to approach me." His eyes lit with flames as he spoke and his wings spread behind him.

      Mor shoved Ben out of the way. "My apologies, sir. My mates tend to get a little overprotective of me. My name is Mor and I am looking for some of my subjects."

      "Fuck, darling, why would you just tell him everything?" Sebastian looked up, exasperated.

      Mor shrugged. "Well, arguing would only get us in a fight we don't want. And he's right, this is his world, not ours. And remember what we were told."

      Ben scrubbed a hand over his face. "Damn. Fine. What she said."

      The creature was staring at them, amusement written across his face. "Ah, mates. They can be such exasperating creatures. I wouldn't know myself, but I've seen it happen to friends." He grinned. "Welcome to the Daemon Realm."

      "Daemon? I thought it was Demon?"

      The Daemon looked exasperated. "Fucking humans got it all wrong. Just because Lucifer had the audacity to tell the people they should think for themselves and not be assholes. Are they still spouting that shit about burning in hellfire for eternity?"

      Mor giggled. "Yep! They are, and Lucifer is the King of Hell."

      "Well, they got the King part right, anyway. But he's certainly not burning anyone in hellfires. He doesn't even execute anyone anymore."

      "So, I'm Mor. Ben, Atreyu, Max, Sebastian, and Arthur are my mates. Morgana and Tristan came to help us."

      "It's very nice to meet you, Mor. I am Asmodeus." He bowed. "May I join you?"

      "Please! We just made dinner, would you like some?"

      Ben suppressed a groan. Mor was too nice sometimes. She had a point, but inviting him to dinner? Ben didn't sit down as the Daemon sat across from Mor. 

      Tristan handed him a plate and came to stand next to Morgana. 

      Mor glared around at all of them until finally they all sat down. 

      Ben shook his head and kept his place standing behind Mor.

      "Your mate is right to be vigilant." Asmodeus took a bite of food. "I actually agree with him that you are too trusting, my dear. But, in this case at least, you are correct in your assessment of me. Now, what makes you think you’re subjects are here? We don't typically have visitors, as it's rather hard to get to."

      "One of your people is in my realm, trying to take it over. He's stashed hostages of Fae and Shifters here to force their loved ones to fight for him."

      Asmodeus paused, his food halfway to his mouth. Before carefully setting his fork down he gently put his plate next to him, hands on his thighs. "What, pray tell, is the name of this Daemon who is ravaging your home world?"

      "Boris Thornheart."

      Asmodeus stood with a roar, his eyes flaming and fire running up his arms. "That worthless beard splitter is still alive? I thought he was killed ages ago." He heaved a breath. Then another before finally sitting down and picking up his plate again. "That must be why I haven't seen Shax. I should have checked. Damn."

      "We have no idea what you are talking about," Mor said.

      "Lucifer sent Shax to put him down. He was insane. He'd started a war with the Dragons and then was talking about taking over the Human and Magic Realms. What year is it?" 

      "Uhhh, in the human world it’s two-thousand and twenty."

      "Fuck. I lost a couple of centuries. I didn't realize it'd been that long since he sent him."

      "How do you lose centuries?" Ben stared at him, confused.

      "Oh you know, just reading and gardening. My horses.” He shrugged, finished his plate, and stood. "Well, I suggest we get some sleep. Tomorrow, I'll take you to meet Lucifer and we'll find your people. I’ll be back for you in the morning.” Without another word, Asmodeus unfurled his wings and pushed off. 

      Ben looked around at the others. "Set the watch and get some rest." He wanted them all ready to go for whatever tomorrow would bring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mor

      

      

      The next morning, Asmodeus was back just as breakfast was being served, refusing Mor’s offer to join them.He stood patiently as they finished and packed up. When everything was packed away and cleaned up Mor looked over at him and asked, "Which direction?"

      "Up." He smiled. Without warning, eight horses landed around him. 

      Eight. Flying. Horses. 

      "Holy fuck," she whispered. Mor stared at them in awe and forced herself to stop from running up to them. 

      "The fastest way to get there will be with my horses. That's where I went last night. Otherwise we'll be trekking through this forest for days, and I'm pretty sure you don't have time for that."

      "Flying horses!" Atreyu held up his hand for a high-five and Mor jumped up to hit his hand. 

      Asmodeus smiled. "I do love your enthusiasm, but we should get going. I have notified my king that he should be expecting us."

      "How do we ride them?" Morgana had thawed enough to speak in front of Asmodeus. Last night, she had spent a long time ranting about the need to be careful and how they couldn't trust these Daemons. Mor had finally told her to shut up and go to bed.

      "You won't do anything other than sit. They will follow me." He regarded her. "I suppose you and the two other Dragons could simply fly and probably carry the others. I wasn't sure how you'd feel about being ridden, and then I wasn't sure if you'd prefer to ride like the others or fly yourself."

      Morgana drew back, shock on her face. "How do you know what we are?"

      "Young one, I know you believe you are ancient. But your people are as children compared to me. We remember the birth of your realm. I saw the first Dragon shift. Believe me when I tell you, I can see who you are."

      "How is that possible?" Tristan's voice was soft.

      "When you have been around long enough, you pick up some extra tricks. Now, we stay to ourselves. After the humans figured out how to kill our mates, we decided to remain here and took steps to ensure it was almost impossible to get here. Boris...lost his mate to those wars. Some of our people were driven mad by that and had to be put down." He shook his head, "Come, enough melancholy. The king is expecting us. What is your preference, Dragons?"

      "We'll ride the horses." Arthur grinned. "I do love horses."

      Mor smiled at the ridiculous grin on his face. He looked like a kid in a candy shop. 

      Asmodeus instructed them in how to sit on the horses and hold on to the mane. Apparently, these horses did not accept saddles. But that was fine. Totally fine. Bareback on a flying horse. What could go wrong? 

      Mor startled as her horse stomped a hoof and snorted, turning to look at her. "What? So I'm a little nervous."

      Asmodeus laughed right next to her, making Mor jump. "You speak to them as you would me."

      "Fae horses are...different from regular horses."

      "Good, then you'll understand these are as well. Hold on." He jumped in the air, his powerful wings sending him into the sky.

      Mor's grip on the horse's mane tightened as its wings moved. Within moments they were airborne, and Mor forced herself to keep her eyes open. A few moments later and they were skimming the tops of the trees. Asmodeus kept them low, which Mor was grateful for. The forest stretched on for miles all around them, which explained why Asmodeus wanted them to fly. An hour into their flight, Mor saw a tall building rising out of the forest. 

      Asmodeus pointed to it and nodded back at her.

      Looking around, she saw her mates scanning the area. She wasn't sure what they thought they would be able to do against a hostile here while riding the flying horse of one of the possible hostiles. Morgana kept smiling and then stopping. Good. She needed to stop seeing everything through her anger. Hopefully Lucifer would be willing to help them. 

      Lucifer. 

      It really hit her how insane her life was. She was a queen who had five mates, one of whom was fucking King Arthur, and she was on her way to meet Lucifer. Who apparently wasn't a bad guy.

      Best not to think too hard about it. She didn't have time to be overwhelmed. Right now she just needed to find a way to make sure Lucifer agreed to help them. She wasn't sure what they could possibly offer to them, but she had to find something. If she didn't return with the hostages, then there was no way she could break Boris's hold over her people. The castle in the distance grew bigger - and bigger - until Mor's jaw was hanging open. It was like a small mountain. 

      Asmodeus guided them to a landing in front of a huge set of doors. "Welcome to Hell’s Gate!" When they all stared at him in horror, Asmodeus laughed. "I'm just teasing. I couldn't help it." He winked and pushed open one of the doors. "We don't actually have a name for the castle. It's always just been the castle, but when we allowed certain humans here many centuries ago they all panicked. And it's been a long time since I had someone new to tease."

      Mor just stared at him blankly. He was so confusing. Arthur tried to push her behind him, clearly on guard. With an exasperated sigh, Mor stepped around him and followed Asmodeus inside. The hall inside was light and airy. Not at all what she had expected. She needed to remember what the Morrigan had said and stop judging. 

      They didn't walk very far before coming to a door that had two more Daemon's standing outside of it, clearly guarding. They looked so different from Asmodeus, Mor had to force herself not to stare. One had skin so white it shown, with black feathered wings and two horns curling back over his long, white, hair. The other had no wings and his feet were hooves. His skin was a bright red, and he was bald with intricate gold tattoos covering his exposed skin. 

      The shining one bowed his head to Asmodeus and stepped aside, allowing them through the entrance. Without a word to them, Asmodeus swept through the entryway. The Daemons openly stared at them as they walked through the door. 

      Mor forced herself to smile at them as she followed Asmodeus. The room they walked into was a large office. There was a huge three-sided desk facing the door, with massive floor to ceiling windows behind it. To the left was a sitting area with a coffee table covered by a puzzle. 

      At the desk sat a Daemon with bronze skin and shining, white wings. His hair was golden, and fell well past his shoulders. He was playing Solitaire. The king of Daemons was playing Solitaire. 

      "Hello, Asmodeus. I see you've brought our guests." His voice was deep and when he looked up, his eyes were filled with flames.

      "I have. May I present to you Mor, Atreyu, Sebastian, Arthur, Max, Ben, Morgana, and Tristan. All, I have the honor of presenting King Lucifer."

      Lucifer's gaze danced over all of them, lingering on Morgana a moment longer than appropriate. 

      Mor glanced over at Morgana to see her staring at the floor, cheeks red. Huh. That was interesting. 

      "Welcome, all. I am quite surprised you were able to find your way here." His eyes focused on the Seeing Stone still in its place around Mor's head. "I do recognize that. It has been a long time since I've seen it. Why have you come?"

      "My people have been taken hostage by one of your kind and are being held somewhere in your realm." 

      "Your people?"

      Sebastian stepped forward and bowed. "May I formally present, Queen Mor of the House Byrne, Queen of the Fae and Dragons and Arthur, King of the Dragons."

      Lucifer looked startled. "I wasn't aware the Dragons allowed interbreeding. I'm glad to see that's changed."

      "Only recently, my lord. I wasn't about to let my mate walk away because of some ridiculous tradition." 

      "Good. Now, Asmodeus mentioned something about Boris taking your people? I sent Shax to kill him, so he shouldn't be a problem."

      "So, it turns out that was a couple centuries ago." Asmodeus looked sheepish.

      "Seriously? How did we lose a couple of centuries? Damn." Lucifer ran a hand through his long hair, messing it up. "So now we have missing Fae, a missing Daemon, and an insane Daemon trying to take over a realm. How could he have over powered Shax?"

      "Well, my Lord, he hunted down my family and drained them of their power." Mor said.

      "How did you manage to escape?" 

      "Mostly dumb luck. He had stuck me with a human family to raise until I was old enough to be drained and then bred. But Atreyu found me and brought me to my mates, and then we surprised him and drove him off. But now he's settled in with an army of forced conscripts surrounding him and some seriously deadly magic."

      "Drained their power? How is that possible?" Lucifer stood and stepped around the desk.

      Mor forced herself not to back up. He was even taller than Asmodeus. "We don't know." 

      "He has a power that is able to keep someone from hearing, seeing, and moving. It's like a black wave that washes over you. My guess is that he uses that somehow to incapacitate his victims so he can do whatever it is he does to steal their power." 

      Lucifer drew up short. "I'm sorry, did you say a black wave that steals your ability to move, hear, or see?" 

      "Yes. It takes a ridiculous amount of power to stop it." Max added.

      "He stole Shax's power! I didn't know that was possible!" Asmodeus was staring at Lucifer, eyes wide, as he spoke. "We cannot allow that to continue. He'd come here, eventually. Especially since you sent Shax to put him down."

      "What choice did I have? He wanted to invade the other realms!" Lucifer sat down on his couch with a thud. 

      "Well, now he has invaded the Fae Realm. And if he isn't stopped, he'll move on to the Human Realm. And I'm sure he'll keep going to any place he can get to."

      "Very well. We will aid you in finding the missing Fae and join in your fight. It's time for us to rejoin the world, it seems." Lucifer looked at the Seeing Stone again. "Would you please tell me where you got that?"

      Mor glanced at Arthur and waited for his nod. When he did, she said, "I received it when I was bound to Arthur. It's been passed down in his family for a very long time."

      "And does it...speak...to you?" He seemed hesitant.

      "I see visions with it. And I was visited by - ” Mor hesitated, unsure if she should say.

      "The Morrigan?" His face lit up with hope. 

      "Yes."

      "Lucifer, you know what that must mean!" Asmodeus was grinning.

      "It's time. I thought she had left us here, but it's time."

      "Would you please let us in on whatever it is you're talking about?" Atreyu asked.

      Lucifer turned to look at him, seemingly surprised. "I'm sorry. The Morrigan promised centuries ago that when the Seeing Stone returned, it would be time for us to venture out again and find our mates." He glanced at Morgana before turning back to Mor. "Your arrival here, with that stone around your head, is a sign that we can be whole again."

      "I don't understand." Mor was confused. "What do you mean by ‘be whole again’?"

      "When our mates were killed, we lost pieces of ourselves. We almost went insane, but the Morrigan promised my people that one day we would find mates again. We just had to wait for the right time."

      "Awwwww!" Mor grinned at them. "That's so exciting!"

      "First, we need to find your missing Fae and then we need to take out Boris. I will not waste my second chance." Lucifer stood. "I will summon my guard and we will find your Fae before nightfall. You have my word. Asmodeus, please escort our guests to a place they can wait more comfortably. I will send for you all as soon as we have something."

      Mor nodded. "Thank you, King Lucifer. I look forward to our alliance." She followed Asmodeus out but kept an eye on Morgana. She glanced back at Lucifer several times, her blush deepening every time she made eye contact with him. Grinning to herself, Mor caught up to Asmodeus and her mates who were in a deep discussion on strategy. Hope filled her at the thought they were almost to the end. Now to just make sure it really happened.
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      Asmodeus was a wealth of information. He'd been in more battles than Arthur had dreamed of, and he had been very close to Boris. They spent the day discussing possible ways to subvert the power that Boris now had and different ways to break the line surrounding the Fae castle. The biggest problem was Mor's insistance that minimal force be used to attack the Fae in Boris' army.

      Not that he would ever call it a problem in front of Mor, but it definitely added quite a bit of difficulty when planning a war. No matter, they would all do as she asked. The question was, rather, if the Daemon's would respect her orders. He was still trying to process that they were going to help them at all. He couldn't imagine losing his mate and then finding another one. He hadn't thought it worked that way.

      Asmodeus had trailed off again, his face far away as he thought of something. "I never found my mate."

      "What?" Arthur struggled to catch up.

      "My mate. I never found her. We holed up here before I could." Asmodeus grinned, "I have a chance now. One I never thought I would have."

      "It's a beautiful thing. Terrifying, but beautiful." He looked over to where Mor was talking softly with Morgana and Atreyu. "I never want to be away from her, and every thought is to protect. Which I have to stop myself from doing because she's powerful in her own right. And stubborn."

      "I look forward to that," he smiled and shook his head. "I need to maintain my focus, lest I make a mistake and never get to meet my mate. Tell me more about the army we will be facing.

      "Well, most of them are there because they have no choice. It's that or risk the death of their hostage. But there are a few we think are there because they have taken his side. And then there are the ones spelled into following his lead."

      "What? He has grown powerful in the last centuries. That is not something he was able to do before."

      "Regardless, how do we kill him? If your assassin couldn't - what could we possibly do? I know how hard it is to kill a Dragon, but your kind is even stronger."

      "We are very strong, that is true. The surest way is to cut off the head and remove the heart. Otherwise there is a chance of return."

      "Wow. I'm not completely sure what to think of that," Arthur stared at him. "What was Boris like before he went crazy?"

      "Mostly reserved. When he met his mate, he focused on her. She was beautiful and human."

      "How would that work? She'd die so quickly."

      "Our binding ceremony allows the mate's life to be tied to ours. We don't have females, so the only way we find mates is outside of ourselves. So we discovered a way to bind their life to ours. But the human mages severed that bond and killed our mates."

      "Damn." Arthur clapped him on the shoulder. "I'm glad we can help." He grinned. "Sorry, I keep getting sidetracked. So. The army surrounds the castle, and like I said, most are there under duress. There are some shifters who are being forced there as well. Our scouts have seen Bears and Wolves, but there may be more. They also saw Giants. We think they are there for, ah, fun."

      "I remember the Giants. They were alway war hungry." He was silent then, deep in concentration. "Why are you all focused on taking the castle? Why not focus on just getting to Boris?"

      "Apparently, the Fae castle houses some weapons or objects or something of great power. We can't risk Boris somehow gaining access to them."

      Tristan and Ben came over to join them. "Discussing strategy?" Tristan said as he sat down.

      "Yes. I just gave Asmodeus the rundown of what we are looking at."

      "Great. You should know that our queen does not want to hurt the conscripts." Ben said.

      "But it doesn't matter why they are fighting for him - they're fighting for him."

      "I know. But our queen feels they are innocent and should be protected."

      Tristan added, "It's part of why she'll make a great queen. She cares more about them than she does herself. But it will make battling extremely hard if we can't find those hostages."

      "I'm not sure how to handle that. We'd best hope Lucifer can follow through on finding them, eh? Not that I have any doubt. He knows this Realm better than any of us. While we were playing with horses and flowers, he was exploring every part of it."

      "I'm so glad to hear that," Mor smiled as she wrapped an arm around Arthur. "He's all caught up?"

      Kissing her hand, Arthur said, "Yes, my rose."

      "It's very important to me to protect all my people. Even those in Boris' army." Her face was serious.

      "How long have you reigned?" Asmodeus asked.

      "Technically, never." Mor smiled.

      "My rose was just found by her Fae mates a few months ago just before Boris attempted to steal her powers and..."

      "Use me like a broodmare." Mor finished when Arthur couldn't. "But it doesn't matter how long I've been a queen - officially or unofficially. It wouldn't be right to hurt them."

      "Understood. I'll talk with Lucifer and make sure everyone knows." Asmodeus gave a small bow in her direction.

      "Asmodeus, how long do you really think it will take for Lucifer to find the missing Fae?"

      "It's already done." Lucifer's deep voice sounded from the doorway.

      "Seriously? Fuck, that was fast." Atreyu grinned.

      Arthur barely kept from saying something. That was not the way to address foreign royalty. But Atreyu had his own way of doing things, and it somehow didn't seem to bother the Daemons. Thankfully. Lucifer just raised an eyebrow at Atreyu and nodded. "Indeed, that was fast." Arthur said, "Thank you for your assistance."

      "I will do more than that to help the one one who has brought us hope again." Lucifer smiled at Mor, bowing deeply. "You should know, my Daemons are calling you Hope Bringer."

      Mor looked horrified. "Nooooo. No. No. No. That will not be a thing. That's - that's - not a thing. I refuse."

      "I'm not sure you can refuse that, my rose," grinning, Arthur pulled her in to his lap. "Mor, Queen of the Fae and Dragons, the Hope Bringer."

      "Uuugh. It sounds like a B-movie."

      "What is a B-movie?" Asmodeus cocked his head in confusion.

      "Oh, I guess you wouldn't know. That's ok, we'll invite you to movie night." Mor patted his hand.

      "I want to ask, but I'm sure I won't understand the explanation and that it will take a long time." Lucifer paused thoughtfully before continuing, "I have found your missing hostages and my Daemons are working to free them as we speak. Once they are freed, I will assist you in taking them back to your realm." He sat across from Mor and Arthur. "I'd like to come with you when you go. My Daemons are ready to help in any way we can. Boris must be stopped. If he's found a way to steal power, he will not stop until he has fulfilled whatever mad plan he has."

      Arthur helped Mor to sit up straight in his lap, but didn't let her stand up. He knew he should place her next to him so she could formally address the king, but he couldn't bring himself to let her go. She glanced up at him with a smile before speaking, "I can't ask you to join this fight. Too many people are being hurt already. I'm happy to have your help to get the hostages to the Magic Realm, but I won't ask for more than that."

      "You are not asking, we are offering this to you as the Hope Bringer." His grin was saucy. "Look, either way we will be helping you. Boris was one of us and needs to be stopped. And as it is, he is incredibly powerful and we cannot risk him stealing more powers."

      "My rose, we should accept their help. The more we have on our side, the greater the chance of success with minimal losses."

      "Arthur is right, love." Max said as he joined them.

      Mor was silent for another moment before finally nodding. "Fine. But you can't call me Hope Bringer."

      "I wouldn't dream of it, Queen Mor." Lucifer grinned. "I will have the hostages brought here to the castle and tomorrow morning we will all go back to the Magic Realm. Asmodeus, please show our guests to a place they may rest for the evening. I will have dinner sent to your rooms since I must return to assist in destroying that prison Boris created."

      "Thank you, King Lucifer." Arthur could see Mor trying to suppress a giggle. She struggled for a moment and then lost it.

      "She did this with me, too." Arthur said to Lucifer.

      "What is she laughing about?"

      "She's been having a hard time wrapping her mind around meeting people of legend. You know, Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, Lucifer, King of Hell. That sort of thing."

      "I do not know your story but I would like to hear it some day." Lucifer nodded. "Perhaps then I will understand her mirth. For now, I will not take offense because I can see her truth." He grinned wickedly at Mor, who had finally gotten herself under control. "Goodnight, HB," he winked and strode out of the room.

      "Hey! He promised not to call me that!" Mor was indignant.

      "No, he promised not to call you Hope Bringer. He was quite specific." Asmodeus was grinning at her. "You will learn that we Daemons do love a good loophole. Come! I will take you to your rooms."

      Arthur snorted as he stood, steadying Mor on her feet. "I rather like them. They are going to be fun." He looked around for Morgana and found her standing in the back of the room, her face carefully blank. Leaving Mor to the others, he went over to get her. "Are you alright, Morgana? You've been rather quiet since we met Asmodeus, and more so since we arrived here."

      Her face was strained as she looked at him. "I'm fine. Just, um, facing some truths."

      "Anything I can help with?"

      "Ah, no. Not now. Maybe later?" She patted his arm with a forced smile on her face and then walked over to Asmodeus. "I'd like to be shown to my room. I'm rather tired all of a sudden."

      "Of course, my lady Morgana." Asmodeus smiled and led them out of the room. "Queen Mor, you and your mates will be residing in the suite reserved for visiting royalty. Not that we've had visiting royalty in centuries, but the rooms had a preservation spell so it will be fresh."

      They didn't have to walk very far before Asmodeus pushed open a set of doors with a flourish. He was right, the rooms looked like they had been cleaned just that morning. Mor grinned as she went in search of the bathroom. When they heard water running, Arthur turned to Asmodeus with a chuckle. "She won't be out for a while. Thank you for helping us."

      "It is my pleasure. I'll leave you to it." He stepped back into the hall with Morgana and Tristan. 

      Arthur joined his brothers in pulling out their clothes. Seeing Mor's pack, he grabbed it and pulled out her things, bringing them to the bathroom.  He glanced over to Mor, who was singing a song while neck deep in the huge tub. Arthur grinned and started to walk over to her when she yawned. Changing his mind, he grabbed a towel and brought it over to her. He kissed her forehead and then left her alone. Any time she had to relax, he would make sure she had it.
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      She had woken up before the sun was up, ready to get going. Her mates had grumbled but gotten ready with her, anyway. By the time they were all dressed, someone was knocking on their door. Max had opened it to the Daemon with the white hair and black wings. He'd bowed and gestured for them to follow him.

      Mor had tried to make small talk, but he had not responded. She wasn't sure if he didn't want to speak or couldn't. When they arrived at breakfast, Morgana and Tristan were already there talking with Lucifer and Asmodeus. Well, Tristan was talking. Morgana was picking at her breakfast and stealing glances at Lucifer almost as often as he was glancing at her. That was going to be fun to watch develop, Mor thought as she forced down a smirk.

      "Good morning, King Lucifer. Asmodeus. Were you able to free my people?"

      "My people tell me the enchantments are just about broken. As soon as we are done with breakfast, I will take you to them."

      "Thank you." Mor grinned, "I can't believe you found them!"

      "What, did you not think that I would do as I said?"

      "Well, we don't really know you," she shrugged.

      "That is true. Regardless, your people will be free soon. And then I will show you how to use the Seeing Stone to open a portal. You won't be able to transport them all through."

      "That's not possible," Morgana looked up at Lucifer. "There is no way to create a real portal."

      "How would you know, young one?" Lucifer gave her a cocky smile as a blush crept up Morgana's neck.

      "He has a point, Morgana. We don't really know what it's capable of. You said yourself that there were no written accounts of what it could do, right?" Mor reached over and squeezed Morgana's hand. She was definitely struggling.

      Morgana just nodded and went back to staring at her food. Breakfast passed quickly, and Lucifer led them back to the entrance of the castle. The flying horses were waiting for them, and Mor ran up to the one that had carried her here. The horse pushed its head into her chest and she started petting it. "Hello again." She leaned her forehead against the horse's.

      "I do believe you have stolen my horse from me." His face disgruntled, Asmodeus stood with hands on his hips. "Well, at least she will be going to a queen."

      "What?" Mor looked over at him, confused.

      "I am gifting you my horse. She clearly loves you."

      "Oh, my gosh! Thank you! So much! What's her name?"

      "Her name is Fury."

      "Really? Seems a bit violent for this sweet thing." Mor kissed Fury's nose.

      "You'll see why she got that name." Asmodeus winked.

      "Come! Enough of this. My Daemons tell me they are about to break the spells. I've asked them to wait until we are there."

      Mor scrambled on to Fury's back. This was really happening. They were going to get the Fae back. And then go back to the Magic Realm with the addition of some fucking Daemon's. She felt real hope filling her. They had an actual chance to defeat Boris and Selina and save her people at the same time. As Fury took off, Mor couldn't stop the grin that stretched across her face. She felt a pulse of happiness from her mates and looked around to see them watching her with matching smiles.

      The flight only took an hour and then they were landing in front of a cliff. There were five Daemons standing in front of the cliff. None of them looked alike except that they all stood with their arms stretched toward the wall, palms out, with blank looks on their faces. As soon as they landed, Lucifer went to the one in the middle and leaned in, whispering something. A moment later there was a pulse in the air around them and suddenly a door appeared in the cliff.

      Without a moment's hesitation, the Daemons who had been working their magic rushed to the door and opened it. They disappeared inside, and Mor went to follow, only to be stopped by Lucifer and her mates. "I want to go see them!"

      "There are guards in there. Some of them are Daemons who have turned traitor."

      "I'll go in, Mor." Ben kissed her softly and headed in, saying, "Sebastian, want to join?"

      "Of course." He kissed Mor, "We will be back shortly with your people."

      "Damn it. Why can't I go in? I literally have more power than either of them." Mor glared around at the others.

      "Like it or not, as the Queen of the Fae and Dragons, you will be protected. You'll have to lead some battles, but for things like this monarchs have to sit it out. Too much risk." Lucifer sighed.

      "We will make the best of it, my rose." Arthur kissed her hand. "Ben and Sebastian will represent us well."

      They waited in silence for them to come back out. Mor cringed every time she heard a bang from inside the cliff. A short time later, Ben and Sebastian came out with smudged faces. They were followed by a line of confused looking Fae. They were mostly females and children, but there were a few males in the group. Behind them came some who looked like humans, but the way they sniffed the air and walked told Mor they were shifters. Finally, the Daemons came out and nodded toward Lucifer and Mor.

      Lucifer stepped forward, "I would like to introduce myself. My name is Lucifer, King of the Daemons. You were put here by one who was sentenced to death by me. For that, you have my humblest of apologies. Your Queen, Mor of the House of Byrne, came to me with the information that you had been taken by Boris Thornheart, who was once one of my subjects, and hidden here as hostages. Your Majesty?" Lucifer bowed to Mor.

      Taking a deep breath, Mor stepped forward. "You do not know me, but I am the last daughter of the House of Byrne. I was found by Atreyu, Sebastian, Ben, and Max. Now, I am fighting to end Boris' invasion. He has conscripted your loved ones to his army." She took a steadying breath before saying, "I am asking you to join me, and to fight if you are able, so that we can let your loved ones know they do not have to continue fighting for Boris to keep you safe." She waited, holding her breath to see what would happen.

      One by one, the Fae and then the shifters stepped forward and bowed to her. Mor couldn't stop the smile on her face if she'd wanted to. She bowed her head to the former hostages before turning to Lucifer, "Alright. How do I use this to create a portal? And how many of your people are joining us?"

      "Asmodeus will be leading these Daemons to join you. They are our strongest magic uses and most skilled in combat, both physical and magical."

      "You will not be joining us?" Max asked.

      "No. I need to remain here to find out if this poison goes any deeper than those that were here." His face was grim. "Will you please put on the Seeing Stone? I need to get you all home so we can all start to excise the poison that is Boris."

      Mor nodded and reached around into her pack. She pulled out the circlet and put it on her head. "Alright, what do I do?"

      "Before, you turned your thoughts inward, correct?" When Mor nodded, Lucifer continued, "This time, you push your thoughts out through the Seeing Stone. Focus your magic there - imagine it is a funnel for it. As you do that, picture your magic forming a gate to wherever it is you want to go."

      "Where would be safest, do you think?" Mor asked Atreyu, who looked thoughtful.

      "I would say near the practice yards. One of us should go through first, as fast as possible, to clear anyone out and make sure they know it's not something bad."

      "Will you do that?"

      "Sure thing, beautiful. Let's do it."

      Mor nodded and closed her eyes. Focusing the magic through the stone was much harder than she thought it would be. She felt sweat break out on her forehead as she struggled to force the magic through. Finally she felt a pop and suddenly everything was flowing. Mor turned her thoughts to a door - a really big door - and pictured it opening on the yards. Her magic was searching and then she felt a little click when it settled on the yard.

      She opened her eyes, "It's ready."

      Atreyu nodded and ran through without hesitating. A moment later, he came back through and said, "Works," before disappearing again.

      "Holy fuck, I can't believe he did that."

      "He trusts your magic more than you do, Mor." Morgana stepped up next to her. "You should trust it like he does."

      "I'll work on that." Mor nodded. "Ben, can you get everyone moving? I'm not totally sure how long I can hold this."

      "Your Majesty, how long will Mor need to rest after this?" Morgana finally looked directly at Lucifer. Her voice was steady, but the blush was creeping back up her neck.

      "She will most likely sleep for a day. This will drain most of her magic." His stare was direct, unwavering, like he was memorizing her face.

      "If you will excuse me, I am going to try to speed them up." She gave a small bow and walked away with Tristan close on her heels.

      The Fae and shifters began moving a little faster. She wasn't sure how many there were, but it was at least a couple hundred. Boris had been very thorough in his abductions. When they were about halfway through Mor felt her magic running through her faster and swayed where she sat on the back of Fury. "I think they should hurry."

      "Fuck," Max ran off to help Morgana, Ben, and Tristan. 

      Arthur and Sebastian got on either side of Mor, on their horses. The horses all kept their wings tightly folded so they could be close to Mor and hold her up. "Get her next to the portal so we can go through as soon as everyone else is through." 

      Fury snorted and started walking forward slowly so the other two could keep pace with her. Mor's vision narrowed as she focused on keeping the portal open until all she saw was the gate and everyone pouring through. "Almost...done?" She gasped. 

      "Just a few more, darling. Hold on." 

      Sebastian had his arm around her, holding her up. If he hadn't been, Mor was sure she would have fallen off of Fury already. Her vision was down to a pinpoint when Arthur shouted, "Go, now!" and she felt Fury take off at a run. Moments later, she felt pressure pushing her down and leaving her gasping before it was gone just as quickly. 

      "Let the magic go, Mor. You can close it now." Mor struggled to open her eyes, to do something. She couldn't move, couldn't stop the magic from pouring through the Seeing Stone.

      "Dammit, pull the circlet off of her head!" She heard Asmodeus shouting. Someone grabbed the circlet and yanked it off of her head. As soon as it was off, she felt the Stone's connection to her shut off. She could hear voices around her, but couldn't say anything as she sank into darkness.
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      Sebastian had gasped as Mor fell from the back of Fury. As soon as Arthur had pulled the Seeing Stone from her head, she had just collapsed. He had panicked for a moment, thinking she was dead, but then he saw her chest rising and falling as she breathed and he had relaxed a tiny bit. Morgana had run up then and ordered them to take her to their suite.

      Now he was sitting on the bed next to Mor, just watching her breathe. Morgana had said it was fine, just a reaction to being drained by using such powerful magic, but he couldn't shake the fear that they had almost lost her. He didn't ever want her to use that kind of power again. She didn't know it, but she had brought back several hundred Fae and shifters. Morgana and Tristan had turned them over to Amelia and her mates.

      Arthur, Ben, Max, and Atreyu were finalizing plans with Morgana and Tristan right now. They were trying to find a way to let the army with Boris know that the hostages were safe. Sebastian had volunteered to stay with Mor. He knew the others were needed for planning. He had always been Ben's Second, but truth be told, Arthur was better suited to leading the armies with Ben than he was. And with Atreyu directing the scouts and Max the field medics, Sebastian was the best choice.

      Which is what he had argued, since in reality there was no way he could leave her right now. He knew it was hard for the others to be away from her, but he didn't feel bad at all that he found a way to make sure he got to stay with her. They all wanted to, but this battle needed to happen sooner rather than later. He pulled her tight against him, just needing to be close to her.

      Arthur opened the door and came in, "How's she doing?"

      "No real change," Sebastian shrugged, "But I think she may be breathing a little easier."

      Just then, Mor yawned and snuggled into him. A moment later, Mor's eyes blinked open. "Sebastian?"

      "Hey, darling, how are you feeling?" The bed dipped as Arthur sat on the bed next to Mor.

      "A little tired." She blinked again and then sat up, panic on her face. "What happened? Did everyone make it through? Was I strong enough?"

      "Yes, my rose. Everyone made it through. You did so well."

      "How long have I been out?"

      "Just a little under twenty-four hours. Morgana told us that Lucifer said it would be about a day after holding that much magic over that kind of distance."

      She yawned again, then stretched. Sebastian tried to ignore the way her shirt pulled tight across her chest. And he certainly was not noticing how hard her nipples were. Nope. "That makes sense, I guess. It was a lot. And over time and space, I suppose, since it was between Realms." She looked down at her shirt and picked it from her body. "Yuck. I need to change."

      Arthur growled low in his throat, "We can help you with that."

      Sebastian groaned as the scent of Mor's arousal hit him. "I do believe our queen likes that idea." He traced his hands lightly up Mor's sides, loving the way she shivered. He pushed her shirt up over her head and threw it to the side. Pulling her hair off of her shoulder, Sebastian kissed up her neck while Arthur bent down and started sucking on a nipple. Sebastian let his hand drift to the other breast and start plucking at her nipple.

      Mor moaned as Sebastian whispered, "Is this the help you wanted?"

      "No, but I want it now." Mor turned her head and kissed him hard.

      Sebastian groaned into her mouth, then slipped a hand down between her legs as he kissed her. Sebastian dragged a finger over her slit, getting harder as he felt how wet she was. "My queen, I think you're rather excited. Let's see what we can do about that." He plunged a finger into her, then two, and started pumping them. She moaned as her hips moved in response and Arthur claimed her mouth. Sebastian pressed the heel of his hand down a little harder, making sure to hit her clit, and then groaned as he felt her explode around his fingers.

      "That's a good girl, darling," he whispered in her ear. "I love to feel you come all over me. Do it again." He moved his hand faster this time. Arthur was nipping at her neck, his hands plucking at her nipples. Moments later, Mor came with a loud moan. "Such a good girl." He turned her head to make her watch as he put his fingers to his mouth and sucked them clean.

      "Sebastian, Arthur - please - I - ”

      "I believe our mate needs us, brother." Arthur's voice was a growl and deeper than usual as he stared down at Mor. He had pulled away and one hand was on his cock, slowly stroking it as he watched Mor with a wicked smile.

      "I think we should give her what she needs." Sebastian laid back and pulled Mor with him. He rolled her on top of him and positioned her over the head of his cock. She tried to push down, but Sebastian gripped her hips tighter and slowly lowered her onto him. When he finally filled her, Mor let out a moan that had his hips buck under her.

      Arthur moved behind Mor and pushed into her ass. Sebastian groaned with Mor at the feeling. She felt so tight, he couldn't wait to feel her come on them. They started moving and Sebastian pulled Mor down for a kiss. She moaned into his mouth as they moved faster, harder, until she pulled her head back and came with a scream. Feeling her pulse around him triggered Sebastian's orgasm, he moaned as he came in her.

      After a moment, the three of them collapsed on the bed. "Well, if doing crazy big magic leads to that, I'll need to do it more often." Mor grinned up at the ceiling.

      "My rose, we'll give that to you as often as you like. No need to nearly kill yourself to get what's already yours." Arthur sat up on an elbow and frowned down at her.

      "I was joking, Arthur." She reached a hand up and pulled him down for a soft kiss.

      "Unfortunately, darling, we need to get moving. We have a lot to get done. The others have been organizing the army and the former hostages."

      "Where does that stand?" Mor pushed up from the bed. "Wait, tell me as we're getting ready." She stood, wobbled for a second, then made her way to the bathroom.

      Sebastian followed her in, but didn't get in the shower with her. He knew what would happen if he did. Arthur came in with some clothes for her and said, "We have the army ready to go. But we're stuck on how to get word to Boris' army that the hostages are all home and safe."

      She was washing her hair, and Sebastian had to look away. He turned to Arthur, who was pulling on his clothes, and said, "What are the ideas so far?"

      "Well, we thought of sneaking in a messenger but then how do we prove it. Then we thought to send one of those hologram things, but we aren't completely sure how they work yet. And that could still be faked. Then we wondered if maybe we should just have them march with us."

      Mor got out of the shower, and Sebastian handed her a towel. As soon as she was dry, Mor wrapped her hair in the towel and pulled on her clothes. She finally spoke as she was pulling her hair back in a braid. "What about picking the strongest - physically, magically, whatever - Fae and shifters and having them come with us? They can stay with us, in the safety of the camp, and then they can be on the front lines with me when we finally go to battle."

      "Well, that could work, but - "

      "I wasn't done, you silly Fae." Mor kissed Sebastian as she passed by him to leave the bathroom. "I can inform Boris's army we rescued the hostages and they'll be able to actually see them there, next to me. But as soon as they charge, we have them drop back and our army come forward. Unless they want to fight, of course."

      They were both silent as they went downstairs. Sebastian looked over at Arthur, "I think that could work."

      "I agree. It's the best of all the options unless they've managed to come up with something while we were, ah, busy." He grinned.

      "Is everyone in the War Room?" Mor asked.

      "Yes, darling." Sebastian stepped ahead of her and opened the door for her.

      "Mor!" Atreyu whooped from across the room and ran over to her, sweeping her up in a hug and then kissing her silly. "Are you okay? Do you need to sit down? Do you - oh." A sly grin crossed his face. "You're doing just fine, aren't you, beautiful?" 

      She winked at him and then went to Ben and Max to be hugged and kissed. Mor finally made her way to her chair, nodding to Tristan and Lancelot as she sat.. "Arthur caught me up. Do you have any new ideas?"

      Ben was already shaking his head. "We haven't been able to think of anything else."

      "Okay, here's what we're going to do. Those of the former hostages who are physically able, and willing, will march with the army. When we get there to start the siege, they will come to the front with me and I will make sure they are seen by Boris' army. If we settle in for siege, then they can go assimilate with the army or head to a safe distance. If Boris immediately attacks, our army will step forward to take their places and keep them protected."

      Ben looked at her, surprise on his face. "That would work."

      "Don't look so surprised, Ben." Mor raised an eyebrow.

      "I just - ”

      "Wasn't expecting a good strategy from me? I have been listening, you know." She smiled and patted his hand. "So, now that we have a plan I just want to add that if there is a parent with an underage child they will not be allowed to come with us. They need to stay here. We can't risk them being turned back into hostages."

      "Agreed." Sebastian sat forward. "Now that we have a plan, when will we be marching out? The sooner we get moving, the better."

      "We'll take the rest of today to talk with everyone we rescued. Supply lines are ready to go and the army is ready to march. As soon as we figure out what we need for the additions, we'll be ready to go. So tomorrow morning." Arthur said.

      "Morgana, Tristan, Atreyu, and Max. I want you to go to the hostages and tell them about our plan and ask if they would be willing to come. Arthur and Ben, please go inform your commanders that we will be marching tomorrow. Sebastian, I'd like you to help me get our packs ready. Everyone is clear on what they are doing?" When everyone nodded, Mor said, "Good. Recruit others to help you if you need. Let's get moving." She stood and strode out of the room.

      "Holy fuck that was hot." Sebastian held a hand to his heart. His brothers were staring after her too, jaws hanging open.

      Finally, Atreyu cleared his throat, "And that, my brothers, is a queen. Long live Queen Mor." He blinked. "That was so hot to watch." Atreyu held up a fist for a bump and Ben did it without blinking. 

      Sebastian stood and started to follow her. "You heard her. Let's get moving."
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      The next day, everyone was ready to go. All the hostages agreed to go, even the ones with children. Mor held firm in her order that parents with underage children were not allowed to go. Trisha had helped Max figure out how much increase they needed to accommodate the extra mouths. After they'd finished packing their personal things, Mor had gone around to the army and hostages with Sebastian.

      She hadn't gone to bed until her mates had dragged her there, falling into bed around midnight. She woke up, wide awake and ready to go. The army had started making the trip already through the Circle. Ben and Arthur had reported that the army had started staging for the supply chain when they left, so about half the army had already gone through.

      Arthur and Ben had decided to start sending groups of the army through last night. They should be finishing up now and sending the freed Fae and shifters through now. Trisha handed her a cup of coffee and a sandwich as she walked out the door. "Thanks, Trisha."

      "Are ye ready, lass? 'Tis a big day."

      "I don't know that this is something you're ready for. Is anyone ever ready for war?"

      Trisha patted her arm, "No, lass. No one is ever ready for war."

      "Are they already downstairs?"

      "That they are. I'll be glad when this is over."

      "Me too. I don't want anyone else hurt over this." She started walking down the stairs, Trisha following her.

      "I know, lass, I know. But what will happen if ye doona go ta war?"

      "I saw what happened. It's awful. I just wish there was a different way." They reached the doors. "See you soon, Trisha. If I don't - ” 

      "Nae, lass. You'll no be goin' there. I'll see you all in a few days. I expect ye ta send fer me, aye? The castle will need quite the cleanin'."

      "I will Trisha. Thank you." She smiled at her and walked out. Her mates were waiting outside for her, horses ready. Fury was standing with them, looking around for all the world like she knew what was coming.

      "Lookin' good, beautiful. I love it when you wear leather."

      She had put on her leather armor today, thinking it would probably be best to wear some form of protection. Her mates were all wearing full armor. She paused for a moment, taking in the spectacular vision of her mates ready for battle. They looked regal standing next to their horses. And so fucking sexy. "I love it when you wear armor." She winked, walked over to Fury, and swung up on to her. "Ready, mates?"

      They swung on to their horses and started out. They made their way to the circle and Sebastian brought them through. There was a guard set up around the circle. "We're the last through. Time to get going, soldiers." Ben directed them to go in front.

      Falling in next to Max, Mor asked, "Did Morgana and Tristan bring the Daemons through?"

      "Yeah. Surprisingly, she's really backed down on them. Did I tell you she volunteered to take them through?"

      Mor smirked, "I'm not surprised."

      "Oh? Have something you'd like to share with us?"

      "Nope, I'll wait and see if I'm right."

      "Ah, Mor. Not cool." Max whined.

      "You know, you look ridiculous whining in a full suit of armor."

      He winked at her. "Just trying to keep that smile on your face, love. The more we can smile now, the better."

      "Thank you, Max." She smiled over at him. "How much further until we reach the army?"

      "Just a few hours. We'll be there just after lunch."

      The rest of the trip was uneventful. They didn't stop to eat, figuring it was safer to push through until they reached the safety of the army. There were no signs that Boris was doing anything other than trying to break the defenses of the castle, but it didn't hurt to be careful. When they finally got there, Mor swung down with a groan. Tristan came up immediately and bowed to Mor and Arthur.

      "Anything to report, Tristan?"

      "No, my lord. Everything is ready to go. The army is settled in with the freed Fae and shifters divided among the units for protection. The Daemons have reinforced our protective shielding. Supply chain for a siege is in place."

      "Excellent work. Where is our camp? I'd like to get our queen fed and rested. I'm sure she'll want to go inspect the troops later."

      "Well, maybe not inspect. But definitely check on." Mor rolled her eyes.

      "Either way, tent?" Sebastian said.

      "Of course, my lord." Tristan bowed and said, "If you would follow me?"

      Falling in to step next to Arthur, Mor gave him a confused look. "Why is he so formal?"

      "Tristan is always formal, my rose."

      "Yeah, but this is extra."

      "I am merely ensuring that proper chain of command is maintained, my queen. Formality is a way to remind all that you are in charge."

      "Ah. Well. Good, I guess?"

      "It is very good. You have a great many civilians here, as well as shifters and Daemons who do not know you. In addition to that, you were the lost royal so all must adjust to your presence. Formal address by a high-ranking officer is one of the easiest ways to remind others without shoving it in their face." Tristan bowed his head slightly.

      "He thinks of everything." Arthur grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. "It's part of why I wanted him on our Council."

      "What's the other part?" Mor asked.

      "You'll see that in battle, my rose." Arthur's voice was grim.

      "Here we are, your majesties, consorts." Tristan gestured to a large tent with guards around the perimeter. "I took the liberty of having lunch brought to you in the tent. As you requested, Queen Mor, you will be receiving the same rations as the army."

      "Perfect! Thank you, Tristan." Mor smiled and dismounted. A groom came over to take Fury who thought about it before finally going.

      Entering the tent, Mor sighed and struggled out of her leather boots. "Formality is exhausting. And annoying as fuck." She sank into a chair at the table. Lunch was sitting out, and she dug in.

      "I can't argue with that." Atreyu said, joining her at the table.

      "So what's the plan now? I assume we are going to go start the siege this afternoon?"

      "No, we'll wait for first light. Today we rest, make the not-inspection rounds, and try to boost morale." Arthur picked up a sandwich and took a bite.

      "We will also need to consult with Morgana and Asmodeus to talk about what we are looking at, magically speaking, in terms of offense and defense."

      "Great. So lunch, plans, rounds."

      "Basically. Then sleep if we can and then tomorrow we begin."

      After lunch, Mor sent for Asmodeus, Morgana, Tristan, and Lancelot. They were there within a few minutes. "Asmodeus, I need you to tell me about traditional Daemon offensive magic. We know that Boris has added a bunch of shit, but I want to know what is normal."

      "Well, our powers are as different as our looks. Boris always had the ability to talk to animals and would use them as spies. He never led a battalion or anything like that. He was a scout."

      "I wonder if that's why he was able to get to the shifters in the first place. We'll need to make the Dragons aware. I'd hate to find them turning on us." Ben said.

      "Absolutely." Arthur nodded.

      "I can tell you what some of Shax's powers were before Boris stole them. That dark wave you all talked about? It binds whoever it touches and renders them incapable of movement, hearing, or seeing. Now, it typically has a limit and it would drain Shax fairly quickly. I do not know if that is the case with Boris."

      "I bet we find out tomorrow." Mor sighed. "How do we defend against it?" 

      "Shields don't work, it just seeps in. The best offense for it is to have many people being taken over to drain him faster. Of course, the risk with that is someone coming in behind the wave and then killing our people."

      "What about having archers stationed at a distance? Both to protect our people who are caught and maybe shoot fire at Boris or something?"

      "Mor - you are becoming quite the strategist." Atreyu winked at her. "It's hot."

      She blushed as the others all nodded. "That would possibly work. The problem is making sure the archers have enough range. They'll need to be pretty far back."

      "I can help with that," Morgana said. "I can magically increase the range of the bows and arrows. And add a little boost for accuracy."

      "There's an excellent chance he's using some sort of spell on his troops. Morgana, you and I should focus on that. Unless you'll need to maintain attention to your spell on the bows and arrows?"

      "No, once that's done, it'll be set." 

      "Don't forget the poisoned blood. Make sure all the dragons and shifters know not to bite the enemy." Sebastian spoke up.

      "What about the units who will be used as bait for the dark wave?" Ben said.

      "Bait? That's gross." Mor frowned.

      "That's what it is. Calling it by something else won't take that away. Sometimes you have to use bait to spring a trap. We're doing everything we can to keep the bait safe, and that's about all you can ask for in a war." Asmodeus looked at Mor, a serious expression on his face.

      Sighing, she said, "All right. Lancelot, Tristan, please add the poisoned blood and dark wave to your briefings with the commanders. I don’t want anyone going in blind.” When they nodded, she continued, “Asmodeus, what will you and your Daemons be doing?"

      "We'll focus on trying to get to Boris and stop him by any means necessary." 

      "Good, your powers will most likely be best suited to that. Anything else we need to plan for?" When no one said anything Mor reached over and grabbed her boots. "Then let's go and see the troops and the freed ones. Time to boost some morale or something."

      "They need to see their queen is here and fighting with them. Especially the freed ones. The army has mostly met you and loves you. But we need the freed ones to see that you really do care about them, darling." 

      "I've spoken with a few of them, and they aren't convinced you'll be any better, beautiful. Some of them even think it's your fault. This will be a good opportunity to make sure they see what you're actually like instead of the propaganda those guards threw at them." Atreyu pulled her to her feet. 

      "Shall we, my lady?" Ben bowed and held out his arm for her. 

      "Oh stop," she took a nervous breath. "I'm not sure how to convince them.

      "Same way you convinced me." Morgana smiled at her, "Just be your smart-ass self. Show them that you have their backs."

      Mor nodded, straightened her shoulders and walked out of the tent. She made sure to go to each unit. The freed Fae and shifters were spread among them and she made sure to talk to several at each unit. Mor also checked in with the army, making sure they all had what they needed and knew where the medical tents were. After checking in with them, Mor took time to make sure everyone knew of the risk of Boris' ability to talk to animals and their fear he could influence shifters. She also made sure they knew about the possibility of poisoned blood and the dark wave, as well as their plans for the wave.

      At one of the last camps, one of the freed stopped her. He was young and actually looked like he was too young to have been allowed to march with the army. "Why are you telling us all of this?"

      "What do you mean? It's important for you to know."

      "We're only pawns to you."

      "What's your name?"

      "Dorran, your majesty," he looked down at his feet, his face scared.

      "Dorran, I don't want this war. I don't want any of our people or the shifter's people or the Daemon's people or the Dragon's people hurt. But I've seen what comes if we don't win, so I will fight until my last breath to keep that from happening to you or anyone else. Keeping as many of you safe and alive is my goal. And that includes Boris's army. Most of them are there by force and I'll be damned if I don't do everything in my power to save them as well as you. So don't you ever fucking say you're a pawn again. You are far more than that." 

      She pulled Dorran in for a hug and then held him by his shoulders. "Are you even old enough to be here, Dorran?" 

      "Um, no. I, ah, snuck in."

      Mor pinched the bridge of her nose. "You are going to go to the medical tent and help there. I will not risk you."

      "But my mother is in Boris' army! I want her to see me so she'll know she can get away!"

      "I understand, but I can't risk you. And I'm damn sure your mother would hate me - and rightfully so - for risking you like that. So, go to the medical tent. When she sees that the others are freed, she'll have hope and come running as soon as she is able."

      "Yes, your majesty. Thank you."

      "Your welcome." Mor hugged him one last time before heading to the next unit. By the time she had finished with that unit, word had spread through the camp about what she had said and done with Dorran. Everyone they passed bowed their heads in silence as she passed, ready to follow her in to the fire in the morning.
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      Today was the day. Sebastian was standing with his brothers and his mate, waiting for their horses to be brought. Mor was wearing her leather armor again, and he was with Atreyu on that. It was fucking hot. She'd put on the circlet with the Seeing Stone and she looked - regal. In the middle of a battle camp, in armor, and she looked every inch the queen she was. A soldier brought her coffee, she grinned, thanking him. 

      "You ready for this?" Ben said softly, coming to stand next to him.

      "I hate this part. The waiting." 

      "I know you do. But the fight is always worse." 

      "That never really scared me until today. Now, all I can think about is losing her."

      Chuckling, Ben said, "Oh, so you never worried about losing any of us? Gee, thanks."

      Sebastian nudged him with his shoulder, "You know what I mean, ass."

      "I do. I know she can take care of herself. She's trained hard, and her magic is strong. But I just want to wrap her in silk and keep her safe."

      "She'd flip out if we ever tried that." Max came up to join them. 

      "Yeah, too bad though. But we never did want a mate like that, did we?"

      The other two shook their heads. They'd talked about what kind of mate they would have. None of them had come close to guessing what was in store for them. This was...beyond anything they could have ever asked for. And now it was time to fight for that. Mor glanced over at them and grinned. She should be nervous, but she knew that the mood of the army came from her. If she had shown fear, the army would lose confidence. So instead, she was forcing herself to act like she hadn't a doubt in the world. He knew it was an act because he could feel how scared she was. He was so fucking proud of her. 

      Just then, their horses came trotting up. Mor mounted Fury like she had been doing it every day for a hundred years instead of just a few days. "Time to go." Mor's smile was strained and Sebastian felt the tension inside of her rise.

      Sebastian nudged his horse alongside Fury and took Mor's hand. "You can do this, darling. You beat him before, you can do it again."

      "But that was a fluke. He wasn't expecting it."

      "And he won't be expecting you now. He doesn't know how your power has grown. He doesn't know you have the Seeing Stone. He doesn't know you." He squeezed her hand, "You can do this. And you aren't alone. Look around at your army."

      She looked around at the determined faces and the looks cast her way, filled with love and loyalty. "Woah."

      "Do you see now? You've won them over. They are as much yours as they would have been if you'd been raised among them." He felt the tension in her ease and he sighed in relief before leaning over to kiss her softly. "I love you, Mor."

      "I love you, too." She kissed him back, then straightened up. "Let's go."

      
        
        * * *

        Max

      

      

      Watching Sebastian reassure Mor eased the tight feeling Max felt in his gut. Part of it was the tension he felt coming off of Mor in waves, and part of it was his fear for her. He knew how strong she was, but the kind of tension he felt from her could have been crippling, especially since she was trying so hard to fake it. Now, he felt tension, but it wasn't a near incapacitating fear that he'd felt building in her. 

      She rode at the head of the army with Max and the rest of his brothers in a half circle behind her. They didn't have too far to go, and then it would start. He and his brothers would protect her at all costs, but they knew this wasn't a battle they could keep her from. She needed to fight it, and her people needed to see her fight for them and with them. 

      Max sent a silent prayer to whatever gods were with them that this wouldn't be as bad of a fight as he thought it would be. That once Boris' army realized Mor had freed their loved ones they would defect to her side. As much as he hoped that would happen, he was positive Boris would use his magic to force them to fight. Maybe the Morrigan would take a little more interest in them since she'd already provided some helpful little hints.

      They broke through the trees, forcing Max's attention back to the present. They could see the castle, about half a mile away. Boris had cleared out some of the forest, widening the cleared area around the castle. The shields around the castle were flickering as if under constant attack. That wasn't good. They'd come down eventually under that kind of pressure. Fuck. 

      Mor didn't hesitate in riding forward until just out of range of a bow. At least they didn't have to worry about guns in the Magic Realm. They'd made a lot of things work, but that was one thing that had never been worked on. She paused, waiting for the walls to fill before speaking.

      "Good morning. I am the Fae Queen Mor of the House of Byrne. My family was hunted down by Boris Thornheart. He stole their power and slaughtered them, just as he will do to as many of us as he can. Boris will not stop until he has enslaved every part of us."

      Max signaled the freed, and they moved up to stand where their families and friends could see them. A ripple ran through the soldiers standing on the wall, watching them. "I know most of you are not with him by choice, Fae and shifter alike. You are forced to fight because he is holding your loved ones hostage. I am here to tell you they have been freed! You are my people, too. I do not want any of you hurt in this fight. Come, join your family and help us defeat the imposter!"

      They sat and watched as Boris' army began scrambling. The gates in the palisade were thrown open as Fae and shifter started to run toward Mor. Max tensed until he saw that none of them were armed. They were a third of the way to them, when there was a pulse from inside the camp. The ones running toward them fell to their knees and tried to crawl toward them. 

      "No." Max's voice was soft as he watched their bodies being forced to turn around. "Damn, he does have them spelled. I was hoping..."

      Mor sighed, "We knew that there was a good chance he would have them spelled." 

      Arthur signaled to Tristan, "Let's get everyone in place. We need the towers and battering ram set up."

      "No catapults. We can't risk it." 

      "Mor, are you sure? That would break their defenses faster." Arthur tried again.

      "How many casualties." 

      "She's right, Arthur. We can't risk that many casualties of our own people. Our army would lose heart if they saw us really attacking when we all know they are innocent." Max shook his head. 

      When Arthur nodded, Max nudged his horse up to Mor's. "I'm going to go make sure the medical tents are set up correctly. Are you alright, love?"

      "I am, thank you, Max. I'll feel better knowing you made sure medical is up and ready." She kissed him softly. "I love you, Max."

      "I love you, too."

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      
        
        Arthur

      

      

      Arthur frowned at Mor as she dismounted and watched Max ride toward the medical tents. She sounded like she was saying goodbye when she'd said she loved Sebastian this morning. And now again with Max. That wasn't going to work. If she doubted like that, it could be enough to make her fail. He needed to get that shit out of her head.

      "My rose, if you would come talk with me for a moment?" He swung down from his horse.

      "Arthur, I swear if you ask me about catapults one more time - ”

      "No, I will not ask you about those again, my rose. You have made your point, and it is an excellent one." He forced himself to stop before he could say something about it, making it easier to get into the walls. Taking Mor's hand, he led her a little ways away from the others. "We need to talk about something."

      "Is this something that can wait, Arthur? We're literally setting up for a siege against an army enchanted to fight us."

      "No, it really cannot wait. You're telling us goodbye."

      Her face was startled as she looked up at him. "Whaaa - no. I'm definitely not doing that." 

      "Then why did you say to I love you to both Max and Sebastian like it was the last chance you'd get?"

      "Uh, you're hearing things wrong." She faked a laugh and tried to walk away.

      Arthur grabbed her hand to keep her from going. "Mor, this is serious. If you act like this is the last chance you'll get before you go into battle, there is a good chance it will be the last time. I cannot tell you how many times I've seen someone say their goodbyes like that and it end up being a real goodbye." He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. "My rose, do not go into battle thinking you've had the last chance to do anything. You go into battle knowing it won't be."

      She was quiet for a little while, clinging to him with her face buried in his chest. "I'm just afraid it will be the last time, Arthur. What if I lose one of you?"

      "That is not something either of us can control. But if you focus on that, you won't pay attention to what's in front of you." He hugged her until she relaxed against him. "Feeling better now, my rose?"

      "Yes. Thank you. I've never been in a battle like this. Well, I mean you know that, but it's - "

      "The first time you go into a battle is terrifying. Of course, going into a battle is typically always terrifying, but that first time is the worst." He slipped his hand into hers and led her back toward the group. "You don't know what to expect. You aren't sure you know what you're doing. You don't know if you can do it. Sound correct?"

      She heaved a sigh, "That's it, exactly. I couldn't figure out how to put it into words." Mor touched the circlet on her forehead. "And then there's this. How do I lead experienced troops into a battle when I've never done it before?"

      "The same way you've been doing everything." Arthur shrugged, "By bringing in people who know what they're doing. You have Ben, Tristan, and myself who are all extremely experienced. And then you have Sebastian, Max, and Atreyu, probably Asmodeus, and definitely Morgana. The team you have here is exceptional. We'll get you through it." 

      "I know you will. And remind me to straighten my crown when I need to."

      "I'm not completely sure what that means." Arthur looked at her, confused.

      "Oh, it's a human expression. When a girl or woman is having a rough time, her friends help her ’straighten her crown’ which basically means to remember who she really is."

      "Ah," he frowned down at her. "I will try to make sure your crown is always straight, then."

      Mor laughed and pulled him down for a kiss. Arthur forced himself not to deepen in, seeing as they were about to go into a battle and now was not the time to take her off into the woods for a quick romp. She pulled away from him, grinning, and said, "I love you, Arthur."

      Arthur smiled back at her. That sounded much better. "I love you too, my rose."
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        Mor

      

      

      Arthur had been right to set her straight. She had been saying goodbye and hoping no one noticed. But that wasn't going to work. That assumed defeat, and she was damned if she was going to let Boris win this and hurt more people. The lines were set up pretty quickly, and within an hour the siege towers and battering rams had been brought up. Sebastian called his shields forward to ride with the equipment to keep the troops safe. Lancelot would be leading the charge over the walls. 

      "Morgana?" Mor called. 

      "Yes, Your Majesty." Morgana was in full formal mode as she walked up next to her. 

      "We need to try to break the hold Boris has over his army. I'm betting that they'll be forced to fight until they fall over."

      "I'm sure you are correct, My Queen." 

      "Any ideas?"

      "I can't do the same thing I did to break the spells over Amara and Atreyu. My guess is that whatever spell he is using is not nearly as intricate, but far more powerful. I could probably break the hold over each individual, but I would have to have them in front of and do it individually." 

      "That won't work. Just the logistics of trying to get them in front of you one at a time, not to mention how many they are and how long it would take."

      They were both silent, and they watched the engines begin to roll forward. As soon as they were close enough to the wall, arrows and magic began flying at them. The shields held, thank the gods. She glanced up and saw Asmodeus and his Daemons hovering above the battle. Once the battle was engaged, they would try to find a way in so they could take out Boris. 

      Mor felt the Seeing Stone heat up on her forehead. She touched it, startled. As soon as her thoughts focused on it, the Stone cooled down. Fuck, she should have thought of that. "Morgana!" She turned to her, excited, "What about the Seeing Stone? If I can send my magic through it to open a fucking portal to another realm, I should be able to use it to break a spell."

      "Fuck, that could work." Morgana stared at her, mouth snapping closed.

      "You cussed. Like, really cussed."

      "It's a battle, Mor, I'm going to fucking cuss." Morgana grinned at her. "I need to see the spell so I can tell you how to hit it. But I can't see it from here. I'm going to shift." 

      "No! If you shift, Boris could have greater control over you. At the very least, Selina will come out to fight you."

      "No choice, I need to see the spell and there's no way to get Asmodeus' attention. I watch for my signal. I'll show you were to hit." She ran off before Mor could say anything else.

      "Fuck! ARTHUR!" She spun around, looking for him. 

      He had been talking with Tristan and Lancelot and was running toward her. "What's happened?"

      "Your sister." She pointed to where Morgana was taking off. "She needed to see the spell and insisted the only way to do it would be to shift and fly since Asmodeus was out of reach. She could have just taken Fury!"

      "Oh, fuck." Arthur wasn't looking at his sister, he was looking toward the castle.

      Mor turned to look and gasped. Selina was rising from the camp. Her red scales were so dark they looked like dried blood and the black streaks covered her body. "Oh, fuck." Morgana sent out a spark of magic and Mor watched it sail through the air and hold in place over the enemy camp. 

      "Arthur, that was my signal, I need to break Boris' hold over his army. Go help your sister!"

      But Arthur was shaking his head, "No, Mor. She knew what she was doing. She's been in just as many wars as I have been, and she knows we all have our parts to play." His voice was pained, "We have to trust she knew what she was doing. Break the spell, I need to get ready for the charge."

      Mor gaped at him as he turned and hurried back to Tristan. Her gaze was torn from him when she heard a roar. She looked back to Morgana to see she'd started fighting Selina. "Dammit!" Mor closed her eyes and concentrated on moving her magic through the Seeing Stone. It was easier this time, and she narrowed the funnel to make sure she didn't drain herself. Fury pawed the ground next to her, and Mor reached out a hand to steady herself on her. 

      She felt her vision expand until it felt like she was hovering over the field. Her army had reached the walls and had gone over it. The battering ram broke through the gates, and Mor saw Arthur and Ben charge forward with a wave of Fae following him. Her people had fallen at the gate and now Boris' army was coming through. There was a rumbling in the ground as the giants came around the sides to attack. Ben and Arthur's force split and ran toward the armies coming at each side while Tristan's pressed forward. 

      Forcing herself to focus, Mor looked for the weak spot Morgana had found. She could see it now. It looked like a net wrapping around Boris' army. And this spot was fraying. Mor pushed her magic at it. Nothing happened and she hit harder, over and over. "Fucking break!" Mor screamed and finally, it snapped. 

      Mor grinned and looked around. The thread of magic had snapped, but instead of making the net disappear, the other threads wove together, covering the spot. "Dammit." Mor released her magic and hung her head for a moment. 

      The sounds of battle raged, punctuated by the roars of the dragons fighting above them. She couldn't see Asmodeus or the other Daemons. Mor hoped they had been able to sneak in, but she couldn't count on that. Her people were dying and she couldn't free them. Not like this. The only way to make sure this ended would be if Boris died. 

      "Fuck this. Fury, are you ready to go kick some ass?" Fury snorted and pushed Mor with her head. "I'll take that as a yes." 

      Before she could think about it too much, Mor swung up on to Fury and pulled out her sword. "Let's find that piece of shit and end this." Fury exploded into the air and took off toward the encampment. A giant swiped at them, and Fury rolled in the air, kicking him in the face and spinning so Mor left a deep slice on his cheek. 

      The other giants saw what happened and went for them. Fury dove, flying between their legs. She was very good at leaving Mor openings to slice their legs. "MOR!" She heard Ben yell for her, but she ignored him, intent on making it inside the palisade and to Boris.

      Faster than she thought possible, Fury flew over the walls, dodging arrows as she went. Mor looked around and saw a large building. "There, I bet he's there."

      Fury flew towards it, and just before they got there, the front of the building exploded. Asmodeus and his Daemons were flung back and Fury dodged, barely avoiding getting hit. She flew over to Asmodeus and Mor dismounted. "Asmodeus! What happened?" 

      He groaned and tried to say something. "He won't be able to talk to you." A booming laugh came from behind her.

      Mor turned to see Boris standing there. "What did you do?"

      "Oh, just knocked him out. It's easier to take their power if they can't fight back." 

      "I'm not going to let you do that."

      Boris laughed, the sound not quite sane. "And how do you think to stop me? You don't have the skill to beat me."

      "I did it before, I'll do it again. And this time I won't hesitate."

      "That was just a surprise. You won't catch me like that again, you little slut." His face turned splotchy as he spoke, anger and madness radiating from him. "Your pet dragon will be killed soon, your armies destroyed, and soon you'll be my little broodmare." 

      Mor forced herself not to turn and look for Morgana or toward her armies. "I'll never be that." Her focus grew sharper as she lifted her sword and took a step toward him. "Do you know why that is?" 

      He sneered, pulling out a sword and starting to circle towards her, "Why don't you tell me, maybe it will help you feel better about your inevitable defeat." 

      Mor's magic split, surrounding her in a shield and flowing through the stone. Wind swirled around her and the earth shook. Lightning crackled across Mor's skin and the sky while rain started to fall from the sky. Boris's eyes darted around and he stumbled as the shaking intensified. Mor lunged toward him, swinging her sword at him. 

      Boris blocked, but barely. He flung magic at Mor, but her shield absorbed it. She kept up a steady rhythm like Ben had taught her, luring him into a pattern. Boris kept trying to hit her with spell after spell, but nothing got past her shield. Finally, she took her opening and cut him along his ribs. Boris fell back with a gasp.

      Before Mor could do anything, Boris flung the darkness at her, and Mor was caught. Unable to move, unable to hear, unable to see. A moment passed, and she felt something change in the spell and she felt hands drifting across her body. A body pressed into her back, arms snaking around to cup her breasts before one dropped down to grab between her legs.

      "You see, Mor? You thought you could defeat me. But really, you're just a worthless little slut. Only good for the magic I can steal from you and the little Daemons you'll bear for me." His grip tightened on her. "I think I'll make your mates watch while I take you for the first time. Then I'll make you watch me kill them. Think about that while I go clean up this mess you made."

      Rage like she had never felt flowed through Mor and something broke inside of her. The depth of her magic had been deep before, but now it felt endless. Mor let the magic flow with her rage and she felt the darkness flicker and then disappear. Boris still hadn't moved from holding her, apparently not noticing she was free. Magic pulsed from her and he flew back, hitting a wall and then sliding down it. 

      Mor turned, hair floating and lightening on her skin. She walked up to Boris and looked down at him. When he finally blinked open his eyes, she thrust her sword through his heart. As the light faded from his eyes, she said, "Because I'm stronger than you." 

      She watched him, making sure he was really dead before letting the magic drain from her. As it left her body, her knees gave out, and she collapsed to the ground. The rain stopped falling as she laid there, staring at the clear sky until she heard her name being yelled. A moment later, Ben fell to his knees at her side and pulled her into him. Mor closed her eyes and started crying. It was over.
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        Ben

      

      

      Ben thought he would have a heart attack when he saw Mor flying over the battlefield on Fury. And when that giant grabbed at her and they dove under their legs...Ben threw command to Sam and took off after Mor. Then there had been an explosion in the camp and Ben pushed his horse to go faster. But then the ground started shaking, the wind was blowing almost as bad as a hurricane, rain was pounding down and lightning started lighting up the sky.

      He knew Mor was fighting Boris, but he couldn't get to her safely on his horse now. Ben had dismounted and started forward on foot, going as fast as he could. And then it all stopped. Suddenly. Fearing the worst, Ben sprinted, screaming Mor's name. He'd gotten there in time to see Boris wrapped around Mor and then be flung back. Mor's violet eyes were glowing, her hair floating and lightning shot across her skin thicker than he'd ever seen before.

      Mor stalked toward Boris and then plunged her sword into his chest. When she spoke, her voice was layered with power and resonated around them. "Because I'm stronger than you."

      And then she collapsed. Ben ran over to her and pulled her into his arms, "Mor, please, love, please be okay!"

      She started crying and curled into him. Ben was shocked. He pulled her in closer. "It's okay, love. I've got you. It's okay." He kept whispering to her as she cried and called for his brothers. He didn't know how long it took for them to get there. Atreyu was first, he sat next to Ben, wrapping his arm under Ben's to hold Mor. Sebastian was next, and he pulled Mor's legs into his lap. Arthur found them and sat across from Ben, pressing against Mor's shaking body. Max was last - he'd been the farthest away since he was with the medical unit - and he squeezed between Ben and Sebastian. 

      As soon as all five of them were holding her, Mor's shaking stopped. Her crying slowed down, and she was able to breathe slowly. A few more minutes passed before she was able to sit up. They all moved back so she could sit, but none of them stopped touching her. 

      Max was the first to speak. "What happened, Mor? I thought we were going to let Asmodeus handle Boris?" 

      "Morgana shifted to find the weak link in Boris's spell over his army. I broke that link, but it didn't work. The spell repaired itself. I couldn't see Asmodeus or any of the Daemons and I knew his army wouldn't stop even when they got tired. I wasn't sure if Asmodeus had gotten through and I had to do something."

      There was a groan behind them, and Ben turned to see Asmodeus and the Daemons lying on the ground. "I'd say it was good that you did that. What happened when you got here?"

      "I fought Boris. Thought I'd won. And then he caught me in the darkness." She shuddered in their arms. "He tweaked the spell so I could hear him while he groped me. He said he was going to make you watch while he took me, then make me watch while he killed you. And something in me...broke? I don't know if that's the right word because it wasn't a bad thing. It unleashed my magic, and I was able to break his spell and then..." She gestured over to where Boris lay with her sword sticking out of him, eyes vacant and staring. 

      Mor gagged and fell forward, her body heaving. Ben held her hair back while Mor threw up. His brothers kept rubbing her back and wiping her face. They'd all been there. Taking a life - even one that's evil - was not something that came easily. And if it ever did, then that was a problem. When she finished, Ben helped her to sit up and take a few sips of water. Thank the gods Max had some with him. 

      When she had settled, Ben helped her to stand. "The Daemons? Morgana? What happened with the battle?"

      "Slow, Mor. Go slow. Max will go check on the Daemons. Arthur, will you go see how Morgana is? Sebastian, will you go check on the armies?" 

      They all left, anxious to take care of things and get back to Mor. Atreyu found a chair for her to sit on, and they started checking her for injuries. When they'd made sure she was okay, Ben knelt in front of her and laid his head on her lap. "I thought I'd lost you."

      "I'm here, Ben. You didn't lose me." Her hand rested on his head and she leaned her head back. After a moment, her breathing steadied, and she drifted into a light sleep. Ben didn't move, afraid to wake her and not able to move away from her yet. She'd done it. In the end, it had been Mor.

      
        
        * * *

        Atreyu

      

      

      Atreyu sat on the other side of Mor, his hand around her ankle. He couldn’t bring himself to let go. She was sleeping in the chair, Ben's head in her lap. He was having trouble processing what had happened. Mor had done. All on her own. He was so fucking proud he wanted to shout it to everyone, but he didn't want to wake her up so he settled for keeping the giant grin on his face. 

      Max finished checking the Daemons and came over, sliding down to sit on the ground with Atreyu. "They're fine. Just knocked out. I don't have the energy to move them so they'll just have to stay there for now."

      "Did you have to heal them at all?"

      "Yeah." Max's voice was tired, "They had some broken wings and bones, but I went ahead and took care of that. Which is why I don't have the energy to move them any farther."

      "Good." They were quiet as they waited for Sebastian and Arthur. 

      Sebastian came back with horses, food, and drink for all of them. "Tristan is cleaning everything up. As soon as Mor killed Boris, the spells holding his army broke. Tristan's going to get camp set up and make sure medical is going."

      "Arthur?" Atreyu stood to help Sebastian. 

      "Haven't seen him yet. Tristan told me Morgana and Selina's battle pulled away from the field, so I'm sure he's having to look for her. I just hope she's okay." 

      By the time they had food set out and woke up Mor, Arthur finally came back. "I'm sorry that took so long. Morgana's battle with Selina took them farther away than I thought it would. Then I had to get her to change back so I could carry her back to the army." 

      "Why did you have to carry her?" Mor looked worried and started to stand. 

      Arthur grabbed her hand to keep her from standing. "She's okay. She was just wounded and tired from the battle."

      "What happened to Selina?" Atreyu was surprised at the anger that laced his voice.

      "Morgana killed her."

      "Fuck yes!" Atreyu grinned. "The ladies of this fucking family are badass!" 

      "Yes, well, I do wish my badass sister had roared at me a little less. My head is still ringing. She roared right in my face when I told her to shift." Arthur shook his head, looking affronted. "As if I enjoy carrying my sister on my back like I am some sort of pack animal! The only woman I want riding me is my mate." Arthur winked at Mor.

      They all burst out laughing. Mor said, "I do love riding you, Arthur." Her grin faded then, and she said, "I wish we could have saved her."

      "Selina?" Atreyu looked at her, startled. “She tried to kill you - more than once. She even tried to use me and Amara to kill you.”

      "I'm sure there were some good parts of her. We could have helped her."

      Arthur shook his head. "No, Mor. She was a gold digging piece of crap before she hooked up with Boris, I assure you." 

      "Well, I'm glad she can't hurt anyone else."

      A thought popped into Atreyu's head. "You know what this means, Mor?" 

      "What?"

      "You can open the castle." 

      "Oh, fuck." Her eyes went wide as they all stared at each other. “We should probably go check that out.” She grinned, and they all scrambled to their feet. 

      They laughed as they ran toward the entrance of the castle. There was a shimmer in front of the doors. They stood silently staring at them. No one moved until Atreyu finally nudged Mor. "What are you waiting for, beautiful? It's time for you to come home." 

      She gave him a brilliant smile. "That's not home. Y'all are home." Mor winked. "But it won't hurt to have a castle for a house. I wonder if there's a pool." 

      Atreyu and his brothers laughed. "Beautiful, if you want a pool we'll make sure there's a fucking pool." He gave her a little push and then said in a dramatic voice, "Go, now, Queen Mor of the House Byrne! Fulfill your destiny!" He smirked as they all laughed. 

      Mor took a deep, steadying breath and walked forward. She hesitated when she got to the shimmer and looked back at them. When they nodded, she straightened her shoulders and reached out a hand to touch the shimmer. As soon as her hand made contact, a bell started ringing, and the shimmering disappeared. Mor gaped back at them before pushing the doors open. Atreyu grinned and followed her. He'd never stop following her. 
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        Mor

      

      

      Mor woke up late, for once. The last two weeks had been crazy. They'd found the castle perfectly preserved and were able to move into it immediately. Atreyu, Sebastian, and Max had spent days searching it from top to bottom to find whatever it was that Boris had wanted. And they had found it. Mor shuddered, thinking about what could have happened if he had gotten his hands on it. Thanks to the gods, that hadn't happened. Mor was so grateful her mates had done that. She'd had her hands full trying to make sure the Fae and shifters in Boris's army were accepted back without resentment. And then they had to hunt down the ones that had really joined him, not to mention the giants. And Max's family. That had been particularly nasty. But they had done it. There was still a lot to do, but Mor felt like it was all doable at this point. 

      She stretched before sitting up with a smile. Today was a big day. The only thing she'd asked for was to be allowed to sleep in. And for cake. She fucking loved cake. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, pushing her long braid over her shoulder. Her mates weren't there, which was weird. She wasn't too surprised, though. Morgana had promised to make sure they weren't so there was minimal chance of them all being late. But there was food and coffee on the table. She went over and sat down in her chair, finding a note on her plate.

      Mor,

      We're so proud of you. Take your time getting ready and we'll come get you when it's time.

      We love you,

      Your Mates

      She grinned and filled a plate with eggs, bacon, and waffles with whipped cream. Mor took a bite and moaned. Trisha was here. No one could make waffles like Trisha. After stuffing herself silly, Mor went in her bathroom and took a shower so she could wash her hair. Then decided, fuck it, and hoped in her pool/tub to soak. Today was a day for celebration, and fuck if she wasn't going to soak in the tub with her coffee.

      When she finally felt relaxed, she got out. She didn't want to be pruney. There was a knock on the door to the bathroom just as she finished pulling on her underwear. Morgana walked in, smiling at her. Mor frowned. She looked paler than usual. "Are you okay?"

      Morgana waved a hand, " Just fatigued after my fight with Selina. I haven't fought like that in a long time."

      "You sure?"

      "Of course! Now, this is not my day. This is your day. I'm here to help you do your hair and get your dress on."

      "Is it complicated? I really didn't want a complicated dress. I may be queen, but that doesn't mean I have to be uncomfortable."

      "It's not too complicated, just a lot of buttons in the back." She winked at her, "That'll be fun for you mates later. There's nothing like the feel of a dress being ripped off and the sound of buttons falling."

      Mor fanned herself. "Maybe they should come back. Just real quick."

      "Absolutely not! If they come back, you'll be coming and then be late for your own coronation."

      "Well, fuck. Fine."

      Mor let Morgana help her get dressed. Once she was ready, Morgana stood back to look at her then pulled her into a careful hug. "I'm so proud of you. You will be a remarkable queen."

      "Morgana, don't you make me cry. We just finished my makeup!"

      Morgana smiled and then took her arm. "Come on, time to get going. You have a crown to wear."

      They walked to the throne room. Morgana kissed her cheek and then slipped off to a side entrance. Mor stood alone, thinking of everything that had happened. It seemed surreal, but here she was. About to be formally named Queen of the Fae. The doors started to open and Mor straightened her back. When they were fully opened, Mor walked in. Her mates were waiting by her throne, standing in a half-circle around it.

      "Presenting, Her Majesty, Queen Mor of the House of Byrne, Queen of the Fae and Dragons, the Hope Bringer!"

      She looked around at the guests and saw Lucifer standing there. She glared at him and his laugh boomed through the room. Mor couldn't help but smile at his laugh as she started walking down the aisle. Morgana was standing near Lucifer and they still kept glancing at each other. Mor hoped they'd get that shit settled fast. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, Mor took a deep breath before going up them and then turning to sit on her throne.

      Arthur stepped up behind her chair. As a king, he had been given the task of crowning her. Without hesitation, he set the crown on her head. It was new, forged from the circlet and the Fae crown. The Seeing Stone was in the middle of the crown and Mor felt it warm briefly as it settled on her head.

      "Long live Queen Mor!"

      The room erupted into cheers. Mor grinned at her mates. Now was the boring part. She sat there as each guest in attendance came to swear to her. With the exception of the Daemons, who swore to be allies. After several hours of swearing, they were finally able to break for the celebration. Ben held out a hand to help Mor stand. "My Queen." 

      "Consort." She giggled. "That sounds so ridiculous. I don't know if I'll be able to say that with a straight face, ever." 

      "It's okay, I rather like you smiling." Ben kissed her. 

      "Now, now, children. You can't start that here." Atreyu mock scolded them. "We'll be tempted to skip dinner and go straight to dessert."

      "That's a good idea. Let's do that." Mor grinned.

      "Darling, don't tempt us." Sebastian pressed a kiss on to her neck. 

      "Not helping, Sebastian." Max shook his head, "Besides, we can get her worked up over dinner and dancing."

      "Maaax," Mor whined as heat shot between her legs.

      "You know you love it, my rose." Arthur slipped an arm around her, letting his thumb graze her nipple.

      "It's going to be a long night, isn't it?" Mor faked resignation, but she really loved how playful they were. 

      They had reached the dining hall by then, and she let her mates escort her to her seat. She sat, and everyone followed. Amara had joined them and was sitting with Max. She was doing better now that their family had been imprisoned and couldn't hurt her anymore. Ben's family had been under Boris's spell, but not Max's. They were just horrendous. Mor still hadn't decided what to do with them. 

      Lucifer and Asmodeus were sitting just down from Mor and her mates, since he was visiting royalty. Lucifer and Morgana were still playing their game of "I'm not really looking" but Mor was shocked to see Asmodeus' eyes locked on Amara. As were Tristan's. Holy fuck. Tristan and Asmodeus. With Amara? Mor shook her head. That was going to be really fucking interesting to watch happen. A little further down, Lancelot sat with Guinevere and Mor was pretty sure they didn’t see - or hear - anything going on around them. She could only imagine how hard it was to be separated from your mate for that long. Arthur had said they were only able to do it because they had been mated for so very long.

      Mor looked around at all the people filling the dining hall, laughing and eating. All the different kinds of Fae were there. She even spotted Trisha laughing at a joke while Ben's family looked uncomfortable and Cassandra giggled with her. There were Dragons, Wolves, and Bears. Most of the ones in Boris's army had been conscripted and spelled, so once that was broken they'd been only too happy to stay and help Mor hunt down the traitors. They'd found most of them, but there were still a few. And there were the Daemons. 

      When dinner was finished, they adjourned to the ballroom. Because apparently you cannot have a coronation with a ball. Amelia had been appalled when Mor had said they could skip that part. Mor started the dancing by being rotated through her mates. She'd liked that more than she'd expected. When she'd done that, Mor went to sit on her throne to watch the dancing. 

      An hour into the night, Asmodeus approached the throne and bowed low to Mor before turning to Amara. "If I may have this dance?" 

      Amara had looked startled, and Mor thought for sure she'd say no. But then she'd surprised them by holding her hand out for him with a whispered, "Yes." And then they were even more surprised when Tristan took the next dance. 

      "So, that's a thing?" Max looked confused. 

      "We'll let them figure it out." Mor grinned at him.

      "When do you think Lucifer and Morgana will get over themselves?" Atreyu asked.

      "What?!" Arthur's jaw dropped as he turned to look around the room. Sure enough, Lucifer and Morgana were standing close together and deliberately ignoring each other. Mor laughed at Arthur's reaction. She couldn't believe he'd been so oblivious to that.

      Happiness overwhelmed Mor at that moment. Her mates all turned to look at her as she struggled to control her emotions. A tear slipped out as one by one, her mates sent pulses of love and pride down their bond. 

      She'd finally found what she'd been missing her entire life. 

      

      Home.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m sitting here, stunned, that this is finally finished. Never in my wildest dreams did I expect to write a series - much less for the readers to fall in love with the characters!

      

      Thank you, with all of my being, thank you.

      

      This is the end of Mor’s story, but there may be more books in the universe to come!

      

      Don’t forget to find me on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/eva.blackwing.7 and join my reader group Eva’s Elementals at https://www.facebook.com/groups/957627227922105/  If you love Instagram find me at https://www.instagram.com/evablackwing/
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