
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      THE UNSEELIE KING’S REBEL

      
        REALM OF DRAGONS AND FAE

      

    

    




      
        ALISHA KLAPHEKE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Alisha Klapheke

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Ebook and Hardback Case Illustration by Julia Dea and typography by Miblart

      Paperback Cover and Hardback Jacket by JV Arts

      Critique Partnering by Tessonja Odette

      Beta Reading by my Dragon Divas—Kelly, Ali, Rachel, Sarah, Megan, and Erin

      Editing by Jen Boles on Reedsy

      Proofreading by my Typo Hunters

      Map of Realm of Dragons and Fae world by Soraya Corcoran

      Veilbury Song written by Alisha Klapheke and graphic by Abide Selah

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To my children, nieces, and nephews—thank you for your ongoing encouragement

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          I. An Unexpected Meeting

        

        
          
            1. Bronwyn

          

          
            2. Bronwyn

          

          
            3. Toren

          

          
            4. Bronwyn

          

          
            5. Toren

          

          
            6. Bronwyn

          

          
            7. Toren

          

          
            8. Bronwyn

          

          
            9. Bronwyn

          

          
            10. Toren

          

          
            11. Bronwyn

          

          
            12. Toren

          

          
            13. Bronwyn

          

          
            14. Bronwyn

          

          
            15. Toren

          

          
            16. Bronwyn

          

          
            17. Toren

          

          
            18. Bronwyn

          

          
            19. Toren

          

          
            20. Bronwyn

          

        

      

      
        
          II. The Realm Of Night

        

        
          
            21. Toren

          

          
            22. Bronwyn

          

          
            23. Toren

          

          
            24. Bronwyn

          

          
            25. Bronwyn

          

          
            26. Bronwyn

          

          
            27. Toren

          

          
            28. Bronwyn

          

          
            29. Toren

          

          
            30. Bronwyn

          

          
            31. Bronwyn

          

          
            32. Bronwyn

          

          
            33. Toren

          

          
            34. Bronwyn

          

          
            35. Bronwyn

          

          
            36. Bronwyn

          

          
            37. Toren

          

          
            38. Bronwyn

          

          
            39. Toren

          

          
            40. Bronwyn

          

          
            41. Bronwyn

          

          
            42. Bronwyn

          

          
            43. Toren

          

          
            44. Bronwyn

          

          
            45. Epilogue: A Year Later

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Alisha Klapheke

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Veilbury Song]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            I

          

          

      

    

    







            AN UNEXPECTED MEETING

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          

      

    

    







            BRONWYN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Temple of the Star Goddess was a very pretty prison. Four years ago when I applied to be an acolyte, I was a heartbroken fifteen-year-old. I didn’t realize I had sentenced myself to a life spent caged both literally and figuratively. Now, at nineteen, every single day I longed to travel back in time and shake some sense into that young girl.

      Condensation gathered on the window of the temple library. I wiped the cool moisture away to see the Gwerhune, the Fae forest that darkened the distance beyond the temple’s gardens. The dark green boughs of ancient oaks swayed gently in the spring breeze and the indigo lights that remained a mystery to us humans floated between the limbs and over the mossy earth. What scents filled the Fae forest? What creatures would I see if I managed to escape this prison and venture through the Veil?

      “Your book, Sacred Sister Bronwyn.”

      Turning away from the window’s dangerous temptation, I faced the librarian who held out a dusty tome with a red spine that read The Old Ones and Their Sacred Sites. I accepted it with a “thank you” and arranged the book on a support pillow at the table near the window. Page twenty-nine showed a drumstone and a holy well lost to the wilds of Fjordbok, the birthplace of the new Queen of the Fae. The illustration detailed piles of glittering snow and stretches of dark ice. None had been to the well in over a century. Ten pages after that, the author told the story of a long-ago pilgrim’s journey to reach a former temple, not too different from this one here in Veilbury. Boasting three stone towers, a library, and gardens, this lost temple appeared to have once been a bustling center of worship. But the sea had eaten away the coastline, and the old temple had fallen into the salty waves.

      “What is it about these old books that you adore so much?”

      I jumped at Seersha’s voice. “I just like imagining traveling to all these sites.”

      Seersha shook her head, the tasseled ends of her temple headpiece shushing over the shoulders of her priestess robes. Her wide sleeves fell back as she removed a slim scroll from the shelves at the end of the wall. She was pretty—dark copper hair and haunting eyes—but her attitude soured the effect.

      “House Mother will put you in solitary again if you’re late for the herb ceremony,” she said.

      My heart leaped into my mouth and I stood, knocking the greenwood chair to the flagstone floor. It landed with a bang that had the librarian hurrying over with a glare that could melt all the ice around that lost sacred well.

      “Sorry, Librarian.” I gave a quick bow then rushed through the hall of shelves and the scribes scratching parchment at their desks.

      Hitching up the white acolyte robes that most traded for priestess robes in the length of time I’d been here, I walked as quickly as I could out of the library without openly running. Running was against the rules—as was being late.

      One of five religious sub-sects in the Kingdom of Saxonion, the Order of the Star Goddess provided its host city a way to demonstrate the grace and purity of the Old Ones through rituals and dances handed down from generation to generation. No one knew exactly when the order had been established, but our temple was the most highly regarded in Veilbury.

      I slid open the heavy oaken door of the center tower of the three here at the temple. Floral incense pinched my nose. Two younger acolytes scrubbed the already gleaming wooden floors with lemons and hot water that steamed into the air. They each paused to nod respectfully my way, and I returned the gesture hastily. Winding stairs took me to the second floor where House Mother stood in the ceremony room. Crockery bowls of lavender, rosemary, pixiebane, and yarrow surrounded her.

      House Mother never glared when angry, but her stoic, unblinking look was far more frightening than any expression. “You are late. Begin immediately.”

      Sweat drizzled down my neck and made my hair cling to my forehead under the gold beads and pearls of my three-pronged headpiece. I really hoped my perspiration wasn’t smearing the runes charcoaled onto my upper chest and cheeks. If the servants had to apply the runes more than once a day, I was punished with four days in solitary confinement. The thought of that iron cage deep in the bowels of the library sent a shudder through me.

      I sat cross-legged in front of House Mother, took a breath in a sad attempt to steady my shaking hands, and whispered the holy words.

      “To the Star Goddess, we offer this bounty of our earth.”

      I lifted the bowl of lavender above my bowed head. Setting it directly in front of me, I began the holy motions. I swept one palm across the floor to the right of the bowl, then repeated the gesture with my other hand on the left side of the offering. A strange prickling blossomed between my eyebrows. Maybe I was about to get a headache.

      “What is it?” House Mother’s voice cut through the quiet. Her gaze narrowed.

      “Nothing.” My heart ticked like a beetle stuck on its back.

      House Mother sniffed disdainfully. “Don’t frown like that and stop wiggling like a louse-plagued peasant. This is a symbolic clearing of the sacrifice area. It’s holy.”

      I sighed in relief. I could handle insults just fine. “Yes, House Mother.”

      Next, I took the flint and striker from my pocket and lit the lavender so it smoked into the last beam of sunlight that streamed through the warbled glass of the low, wide windows. Once I had echoed the process with the other herbs and lined up their bowls in a precise arrangement, I took each smoking herb between my palms and crushed their ashes into my skin.

      “I am your sacrifice, Star Goddess. With my blood, you receive our earth offering.”

      I rubbed my ashen palms over my jawline. House Mother held out the ruby-encrusted dagger and I accepted it, silently scolding the younger version of me who had stupidly thrown herself into this madness. The blade cut my chin easily, and I only had to make a small slice for the blood to drip.

      House Mother was still staring at me, shoulders tight, and the knuckles of her clasped hands were white. “May the Goddess accept our offering.”

      My heart was empty. No jolt of power hit me or wave of awe-inspiring devotion. This whole thing was a sham, and in the four years I’d been here, the Goddess had done nothing to heal my loneliness.

      House Mother waved in the servants who cleared up the ceremony items and tidied my hands and chin with warm water and salve. I began to leave, but House Mother’s voice stopped me at the archway. She handed me a book of rituals.

      “Study this. If you can learn the ritual of Sending in one hour, you may sleep in your bed tonight. Tomorrow, you will spend the night in solitary for tardiness.”

      My mouth went dry, and I struggled to keep from shouting. Of course, she made me wait a day so I could wallow in fear. I couldn’t look at her, but I bowed my head.

      “Yes, House Mother.”

      Heading outside, I wiped a tear from my eye before it could fall and smear my runes.

      I sat in the front courtyard with my rituals book. Ceremonies such as this one didn’t come easily to me. Only the dances of our religion enchanted me. The rituals never gave me a sense of satisfaction or of serving some greater good. But it wasn’t as if I had a choice but to learn and perform the rituals.

      Drefan, now captain of the city guard, waved a hand, his genuine smile almost hidden in his blond beard. “Good morning.”

      Most men weren’t permitted to speak to acolytes or priestesses, but the city guard were allowed due to the nature of their job. They protected the temple, not that it was ever in danger.

      I lifted a hand in greeting. Drefan had come from the same rural village as me and we’d both ended up here in Veilbury around the same time though for very different reasons. I’d applied to become an acolyte, and he’d signed up for guard training. Once he’d been accepted, he actually spoke up for me as a personal reference to Beanie, who’d been House Mother then. At the time, I hadn’t realized Drefan held any real opinion of me. His reference had been a kind surprise.

      “How are the chickens?” I asked, leaning over the low temple wall. The city guard had a small kitchen garden and a few animals for food on the outskirts of town. The city rose up behind Drefan like a crowd, the many windows like eyes.

      He glanced at the tower behind me and walked as close as he dared. “Are you all right?” he whispered as his gaze slid over the bruise House Mother had left on my hand. She’d struck me with a stick last week for being late to my chamber for bedtime.

      This was dangerous talk. If anyone heard Drefan, he would lose his position and quite possibly be thrown in prison. Being captain of the city guard—youngest with that title in the history of the city—awarded him some leniency with regard to tradition, but his position didn’t shield him completely.

      “I’m fine. How are the chickens?” I asked again, wishing to change the subject. The edges of my tiny ritual book dug into my fingers.

      A reluctant grin softened his features. “Good. Feisty held off a hawk that came after the flock yesterday evening. The big girl flapped her wings, rose up, and tore at the hawk with her talons like she was a bird of prey rather than an egg-laying matron.”

      We laughed, and a pang of homesickness hit me. Drefan had kissed me once. He was a handsome one with his golden locks and sturdy ways, always holding open doors and offering me small gifts like a new pair of boot laces or a posy of flowers. The kiss had been…nice, but nothing like Gantu’s embraces. I wish I would have fallen for Drefan. It would have been so much smarter. But the heart wasn’t wise. Mine, at least, wasn’t.

      Drefan’s gaze flicked to my face and remained there. His lips tightened as he took in the runes painted on my cheeks. “I wish…”

      “Don’t say that, please, Drefan. I do too, but please…”

      With a nod, he looked down at the wall separating us. He stepped back, gave me a shallow bow, then waved, and walked back into the city.

      I wrapped my arms around myself and thanked the Old Ones for having at least one person who truly cared for me.

      Determined to sleep in my bed that night, I studied and managed to learn the Sending ritual before House Mother came to test me. She dismissed me to my chamber, and I tried my best to sleep. Images of the cage ripped through any peace I could conjure.

      

      The next day, I tried not to think about my upcoming punishment, but I didn’t have enough mental discipline. During my allotted hour of Wandering, I went to the garden at the back of the temple grounds. Plots of herbs and spring vegetables sprouted green and filled the air with savory scents. I breathed them in and my fears dissipated.

      The pebbles of the garden crunched pleasantly under my simple temple shoes, and I lifted my face to the setting sun. My patch of pixiebane was growing nicely, new buds showing their typical purple-black hue among the blue leaves. I ran a hand over their heads, the soft leaves tickling my freshly scrubbed hands.

      Looking over the low stone wall, I stared again at the edges of the Gwerhune and the indigo lights. Technically, an acolyte could wander outside the walls during their daily hour as long as they stayed in the areas suggested by House Mother. But if someone saw me leave the temple walls and head into the Fae forest, there would be questions that would end in more punishment for me. Priestesses in training were not supposed to be curious about anything except the Old Ones and the Star Goddess. We were meant to protect ourselves from danger as well because we belonged to the temple and to the Goddess. Traipsing into a forest known for dangerous creatures and wild Fae would be what House Mother deemed a poor choice. When one made a poor choice, she made certain you had days on end in the cage to think about your mistake.

      But no gardeners were working just now. Dinner had started in the main hall. I wasn’t required to be there as fasting was a good choice, so I had a full hour to do as I pleased. I used to think that House Mother had people watching me and all the other acolytes, but I’d never seen evidence of that. Perhaps I could venture into the Gwerhune.

      Just for a moment.

      Just to smell the woods and feel the air beyond the Veil. It would only be a minute. I would turn right back around. My blood leapt in my veins. A smile tugged at my lips. The garden had no exterior gate, so I tied my long robes up on one side and climbed over the low wall.
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      The ground was damp on this side and mud sucked off both my slippers. Chewing my lip, I peered back at the temple to see if anyone was watching. The windows were dark—the garden, empty.

      I left my slippers and my bare, muddied feet carried me over the soft clover growing low to the earth until the line of oaks at the border were within reach. The treetops brushed the orange-hued sky, their new leaves waving to the first of the night’s stars.

      Wiggling my fingers, I stretched out an arm to pierce the Veil, and a sensation like sparks from a fire that were somehow cold instead of hot prickled across my skin. A laugh bubbled from me, and I covered my mouth to keep the sound from carrying.

      I stepped through the Veil. That odd sensation of magic washed over me, head to toe, taking no heed of my headpiece or my robes. It traveled through all the garb to touch my skin.

      The air smelled sweet and cool, and I wished I could somehow drink it in. The indigo lights bobbed over last year’s leaves as I took another step. The last of the sun’s light gleamed across the forest in ribbons of copper and gold. A large stone stood beside a pine, and something about it pinched at a memory of a story I’d once read. Oh, it was a drumstone, a portal to the world of the Unseelie. But the Seelie king had sealed them, so it was nothing to worry about.

      “This is interesting,” a deep, slow, sultry voice said from the shadows.

      My heart seized up, then hung useless and afraid to beat. I pressed my fist against my chest, willing myself not to pathetically die from fear.

      A figure strode from a cluster of maples and into the uneven golden light. He came forward and towered over me. The Fae lights blinked to life around him and cast an indigo glow over his pointed ears, silver and slitted eyes, and the intricate braids his black hair had been pulled into. Under leather armor, his skin was a dusky gray color that spoke of dark magic. A hood hung loosely down his back, below his braids, and along the tops of his broad shoulders. His arms were bare and his musculature made me wish I was a sculptor. My fears faded beneath the intensity of wonder I felt in his presence.

      “You’re so…” I put my hand to my stupid mouth before I could compliment his beauty.

      A smile cut his soft-looking lips and a fang showed. I swallowed. He set a clawed finger under my chin and heat ran like a river of molten metal from the point of his touch, down my throat. “You think me beautiful?”

      “I-I wasn’t going to say that.” Yes, I was. But what type of Fae was he? He couldn’t be Unseelie, surely. This was the Seelie Fae’s realm.

      “Ah. Then what were you going to utter with that dirty human mouth of yours?”

      “I’m not dirty.” I pulled away, and my muddied toes showed under my hitched-up robes. “Well, all right. Maybe a little.” My heart drummed against my wrists and pounded on my ribs. I needed to run. But I couldn’t. He was just so lovely to look at. The most fascinating being I’d ever seen.

      A laugh rumbled in his broad chest and made his silver eyes sparkle. “Congratulations. You’re the most interesting thing I’ve found on this side of the stones.”

      This side of the stones. “Do you mean the drumstones?”

      “Of course.”

      A chill rattled my body. “Right.” No, he couldn’t be one of them…

      With a smirk, the Fae turned his back, picked up something glittering from the ground, then lifted it up to study it. It was a dark crown laced with gold and silver leaves. He set the crown atop his braids and grinned, showing both fangs this time. I was shivering now and couldn’t do a thing to stop it. An Unseelie male—with a crown. He was right in front of me, but my mind couldn’t believe this was happening. Maybe this was King Lysanael of the Seelie. Maybe the descriptions I’d heard and read were wrong…

      “But I thought the Fae King was in Fjordbok with⁠—”

      “One Fae king is away currently. But he is not the only royal of pointed ear and dagger-sharp tooth.”

      “You’re-you’re Unseelie.”

      “Why yes, I am. The Unseelie King actually.”

      He bowed low, flicked his silver gaze to my face, and then a shimmering cloud of glittering dust burst around him. A growl issued from the magical haze and suddenly a gray dragon loomed in the Fae’s place. The size of ten horses; the beast stretched its massive wings and lowered its head. Those same silver, slitted eyes stared at me.

      Finally, my feet obeyed me and I ran.
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      Toren shifted back into his high Fae form as the intriguing human female ran. She glanced at him over her shoulder as she fled, and the first grin of many, many days tugged at his mouth. With that spark of wild curiosity in her amber eyes and the way she’d been drawn to him despite his claws and gray skin, she had proved she was no ordinary human. Humans usually screamed at Unseelie and attempted to kill Unseelie immediately. But she had been genuinely attracted. She hadn’t run. Not at the beginning.

      Perhaps she could help him.

      He had been trapped here in the land of the Seelie since King Lysanael sealed the drumstones. Toren had come through with a gang of trolls he’d been hunting. The drumstones had been failing to hold back Toren and his kind for a while, and he’d had no warning that the Seelie King Lysanael was about to lock up the passageway. Keeping to the high branches of an age-old oak, Toren had watched Lysanael, the Seelie warriors, and the Seelie king’s mate cut down the trolls and other Unseelie monsters after their joining ceremony. Heat rose in Toren’s chest as he recalled the blood spilled. The Seelie king should have tried to herd Toren’s monsters and contain them, killing only as many as was necessary to cull the herds and limit their violence.

      Ever since that day, Toren had been seeking a way home.

      He leaned forward, tracking the human female’s rush back to the temple. Her lovely, long legs showed under her knotted robes, and the expanse of smooth skin shot fire through his blood.

      Somewhere under the site of her temple, an ancient portal hid. If he could find it and get there without alerting the Seelie who lived so close to this human area, he could be home in moments. This place was painfully dull. Not a monster in sight. No good hunting. No source power to draw from. He looked down at his clawed fingers. The fine gray color of his flesh was going pale. This realm was slowly killing him.

      But perhaps the human could assist him and save his life. She had access to the temple. She was intrigued by him. All he had to do was seduce her into doing his bidding. To get past the magical wards on the temple grounds, someone had to invite him in willingly.

      Sounded like a pleasant plan, really, and far more interesting than dying.
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      As my heart attempted to break through my chest, I charged over the garden wall. Forget the slippers—I had to get inside immediately. I wasn’t sure how far the magical wards extended past the actual temple and towers. Could the Unseelie pass into the garden?

      My robes caught on the wall’s stones, and I tripped, falling into my pixiebane and scattering their dark purple fluff into my face. Shoving to my feet, I hurried on. I glanced backward. The Unseelie king remained by the Veil, mostly hidden by the trees and the dark of the coming night.

      It was unbelievable. The Unseelie king had spoken to me and shifted forms… Swallowing against my dry throat, I paused at the entrance to the first tower and looked for servants, or worse, House Mother, but the entry foyer was empty.

      Everyone must still be at dinner. Good.

      I skirted across the tumbled stone mosaic of the Star Goddess. Jade made up her long tresses, granite formed her lithe body and robes, and steel-gray hematite served as her eyes.

      Eyes like his.

      My muddy foot slipped on the stairs that led up to my chamber, but I caught myself on the railing and continued on, praying to that Goddess, to the one I didn’t even believe in. I was lucky until I hit my chamber door.

      “Oh, this is going to be a fabulous story.” Seersha sat on the stool by the flickering hearth while a servant combed out her hair. Her beaded headpiece sat on the side table, and she’d exchanged her priestess robes for a gold-threaded white linen sleeping shift.

      I gritted my teeth. “I was just in the garden.”

      Her gaze snapped to my bare and dirty feet. “And you were attacked by a bear? Or did the ground just grab you?”

      “It was muddier than I expected.”

      “I’ll call someone up for you,” the servant said.

      I knew her name was Poesin, but I wasn’t permitted to say that out loud. House Mother forced us to maintain an emotional distance from the servants. She assigned new ones every week and rotated them endlessly through all the acolytes and priestesses.

      “Off to solitary again tonight, I hear,” Seersha drawled.

      I ignored her and went into the bathing chamber. A hot bath steamed, waiting for me because we bathed every night. The words Shining Purity Within and Without were stretched across the walls in golden paint, a reminder that we had to remain chaste and without any stain on our bodies besides the ones we received in ceremony.

      It would feel so good to scratch those words right off the plaster with my fingernails. It was insane how I’d judged this place as safe when I was fifteen, when Beanie ran the temple. If only I had known…

      Penelope, an acolyte who had started the same summer as me, fell for the baker who delivered small pies to us—bread pockets filled with plain vegetables that were small enough to eat and keep our lip paint in place. Penelope was found to be unchaste and hung from the temple’s central tower as a clear warning to outsiders—touch one of us and tragedy ensues.

      I submerged myself in the bath and savored the feel of the hot water blocking out the world.

      But one image smashed into my attempts at finding peace.

      The Unseelie king shifting into a dragon. That fanged smile…

      I sat up, splashing water over the lip of the copper tub.

      “Sacred Sister, be careful!” An elderly servant in a white apron lunged forward with a bathing linen to mop up my mess.

      I wiped water from my face. “So sorry.”

      She straightened, holding the wet linen and staring into my bathwater. “Why are you so muddy?”

      “The garden,” I said. “I was checking on my pixiebane. My slippers…”

      The Unseelie king had spoken to me in the Fae woods. I shook my head, unbelieving. What was I supposed to do? Tell House Mother? Or maybe Drefan? The people of the city were far too superstitious to cause trouble here, so we didn’t have anyone permanently stationed at our entrance or walls. No one, not even the worst of criminals, wanted to incur the Goddess’ wrath. Pressing my eyes shut with the heels of my hands, I tried to think clearly—to plan around the fear. The temple was magically warded, but would it work against such a powerful monster?

      The servant must have mistaken my behavior as worry over my slippers because she patted my shoulder gently. “I’ll send someone out to find them. Don’t worry,” she said.

      The servant dressed me in a sleeping shift similar to Seersha’s and slid soft slippers onto my feet. She sat me on the stool by the mirror and began twisting my hair to knot it on top of my head.

      “Like a waterfall of honey, your hair is,” the servant said. Her hands weren’t gentle, but they weren’t as rough as House Mother’s at least.

      In the mirror’s reflection, Seersha smirked from where she lay on her bed across the room. “Maybe the rats down there will leave your toes alone if you give them a lock of your hair.”

      I gripped the edges of the stool. I’d forgotten I was headed to solitary for being late to the herb ceremony.

      The servant finished the knot and rubbed my shoulders. “I’ll escort you down. House Mother gave me the key.”

      The key to the cage I would sleep in tonight. The floor of the cage was rusted and cold, and Seersha wasn’t just joking about the rats. They always scuttled around as soon as everyone in the floors above the basement went quiet.

      My mind flung itself back to the subject of the Unseelie king. If the wards didn’t protect us from him, nothing would. I imagined the place ripped apart by dragon talons and dragon fire… A wicked grin tugged at my lips. I was an idiot because that dragon would destroy me too, and with it, any chance of living the life I wish I had.

      Why hadn’t the Unseelie killed me today? Everyone knew they were vicious, horrible demons. I’d have guessed he’d want to torture me, to drink my blood, and string my guts along the trees of his enemy Fae, the Seelie. But he had only been teasing and polite.

      I hadn’t imagined an Unseelie looking like him. I’d always thought their king would be just as grotesque as the gargoyles that roamed the city before Seelie Fae King Lysanael sealed the drumstones shut. The Unseelie king had been frightening with his claws, fangs, and dragon form, but he had pleased my eye rather than disgusting me.

      What was he up to? Was he simply afraid the Seelie would come after him if he killed a human?

      Drawing me up from the stool, the servant wrapped her steely fingers around my upper arm. She had been lecturing me, but I hadn’t heard a word of it. There was no use fighting her, so I went along willingly. When we passed by the gathering hall, Mannix, the only male permitted in temple normally, was placing my name tablet into the absent box.

      Two open-front boxes hung above the doorway and wooden tablets with every temple inhabitant’s name—written in fine calligraphy—stood either in the green box or the black one. The tablets were arranged every night to show everyone’s ranking as well. My tablet wasn’t merely being shifted to a lower rank. When you went to solitary, you were marked as dead. Other tablets stood beside mine. Penelope’s, Bora’s, a scribe that had passed of old age, Ria’s—her foreign aunt had snuck her out of the temple two years ago—and Beanie’s.

      My heart pinched, remembering the former House Mother who had been obsessed with the origins of the Star Goddess and the temple itself. Beanie used to drag us acolytes into the library to read the runes scratched into the corners and the shelves. She’d been convinced there was more to the temple than what was currently visible. I just loved the pudding she used to make with Cook on winter nights. Those times in the hall with her hadn’t been like prison, like the temple was to me every other moment. They had been the only times I’d been at ease. Perhaps it was because Beanie had reminded me of the good parts of my mother.

      I said a silent prayer to the Goddess for my parents’ souls, even though I doubted the truth of the temple’s teachings. It didn’t hurt to throw a prayer up in case I was wrong.

      We left the first tower and entered the library. The main areas gave way to the bare stone stairwell leading to the basement. Our soft footsteps echoed lightly off the walls, and my candle tossed our shadows to the vaulted ceiling. The scent of water and cold rock rose into the air as a shudder grabbed and shook me.

      “If you’d only watch the time, Sacred Sister Bronwyn, then you wouldn’t have to spend so many nights in this place.”

      I gritted my teeth, keeping myself from demanding an answer as to why being a minute late to a practice ceremony required such a rough punishment. It could be worse. I flexed the fingers of my writing hand, the hand House Mother had broken and then set the first and only time I had argued against the consequences of my behavior.

      The cage door swung open with a creak, and the servant extended a hand to take the candle from me. I hated to give up my light, but once again, it could have been so much worse. I handed it over, and she locked me inside with only a bucket to keep me company.

      Her form and the candle’s light disappeared up the stairwell, and I was left in the dark to await the rats and my nightmares.

      In them, I was always drowning. But I didn’t drown in water. No, hands pressed me down, down, down, and suffocated me, blocking my mouth and nose. Countless hands. Sometimes, they wore House Mother’s ring—all the hands at one time wearing the pearl adornment. Other nights, the hands of every servant who had taken care of me here at the temple drowned me. The hands never belonged to Seersha or the other priestesses or acolytes. Maybe because they were as trapped as I was, drowning in their own nightmares as we survived each day here, just steps away from an actual life, from the colorful world outside our rules and House Mother’s expectations.

      But my worst nightmares were always of myself. On those horrible nights, fifteen-year-old me floated above my sleeping present-day form. She still wore Gantu’s ring even though in real life, I had thrown the ring at his bare back when I had caught him with another girl.

      In the light of day, that nightmare seemed far less frightening than drowning in flesh, but when the dark dream came, it stripped me of my confidence, slashed my heart to ribbons, and left me sweating and shaking when I woke.

      I don’t know when I’d fallen asleep in the cage, but I woke to a tapping sound on the basement’s single window. Moonlight bled into the cold room. I stood and gripped the cage’s bars, trying to see what was making the sound.

      The glass broke, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.
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      Toren set his hands on the dead leaves of the Seelie Fae forest floor and whispered to the creatures of the night. Magic tingled across his lips and his words sifted from his mouth as sapphire smoke that curled along the ground. The smoke slipped faster and faster along the roots of the massive oaks, maples, and pines.

      “Take up her slippers and find her there. Return to her what is hers…” He whispered the command again, infusing it with his Unseelie will, his dark magic.

      The leaves on the forest floor shuffled. Beetles with shiny backs and Fae mice with small horns and sparkling, black fur partially made of impossibly small mushrooms crawled out of the forest and headed toward the spot where the human female had lost her silken shoes.

      Swarming around the slippers, the creatures picked and rubbed the fabric until it was as clean as muddied silk could be. Toren stood and leaned on an oak while they crawled over the temple’s garden wall with their new treasure in tow. He let his arms fall as he stepped closer to the Veil, not quite piercing it, but coming close.

      The silk caught the moonlight, and it seemed the beetles and the Fae mice were deliberating on which way to go to reach the female. Fae mice were the same in the Seelie realm as in Toren’s Unseelie world, so they would be able to pick up her scent. Perhaps the wards did affect them after all? He’d thought the magical barrier would only hold and injure uninvited people…

      The cluster of night creatures scurried along the temple’s pathway until they reached a lower building—some sort of outbuilding, a chapel perhaps or a scriptorium? At least the creatures appeared unhurt and capable. Hopefully, their senses would remain healthy.

      Though Toren’s vision was exemplary, it was difficult to see how they were now disappearing into the structure. Perhaps under the front doors. Yes, that seemed to be it.

      Why would the female sleep in an outbuilding? The cut on her pert chin flashed through his mind. Was she mistreated in this temple? And if so, why?

      He crossed his arms and leaned against the tree again, wondering when the creatures would return.

      If the humans mistreated the female he’d met, perhaps that would be helpful in luring her into spying for him. She would have far less loyalty to those in charge of the temple if they were hurting her in some way. He didn’t know everything about humans, but he’d visited this realm often enough in his twenty-five years to know that.

      He wondered about the runes she’d had painted onto her cheeks and over her collarbone. He was no rune expert, but the one on her cheeks concerned mating, or rather, the lack of. It was an odd thing to paint on oneself so he assumed the others there had applied the paint. Certainly no one would choose chastity, would they? Madness.

      What would it be like to bed a human female? Her skin appeared incredibly soft, but her color was that of spoiled milk. She was still beautiful, but the tone of her flesh was off-putting. And she looked so fragile like he could pierce her chest and remove her heart with very little effort. He imagined that task and found he didn’t like it. He wanted her to return and to see her wide eyes and her song-like voice. He’d smear her runes if he even touched her chest.

      Ah, that was why they did it. To keep her accountable. If anyone placed a hand on her, they would know. How awful. So outrageously restrictive.

      And humans thought the Unseelie were the monstrous demons.

      The moon shifted in the sky and the night creatures still hadn’t returned. He sat and shut his eyes to prepare to See. His stomach twisted as he released his awareness and sought the minds of those under his command. The magic of Seeing always made him dizzy. A cool brush of power swept over his shuttered eyelids, then the image of a moonlit chamber flickered to life in his mind’s eye.

      Through the eyes of the Fae mice, he saw the human female standing in a cage.

      A cage.

      Heat knifed his chest, and he fisted his hands so tightly that his claws pierced his flesh. He nearly lost the Seeing connection. Taking a breath, he focused again.

      In the Seeing, the female’s dark pink lips were moving as if she was saying something, but the words were garbled. Seeing wasn’t Hearing, and he’d never been able to do that particular magic.

      The night creatures dropped her slippers outside of the bars and she bent to retrieve them, her eyes wide like they’d been when he’d shifted to test her mettle. As the creatures turned away and scrambled out of a broken window, he opened his eyes and broke the Seeing. The chill of his Unseelie magic left him and only the breeze of the Fae forest touched him now.

      They had her in a cage. Humans were horrid creatures. True, Unseelie Fae were violent at times, enjoyed a vicious hunt, and functioned on more of an instinctual level than Seelie and humans, but if this was what civilization wrought, well, Toren wanted nothing to do with it. Perhaps he would take this female with him if they did indeed find the lost portal inside the temple where the old stories claimed it sat. Could she survive there? If he willed it, none would dare to touch her. A smile warmed his mouth. He quite liked that idea.

      The night creatures returned to him, brushed themselves along his bare feet, and went back to their evening hunts for food and mates. He shifted into his dragon form and rose into the canopy to do a bit of hunting of his own.
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      Another servant, this one shorter than I was, retrieved me in the morning. As she let me out of the cage’s door, I turned toward my slippers. I picked them up, wondering if anyone would believe me if I told them a bunch of Fae mice and beetles had brought them to me. Probably not. It was one thing to meet Seelie Fae and see the graceful way they walked and the power they could wield over animals, but humans had little experience with Unseelie outside of battling the ones that used to escape from the drumstones.

      The rest of the day went as usual. Servants painted the temple runes along my freshly scrubbed face and over the top of my chest, just under my collarbone. I was wrapped in laundered robes and my hair was looped and tied beneath the beads of my acolyte headpiece. After practicing a set of our sacred dances, the other acolytes and I walked from the third tower to the main hall set into the first tower for a meal.

      The potatoes were at least warm if not terribly bland. Sitting on my assigned stool at the table, I shut my eyes and imagined what kinds of foods the Unseelie king would have tasted in his lifetime. What did they eat? What did he eat when he shifted into a dragon? His silver eyes, the twist of his muscular arms, the way he’d ordered the tiny animals of the night to serve me… Flutters filled my stomach, and I opened my eyes to see Seersha and two other full priestesses standing on the far side of the table staring at me.

      A sneer made Seersha ugly. “What foul thoughts are you cooking up in that odd head of yours?”

      Heat flooded my cheeks, and I bit down on what I really wanted to say—bugger off. “I was only going over my steps for the exhibition this evening.”

      She snorted and left with the two others whispering beside her.

      “…thinks she is better than anyone even though she fails promotion every time.”

      “She’s the worst acolyte in history.”

      Once one joined, one couldn’t leave the temple. I’d only come here to the Star Goddess temple to protect myself from Gantu’s family and their perceived ownership of me. What a terrible mistake… I should have run away and escaped to the country or on a ship somewhere as a stowaway. Anything would have been better than life here. Old Beanie—who had been kind to me from the first day I’d arrived—had talked me into my official acceptance of temple life through the usual Blood Pact ritual, but she’d only done it to protect me. It was sad how someone could imprison another just by loving them.

      I thought about running away many times. But I had no money now, and anyone that saw me would know my face. Everyone knew the faces of the priestesses and acolytes. House Mother would find me somehow. I just knew it. I was well and truly trapped.

      

      In the citrine light of sunset, I lined up in the garden behind the priestesses, alongside my fellow acolytes—all of whom were much younger than me. A crowd had gathered at the wall, blocking my view of the Gwerhune. Was the Unseelie king still out there? Would he be watching too?

      “Move over.” An acolyte named Yasha elbowed me in the ribs.

      I shook my head at her. “You’re the one in the wrong position.” Pointing to the line House Mother had drawn in the tiny stones, I raised my eyebrows. The stones were nearly as small as grains of sand, and they picked up every one of our footsteps as we moved through the sacred dances. Yasha glared like the petulant child she still was, but she fell into step regardless.

      House Mother clapped her hands three times, and we all went still, our hands folded over our hearts in the first position of this particular dance—the Winding. The servants rushed over to sweep the stones smooth. A lilting tune floated from the lute-man who played at the far end of our group. The music pulled at my heart, the minor key reminding me of the darkness of the Fae forest. I stepped forward, then drew my bare toe forward and around in a half circle to my right. Brushing my hand over an imaginary sword, I walked back two steps, then set my left heel down hard. We moved in unison, and the indigo lights of the Fae forest blinked in the distance, seemingly in synchronized movement as well though that had to be wishful thinking that our dances had any actual effect on the world.

      Despite the way I hated this place, the dances warmed me, and I couldn’t help but smile and tear up at various parts of the performance. The crowd beyond the wall clapped heartily at the dance’s conclusion, some even wiping their eyes like I had to. I folded my hands in the ending position like my sacred sisters, and we bowed our heads as House Mother bid the onlookers a blessed month.

      The crowd began to disperse, children tugging on their parents’ clothing and friends chatting and laughing. They were probably on their way to walk the waterside with their loved ones or to the night market our city held on nights of the full moon. We weren’t permitted to go to the night market, but I’d heard stories about the colorful cloaks set out for sale, the clove and cinnamon buns that always sold out before the moon was high, and the archery competition’s flaming arrows. I had wished to go over and over again during my first three years here, but by the fourth year, I’d given up on wishing. House Mother didn’t permit new and exciting experiences. I wondered if someday I’d dry up from lack of fun and become a husk of a person that simply went through the moves of temple life. Maybe deadening my desires was the best route, the less painful way to live…

      But my mind threw out an image of the Unseelie king’s dragon form. His wings had been wider than the library’s reading room, and his teeth had been as long as my forearm. I smiled. After this dose of wonder, I only wanted more. I didn’t want to become a shell of a person. I wanted life in full.

      The Fae forest drew my gaze again, the lights shimmering and floating and the branches of the towering old trees swaying in the night’s breeze.

      The Unseelie king had returned my slippers. Why?

      I would find out tomorrow during my wandering time, and I didn’t care if it meant another broken hand or another night in the damn cage. I’d risk it all to live, to see that magic, to be the person I was born to be.

      Tomorrow, my life would begin and to the hells with the consequences.
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      Toren couldn’t stop staring. The human he had met outshone her fellow dancers. It wasn’t even a competition. They were mere candles beside the brilliance of the sun. What was she thinking about as she moved? Her lips pouted and her eyebrows drew together a moment before her eyes were glistening with tears and her human teeth showed as she smiled again. Every emotion she appeared to feel hit him in the chest—sorrow, longing, joy… Desire welled inside him hot and demanding. His fingers wanted to draw a line from her knee to the inside of her thigh, to discover the curve of her long, lovely leg. His body ached to press against hers and to have her heart sound its drum against his chest.

      How dare they put her in a cage. He longed to tear from the forest and destroy the warded wall with his bare hands.

      But of course, in his high Fae form, the magic of the wards would kill him. The very taste of it told him about the bloody end he would face if he attempted to thwart its power. No, he had to be wise and measured with his actions. His younger self would have shifted and blown fire at the magic. It was doubtful the wards would hurt him in his dragon form. But he bore the scars of the recklessness of his youth. The Seelie would know of his presence if he shifted and was seen. So now, he would wait and try this plan of his.

      The dance came to an end and the lute’s music died away. A shimmer of…something washed over his vision—particularly over the area where the humans had been dancing. Blinking, he looked again, but couldn’t see anything strange. He tilted his head and eyed his female. She stepped out of the dancing area and looked straight at him. The ground she had left flickered gold for a moment but the light was gone before he could be certain he’d seen anything magical.

      How… What… What did her feet do to that space on the earth and why hadn’t the spot where the other dancers moved glimmered like that? He’d never seen magic like this. None of the humans had reacted, so it must have been invisible to them. Hmm. Interesting. Here was yet another reason to draw the female closer. There was nothing like a mystery—especially when it was cloaked in such strange and eerie loveliness.
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      In the hush of the mid-morning while everyone else was practicing dances in their private training areas throughout the towers, I stepped over the garden wall—this time wearing the gardener’s boots.

      I turned back to the gardener who was very reluctantly going along with my plan to visit the Fae forest again. “It’ll be fine. Stop looking like I’m heading to my death.”

      She shook her head of pale yellow curls. “If she catches you, you’ll wish the Fae beasts would have eaten you.” The gardener shivered, and I knew well it wasn’t from having stockinged feet instead of shoes on the garden’s bordering flagstone path.

      “But you have another pair, right?” I asked. “In case you need to leave before I return?”

      “I do. Just take them. It’s the least I can do for a Sacred Sister.”

      “Thank you.” I gave her a smile then turned toward the forest, my heart jumping like a child at Yule.

      I walked the short distance over the tall grasses that the crowd crushed during the full moon dancing. The Veil blanketed me in a shiver of cold and hot sparks as I passed through. I lifted my chin and inhaled the Gwerhune’s special sweet aroma as an animal’s path drew me toward a pool of water—a spring, it looked like. Around the pool’s border, dark yellow blooms hung heavy on tall stalks and moss the hue of last night’s sunset spread like a rich man’s rug over the ground. It was soft on my feet, and the mushrooms sprouting here and there in its thick coverage reminded me of the Fae mice who had brought back my slippers.

      “I know you’re there,” I said quietly, not wishing to alert any other Fae beasts. Funny that I was more frightened of them than I was the Unseelie king, the most dangerous beast of them all.

      A voice shook my thoughts.

      “You’re such a rebel, aren’t you?” The Unseelie king’s voice threaded through the air and caressed my ears. I didn’t realize I could be that attracted to a voice alone. “I like that about you. I like that very much.”

      He emerged from the forest’s shade a bit farther down the animal path. His braids were wet, and he held his vest in his right hand.

      My throat tried to close as I studied his chiseled chest and stomach, the way his body narrowed to his hips and how his navel… I looked away quickly. Goddess save me. I’d been staring.

      “Don’t rush your examination on my behalf,” he said, his voice a purr. “I never mind a lady’s appreciation. Take your time.”

      He spun in a slow circle, and as I tried to form a sharp retort to defend my silly self, the angles and lines of his bare back stole every single word away. Taking a breath in an attempt to regain my wits, I set my jaw.

      “Pride isn’t attractive,” I said. I was glad he wasn’t bringing up the Fae mice, the beetles, or the cage. He had to know what they’d done to me, or he wouldn’t have been able to send those creatures, right? Regardless, I didn’t want to waste precious time with him in this beautiful place with talk of the cage.

      With speed unlike anything I’d seen, he rushed up to me and pressed his body to mine. His hand splayed over the side of my head and shivers rode down my neck. He leaned close to my ear, drawing the fallen locks of my hair and the edges of my headpiece away. The movements sent another wave of shivers down my body.

      “Isn’t it?” he whispered.

      A pounding heat roared to life inside me, low and wanting. My mouth was dry, and I hated not knowing what to say or do. But I also loved it. This was so much more thrilling than reading, reciting, and practicing at the temple. This was life. Dangerous. Thrilling. Bright with unknown possibilities.

      “My, but you are quiet today,” he murmured. “Will you tell me your name so I can stop calling you human female?”

      He chuckled and took a step back to look me in the eyes. His were the exact silver of a polished silver coin. Raising his eyebrows, he took my wrist in hand gently and flipped it over, exposing the tattoo every child received to ward off the power Fae had when they knew one’s true name. The queen had ordered this new practice after her treaty with the Seelie Queen Revna and the Seelie King Lysanael.

      “It’s safe for you,” he said. “I promise. And I cannot lie.”

      “I know that. I know.” I cleared my throat. Why couldn’t I speak clearly around him? “I’m Bronwyn Greensmith. You are?” I wanted to hear him say it.

      His eyes pinched like my name meant something to him. “Toren of the Night Realm. Enchanted to meet you, Bronwyn Greensmith.” He bowed dramatically, and I flinched just waiting for him to shift into a dragon again.

      A dragon. I could hardly believe it.

      Two thousand questions whirled around my mind. “Is that what you call the Unseelie Realm? The Night Realm?”

      “Well, technically the Realm of Night makes up half of the Unseelie world. The good half. You don’t want anything to do with the other half.”

      “Trolls?”

      “Yes, and gargoyles and all sorts of rough creatures who have very little brains but brawn to spare.”

      “And you…fight them as we used to do here?”

      “We have to hunt them on occasion to keep their numbers manageable. There is no kindness in them, only instinct.”

      I bit my lip. That’s exactly what the Seelie said of the Unseelie like him.

      “Oh, I know. Our Seelie brethren,” he said, that last word barbed, “like to say we operate purely on instinct as well, but no, the high Fae of the Night Realm are perhaps more…to the point than the Seelie, but we reason and love just as they do. Of course, we aren’t as soft as humans, but…”

      He gave me a teasing smile. I raised my eyebrow in disapproval but felt a smile on my mouth. It was madness that I was here in the Fae forest chatting it up with the Unseelie king. Aside from the one male worker at the temple and Drefan, I hadn’t even spoken to a man, or a Fae male, since before I joined.

      “My father’s apprentice used to talk about your kind.”

      “Oh yes? What does your father do for a living?”

      “My parents died from an illness just before I joined the temple, but when they were alive, they ran a sheep farm.”

      “What could a human sheep farmer know of the Unseelie?” Toren’s tone wasn’t as arrogant as his words seemed to be. His open gaze showed curiosity.

      “I’m not sure, honestly. He liked to talk and acted like an expert on all things.”

      Toren waved a hand. “I know the type.”

      I grinned.

      “Is that why you joined the temple?” he asked.

      “Oh, well, partially, but really it was because of a broken betrothal.”

      “At fifteen?”

      “It’s not unheard of. Especially in the area where I grew up.”

      The muscles in Toren’s jaw worked under his smooth skin, and his gaze focused on a spot in the distance. “I’ll try to remain polite with you, but human behavior makes it very hard for me to keep my arguments to myself.”

      “Why are you being polite?”

      His lips parted, and his eyes softened like I’d wounded him. I held up my hands.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you, but as you said, the Unseelie are more to the point. More brazen, perhaps. Politeness doesn’t seem to play a role in such a society.”

      “You are a clever woman, Bronwyn. I want something from you.”

      A chill swept down my back. “What?”

      “I won’t take anything from you that you don’t wish to give.”

      A fluttering sensation danced down my chest at his tone, but I held my tongue, wanting him to explain.

      He crossed his arms and lowered his chin, his eyes going deadly serious. “Under your temple, there lies an ancient portal.”

      “A portal you could use to get home?” I chewed my lip.

      “Yes. I can’t alert the Seelie that I’m here or they’ll attack me at best and string me up at worst. I can fight many, but I can’t beat an entire army of my fellow Fae.”

      He wanted to enter the temple to see this portal. “Do you know if it works?”

      “I don’t. I don’t even know if it’s in there, in fact. That’s where you come in. Can you look around the oldest parts of the temple and tell me if you see any runes or engravings? Perhaps write them down. But keep them in disjointed lines so the magic in your blood doesn’t activate them.”

      I froze. Magic?
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      A flashback of my mother whispering in my ear hit me like a punch to the gut. Don’t do that anymore, cabbage. I had been playing, moving in circles and watching a hawk soar through the sky. The ground had rumbled softly under my feet. All these years, I’d thought I’d dreamed up that moment or at least exaggerated it. But could it have been more than a child’s imagination?

      “I have no magic. I’m human.”

      “So is the Witch.”

      “Truly?” The powerful lady who worked for kings and queens was the only magic-worker in all the realms not of Fae blood, but I thought she was some other type of person and not human at all.

      Toren shrugged and hooked a thumb in the waistband of his trousers. Goddess save me but he was gorgeous. And frightening. I cleared my throat and ignored the smirk blooming to life on his face.

      “I’ll prove you have power,” Toren said. “Dance here. For me.”

      “Here?” In the middle of the forest? “It’s forbidden.” I had no idea why, but that fact had been drilled into my head year after year.

      His eyes became slits of moonlight, and he pursed his full lips. “Of course, it is. Those who imprison you in that temple are afraid of losing control. If they permit the common folk to have unheeded access to the rituals, they lose their mysterious allure. This mystery of holiness is how superstitions are often created and held over a people. Not all, but many religions are like this. I’ve even seen it happen in my own realm.”

      “If anyone finds out, they’ll hang me for breaking this rule.”

      “How would anyone find out? You’re cloaked from prying eyes by the forest and…” He raised his nose to the air and sniffed. A chill slipped down my spine. He looked more animal than person. “No more humans present at the moment and only a couple of Seelie Fae.”

      “Where?” I stepped closer to him and realized I’d taken his wrist in my fingers. I released him, blushing.

      He smiled, and his gaze glowed like a banked fire. “They are at least a mile away. They won’t be trouble. Remember, I can hear sounds you cannot. I scent better than any human could dream of.”

      “We don’t dream about improving our sense of smell.”

      Running a hand over his face, he chuckled. The charcoal-colored claws at the ends of his fingers sent another chill down my back, but this time the sensation accompanied thoughts of those claws lightly dragging across my stomach. I gasped and swallowed.  I was an idiot.

      He was studying my face. “Don’t be ashamed of your desire for me. It’s unusual for a human to long for an Unseelie Fae, but it’s not unheard of.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “I’ve never experienced it, but then again, I rarely interact with anyone outside of my realm. I’ve heard stories though.”

      Interesting. I forced the shame over wanting him into the back of my mind to deal with later. For now, I wanted to know how he could prove I had magic. There was no way I had power like the Witch or the Fae.

      “What type of dance should I do?”

      “Are there themes to your performances?”

      “Yes. Melancholy. Courage. Leaving a loved one. Joy in community. There are thousands of dances.”

      “How many do you know?”

      “I am fully trained in eighty-one dances, but I could pick up the others easily because the movements are similar with small tweaks.”

      He rubbed his chin, then pulled his vest over his head, lacing it at the sides. I was glad because it would be easier to focus on dancing without a half-naked monster standing beside me.

      “Dance the one for creating joy and let’s see how the Gwerhune reacts,” he said.

      “I think you’re crazy, but fine. I’ll try it.”

      I walked a few steps away from the spring’s lovely pond and shut my eyes. Inhaling deeply of the forest’s delightful scent, my nose caught another aroma—leather and vetiver. Ah. It was Toren’s scent. Heat swirled low in my belly and my heart raced. He thought I had magical power. Never in a million years could I have dreamed up something as thrilling as this.

      I stretched out my hands in a welcoming gesture and began to dance. Each step and circle of my feet crunched old leaves and whispered through clusters of golden flowers. Spinning twice with my arms wrapped around myself, I imagined my parents returning to see me and demanding my release from the temple. I stomped a foot and the wispy seeds of a knee-high plant lifted into the breeze to swirl in a column of sunshine. Three steps right, then one heel planted. I drew a half-circle in the forest floor with my right toe, but since there were no tiny pebbles here like I was used to my toe made no visual mark.

      “Look, Bronwyn Greensmith. Look what your magic has brought.”

      I lifted my chin to see thousands of the indigo Fae lights whirling in the branches above my head. A laugh fell from my lips, and Toren’s subtle smile stole my attention.

      “Why? What is happening? Do you know? What are these lights anyway?”

      “They are creatures just like a deer or a beetle. Creatures of the Fae Realms, both Seelie and Unseelie, are drawn to magic that relates to something in them. The Unseelie call these creatures pastlights.”

      “What an interesting name.”

      “They are said to make people wistful for times in the past. Sounds a bit over the top to me, but…” He shrugged, then crouched and began running his claws lightly over the area where I had danced. “When you dance, the ground shimmers with power.”

      “I have never seen anything like that.”

      “No, I don’t think humans eyes are capable of seeing all forms of magic.” Pointing to a pressed place in the grasses, he looked up at me and his eyebrows lifted. “See here? I think your dances press runic magic into the earth.”

      I knelt beside him, enjoying the scent of him and the idea that if anything did come out of the forest at me, he would most likely be able to handle it. I surveyed the surroundings, but nothing looked out of the ordinary to me, well, nothing beyond the Fae plants that I had only recently seen for the first time.

      “I don’t understand the purpose of this magic.”

      “You never know,” he said cryptically.

      We stood and a flock of black and green birds flew overhead, high above in the canopy. Toren’s eyes darted, watching them as an animal would rather than a person. He was just so…different.

      “Have you decided if you’re willing to help me?”

      “You want me to explore the oldest sections of the temple and write down any carvings I find?”

      “Yes. There should be a set of runes that lead to the portal and that serve to activate its power.”

      “The oldest section of the library is the lowest level. Two chambers branch on the second set of steps. The eastern chamber has shelving for storage of some ritual scrolls as well as that cage where your Fae beasts found me.”

      Murder glowed in Toren’s eyes—anger on my behalf. I gave him a smile, appreciating that he cared.

      “The other chamber houses the oldest scrolls, and only the archivist goes down there. I suppose I could make an excuse to visit. I am known for sticking my nose into old books.”

      “What do you like to read about?”

      “Ancient sacred sites, actually.”

      “Are you looking for a portal too?” His tone held a joke, and I smiled.

      “I thought maybe I could talk House Mother into allowing me to travel to see some of the Old Ones’ and the Goddess’s wells and temple ruins. I want to see more than this temple and the land immediately around it. My childhood was spent on the farm, seeing only our fields and occasionally going into town to set up a table at the market. My parents were very protective and never allowed me to venture around the other tables though. I have seen so little of the world.”

      “Such a waste of a life.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Well, if you find that portal, I could take you on the grandest adventure.” The wicked grin that spread over his handsome face turned my heart over twice.

      “I’d like that.” I would? I’d like to visit the Unseelie realm just for some fun? I’d lost my mind. “Am I going mad?” A slightly off-kilter laugh bubbled out of me.

      Toren took my hand and kissed my knuckles. I held my breath as he paused, his lips warm against my skin. A feeling like a lutestring about to break stretched between us. He met my gaze and heat shot directly to my heart, traveled down my torso, and gathered between my legs.

      “The adventure would be worth the risk. I can promise you that, Dancer.”

      What was this wild sensation inside of me? It was desire; I knew that much. But it was so much more than that. So much stronger than anything I’d felt at fifteen when I’d been head over heels for Gantu. Had I not been fully in love with Gantu? Yes, of course I had been. At least, that’s what I’d always said to my parents and to Drefan. I had been in love.

      I shook my head and pulled away. “I’ll do as you ask and meet you here tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, Bronwyn Greensmith.”

      “Why do you keep saying my family name? Is that a good manners habit of the Unseelie or something else?”

      “I like how you don’t tiptoe around questions. It’s because your family name demands respect of me as the Unseelie king.”

      “Why?”

      “You should go. I will answer you when next we meet.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to see a servant and Seersha walking through the garden. It looked like their heads were on swivels. They had to be looking for me. My hour was up.

      “Goodbye, King Toren.” I gave him a nod then hurried away.

      Keeping to the shadows, I waited until Seersha and the servant disappeared inside the library. I dashed from the forest, holding my breath and praying no one would see me leaving the Gwerhune.

      I jogged through the garden area, cracked the tower’s door open, and hurried toward my chamber. The hallway was silent except for the sound of everyone practicing their dances in their own rooms. I’d have to come up with some reason Seersha had missed me. Maybe I’d used the main hall’s water closet. Yes, that might work.

      The wood of the corridor outside my chamber creaked, and I turned to see House Mother standing there, a flash of anger in her cold, cold eyes.
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      Toren rubbed a knuckle over his lips as he pondered the last few days. Bronwyn was the kindest person he’d ever met. Granted, he didn’t know her well, but he felt as though he could see straight through her beautiful body into her soul to see it shine with goodness. There was dark in her too, as there was in all, but she was so open-minded about him and so incredibly brave to visit him here. She was naive due to her sheltered life, but it wasn’t as if she didn’t know there were inherent dangers in knowing him. And yet she came.

      His chest tightened, and he pressed a fist against his knocking heart. Seeing the forest through her eyes was like being born a child once more, full of wonder and joy. She wasn’t a fool. She was simply…youthful in her appreciation of the world. And he didn’t think that was due to anything she’d been through. That was just how she was—delighted with life. Trapping her in that tomb of a temple was a crime.

      Stars peered through the forest’s canopy and revealed constellations over Bronwyn’s prison. It was time to hunt. Toren shifted into his dragon form, relaxing into the familiar prickle of his magic and the pleasant sensation of his wings spreading wide. He took off and headed northwest. The wind lifted him, and he barely had to move his wings as he soared just below the canopy.

      Keeping his nose alert for any Seelie, he searched the forest for movement. Moss deer were plentiful in this area, and so far he’d been able to evade the wild Seelie’s notice by keeping to the untraveled areas of the forest. He sniffed the wind and caught the scent of a stag he’d missed out on last night. This time, he would take that prize and eat his fill. Sweeping down through the branches of the cedars that dominated this area of the western forest, he extended his talons and latched onto the stag. He landed and a gasp sounded behind him. Keeping hold of the stag, he rotated to see what unfortunate soul had found him here.

      It was a wild Seelie, clothes ragged and hair tangled above a pale face. “An Unseelie dragon,” the Seelie whispered.

      A second wild Seelie strode out of the brush, holding a bow with a nocked arrow. “This tip is pure bloodiron, Unseelie. You’re about to die a painful death.”

      Both Seelie laughed, and the armed one let his arrow fly. Toren had no doubt it was true. They were like him and couldn’t lie. He had no time to leap into the air to escape or to fight, so he unleashed his dragon fire.

      A rippling, blazing stream leapt from Toren’s throat and into the air, the fire directed at the Seelie and their arrow. The heat of the white flame melted the arrow into nothing and burned through the two Seelie before they could shout for help. They were dead and he had killed them. He shook his head, wishing for the thousandth time that he was back home.

      Toren turned away from the scorched earth and set his mind to feasting on the stag.

      Once he finished and cleaned his snout in the river’s cold water, he flew back to the place where he met with Bronwyn. Shifting into his high Fae form, he prepared to sleep. Hopefully, no one would miss those two Seelie. The last thing he needed was a group of them coming after him. If he killed too many, word would get out that something was amiss in the Gwerhune. Even if King Lysanael wasn’t currently in his kingdom, his generals would be and they would march on the threat in the Gwerhune with all their usual efficiency. They wouldn’t wait to listen to Toren’s explanations about why he was there or why he’d been forced to kill Seelie. No, they would fire on him with the rare bloodiron they hoarded and he would die screaming at their feet. His people would be left leaderless. He should have named an heir ages ago. His friend Flok was right about that, and he regretted pushing off the responsibility.

      Sleep evaded him, and he decided it was time to irritate those temple leaders who were unkind to his dancer.

      He grinned, crooked a finger of his right hand, and pressed his left palm against the earth. “Grow and pinch and sting the evil ones. Leave the goldhearted alone.”

      His grandfather had taught him this magic, and it had been Toren’s favorite trick as a naughty youth.

      “But you don’t hurt the good ones,” Grandfather had said.

      “How does it know who is good?”

      “All are good and bad, but some are goldhearted and even their bad isn’t so bad.”

      The old Fae had always spoken in riddles, but Toren had loved spending winter nights with him. They’d practiced Unseelie magic by the warmth of the hearth fire. So many stories…

      The ground under Toren’s palm rumbled and erupted with thorns peaked in silver. Crawling toward the wall, the thorns moved swiftly toward their target. Once they disappeared over the wall, Toren could no longer track their movements, but he knew the process. The magical plant would bury itself in the soil around the temple and prick those who had dark hearts. He was glad the spell wasn’t directed at him because he knew well he was no goldheart.

      Once the magic was complete and the sizzle and spark of power faded from his hands, he tucked himself into the roots of an oak and shut his eyes.

      A scream of pain woke him, a scream too sharp and too full of pain to be the result of his small thorns. He stood, heart pounding. The fine hairs on his arms stood on end. That was the sound of someone being broken. And he knew that voice. Rage boiled through his blood.

      “Bronwyn.”

      His body rippled with power. Scales layered their way down his limbs. Magic sparked along his jaw and over his eyes, altering his vision so he could see every blade of grass, every beating heart inside that temple. He lifted his dragon head and roared as he took flight and aimed for the ones who dared to hurt his dancer.
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      “You will tell me where you wandered.” House Mother paced as I knelt before her. My knees were chilled by the wooden floorboards outside Seersha’s and my bedchamber.

      She wouldn’t believe a lie that had me wandering in a normal place. No, when her vein throbbed at the side of her head like that, I had to admit to something even if I hadn’t done anything wrong. Pretending innocence here would only worsen her reaction.

      I bowed my head. “I went to the market.” Her pacing halted, and I stared at the toes of her silken slippers that peeked out from under her black and red robes. “I just wanted to see the wares and the people.”

      Slowly, she approached me. She grasped my chin and roughly raised my head. I met her gaze, forcing any fear or deception from my face.

      “You are not a person. You are an acolyte. The market is filthy, and though many respect us, there are people who would steal you and sell you.”

      “Life can’t be lived without some risk,” I blurted, snapping my mouth shut the moment the words were out. I just couldn’t hold my tongue even when I knew better. It’s not as if I could win her over and persuade her to relax the rules.

      Her fingers left my chin to lace themselves around my throat. Pressure built and made my eyes water. I coughed against her hold, spots dancing in front of my face. The scent of her soap burned my eyes.

      “You deserve to die for throwing your blessed self into the dirty crowd. A place where coins are traded and animals are slaughtered. I can already see the rope around this throat. Do you not remember your oath?”

      The fact that she smeared my runes was more frightening than the choking. She didn’t want answers. I couldn’t speak anyway. Darkness swarmed at the edges of my vision.

      “You promised,” she hissed, “to remain pure. Chaste.”

      If she only knew about everything I’d done with Gantu…

      “Unblemished by marketplaces and crowds,” she continued, “as well as the hands of lovers. And yet, you break this oath like the Goddess means nothing to you. What am I to do with you?”

      With what I could only describe as a snarl, she released me and I fell back gasping for air. She grabbed me by the hair and dragged me down the corridor away from my bedchamber. I scrambled to keep my feet under me, but it was impossible. Pain lanced through my scalp. My foot turned as she pulled me and my knee bashed against the floor, sending agony echoing up my leg. At the stairs, she paused. Would she throw me down?

      Two servants had stopped their sweeping on the landing below, but at a look from her, they went back to their work.

      I wanted to stand. To shove her down the stairs. Rage simmered inside me like bees trapped in a fallen tree.

      She eyed me once more, then shouted, “Mannix!”

      Mannix came running. His shirt was damp under the arms from his efforts cleaning the gutters around the library’s roof.

      “Take her to the library basement and chain her to the wall.”

      Chain me? I’d thought those chains were ancient, and I’d never seen them used. Maybe this time, I really would die by her hands.

      Mannix paled. “House Mother…” His gaze went to me and melted. He’d always had a soft spot for me.

      “Do it, or I will and that will be worse for her,” House Mother said.

      I didn’t doubt that, so I didn’t fight as Mannix took my arm and led me out of the first tower and into the garden courtyard. I squinted, trying to see into the Gwerhune. The urge to call for Toren pushed against my closed mouth. I couldn’t ask him to save me; he’d lose his life if the Seelie caught him. Mannix threw the library door open like he was trying to get this awful chore over with quickly.

      We passed a servant and a small crowd of acolytes and priestesses who gathered in the main room of the library. Their accusatory glares didn’t burn me like they had when I was younger. They were just products of House Mother’s cruelty and of the cult of this place. For the thousandth time, I wondered if the temple had been lovely and good when Beanie had been fully capable in her former role as House Mother—before she’d handed over the reins.

      We hurried down the stairs, the light dimming as the chill of the partially underground chamber wafted over my skin.

      There, behind the cage, were the dusty shackles and chains hanging on the back wall. I swallowed bile, and my legs shook. I fisted my hands. The idea of revenge kept me from vomiting from utter fear.

      “I’m sorry for this.” Mannix lifted one of my hands and shackled my wrist to the wall. “I don’t agree with how she runs the temple.”

      My mouth fell open. He’d never spoken more than three words to me, to anyone. “It was different when Beanie, I mean, House Mother Beatrice was fully in charge. Wasn’t it? That’s what I remember anyway.”

      “Very different.” He secured my other wrist, then looked me in the eye. “I will come down here and release you if House Mother decides to… Well, if things get worse. You should know that I have an illegitimate child, and one of House Mother’s sisters keeps her in town. If I go against House Mother, I will have to grab my daughter and run. She is too powerful in this city.”

      “I had no idea.” A daughter? “How is keeping a child to control her father a blessed way to live?” I practically snarled my rhetorical question.

      “Exactly. House Mother is no blessed sacrifice to the Star Goddess. She is a demon,” he whispered, his words like knives cutting away what little faith I had left in this place, but igniting the rebel inside me even further. Toren had called me a rebel, and the name felt right. Could I find a way out of this? If I did, how could I rebel?

      The best way would be to escape this place as Toren had mentioned. But a portal? It seemed like a fever dream. Nothing magical sat in this dank, cold place.

      Mannix left without another word, and I stood against the wall, my arms pulled high above my head as the sunlight turned bloody through the cracked window set into the stone wall. Toren’s creatures had broken open the bottom corner though no one had yet noticed. How I wished I could grow small and escape like the Fae mice had.

      What felt like a month passed as I waited for the inevitable.

      At last, House Mother arrived.

      And she had a knife.

      “I’m going to cut the darkness out of you.”

      The heat simmering inside me boiled over, flushing out all fear. “Why don’t you just kill me like you did Penelope?”

      Her cold, calculating gaze darted sideways at me as she set the knife on the floor and began rolling up her robe’s sleeves.

      I wanted to poke her until she seemed rattled. I couldn’t stand that emotionless face of hers. Toren’s words filtered through my memory. Magic.

      “Is it because I have magic in my blood?”

      Eyes wide, she gripped her rolled sleeve with shaking fingers. “Madness. No humans have magic, except for the crown’s Witch.”

      The confidence in her tone was convincing, but the narrowing of her eyes said she was lying. She knew I had magic.

      My blood rushed with the knowledge and the desperation of how I could use it to survive this. Toren had been right, and what had happened in the forest hadn’t been an odd coincidence. I had power. But I also had no idea how to use it.

      Retrieving the knife, she straightened and looked at me with those dead eyes. When she set the blade against the runes painted across my chest, just below my collarbone, I locked my jaw, refusing to cry out or beg for mercy.

      I held out as long as I could before a scream took flight from my throat.
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      As a dragon, Toren launched into the night sky. Though the scream hadn’t happened but once, the raw sound echoed over and over in his mind. He pictured Bronwyn’s eyes squeezed shut, a tear blurring the runes on her cheek, and her chest rising and falling in her distress. He roared out his anger into the night, no longer caring if the Seelie saw him. Rage against Bronwyn’s enemies burned through any fears for himself. They were hurting her, the kindest soul he’d ever met. The dancer was a rare gem, priceless in heart and in body. Her enemies were about to feel his wrath.

      Diving toward the third tower, he built speed and coaxed fire into his throat. Bronwyn’s muffled scream had come from the library. He could destroy this tower without injuring her.

      His Unseelie magic sparked across his chest and over his partially tucked wings. A jolt of negative energy hit him like a fist to the throat as he crossed the wards, but the sensation faded quickly enough. The wards couldn’t stop him in his dragon form. At the last moment before he hit the tower, he turned and stretched out his back talons. He grasped the conical roof and tore the tiles and supporting wood away. New screams erupted from the structure but none came from Bronwyn. He could hear the differences in the voices quite easily.

      Wheeling around, he aimed at the tower entrance and blew dragon fire. Flames billowed from his mouth, not nearly as hot as his rage. Flying high again, he rammed a foot into the tower and stones fell, leaving a gaping hole. Two beds sat in the exposed chamber, and humans ran in every direction.

      He soared low over the library, scenting the air for her. Many inhabitants fled the structures and ran away from the temple and into the town, but still, Bronwyn didn’t appear. Turning back with the flames of rage burning him, he drove his whole body into the third tower and shook it on its foundation.
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      Dust filled the basement, blocking my view of House Mother and her knife. She coughed and from the sound it seemed as though she was at the window, probably trying to figure what was happening.

      “Goddess, save us,” she said, her voice tight. I’d never heard her panicked. “It’s an Unseelie monster. A gray dragon.”

      I sucked in a breath. Toren. He’d heard me and come to save me. This was bad. Very bad. Granted, House Mother wasn’t hurting me any longer, but now Toren’s presence was revealed—his dragon form, at least.

      The wall behind me shuddered, and the rumble of falling stone sounded in the ceiling. He was tearing the temple apart.

      “Unshackle me. You want me alive for some reason so let me go. I’ll die in the rubble if you don’t.”

      Why she wanted me alive, I had no idea, but if anyone else had been caught in the Gwerhune especially when they weren’t supposed to be Wandering, they would have been dead already.

      Her silhouette showed in the candlelit dust as she hurried back to me. She took out a key and unlocked the shackles. “Do not try to flee.” Her eyelashes were thick with fine debris, and her hair was covered in pale specks.

      She ran toward the stairs and I followed her, warm blood running down my chest. I had no idea what I was going to do once I saw Toren. How aware was he in his dragon form? Would he know me? Would the others know he was a high Fae in his animal form or would they simply think he was a regular Unseelie dragon? I didn’t know how to tell the difference between shifting Fae and creatures who were simply what they were.

      Outside the library, the courtyard was a disaster.

      Where was Toren? The sky was empty of all but the smoke of a fire blazing from the wooden roof beams of the third tower. Toren had nearly ripped the structure in half and most of the roof tiles lay smashed in the courtyard. I could see right into the main floor. Broken walls slumped and dropped more stone, Yasha and Poesin shouted orders, Mannix called for help, and smoke billowed thicker and thicker from the roof.

      A shriek from another acolyte had me eyeing the sky again. Sure enough, Toren circled above. Smoke his fire had wrought cloaked his wings. He looked down on me and roared so loudly that my chest and feet vibrated, and then he shot across the night and returned to the Gwerhune. Goddess, but he was magnificent.

      “House Mother!” a man’s shout carried from the front gate beyond the tower closest to the road.

      I recognized that voice. It was Drefan. At least a dozen city guards stood behind him as well as other warriors. The guards wore the gold and black livery of our city mayor and the additional warriors were in the scarlet of the royal House of Saxonion.

      Drefan’s burnished gold hair stood out in the darkness and the torches his men carried shining off the metal studs in his leather armor. “House Mother! Invite me in. We are here to help. Please tell me I’m wrong, but was that a dragon?”

      “Yes, and it was no forest dragon either,” she said, her face pinched. She hesitated with her hand on the front gate and her gaze traveling over Drefan’s face. “No interfering aside from defense and repair?”

      Drefan’s lips parted, then he noticed me behind her. His gaze snapped to the blood running down the front of my robes. His throat moved in a swallow, then he set his gaze on House Mother, wariness replacing the concern that had been there. “Agreed.”

      “You are welcome to enter this Star Goddess temple.” House Mother swung the gate wide and the warriors hurried in.

      Immediately, they went to work with buckets they’d brought, drawing water from our well and handing the buckets across a line of men so they could put out the last of Toren’s flames. At least, I hoped it was the last of the flames. Most of the tower was stone so it wouldn’t have as much fuel as it would have had in town where people built their homes of wood and plaster.

      After Poesin cleaned and bandaged the wound given to me by House Mother, I helped her tend to Yasha who’d cut her arm deeply on a piece of cracked timber that had fallen through the stairwell. I went to fetch more bandages from the library’s basement, but before I finished crossing the courtyard, Drefan found me.

      “Tell me what you saw.” His gaze shot back and forth across my face as he examined my wound and the ruined runes on my cheeks. He wiped a bit of ash from his upper lip and whispered, “Do you need help here? Cross your arms if you do.”

      What would he do if I told him I knew the dragon personally, and with the Unseelie king on my side, I was going to be just fine? I nearly laughed, my head feeling far too light to be healthy.

      He frowned and offered a skin of water. I took it and drank as much as I dared. My stomach turned as I handed the skin back to Drefan. I was pretty sure I was about to be sick.

      “We’ll call in the Fae border guard,” Drefan said.

      My limbs went cold.

      “They know how to handle the monsters from their cousin realm,” he said.

      I fisted my hands and tried not to be sick. This was awful. I wasn’t fine. I was stuck here still, and Toren wouldn’t be able to help me. He would be killed by the Seelie. Even if he regained his reason and stayed away, they would hunt him down. I couldn’t let that happen.

      “The creature is gone now,” I said shakily. “Perhaps the wards scared him off. Maybe they hurt him somehow.”

      “The wards have only ever held back humans and Fae. Animals aren’t affected. You see birds here in your gardens, don’t you?”

      The man thought I was daft. “I do. I’m sure you’re right,” I said, trying to placate him. “But he’s gone.” I gripped my robes. “I mean, the dragon is gone. It’ll be fine.”

      “And this?” He nodded at my wounds.

      It was kind of him to care, especially since he was going against everything we, as a city, had been taught. Parents raised their children to have full faith in the temple and upheld the idea that the temple leaders were always right. I couldn’t throw his brave kindness in his face. Plus, maybe a swordsman’s presence would curb House Mother’s violent ways.

      “Maybe if you station one soldier here…”

      “Oh, we’ll have more than that present.” He looked toward the stars, surely watching for the dragon. “As I said, I want some Fae border guards to keep watch. If House Mother will allow it, we’ll ask them to remain awhile too. I always wondered when trouble would come from being this close to the Realm of Lights.”

      “Being close to the Fae Realm might have nothing to do with it. There are drumstones everywhere.”

      “Far more of them in the Gwerhune,” he said.

      “True.” I couldn’t argue that.

      “I wonder how that dragon slipped through the sealed stones. It’s a mystery.” Drefan shook his head, then nodded in respect. “Please, find a place to rest and I’ll send our healer over.”

      “Thank you, but the servants set it to rights. I have to fetch more bandages for the others.”

      Drefan bowed and left quickly to join his men by the ruined tower.

      I had to get to Toren to warn him that an entire unit would be headed for him soon, but I couldn’t leave yet. These people needed help.

      Exhaling, I began bringing water to those affected by the smoke and checking on various acolytes and priestesses to see if everyone was accounted for. I had to be careful with my wound though. The cut pinched as I moved and I was afraid of it beginning to bleed once more. The fire in the tower blazed up again, and we all joined in the effort to douse the top floor with well water for a second time. I had to redo my bandage three times.

      The Seelie Fae unit arrived. They stood a head taller than the rest and the quivers on their backs held arrows fletched in gold and green. One pointed toward the garden wall near where I had crawled over. The Fae male next to him went to the wall, pulled out an arrow, and nocked it. As the archer turned slightly, the flames Toren had left in his wake flickered off the blood red tip of the arrowhead.

      Bloodiron. If that arrow hit Toren, he would die. It was poison to the Unseelie.

      I took another bucket from Seersha, who was actually very focused on our duty, and handed it to the next person in line, Mannix.

      Once the flames were doused, House Mother called all the priestesses to the ceremony room for a meeting. In my undamaged chamber in the first tower, I changed into clean robes by myself and reapplied my runes as best I could. All the servants were at work elsewhere.

      By the time I returned to the garden area, the city guardsmen, the Fae unit, and everyone still awake were erecting temporary wooden structures to house those without a room. It was managed chaos—the usual rules and procedures completely thrown out the window. I could have stood on my head naked and no one would have noticed for how hard they were working.

      Two city guards manned the front temple entrance. As they spoke to one another about the Fae unit, I walked right past them and through the gate like I was doing exactly as I was meant to, and they didn’t say a word. I should have had a dragon attack the temple earlier, I thought, snorting at myself. I hurried down the dark street until I could slip behind the cooper’s workshop, then doubled back toward the edge of the city and to the Gwerhune. So far, no one had followed me. Even if House Mother had someone trailing me, I had to risk discovery to warn Toren.

      “Please just stay away, you beautiful beast, you,” I whispered into the night.
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      In the Gwerhune, I cupped my mouth and quietly called out Toren’s name, aiming my voice toward the canopy of leaves lit by the pastlights. “Where are you?” I said, a bit louder now.

      Insects chirruped high above and small creatures ran this way and that as I walked along the animal path.

      “Toren?”

      Still no answer.

      He hadn’t been injured, had he? It was a possibility. Perhaps one of the guards had spotted the dark shape in the sky before even reaching the temple’s gate and taken aim. What if Toren was out here, broken and bleeding? If any Seelie came upon him like that, they’d kill him. Or any number of Fae beasts could attack while he was vulnerable.

      The brushy growth beyond the animal path shuffled, and I froze. A sapling bent almost in half and a snuffling came from the shadows.

      Shaking, I gripped my robes, ready to run. I should have brought a weapon. But of course, I had never been trained to use a blade or bow so would it have been of any help? My heart tapped insistently on my ribs, urging me to run back to the temple, to the threats that I was at least familiar with.

      My only power was the one that Toren claimed I possessed—my dance, my movements and the shapes they drew into the earth. Perhaps a show of power would keep any Fae predators at bay? I released my robes and stood in the starting position for the dance of Bravery. But would it give me courage or embolden the monster stalking me?

      Cold with fear, I stepped carefully in a westerly direction, then turned a slow circle, stopping to stamp my other foot in rhythmic patterns of three as the cut hiding under my bandage thumped with pain. The indigo pastlights gathered around me, their glow growing brighter.

      A growl vibrated through the forest, humming along my bones, and I began shaking harder, but I didn’t miss a step. I kept shifting my weight, drawing lines in the air with my fingers and on the ground with my slippered feet. The pastlights swirled above me like flying sparks from an invisible bonfire.

      A bear with a coat that began as dark fur then grew as ivy past his shoulders ambled out of the woods. I paused, my feet longing to take off running. His eyes glowed with the hue of the pastlights. My blood slowed, icing me to the core, but I started moving again, my body remembering the steps while my mind twisted with imaginings of every way this could go.

      The dance called for a wide circle made with small sideways movements made with the balls of my feet. Careful, tiny steps that created a large ring. With my arms outstretched and my chin lifted as if I didn’t have a worry in the world, I created the circle.

      The bear didn’t move.

      Forcing myself to breathe, I bent my knees and tilted my head as I took the final position of the dance.

      With a grunt, the bear pawed the earth and threw dirt and leaves toward the invisible circle. My limbs trembled. I was going to pass out. Then the bear of fur and ivy turned and lumbered back into the darkness.

      I breathed out and nearly collapsed.

      “Very well done, Dancer.”

      My heart leapt. I spun to see Toren’s silver eyes flashing. He rushed to me, his movements too fast to see. With one clawed fingertip, he gently touched the area around my bandaged cut. I shivered, the touch frightening but also…delightfully thrilling.

      I took hold of his hand. “Careful,” I said, wary of the runes that crossed my cheeks and ran around my bandage.

      “I can’t believe they did this to you,” he said, his voice built of ice and steel.

      A cut marred his smooth forehead. The blood there was clotted now beside a mottled bruise. His upper arm was swollen.

      “You’ve been hurt too.”

      He made a sound in his throat that seemed like a dismissal of his injuries. As he studied my bandages, then examined me for more wounds, lifting my hands and examining the flesh that peered from the depths of my robes. But there was no leering gaze or blatant desire—only concern shone in his otherworldly eyes. The muscles around his jawline worked beneath his gray skin and his nostrils flared. His lips lifted to bare his Fae fangs. A chill ran down my back.

      “Give me the description of who cut you,” he said. “They will die slowly the next time I shift.”

      “No, no, no, Toren. You can’t go after anyone. You shouldn’t have come for me.”

      “Why in the hells not?”

      He pressed closer until my back was against a tree. His hands gripped my waist, claws almost digging in but not yet painful. His thick eyebrows knotted, and his sharp cheekbones reflected the pastlights floating above us. He was anger incarnate. I had to remind myself his rage was on my behalf instead of aimed at me as the anger I’d seen in my life thus far.

      I set a hand on his bare arm to soften my words, to let him know I was aware of his concern and grateful for the regard behind it. “Because of your attack, the temple now has a Seelie Fae unit stationed there. Maybe permanently. They have bloodiron.”

      His gaze snapped to a break in the trees in the direction of the temple.

      “I saw them myself,” I said. “Their arrows are tipped in bloodiron.”

      His gaze bore into mine. “Red as blood?”

      I nodded. “They will hunt you here now. You can’t expose yourself.”

      He set his forehead against mine. “Can you get me inside the temple tonight? I’ll seek the runes myself, and we can escape before dawn.”

      Escape. He said the word like it was truly possible. Was it? “Will we find the runes that easily?”

      Pulling away, he lifted one shoulder in a type of shrug. “If not, we will try again the following night. There’s no way they can know if you invited someone in, correct? I’ve seen such warding magic before, but I don’t know the details of the specific spell set on your temple.”

      “No, they won’t know unless they witness it themselves. I have to be on temple grounds though. At least, I’m fairly certain that’s how it works. But if we don’t find a way out tonight, where can I hide you? The guards will be everywhere.”

      “They won’t be in the lower levels. It’s not a threat from the inside. They will focus on the sky stretching between the temple and the Gwerhune.”

      That made sense. “All right. Then I can get you to the two basement chambers. I know that path well enough.” Bitterness colored my words.

      Toren set his forehead against mine. It was such a tender gesture. My stomach tightened, and I relaxed into him a fraction.

      “The basement chambers are the lowest level that your folk use this day and age?” His breath stirred the loose strands of my hair.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I’m not certain the portal will be accessible through the basement, but it’s the best place to start looking.”

      My head pounded, and I shut my eyes. “If they catch you…”

      His hips pressed close to me, and the beat of his heart touched my chest. “I’ll take down as many as I can before they end me. Describe your tormentor. I will take that human out first.”

      A fluttering sensation filled me. “No, you can’t attack House Mother.”

      “The female who was standing beside you? She is as good as dead.”

      I shouldn’t have liked his murderous rage as much as I did. “Toren, no. You must be cautious.”

      He slid his hands up my back and pulled me against his muscled chest and flat stomach.

      “Careful of my runes.” My voice was husky and strange.

      He pulled away a fraction, and his silver eyes flashed with some emotion I didn’t recognize. What did it say about me that his mention of killing someone put butterflies in my stomach? Honestly, I didn’t care. House Mother deserved whatever he doled out. I just didn’t want him to end up dead or injured for me.

      “What happens if we do get through the portal and into your realm? Do I stay? I don’t want to come back. I have nothing to return to.”

      His fingers tangled in my hair and he tilted his head, his eyes half-lidded. “You are welcome to stay in my castle until the end of your days, Dancer. You will live as you see fit and I will end anyone who gets in your way.”

      I took a slow, shaky breath and looked at his chest and the way it rose and fell. This was all too good to be true. Granted, the Unseelie realm was filled with dangerous beasts, but it wasn’t as if my world had proved kind. Raising my chin, I met his gaze. “Thank you.” A smile ghosted over my lips. “I think I’d like that.”

      He set his lips gently on my forehead and his warm breath brushed my temple. I breathed deeply of his scent and leaned into him as much as I dared.

      “This is madness,” I said, “but we should go now while everyone is distracted. Follow me.”

      “As you order, Lady Dancer. I am yours to command.”
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      Drawing his hood low over his head, Toren followed Bronwyn through the Veil, out of the Gwerhune, and into the human city. He’d been this deep into human lands once, on a dare.

      Bronwyn turned a corner at a roughly plastered smith’s forge and looked back at him. “What are you snickering about?”

      “I was fondly recalling the last time I was loosed upon a human city.”

      “What did you do?”

      “What didn’t I do would be the better question.” He aimed a wicked grin at her and was pleased to see a blush fill her cheeks. His body pulsed with want. Once they were out of danger, he would make her do so much more than blush if she permitted it.

      Graceful as usual, she hurried from shadow to shadow as they passed the city fountain. Fresh-smelling water gurgled from what appeared to be a gargoyle’s mouth. Humans were so odd.

      “Tell me about that night. It will keep my mind off the madness of our little plan here,” Bronwyn said.

      “All right. But remember, you asked to know.”

      “Consider me warned.”

      His heart lifted at her joking tone. For one who had lived the last several years of her life in such a suffocating style, she was certainly flirtatious and daring. Perhaps it was due to that naiveté. She didn’t know better than to ask him, the King of the Unseelie, about his youthful mischievous activities.

      He sidestepped a puddle of mucky water—humans were disgusting—and sidled past a row of shuttered windows. Just in front of him, Bronwyn’s robes fluttered in the night breeze, making her look like a spirit.

      “It began with stealing a barrel of a spirit you humans call pine wine.”

      Bronwyn’s head swiveled, her all-too-innocent eyes wide. “Isn’t that drink horribly strong?”

      Toren smiled. “It is.”

      The corner of Bronwyn’s lips lifted, and Toren’s stomach lifted like he’d jumped from a high tree. Damn female was twisting him up. Like some sweet doe that was on the verge of turning into a barrow demon. Fascinating.

      “Once we had our fill of the pine wine⁠—”

      “Who was with you?”

      “My friend, Flok, a whip-thin maniac who thrives on violence, and my brother, Thor, who died at the hands of a gargoyle the very next moon.” An invisible hand pressed on Toren’s chest, and he silently whispered a blessing for his lost brother.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Abide in starlight.”

      She blinked at him. Of course she didn’t know Unseelie tradition.

      “When one wishes another something kind, we respond with that phrase. It’s meant to be a blessing.”

      “Oh, that’s lovely. Thank you.”

      She was definitely going to need him by her side at all times in the Realm of Night if she was going to survive. She was far too soft.

      “Flok had a map of this city…how do you pronounce it?”

      “Veilbury.”

      “Yes, and he led my brother and I to a storage building where the humans, where your kind, kept firestars.”

      “When was this?”

      “It’s hard to say because time moves differently for Fae in this realm versus my own domain. So of course, we took up every firestar we could carry and tucked them into the finest ship in the bay.”

      “I wonder if it belonged to the pirate king. I heard something about his ship a long time ago.”

      “I couldn’t tell you, but the display it provided was outstanding.”

      Bronwyn led him around a corner as she chuckled and shook her head. “We’re nearly there.”

      “While the human males ran to fight the fire that jumped from the ship to the dock, we slipped into their beds and tempted their females.”

      “You didn’t…” Her voice blazed with righteous anger.

      It hurt that she would think such a thing of him. “No, I would never force a female. I have no need.” He waited until she glanced his way to slowly lower his gaze. “I simply offered them what they were afraid to admit they wanted.” He slid his focus down the pale column of her throat as the pulse just under her skin leapt.

      “Females, I mean, women aren’t always afraid to speak their needs,” she said.

      He stepped closer to her. The warmth of her body radiated through the cool night air to touch his bare arm. “True. Are you one who does or does not?” Gently, he drew one claw over the inside of her wrist, then dragged it to the crook of her elbow. Her skin pebbled and heat shot through him. A very insistent part of him wanted her on the ground beneath him. Now.

      “You’ll just have to find out.” The admonishment in her doe eyes only made the heat in him increase. “And so will I,” she whispered more to herself as she faced the road.

      His heart hammered and his hands grew slick. Hells, but she made him sweat. Never once had a female made him so desirous and nervous at the same moment.

      “I’ll go in through the front,” she said. “Do you see that pine near the first tower’s roof?”

      “You want me to climb the tree and enter the temple through the first tower’s roof.”

      She nodded. “But wait until I have whispered the invitation from that front courtyard there. I think your Fae ears will hear a whisper from here, yes?”

      “I can hear your heart beating as well as the jokes between the guards stationed in the garden.”

      She spun, her mouth open. “On the other side of the temple grounds?”

      “Yes.”

      “Impressive. All right. I’m going.” She reached back and squeezed his hand briefly before hurrying to the front gate with her head held high.

      Toren flexed the hand she’d squeezed, his heart thudding in his ears. He was doomed. Exhaling, he pushed everything from his mind and listened to her approach the guards.

      “…and I had to get something for the healer.”

      “Of course, Sacred Sister,” the first guard said as the second opened the gate for her.

      She disappeared behind a row of shrubbery, so Toren leaned against the building serving as his hiding place and prepared himself to wait for the sound of her whisper. He would wait for any amount of time she demanded. Eons. Ages. Until the end of all realms.

      His dancer had him by the heartstrings.
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      Three guards stood at the garden wall. Drefan and two Fae. The rest must have gone home for the night or were resting in the makeshift shelter they’d put up in the corner of the garden. If anyone was watching—House Mother or the servants—they needed to see me head to bed. Even though the day had been wildly unusual for the temple way of life, the excitement was over and I was expected to get my rest so I could serve the Goddess properly. I entered the tower and started up the winding stairs.

      “Where are you scuttling in from?” Seersha’s voice stopped me.

      I looked down at her. Standing on the main floor, she held a cup and a cloth.

      “I should ask you the same,” I said.

      The sounds of men talking rose, and it was so odd to hear in this place.

      “Never mind,” Seersha said, joining me on the stairs. “Everything is out of place right now, and I don’t have the energy to give you trouble.”

      “I’m glad of that.” I feigned a yawn. Truly, I was wide awake. “Have you heard anything else about the dragon?”

      She walked with me to our room, sipping from her cup. “No, House Mother is nowhere to be seen, so I assume she is meeting with the town council. She’ll have to be in cleansing all day tomorrow.”

      Only House Mother could do such a thing as attend an outsiders’ meeting.

      I had to invent a reason to leave our room again so I could go back outside and invite Toren in. “Oh, I forgot my ritual book.”

      Seersha only rolled her eyes and began readying herself for bed. “I suppose we’ll have to do without servants tonight. They’re all with the injured. Did you see that Mannix has a broken arm?”

      “No, he was fine earlier.”

      “He fell trying to right a roof beam.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “I guess the Fae and the city guards will have to do our labor until he is healed?” A spark of mischief lit her eyes.

      I wanted to trust her and joke along, but I had done that before and watched as she reported my every word to House Mother. Seersha delighted in luring me in and then getting me in trouble. So instead of playing along, I shrugged and left the room before she could go on.

      

      I snuck out the servants’ door of the tower and crept into the dark front courtyard. Curling my hands around the cold stone of the temple wall, I whispered into the dark, “I invite you in, King Toren.”

      He was there in a heartbeat, silver gaze on my cheek like a kiss and his clawed fingers taking hold of the wall before he leapt over with the agility of a stag.

      “Lead me, Bronwyn Greensmith.”

      “Someday, you’ll have to tell me why you like my family name so much.”

      “Someday.”

      I brought him to the side of the tower where the dark was like ink. Everyone had to be asleep by now, and even the guards stationed at the garden wall facing the Gwerhune had gone quiet, fatigue silencing their jokes and ruminations. Drefan and the two Fae warriors stood under the torch’s flickering light.

      Would Drefan help me if he knew what I was doing? No, definitely not. He would see this whole endeavor as ludicrous. He would want to kill Toren without asking questions. Drefan was a good man, but he didn’t dance outside the stones as the saying here went.

      “The Fae will hear your footsteps.”

      I nodded and held up a finger. I had a plan. I pressed a hand against Toren’s chest, his leather armor warm against the musculature of his body. Stay here, I mouthed, knowing his Fae eyes could see my lips. His eyes glowed in the dark like an animal’s.

      Walking like it was normal to stroll at midnight, I made my way to the temple’s library.

      “Everything well, Sacred Sister?” Drefan’s voice stopped my feet.

      “Very well, thank you.” I gave him a genuine smile.

      He tilted his head, his lips parted as if he wanted to say more, but then he turned around again, ever the dutiful soldier.

      I opened the library door, taking my time to signal to Toren that it was now or never.

      A rush of cool air told me he had entered the library behind me. The place was as dark as a tomb and the cavernous vaulted ceilings swallowed the echo of our feet on the stone floors. I rushed toward the narrow steps that led down to the lower levels.

      Feeling my way with my hands against the walls, I moved carefully and tried not to think about the shackles and the cage that we were about to see. We walked through one more level of stored scrolls, then down another flight of steps.

      “Remember I told you there are two chambers on the lowest level. But I just now recalled that the first chamber was added during a tunneling project. Beanie, the former House Mother, told me about it. So I’m going straight to the other one.”

      At last, we made it. Fumbling for the flint and striker House Mother kept on the table beside the base of the stairs, I took comfort from Toren’s presence behind me. He wouldn’t let anyone put me in that cage. He’d help me fight if we were caught. Why did I trust him? Well, he’d shifted into a dragon at the sound of my scream and interrupted my torture once already.

      I lit the wide beeswax candle and filled the room with a golden glow that seemed wrong considering what it housed.

      “That’s where she kept you.” He threw the words like daggers into the dusty chamber.

      I didn’t answer. He’d sent the night creatures to me. He knew.

      “I saw through their eyes, you know,” he said quietly, his voice still deadly. I had no doubt that if House Mother showed up right now, he would kill her. “Don’t you want revenge?”

      “You say that like it’s over. I haven’t escaped yet.”

      “You’re through with her and her kind.”

      A stillness came over me. He was right. I was through with her. Even if this portal plan went all wrong, I couldn’t stay here. I would risk my life to leave this horrible place.

      My hand went to Toren’s back, and I hadn’t even realized I was reaching for him. He spun, and I was in his arms before I could decide if this was a very bad idea or a very, very bad idea.

      His mouth met mine with an intensity that set me on fire.

      “Be careful of the runes,” I rasped out.

      Fingers clasping my hipbones, he pulled me roughly against him, and I gasped as his tongue found mine. Keeping my head angled so that his cheek didn’t smear my runes, I nipped at his lip. Our teeth clashed for a moment, but it was only further evidence of our wild desire. I wanted to be closer to him, to devour him, and it seemed he longed for the same because his kisses intensified as he drove his tongue into my mouth.

      His hand slid to my thigh and he grasped my leg and drew it up and over his hip. He set his thigh against me, and the pressure threw spirals of pleasure up and down my body. I leaned into his leg and moaned as he pulled his lips along my throat.

      “The runes,” I choked out, “on my chest.”

      He halted his caress of my throat before coming to my collarbone, then pulled away. His eyes shimmered in the candlelight. I reached for him, to yank him against me, but he held back.

      “We must hurry.”

      I took a shuddering breath, marveling at the liquid feel of my knees and the intense humming between my thighs. “Yes. You’re right.”

      Shaking myself, I took up the candle and led him toward the back wall of the chamber. I kept my gaze away from the cage. “This wall is newer than the rest of this chamber.”

      Toren ran a hand over the smooth stones. “But no runes? You don’t see any over there, closer to the window?”

      “No. It’s all smooth except for the plaster between the stone.”

      “They had to keep the sealing runes here if the portal remains intact. Though this is newer, it is still quite old. The smell of it tells me that.”

      “I’ve read about the reconstruction that occurred after an earthquake.”

      “Hmm.”

      “They rebuilt the foundation of the temple over one thousand years ago.”

      He fisted his hand. “Ah, maybe the runes were set into the plaster.”

      We both studied the plaster, scraping some away here and there. The candle was reduced to a nub as we searched.

      “I must return before Seersha wakes. At least she sleeps like the dead.”

      “A blessing.”

      “Maybe you can hide behind the shelves there?” I pointed to the collection of scrolls housed in wooden tubes along the wall beyond the cage.

      He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll keep searching and hide myself when anyone approaches.”

      “You won’t leave if you find it, will you?”

      “Still longing for the most dangerous adventure a human could experience?”

      “To visit an entirely different world with that realm’s king on my arm? Definitely.”

      He chuckled and watched me leave. It was incredibly satisfying to imagine how horrified House Mother would be if she knew I’d invited the King of the Unseelie to spend the night under our temple.

      When I opened the library’s outer door, Drefan surprised me. His light blue gaze roamed my face, and I hoped my runes weren’t smeared.

      “I won’t pretend to know the inner workings of the temple,” he said, “but I’m assuming you should be in bed. Doing research on the dragon? That’s wise. Did you find out anything?”

      “Nothing. The temple only has a few books and fewer scrolls that contain information about Unseelie monsters. Has anyone seen anything out here?”

      “No. Hopefully, it is gone and won’t return. The Fae here said they will take the concern to their king if the dragon is spotted again. Do you need me to make an excuse for your late return to your chamber?”

      “House Mother tolerates you here because of the attack, but she wouldn’t accept any interference from outsiders.”

      Drefan nodded. “I understand.”

      I turned to leave, but he reached for me. I pulled away just in time. “Remember. You can’t touch me.” I lowered my voice. “Someone could be watching.”

      The skin around his eyes tightened, and he spoke just an inch from my face. “Are you sure you don’t want me to help you out of this place? I would go with you wherever you wish to run. This place is awful. I don’t for one minute believe any god would be honored by the way House Mother runs the temple.”

      “I agree with you, but no. You can’t help me.” An Unseelie king and a portal might, but anything less would just be a recipe for death.

      I eyed the Fae still standing guard several feet away. Would they eventually catch Toren’s scent? Would they guess it was related to the dragon’s earlier appearance?

      There were so many ways this plan could go awry.

      “Thank you, Drefan. Truly,” I whispered.

      I hurried away and didn’t turn back to see if he had returned to his position. He had to stay out of this. I didn’t want him getting hurt or being blamed for what I was up to with Toren.

      Now, I had to get through the last hours of the night and pray the Seelie didn’t sniff out Toren.
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      Toren set his palms against the cold floor of the temple library’s basement and called for motyxia millipedes. Not an army of them which would be noticed by the guards outside, but a small cluster—a family unit—of the beautiful creatures. Unseelie magic coursed over Toren’s head and down his back, then through his arms and out his fingers. The pulsing power echoed through the earth. Hopefully, the Seelie outside wouldn’t notice that either. Seelie tended to be rather thick-headed about Unseelie magic, preferring to see Toren’s type of Fae as mere beasts with very little power at all.

      It was true that the Unseelie monsters had little to no magic, but Unseelie high Fae could work low level runic magic while Seelie could not. Toren’s ability to work with the forest’s night creatures was an effect of being crowned King of the Unseelie. He gained the power at his coronation, and even if he gave up his rule, he’d keep this type of magic. Once it was awakened, it remained active.

      With the call sent, Toren sat back against the stone wall and eyed the cage. He imagined Bronwyn inside shivering. Claws pierced his heart and threatened to spill his rage and overwhelm any rational thought. The way that human treated the sweet Bronwyn was absolutely untenable. He would see that female suffer. Fae lived long, and he would make time for the pain that monster deserved. Or he would hold her and delight in Bronwyn’s revenge. Either way, that human’s life would not end in a peaceful death. He drew a claw across his palm and blood beaded along the cut.

      “I swear it,” he whispered. He set his bloody palm against his throat and then his third eye—the spot between and slightly above his eyebrows. The magic of the oath shivered its way over his temples and into his chest.

      A clicking sounded at the window, and soon a line of green glowing insects flowed down the wall. He stood to greet them.

      “Light my search,” he ordered.

      Like all night creatures, they seemed to know his mind even when he wasn’t specific. They spread into a half circle and he leaned close to the wall, using their light to see any shallow indentations in the stone that he and Bronwyn might have missed. The millipedes moved along with his progress, but soon he felt that they were fatigued and needed to hunt to sustain themselves.

      “Go with my gratitude,” he whispered to them, urging them back to the Gwerhune.

      As the first light of dawn washed the window in shades of bone and shell, he sat down behind the shelves and did his best to sleep. He knew his body needed rest, but his mind refused it. He had to smile, thinking of what Flok would say about him hiding in a human temple. Toren didn’t care much about being properly kingly, and it amused his friend to no end.

      You’re going to love her, Flok, he thought, knowing it was silly to imagine speaking to him, but he was homesick so he did it anyway. In his mind, he told Flok all about Bronwyn until sleep finally stole him away.

      Though his dreams began beautifully with Bronwyn’s hands sliding over his bare back and her tongue touching the tip of his ear, soon enough nightmares of Seelie Fae rushing the chamber hounded his sleep. In the horrible scene his mind created, their swords were tipped like their arrows—in scarlet bloodiron.
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      The next day, I went about my duties like a good Sacred Sister. That in and of itself should have been a warning to everyone that I was up to no good. I did my best to hide my smile—the grin that bloomed every time I thought of the dark king I had hidden in the library. The powerful monster that had kissed me. Maybe I’d lost my mind, but I didn’t care. He was gloriously beastly and saw the real me unlike anyone ever had. Plus, he was going to take me on an adventure that hardly any humans—maybe none—had experienced. If we could find the portal before the Seelie found him and ended him with their foul bloodiron.

      I sat at dinner, calmly eating the bland, small bites of potato and fish. What foods would I try in the Realm of Night?

      “Really like that potato, hmm?” Seersha took a bite and raised her eyebrows. Behind her hand she whispered, “I think it’s a certain city guard that has you grinning like an outsider.”

      Drefan. I’d avoided him today, keeping to the towers. But I’d heard his voice through the windows as he’d met with the Seelie who had been searching the Gwerhune for the dragon. It seemed they didn’t realize it was a high Fae that had shifted into a dragon.

      Seersha poured herself more water. “Don’t look so worried. They’re going to stay for the rest of the moon, House Mother says. We’re going to have a group meeting with them in the garden tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes. We’re dancing for them. How do you not know this?”

      I’d been so lost in thought that I guess I’d missed the news. “Which dance?” I pretended that was my new worry.

      “Intuition.”

      I swallowed. If my dancing truly did create magic, what would that do in this situation? Would I be guilty of aiding the city guard in finding Toren?

      “If you grip that spoon any harder, you’re going to snap it in two,” Seersha said.

      I loosened my hold on the wooden utensil and took a breath. “I need to practice my steps.”

      Seersha stood to leave as servants cleared our plates. “I wouldn’t fret too much.”

      “But we haven’t practiced that one in ages.”

      “There is an illustrated diagram of the dance that House Mother is going over with us before we perform.”

      A chill swept down my back. The illustrated diagram scrolls were kept in the basement—in the shelves where Toren was hiding.

      “Are you unwell?” a servant asked, a soft hand on my back.

      Sweat beaded along my hairline. “No. I’m fine. Thank you.” I looked up at Seersha who was frowning at me. “If you see House Mother, tell her I went to fetch the illustration. After all the trouble I’ve been…” I shrugged, trying to stay calm and act lackadaisical.

      “Oh, yes, that’s not a bad idea. I’ll tell her. But she might have already gone down.” Seersha turned toward the end of the table where the temple leaders sat.

      House Mother had left the hall.
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      Toren woke to the scent of a human and the sound of soft footsteps. Candlelight illuminated the chamber, and he stood up silently as only Fae could. He peered around the shelves to see the wicked female who had mistreated Bronwyn. Perhaps he would fulfill his oath right this minute.

      Grinning, he flexed his clawed fingers and prepared for bloodshed. What he’d told Bronwyn was true. This world was killing him. His strength wasn’t near its normal level, and he’d slept far longer than he’d ever needed to before becoming trapped here. But he had strength enough to destroy this human.

      But as the female sorted through the scrolls set into the shelves farthest from him, Bronwyn’s voice seemed to echo in his head, words she’d never spoken but she probably would in this situation.

      If you kill her, they will look here for her and find both you and her body.

      Then the Seelie would come for him.

      Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to remain in the shadows. This foul female’s death would have to wait until they found the portal and their escape was clear.

      The female stepped closer and made a humming sound of frustration as she searched the scrolls. Keys looped into her belt clinked as she shifted her weight. What had happened to this soul that had made her so evil?

      Granted, some were simply born evil. Flok didn’t agree with him on that point—they’d discussed it at length one night while deep in their cups. But there was no reason why Toren’s father had been evil. He’d had a good family life from what Toren knew, and he had all the advantages of rank and bloodline and health. No one had betrayed him. No, Father had just been evil from birth. Toren was convinced of it and hadn’t mourned for longer than a day when the old Fae finally died. He had lain with Seelie outside of his marriage to Mother too. Filthy. She had deserved better, and Toren had told her so before she too passed on.

      Perhaps this female was like Father. Well, until he or Bronwyn could end her in a delightfully horrible fashion, Toren’s thorns would trouble her. He lifted his hand, palm up, and shook awake the magic of the thorns he’d sent here days ago. Follow her, he said in his mind as magic simmered over his scalp and over his open palm.

      “Ah!” The female grabbed a scroll and smiled triumphantly, her pretty face framed by the wooden slats of the shelving. She turned, took up her candle, and left.

      He wished he could watch the thorns’ subtle stalking, but he’d have to placate himself with imagining. Voices carried down the stairs.

      “What are you doing here?” the female asked.

      “I was going to fetch the illustration for you.”

      Toren’s chest tightened. It was Bronwyn.

      “Seersha said you wanted to show it to us before tonight’s dance,” Bronwyn said. “But I see you already retrieved it.”

      “I did,” the evil human said. “Go to the garden.”

      “Yes, House Mother.”

      “Well, go!”

      He could almost feel Bronwyn’s desire to check on him, the pull between them. Unseelie didn’t have fated mates. Most Seelie didn’t either. But this sensation seemed quite close to what those tales of fated mates explained.

      The females’ steps faded as they left the stairwell. He was alone once more.

      A shudder traveled through him. Soon, his magic would be entirely gone. His power had been away from the Unseelie earth for too long. Once his magic went, he’d quickly wither away.

      It was time to do some more searching for the portal. He called up a few more millipedes this time, and he spread his hands over the stone wall’s surface. It had to be here. The tales of the portal were old, certainly, but that didn’t mean they were wrong. This temple had been built over a spring drawn up from the center of this world by the female that the humans called the Star Goddess. Really, she was simply a very powerful Unseelie from the days of old. He chuckled, thinking of how the humans would react if they learned their precious deity was actually Unseelie. They called his kind demons.

      “Fools,” he muttered.

      The claw on his thumb caught a dip in the stone near the floor under the window. His pulse increased and his stomach twisted. Could this be it?

      On his urging, the millipedes circled the area, and he knelt to examine the age-worn scratches. Outlining the three uneven lines, his finger traced the rune for travel. He ran his fingers over the floor near the rune, but it was smooth and unmarked.

      “It has to be here.”

      So far, he’d been able to push away worries of leaving his kingdom without a king. There weren’t as many Unseelie high Fae as there were Seelie, so in some ways it was easier to run than Seelie King Lysanael’s kingdom. But in other ways, reigning over the Realm of Night was far more difficult. Monsters roamed and created havoc if they weren’t maintained through hunting. The council leaned heavily on Toren for the hunting schedules. His gut told him when to do what needed to be done before tragedies occurred. He hated to think that the council was struggling without him, and the villages on the border with the wilderness would be suffering losses.

      The other threat was Hanina, his disgraced general. She was an amazing fighter and strategist, but she’d grown too ambitious. Toren had never been able to prove she’d been behind the attempted coup last year, but he knew she had her hands in it. He’d sent her to the borderlands, so she’d be too busy to organize any type of rebellions. But who knew what was happening now? And Flok had to guess that he was dead. They all probably thought he was dead.

      His palm smoothed across the floor, brushing debris from his attack into uneven piles. A sizzle of power sparked across his hand. Getting into a crouch, he cleared the area completely.

      “Please be here. It has to be here somewhere.”

      The rune for direction or intent or something like that would most likely mark the spot. But there were no more runes. Or they were under the new wall. Time to tear some more human shite down.

      He stood, gathered himself, then launched a foot into the stone. The wall shivered and cracked under his Fae strength. He kicked it again and again, and the plaster gave way and the wall tumbled backward into a void.

      Of course, he worried the Fae—with ears almost as capable as his—would hear the destruction, but he didn’t have all the time in the world.

      Maneuvering over the broken wall, he peered into the darkness.
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      Wiping my sweating hands on the black and white leaves embroidered on the sides of my robes, I took up my regular position for the dance of Intuition. I couldn’t believe House Mother hadn’t seen Toren. He’d been right there, only steps away. I took a deep breath and tried to focus on the dance.

      The servants and the librarian began humming because the lute had been broken during Toren’s attack. Minor notes lifted into the stars, and my feet shifted this way and that. I raised my palms to the night sky, closed my eyes, and walked in a rhythmic fashion in the shape of a figure eight, weaving through my fellow Sacred Sisters.

      My forehead warmed, and I glanced at my feet to see if I could witness the magic that Toren saw when I danced. But it was invisible to me, if it was even there. I didn’t necessarily believe Toren had been lying because Fae couldn’t, but perhaps the magic only occurred once in a while or maybe Toren had been mistaken. I thought back to the bear and the indigo pastlights… Maybe I did have power. House Mother seemed to think so too. But how?

      The Seelie tilted their heads and whispered, their gazes interested and curious. The city guards, Drefan included, kept glancing from the woods back to the dance. Were the Seelie noticing my magic?

      A childhood memory surfaced.

      I grasped my father’s finger with my little hand as we walked the fields around our cottage. A group of green-yellow fireflies surrounded us suddenly, and Father began praying.

      That was the entirety of the memory. Was that related to whatever power hid inside me?

      As I danced, I mentally arranged the information. The Unseelie King could see my magic as light when I danced. Our steps created runes or glyphs in the earth. I was the only Sacred Sister that produced the magic—at least that was the theory based on what Toren witnessed. I had stopped a Fae bear from attacking me. My dancing lured the indigo pastlights and perhaps drew fireflies as well. If I did have a power, where did it originate? No one in my family had magic. Did they?

      I thought back to the few memories I had with Grandmother. Grandfather had died before I was born. I only recalled Grandmother singing and rocking me when I was still a thumb-sucking toddler. What had she sang to me? It was the same song every time. The notes had been eerie but also somehow comforting. And the lyrics… I couldn’t recall a word of them.

      The dance concluded and the compliments from the guards broke my line of thought. The Seelie remained at their stations, so at least the dance hadn’t urged them to search the library or the basement below.

      We were incredibly lucky that House Mother hadn’t found Toren. He had to have been standing in the shadows just a few feet from her when she’d gone to fetch the illustration of the dance. It was a wonder he hadn’t killed her. The rage that had flickered in his silver eyes when he discovered more about my treatment here…

      While everyone was talking and taking refreshment offered by the kitchen staff, I snagged a candle from the stand by the first tower door, walked casually across the back of the garden courtyard, slipped into the library, and hurried down the stairs.

      “Toren?” I whispered.

      The newer wall had been torn down in the middle, and I heard movement. A strange prickling traveled over my skin, pebbling my skin as I walked forward.

      “I found it,” Toren said from behind a portion of the wall.

      I leaned over the debris and held out my candle. The fire’s light burnished his sharp, dark features, making him look like a creature formed of old gold. He held out a hand to me, and I took it. His fingers were warm and large, and I wanted to keep holding them even after I’d climbed over the fallen stone and into the space behind.

      “Watch,” Toren said, releasing my hand.

      I tried not to frown at the loss of his warmth.

      He crouched and pressed his palms into the stone floor. It was then I noticed the flooring here wasn’t the plain, smooth stone of the rest of the chamber. A mosaic in an array of jewel-hued rocks decorated the space. Toren was touching a spot marked with two blue-green spirals.

      The prickling sensation increased as he whispered words at the empty wall at the back of the space. An archway shimmered into existence.

      Toren stood with his palms out as if he was directing the portal in some way with his Unseelie power. A flash of blue and green, then black and gold, washed over the archway’s center then began to spread. Crackling and snapping, Toren and I winced against the brightness. The Unseelie realm appeared slowly.

      Stars glittered green in a dark blue sky. Candles flickered at wooden market tables and Fae in all shapes, colors, and sizes hawked red beads, black melons dotted with what looked like cloves, and glittering knives. Fae children ran down the winding path between stalls, their laughter carrying through the portal.

      The smile on Toren’s face lifted my heart and sent a fluttering sensation into my stomach. This was his home and it was beautiful. An ache suddenly filled me up, and I reached out and squeezed his forearm.

      A bump and a scrape sounded behind us.

      I spun to see House Mother, Drefan, all the Seelie Fae, and a few of Drefan’s men. My heart plummeted into my knees. Toren growled, pulled me behind him, and the portal shifted to a forested scene.

      “Shoot him,” said one of the Seelie Fae.

      Everything happened in a whirlwind of noise and movement. Shouting, Drefan and his men rushed to our right and through the broken wall as one of the Fae loosed a bloodiron arrow. House Mother called out my name. Toren grabbed my arm, and suddenly, I was falling into nothingness with the feel of blood droplets hot on my cheek.
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      The darkness whirled around Toren, and he fought to keep a hold on Bronwyn. The portal was working. They were headed to his realm.

      But he had been shot by bloodiron.

      Already the poison was lacing through his blood, making him shudder. The pain would come soon, and after that the delirium, then death. He refused to die before he saw Bronwyn to safety. She wouldn’t survive the Unseelie realm without him or another helpful soul. Though she was brave and smart, she didn’t have any fighting skills.

      The portal spat them onto a pine-scented ground, and the black of his vision cleared to show a moonlit forest in his kingdom, the Realm of Night.

      Bronwyn lay beside him, her eyes closed and her lips parted. Pastlights floated high above them, and the moon cast a shadow of a birch’s branch across Bronwyn’s heart-shaped face. She was too still. Claws gripped Toren’s heart.

      “Bronwyn?”

      She couldn’t be… The portal wasn’t that bad. But maybe that’s why only a few humans had ever visited this realm, and those visits had been purely accidental. They had also ended in less than delightful ways.

      No, the color on her cheeks was still pink, and her lips were rose red—soft-looking. He knew they tasted like salt and sugar.

      Her eyes fluttered open, her dark gold eyelashes stuck together with tears. Then her eyes went wide. “You’re bleeding! I forgot.”

      She sat up, nearly knocking her forehead into his jaw, and he dropped back. Now she loomed over him, her hands patting his body like mere touch could will away the poison.

      “Where exactly is the wound?” she asked. “The blood is all over the place.” She sounded so horrified. She definitely needed help to survive in his kingdom.

      He gestured toward his upper chest. “The arrow grazed me. It would be nothing if it weren’t tipped in bloodiron.” His gaze fell to the forest, and the monsters that would come at the scent of his blood.

      Her fingers gently prodded the ripped leather of his vest. “We need to clean this. And…”

      Taking her hand, he locked her down with his gaze. “The only thing we are doing right now is getting you to Flok’s cottage.”

      He got to his feet, vision going a little wrong, then aided her in rising too. She swayed a bit, but seemed to be well enough despite the portal’s effect.

      “If I’m right,” he said, “we are about a day’s walk from his place. I meant to land us in my castle, but the Seelie’s and humans’ appearance at the portal distracted me.”

      “But you’re hurt. You said the bloodiron would kill you.”

      She wasn’t even looking around, enjoying the beauty of his realm. Her stare went from his wound to his face and back again. His chest pinched. She truly cared. He took her face in his hands, marveling at the velvet feel of her skin and the amber color of her beautiful eyes. His mind whirled like he was back inside the portal’s magic…

      “How did I manage to charm a goldheart? You are breathtaking.”

      He pressed a simple kiss to her lips and felt her weight drop as she let out a soft moan that undid every thought in his head. Lacing an arm around her waist, he let her guide the kiss. She opened her mouth to him, and he licked her upper lip, then drew his tongue slowly over hers. His body hummed with desire, his muscles tightening and his blood rushing south.

      Then his legs gave out, and he fell. She gasped and followed him, kneeling beside him near a cluster of white-barked birch trees.

      “What can I do?” she asked. “What do we do? How do we fix this?”

      “We don’t.” He coughed and sat up, heat rising in his chest and cheeks. He hated looking weak, especially in front of her. “There is no cure for bloodiron poisoning. Well, except the Destroying Spirit.”

      He braced himself on one of the birches, got to his feet, and began to walk. Bronwyn leapt up and grabbed his arm and made him stop and face her. The lines of her features blurred. He swallowed the bitter taste of death at the back of his tongue. It was truly happening. Death approached.

      But he had so much more to do…

      She was shaking him, holding him by his vest. “Toren! Snap out of it! What is the Destroying Spirit?”

      “What? Oh, it’s a very rare mushroom. We will never find one.”

      “With that attitude, we won’t.”

      “Before I lose my head, listen to me, Bronwyn.”

      She nodded. “I’m listening.”

      “Head northeast until you find a wide river. Cross at a bridge marked with green banners. Do not cross the bridge with black banners. Wait until you find the green bridge.”

      “All right.”

      “Then go through the purple aspens there.”

      “Purple?”

      “Yes, our trees grow in colors that one doesn’t see in the Seelie and human realm. Go through those and find a path lined in rowan trees. The rowans will lead you to Flok’s cottage.”

      “Fine. I know the way. Now, tell me how to seek out a Destroyer whatever it is mushroom. We are in a forest. It looks like the largest forest I’ve ever seen, not that I’ve seen many. There has to be one of these mushrooms somewhere around here.” Her voice had thinned, and he noted that was what she sounded like when she was panicked.

      A flash of movement caught Toren’s eye, but his body didn’t respond how it should have by putting himself between the possible threat and Bronwyn. Instead, his feet continued walking. When had they started walking again? Bronwyn was speaking, but he couldn’t grasp the meaning. He squinted into the shadows of the forest and studied the shapes painted white by the beams of moonlight cascading through the trees.

      What had he seen? A monster?

      “If a gargoyle or a troll comes at us,” he said, “try your dancing to enchant it. If it’s anything else, climb a tree.”

      “Climb a tree? Yes, that will be easy.” She lifted her robes and huffed. “The mushroom. Focus, Toren. We were looking for the mushroom.”

      They crossed a damp expanse of low-lying ground where moss grew like Bronwyn’s hair, dark gold and thick, across round boulders.

      “Destroying Spirit mushrooms grow near Fae oaks.”

      “How do I tell the difference between a Fae oak and a regular oak? Do you even have regular oaks?”

      Her question trailed off, and her gaze went to the trees. She stopped walking as a Dreamfeather soared overhead. She reached for the bird, and its luminescent leaf-like wings spread a pale blue glow over her upturned face. He wanted to wipe those runes off of her cheeks and free her completely, but that was her decision.

      Turning to him, she smiled and it lit him up inside. “Your world is beautiful.” But then her eyes narrowed. “Now, keep moving and talking.”

      “Fae oaks…” His thoughts tumbled over one another, and he fisted his hands, pricking his palms with his claws to keep himself alert. “Fae oaks have leaves that change color frequently. Not according to season.”

      “Is this something I can witness in a short span of time? Can I use the changing colors to seek them out?”

      “Yes. They sense the…aura of the creatures nearby and switch to match it.”

      “Aura?”

      “It’s a light that one’s soul gives off. I can’t see them, but that’s what the scrolls claim. My kind, the Unseelie high Fae, have lost magicks that we used to wield with ease. At one time, we were all like your Star Goddess.”

      She frowned. “I have questions, but now isn’t the time. All right. We watch for a tree that is changing color. Got it. Now, what does the mushroom look like?”

      “It’s pure white with gills under the cap that don’t quite reach the stem. You can touch it and not suffer any ill effects, but if you eat it, you die within five days.”

      “How do we use it to heal you of the bloodiron’s poison?”

      “I must eat it.”

      “I consider myself a smart person, but I have to admit I’m lost.”

      “The mushroom’s magical properties will flush my blood of the bloodiron. Supposedly. I have to survive it though.”

      “So you must ingest a deadly poison to get rid of another deadly poison.”

      “Yes.”

      “Sounds like we have a lovely evening ahead of us.”

      A chuckle left Toren’s mouth, surprising him. The forest and Bronwyn grew hazy and began to spin.

      The pain began.

      “Toren…” Bronwyn snagged his arm as he fell.
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      I snaked an arm under Toren’s and tried to lift him. Not happening. He was such a big male. “Toren, please. We are almost to Flok’s cottage, right? You can go a little further.”

      I was lying through my teeth. We’d only walked a short way. But I had to motivate him to try, to keep fighting.

      Stones, but he looked awful. His gray color had faded to a dusky charcoal hue and the veins in his neck and forehead stood out as he gritted his teeth against what had to be terrible pain. He coughed and his eyes opened. They were bloodshot like he’d been staring into the sun.

      “Go on without me,” he said, his voice rasping. “Tell Flok what happened. He can…”

      “Ah, you’re trying to get rid of me. Being selfless and all of that, but you can’t lie. I’m going to find that mushroom, and you’ll have to suffer my presence for years to come.”

      I didn’t want to leave him lying there, all helpless and alone. He’d be a nice, big snack for whatever monsters were roaming this kingdom. But I couldn’t drag him along while I sought out Fae oaks. I ripped the embroidered hems of my robes free, then began unraveling and tearing them as best I could.

      “I’ll be right back, King Toren.” Maybe using his name would remind him of how his people surely needed him.

      While searching, I stopped every once in a while and tied a strip of cloth on a bush or tree branch. I could not afford to get lost out here. For one, Toren would die alone. And, I was pretty sure nothing in my nineteen years had prepared me for surviving the Unseelie realm. I would be lucky enough if I could live through this search.

      “Goddess,” I whispered into the moonlit trees, “if you’re real and if you care about little old me, then perhaps keep all those monsters away, all right? I know I was the absolute worst Sacred Sister, but maybe you appreciate my honesty and humility?”

      I shook my head at myself. Not even Beanie would have said the Goddess was known for mercy.

      The moon shifted in the sky as I examined tree after tree, watching to see any alterations in color. The closest I came was an aspen that had glittering bark. A host of glowing insects surrounded it, so I kept my distance. Toren had said the leaves changed. He’d said nothing about bark.

      I was down to my last strip of cloth. I had to go back empty-handed and watch Toren die. A chill wrapped my ribs, and I began to shiver, feeling colder than I’d ever been.

      Toren was the only person who had taken the time to see the true me. Granted, he’d wanted something from me, but still… I might have been sheltered these last years, but I knew real emotion when I saw it. Toren cared for me and I for him. I refused to lose him without at least trying to undo what my realm had done to him.

      I left the last strip of cloth in the distance and memorized the bend of the next tree’s largest limb. A small stream greeted me, and I took up a few smooth stones from the cold water to make an arrow shape, pointing toward Toren.

      Just a little farther…

      The oak and its mushroom could be around the next pine…
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      Toren didn’t know how long he’d been on the forest floor, writhing in agony. An invisible flame burned its way from the place where the bloodiron had cut through his leather vest and across his chest all the way down his torso and into his legs. He felt as though someone had stuffed him with glowing coals. How was his skin staying on? He should have been melting at this level of heat.

      The moon’s glow blurred the leaves and branches above. The scent of a deer whisked over him as he got to his knees. He tried to stand, but his legs trembled and his vision swam so he remained where he was, his face aching from clenching his jaw to keep from screaming. A crash sounded in the trees behind him.

      “Bronwyn?”

      The ground shook with the footsteps of a creature far larger than many Bronwyns.

      “This is unfortunate,” he rasped out, clenching and unclenching his jaw and trying to stand.

      A gargoyle spread its thin, ragged wings, breaking branches from the birch trees and sending them snapping to the earth. The beast threw its head back and shrieked. Night creatures fled in scurrying bursts, some scampering over Toren’s foot and the hand he had braced on a small boulder. He’d made it to his feet only to be greeted with the strongest monster his realm had to offer.

      “Greetings,” he said, his vision clearing then blurring. Needles jammed into his flesh again and again, the pain taking on a new angle. Creative poison shouldn’t exist. It was just over the top. He shook his head. He had to focus.

      The gargoyle swung its fist at him. It was easy enough to fall back onto the ground so the monster missed its target.

      “Thought you had me there, didn’t you?” Toren croaked. He set his hands on the earth, sending his will into the earth in an attempt to influence the monster through his Unseelie King power. But the magic fizzled away and left him even dizzier.

      Taking another step forward, the gargoyle reached for him. Fingers the length of two Fae laced around his body and lifted him into the air.

      “I am your king. I realize you don’t recognize me as such, but when you venture from the wilds and into the civilized realm, well, I’m the one you must answer to, dear beastie.”

      The gargoyle drew Toren toward its bedchamber-sized face. Its pale eyes blinked slowly, and Toren’s reflection showed faintly in the milky depths. Toren’s mind tried to think around the pain, but his thoughts slid around like snakes in a flooding garden.

      Magic. He had power—maybe.

      He set his palms against the gargoyle’s finger as the monster opened its great maw to show off sword-length teeth. Magic stuttered and sparked from Toren’s head and through his chest, eking its way too slowly, too weakly, toward his palms and the physical connection he had with the gargoyle.

      “I am your king,” he whispered, pushing his intent and his magic into the words and into the point of contact between him and his subject. “I am your king. Submit to my will.”

      Mouth opening wide, the gargoyle lifted Toren higher and readied to drop him into the death that Toren hadn’t thought he’d experience.

      “I am your king, gargoyle.” Toren shut his eyes and threw his full belief into the magic. “You will set me down. You will bend to my will. I rule you and your kin. I am the Unseelie King, Ruler of the Realm of Night, Star-Caster, Moonbleeder, Breaker of Bones.”

      The monster gripped him tighter, and Toren sucked in a breath, his ribs near to popping. He could no longer speak or draw a full breath. The bloodiron didn’t care. It racked his body with bright agony like a foul human with a whip to his slaves. Toren’s view of the gargoyle hazed and black spots danced in front of him like large flies.

      The wind increased. Toren opened his eyes.

      The gargoyle was placing him on the ground.

      Released, Toren stumbled but managed to remain standing. He stared up at the gargoyle.

      “Wise choice, monster. Now, return to the wilds and to your kin. If I see you again,” Toren winced as a dagger of heat pierced his chest, “I will have to end your life.”

      The gargoyle turned and tromped through the forest. The trees cracked and swayed in the wake of his retreat.

      “I can’t believe I managed that.” Toren promptly fell face-first into the moss and wild grass. Darkness swamped his senses and he knew no more.
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      I’d left him too long. He was going to be dead when I returned. Pressing my eyes shut, I swallowed and tried to push down the panic thrashing in my chest.

      I stood in the center of five Fae oaks.

      But not a single mushroom grew anywhere nearby.

      On my knees, I lifted my cold hands and dirt fell from my fingers. I couldn’t see well enough to look properly among the roots of the amazing trees. I looked up at the ruby-hued leaves. They shook and shimmered, then turned a bright pink with gold striations.

      “Does that mean something?” I fought the burn of tears and the ache of a sob desperate to crawl from my mouth.

      And I kept on searching.

      Wait. What if a dance could help me find the mushroom? I got to my feet. The name of every dance I knew whirled in their own patterns through my head.

      Courage? Determination? No. I had those right now in spades. I was set on saving Toren. Intuition? It didn’t feel right, which was ironic. A dark laugh huffed out of me. I smoothed my hands over my face and froze. Pulling my hands away, I watched the moonlight illuminate my palms. I’d smeared my runes. And it didn’t matter.

      I was free of the temple, of House Mother, of beatings, and the cage. I could wander this new world with no boundaries. It was all due to Toren.

      How had we happened to meet? I must be the luckiest person alive, to run into the one soul who could help me escape my life completely. Luck. That was it. I positioned myself to start the dance of Luck.

      The steps were faster than most, and I had to be careful of the leaves and hidden roots as I moved to my right in a half circle. The pattern had me shifting backward, bowing so low that my nose brushed a cluster of damp, glowing moss before I swept my left arm high and drew an invisible slash across my view of the canopy, the stars, and the moon.

      My chest lightened, and my worry for Toren melted away as I spun like a top three times, spotting by locking my eyes onto one of the Fae oaks’ trunks each time I turned, a skill that had taken me two years to perfect under House Mother’s cruel hands. I dipped low, then leapt like a doe over the circle my spinning had created on the earth. I dragged a foot over the ground, adding a line to the circle and connecting it to the half circle from the start of the dance. Humming, I let my mind drift to a version of today in which I found the mushroom and ran smiling back to Toren who was suffering but still fighting to live.

      Concluding the dance, I stopped and noticed the forest had hushed. All the night insects had gone quiet and nothing small shuffled in the brush. The only sound was my breath, as if the very air had stilled.

      I looked down, and between my feet, a mushroom stuck up from the surrounding leaf litter and thick clover like a poorly buried bone. I plucked it up. It seemed so small and unremarkable. But it fit Toren’s description perfectly with the gills that didn’t quite touch the stem. It was time to save Toren with a deadly fungus.

      Shaking my head, I hurried back to the stream and the arrow of stones I’d set up. The last piece of cloth I’d tied onto a tree almost seemed to glow. I untied it and tucked it into my pocket next to the mushroom as I walked through a small clearing full of silver moss and red-and-blue-speckled mushrooms that stood elbow high.

      Hmm. I didn’t remember passing these…

      I walked on, looking for another pale piece of cloth, but there weren’t any. Sweat pearled on my forehead, and I wiped it away. I retraced my steps back to my stone arrow and tried again to follow the way I had come originally.

      A rough meow echoed from the moonshadow of a tall boulder, and a cat the size of three cats at home sauntered toward me, tail held high. It was the ugliest cat I’d ever seen with matted orange fur and a scar across the place where its right eye had been. I reached down and ran a hand over another hairless scar, one that zigzagged across his back.

      “Well, hello.”

      The cat’s purrs were loud enough to wake the dead. He leapt away from me, and I followed him to where he sat beneath a tree beyond the boulder. Beyond the cat’s chosen tree, in a spindly pine, a slip of white practically glowed in the moonlight. I shouted with joy, running to the strip. The cat meowed sharply as if reprimanding me.

      “All right, Sir Cat. Perhaps I should keep quiet in the middle of a dark Unseelie forest.”

      After that I found the rest of the cloth strips quickly, and soon, the birch grove where I’d left Toren was reaching its white arms into the dark canopy.

      Toren lay still, stomach down, with one cheek pressed to the earth and his eyes shut.

      A chill rattled my spine, and Sir Cat let out a quiet, stuttered meow.

      “Toren? You had better not be dead because I found the mushroom and I deserve to say I told you so to your face.”

      I knelt beside him, touched his forehead, then smoothed a lock of black hair from his face. Sir Cat walked on the moss around Toren. The growth had been roughly torn from the ground and pushed into bunches. Something large had been here.

      Was Toren wounded in more places than the arrow’s cut on his upper chest?

      I hurriedly unlaced the leather ties at the side of his vest and loosened it enough to glimpse his torso while Sir Cat licked Toren’s pointed ear. The moonlight only slightly illuminated Toren’s skin, but from what I could see, he wasn’t additionally wounded. Maybe he’d been hit on the head by whatever monster had been here. I moved my fingers through his mussed braids as gently as I could. No spots of dampness that would indicate bleeding or bumps.

      “Toren.” I shook him a bit. “Wake. I have the mushroom. Should I just shove it into your mouth? I don’t know what to do with it. Wake up, Toren.”

      Sir Cat yowled.

      Suddenly, I was pulled to my feet and something sharp was pricking my throat. The cat hissed. A low voice rumbled in my ear as I grasped at the attacker’s hand.

      “What did you do to my king, human?”

      My pulse was a fish on land flapping like mad and accomplishing nothing. I took a breath and felt the tips of what must have been the attacker’s claws. Sir Cat yowled at the attacker as if his noise could drive the male away.

      “I am trying to save him,” I said.

      A harsh laugh made my ears ring. “Humans lie.”
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      “Yes, we do sometimes,” I said to the attacker, “but this isn’t one of those moments. A Seelie’s bloodiron arrow cut the king’s chest, and he sent me to find a Destroying Spirit mushroom to flush the toxins from his body.”

      The hand at my throat disappeared. The attacker spun me around and held tightly to my upper arms. He was a wiry-bodied, tall Fae male with dark eyes that were slitted like all Fae’s and a head of short, tousled flaxen hair. He wore a tunic and trousers, and he had several knives on his belt but no sword and no shoes, just like Toren. Toren had said Flok was thin, and we were near his cottage.

      “Are you his friend, Flok?”

      Surprise flickered through the male’s eyes. “That is what I’m called, yes.”

      “Then help me.” I took the mushroom from my pocket, spilling a few of my white strips of cloth in the process. Sir Cat wound his way through my legs.

      Flok shook his head and went to Toren’s side. “My king, please wake up.” He unlaced the shoulders of Toren’s vest as he talked. Panic sharpened his words. “There is a human here who claims you need a highly poisonous mushroom for a midnight snack.”

      Pulling the vest free, Flok gasped at the sight of the bloodiron wound. The cut had darkened at the edges and white lines stretched from the dried blood across his collarbone. Keeping his gaze on Toren, Flok extended a clawed hand toward where I stood behind him.

      “Give me the mushroom.”

      I did so and knelt beside him with Sir Cat taking a spot on the far side of Flok.

      “Do you know what to do?” I asked Flok. “Can he handle this type of healing right now?”

      “Considering I’m not sure he’s even properly alive, I don’t know.”

      I felt for the pulse at his neck in the way Drefan’s mother had done with our childhood neighbor when he’d fallen off his horse after negotiating with my father at our farm. A light hammering touched my fingertip, and I remembered how to breathe.

      “His heart beats.”

      Flok nodded once. He plucked the stem from the mushroom and tossed it into the brush. Placing the cap between his palms he began to smash the mushroom. A scent like tar filled the air and made me cough.

      “How many times have you given this cure?”

      Turning, Flok gave me an incredulous look with wide eyes and his jaw jutting out. “Never. I have never once given a highly poisonous mushroom to anyone. This is an old wives’ tale. I have no idea if it will work.”

      I seized his arm and stopped him from placing the smashed mushroom cap into Toren’s mouth. “Then why risk it?”

      “The white lines there.” Flok jerked his chin at Toren’s wound. “Those mean he has approximately one hour to live. I have seen many die from bloodiron. I’m a damned expert on that,” he muttered, his voice almost breaking.

      He might have called him king, but it was clear Flok considered Toren a close friend just as Toren had said. My heart clenched at the sight of him placing the bits of mushroom into Toren’s mouth.

      I was lifting my hands and moving my feet before I even thought about it. Sir Cat backed away and watched me, his ears and tail twitching. Flok glanced at me, then back at Toren whose lips moved slightly. Flok leaned close to Toren who chewed.

      “What was that, my king? I’m listening,” Flok said.

      “Dance for me, Bronwyn Greensmith,” Toren croaked.

      I gasped, tears searing my eyes. His words made my feet move with more confidence as if he’d somehow pushed his magic into mine. I danced a new pattern, one that no one had taught me but came instead from my own mind and soul. I stepped in arching lines that branched from a crescent before spinning back to the starting place.

      “The ground…” Flok’s wide-eyed gaze locked onto my feet. “What magic is this?” He turned back to Toren who had gone even more pale than he was when he’d been unconscious. “This human you brought…she is a rune dancer? I didn’t know they were real.”

      Toren coughed, blood speckling his lips.

      I forced myself to concentrate on the gratitude I felt for how he had helped me, and the heat of that feeling rose and grew inside me. My thankfulness spun down my body and into my feet. The feeling uncurled in my fingers too as I smoothed them along an imaginary burst of starlight. What was this dance and how could it help Toren?

      Flok positioned himself behind Toren, thrust his arms under Toren, and dragged him to standing. Flok tucked Toren’s arm over his neck, then he eyed me reverently.

      “We must get him back to my cottage before the mushroom takes hold.” Distrust still flickered in the pinch of his eyes, but his tone had lost its aggression.

      I closed the mysterious dance with my feet side by side and my hands over my heart. Strength poured through me. “He will live. I can feel it.”

      “Perhaps.” Flok started in the direction Toren and I had been traveling before he’d fallen. “But he might wish he didn’t by the time we get home.”

      I took Toren’s other arm around my neck, and we began the journey with Sir Cat leading the way as if he knew every route to every location in this Unseelie forest.

      A river rumbled beside the path and two bridges appeared just as Toren had said. The bridge with the green banners was too narrow for all of us, so Flok walked the thin slats, holding Toren. A rope snapped on the far end and the bridge dropped a foot and shook. Flok froze, Toren’s head on his shoulder. Once the bridge stilled, Flok continued and I followed as soon as they were across. Sir Cat padded behind me. The bridge creaked as I stepped delicately across the ramshackle structure, and the river rushed and growled beneath us.

      Once across, I resumed my position under Toren’s right arm, and we traveled for miles in the dark forest. Every time Toren began to fall, we paused and let him gather himself. He stepped unevenly, his weight heavy on my shoulders. My slippers kept coming off and finally I shucked them free as we strode on slowly. The earth was cold on my feet, but it was better than tripping over shoes.

      Toren’s breathing had become no more than shallow panting.

      “I think we need to fully carry him,” I said.

      Flok nodded and set Toren gently on the ground near a puddle of water as silver as Toren’s eyes.

      “Will you get some of those vines?” He pointed to the spindly growth spiraling down from a maple. “I’ll get two limbs so we can make a litter.”

      I yanked the vines, and they pulled back like they were sentient. Sir Cat had disappeared, and I hoped he was all right. Swallowing, I grabbed the bulk of the vines at a higher spot and tried again. This time they cracked and snapped so quickly that I fell backward, landing beside Toren. He didn’t even flinch at the sound or movement. His eyes remained shut and the blood on his lips and chest made me hurry to my feet to untangle the vines so they’d be usable.

      Flok returned with two limbs. “I wish I could just toss him over my shoulder, but my king is a large fellow and I’m not as strong as some Fae are.”

      “This will work well,” I said, trying to believe my own words.

      We braided the ivy quickly and looped it around the thick branches. Once Flok tested its strength with a push of his clawed hand and the litter proved itself, we dragged Toren into place and set off once more.

      Flok held both handles at the front and I walked in front of him, moving logs and steering him around boulders as best I could in the moonlit forest. We walked for hours. I was glad that dancing on stones had toughened my feet for this, but even my strong soles were not much of a match to the rocks and sticks and uneven ground. Pain lit up my toes and arch, but I bit down on any complaints because it was all so much worse for Toren. I walked beside him through a wider pathway in the forest. He coughed and blood trickled down his chin.

      “Would he have done this for you, do you think?” Gasping from the effort, Flok had to work hard to speak.

      “Definitely. He shifted into his dragon form and attacked a temple when he knew House Mother was mistreating me. He risked the bloodiron for me.”

      Flok turned to look at me. “Why was he in the Seelie realm anyway?”

      “He was trapped when Seelie King Lysanael sealed the drumstones.”

      “That was the general’s guess. But she believes him dead or at least that’s what she has been telling everyone as she sits on Toren’s throne.”

      “Someone stole his throne?”

      “Yes. General Hanina. There will be a fight if Toren lives through this.”
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      Someone had taken power while Toren had been trapped in my world? “We have to help him get it back.”

      “Agreed. The one who did this is about as kindly as a basket of vipers. But before all of that, let’s see if we can keep Toren alive.”

      The forest thinned, and a meadow spread between a stand of firs and aspen. A two-story cottage with green shutters and window boxes bursting with bright green, white, and purple herbs sat in the moonlight.

      “Welcome to my home.”

      “You’ve changed your tune with me.”

      The side of Flok’s mouth lifted a fraction as we helped Toren from the litter. “I can’t imagine any devious scenario in which a human would willingly come to our realm and then wander the dark for a deadly mushroom. You must care for him or you would have left him to die and gone about whatever business you have. Plus, you’re a rune dancer.”

      We shuffled Toren through the front door, his feet dragging over the raised threshold, then set him on the long, feather-stuffed cushion of a wood-backed chaise. Flok disappeared up the stairs at the back wall of the room then reappeared quickly with linens. I found a bowl at the sink and poured water from a pitcher and helped Flok clean and bandage Toren’s wound. I smoothed a damp cloth across Toren’s chin to clean the blood away.

      Toren went very still. I set a hand on his chest and held my breath. “He isn’t breathing.”

      Flok stepped back and a hissing sound came from his lips, a very Fae sound that was more animal than person. “The mushroom’s death has arrived. We can do nothing except pray that he rises from it by dawn.”

      I fisted the hand on Toren’s chest and gripped the cloth so tightly that my knuckle popped. “He is dead right now?”

      “It is a shallow death, or so the scrolls say. The poison takes him to see death and then he is born anew if he wakes.”

      “What chance does he have?”

      Flok shrugged. “I’ve only read a few instances of using the Destroying Spirit’s power to flush bloodiron. Of those three, only one made it through.”

      I stared at Toren’s pale gray eyelids. Would I never see his silver eyes again? Unshed tears burned my own eyes, but I refused to let them fall and instead kept wiping his face and hoping he knew we were here for him.

      “Was there anyone following you?” Flok’s gaze had gone to the window over the sink.

      My pulse ticked up a notch. “No, why?”

      “It’s probably just an animal. I saw something pass by.” Flok went to the kitchen area and pulled a large, flat-headed butchering knife from the top of a tall chest of drawers. “I’ll check.” He opened the door. “Keep this shut no matter what. We must protect the king.”

      I nodded as my stomach swam with worry. Straining to hear, I held my breath again, but no sound came from outside beyond the usual chirp of night insects and the occasional pop of the old cottage’s walls.

      Toren remained painfully still and silent. I dipped the cloth in the water bowl then ran it over his forehead.

      “Come back to us, Toren. Someone stole your place, and you need to get it back. I’ll help you. We are at Flok’s cottage. You’ll be fine. Turn away from death. You have to live to show me around your kingdom. It’s so beautiful, and I can’t even image how amazing your castle is. We can research the magic you discovered in me, dance the days away, and eat everything in sight. It will be so grand. So just return, all right?”

      At some point, the tears I’d been holding fast to had streamed down my cheeks. I wiped my jaw with the back of my hand only to see rune paint. I wetted the cloth again and cleaned every rune from my face and upper chest, being careful not to disturb my bandage.

      “See?” I said to Toren. “I’m finished with that place and that world. I want to be here, free with you.”

      Hopefully that was what he wanted too.

      The door opened, and Flok nodded in greeting. He put his large knife back in its place and came close to stand over Toren.

      “Did you find anything?”

      “No, and I can’t scent a thing out there with your human odor fouling up the air.”

      “Nice to know you too, Flok.”

      He side-eyed me, then crouched taking up Toren’s hand. Examining Toren’s claws, he said, “He’s lost his color here too. Not a good sign.”

      “Try to be hopeful.”

      “I’m not the best at that particular activity.”

      “More of a doom and gloom sort, hmm?”

      Flok seemed to realize I was attempting to keep myself together because he sat cross-legged beside me and cleared the storm clouds from his gaze. “Yes. But I consider myself a realist.”

      “Right. When did you meet Toren?”

      “We’ve known one another since childhood.”

      “He told me about the time you visited Veilbury.”

      Flok’s eyebrows lifted. “He did? I’m surprised you’re by his side after all of those tales.”

      “Why?”

      “Most females would be jealous of his past lovers.”

      “How many females do you know well enough to hear that from them?”

      “Well… You make a good point. I have only known the females at court who are just as grasping as the males. And my mother, who was wonderful.”

      “Most females I’ve met are confident and wouldn’t let the past ruin the possibility of a future.”

      “All right, Tutor Bronwyn. Lesson learned.” His smile eased the snark in his words.

      “Toren used to hunt near here when he was very young. My father was the court’s long distance messenger, so the former king and queen permitted their son the prince to visit on occasion.”

      “Is he much like his parents?”

      “Oh no. Definitely not. He isn’t a goldheart, but he is damn near close. His parents—may they rot, unremembered—were the worst sort of monsters. I would have preferred the company of a gargoyle or a troll over them any day.”

      I almost laughed, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      A cough rumbled from Toren’s chest and a sheen of sapphire light rose from his body, expanding in all directions and lighting the cottage like a thousand candles.

      Flok stood in a blur of movement, his features tight. “It’s happening.”

      “Death or life?” Sweat rolled down my back, and I held onto Toren’s arm despite the blue magic coursing and prickling over the place of contact.
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      The world around Toren blurred like he was looking through a waterfall. He was shivering from a cold so deep it felt as though his very bones were made of ice. What was that shape there? A person. No, two people. One pale and one darker.

      Realization washed over him and sent a bolt of lightning straight through his heart. He sat up.

      “Bronwyn. Flok.” His vision cleared, and their smiles chased the cold away.

      Bronwyn threw herself against him, hugging him tightly.

      Her care made him feel as though his soul had taken flight. “Careful, love. I’m not prepared for ravaging just yet.”

      She laughed into his neck, and her salt-scented, wet cheeks told him she’d been weeping. Over him. He couldn’t stop grinning.

      Flok clapped a hand on his leg. “Such a dramatic entrance, my king. I shouldn’t be surprised, I suppose. You’ve always been a mummer at heart.”

      “Friend, it is absolutely divine to see you.”

      Bronwyn moved back, still laughing with joy, and Flok hugged Toren and slapped his back sharply.

      “Was death as dull as I guessed it will be?”

      “I wish I could tell you. I wasn’t paying enough attention. Too busy fighting to get back.” There had only been colors in red, yellow, and green, and the pain… Toren didn’t think he’d actually died. “You gave me the Destroying Spirit, didn’t you?”

      He pressed a hand to the bloodiron wound only to find it completely faded into nothing like it had never happened.

      “Thank you, both, for the worst night of my life.”

      Bronwyn curtseyed. “You’re welcome.”

      Flok chuckled along with Toren.

      Still hazy, Toren let them talk over his head. At some point, he moved to a different chair by the fire but didn’t quite remember it. Flok was cooking stew over the hearth fire. The scent of meat and cabbage filled the cottage. Dawn passed in a pleasant haze of comforting foods and quiet conversation that he couldn’t quite yet participate in.

      Flok told Bronwyn about the first time he’d seen Toren shift into a dragon and how he’d literally pissed himself.

      “You would have too if you’d been but a child seeing that happen to your best friend,” Flok said, scowling.

      “But you all shift don’t you?” Bronwyn asked.

      “Not me,” Flok said.

      “Only some have that magic,” Toren said, eating a slightly stale sweet bun Flok had procured from his storage shelves.

      Bronwyn shared the story of the time she’d accidentally bought five mules at market instead of the single one the family required. “I was only twelve. I thought more was always better.”

      Toren laughed and brushed crumbs from his knee. The firelight on Bronwyn’s face was more lovely than the morning sun cascading through the cottage windows.

      “What did your parents say?” he asked.

      She finished chewing her sweet bun and shook her head. “No more mules.”

      Flok snorted a laugh, stood, and poured watered wine into all of their crockery mugs. “We must get serious now, though, my king.”

      “Oof. I know things are bad when you call me by my title.”

      “General Hanina has claimed your throne.”

      A stab of rage cut through his gut. “What possible reason is she giving? She isn’t even in the line of reign.”

      “She says you left her in charge in your absence. Says you are obviously dead because you haven’t returned. And she says that she will hold the throne until Harold is of age.”

      Harold was Toren’s fifteen-year-old cousin. He was already of age. Toren fought the urge to throw his goblet into the fire.

      “Unfortunate for Hanina that I’m alive.”

      “Such an inconvenience,” Bronwyn said sourly. “What do we do about it?”

      “I toss her out on her arse.” Toren finished the spicy, cool wine and stood. He began pacing, thoughts and plans battling inside his head. His head was at last clearing.

      “What about the castle guard?” Bronwyn asked. “Are they on your side or hers? Did she change them out once she had power?” She looked up at him, her doe eyes wide. The innocence in them somewhat hid the wisdom there.

      “Where did you learn the tactics of power in a human Star Goddess temple?” Toren asked.

      Flok stared, his free hand fisting.

      “Easy, Flok. I trust her.”

      “Are you certain that is wise?”

      “I thought you trusted me after seeing me dance.”

      “You used your power?” Toren asked.

      “I did. To help me find the mushroom and then again to make it work on you.”

      “She did,” Flok said, though he sounded resistant. “But why do you have such interest in my king’s power at court?”

      “He is the only person besides you that I know here. Of course, I’m invested in his power here. The rest of the Unseelie might very well decide my head would look nice on a pike.”

      Flok let out a reluctant huff of laughter.

      “I trust Bronwyn.” Toren threaded an unspoken command into his tone. “She is my friend, and you will aid her as needed as you do me.”

      Still holding the wine pitcher in one hand, Flok bowed. “I am your servant, my king.”

      Toren nodded and looked at Bronwyn whose gaze flitted over Toren’s face before landing on his lips. Her throat moved in a swallow. She was attracted to his power. Well, one couldn’t blame her. That didn’t make her an enemy.

      What did Bronwyn think of this whole situation? Did she trust Flok? Did she trust Toren fully? She’d been cooped up in that temple since she was a child, so she certainly had a limited experience with people, but she was no fool. She hadn’t trusted House Mother or Seersha from what she’d said, and she had found a friend in the old woman who had once run the temple. The woman’s name escaped him. Greenie or something.

      “Did either of you notice anyone following us?” Flok asked.

      Bronwyn shook her head and turned her eyes to the fire. Her delicate hands were wrapped around her mug, and her feet were tucked under her in Flok’s favorite chair.

      Flok’s gaze touched on the window that looked toward the path home. “I thought I saw someone outside, but it must have been an animal.”

      Toren was fairly certain… But that could wait. It would be best to let that situation play out if it was what he thought it was.

      “Would you like to bathe and sleep, my king?”

      “Ah, yes. But I’ll get the water.”

      “No, you won’t.” Flok was already walking toward the bathing chamber. He came back with two buckets. “I’ll fetch the water if you start that abominable contraption in there. I swear the thing has a soul, and it lives to taunt me.”

      “What’s he talking about?” Bronwyn set down her mug on the small circular table by the hearth as Flok shut the door behind him.

      “Come. I’ll show you.” Toren led her into the tiny chamber off the side of the living area.

      The bathing chamber looked the same as it had the last time Toren had visited. A tub—an intricately carved wooden cabinet lined with copper—sat atop the metal shelf Toren had ordered built for this exact purpose.

      Bronwyn bent to look into the space under the shelf. “What is this?”

      “I dreamed a contraption that could heat water under a tub and had my craftsfae develop this. We build a small fire there.” He pointed to the closed-off, custom hearth in the wall. “Then the hot air feeds into this tubing here.” He clicked his claws along the copper that ran over the floorboards like a strange, wide snake. “The hot air releases under the shelf and heats the copper lining of the tub, thereby heating the water inside.”

      Using the flint, striker, and tinder left for the job, he lit the fire. Flok came in with water and poured the buckets into the tub. He left with a quick bow.

      “Thank you,” Toren said to Flok’s retreating shadow on the wall.

      Bronwyn examined the piping. She straightened and blinked, her muddied fingers gripping her robes. “This is wonderful!”

      “You will be its next victim.”

      She laughed and held out a hand. “No, King Toren. I think you have more than earned a soak after dying and all.”

      He cocked his head and went to her side, taking her hand and setting it against the place where the bloodiron had cut him. “You saved my life.”

      “With Flok’s help. And the cat’s.”

      A chuckle bubbled out of him. “I do remember the foul-furred demon. Where did he run off to?”

      “I don’t know, but I think my magic brought him to me. He helped me find my way back from where I picked the mushroom.”

      Toren smoothed a fallen lock of her hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. Her eyes lowered slightly, and a she took a small, stuttered breath. She definitely desired him. He pulled her close, urging her to set her head against his chest. Her skin was the softest thing he’d ever touched.

      “Thank you, Bronwyn Greensmith.”

      She pressed closer and desire surged through him. “Tell me what my family name means.”

      “Well, you know what a smith is.”

      He pulled away, then gently removed her bandage. Rage stabbed his chest. He wished for vengeance, for fire and blood and retribution. He took a square of linen from the stool beside the tub and walked to a bowl sitting on a high table near the back wall. Once he had the cloth damp, he returned to her and cleaned her wound.

      “Yes. A blacksmith,” she said.

      “The Greensmith was the one who first made weapons for the Fae before the times of separation between Seelie and Unseelie. At that time, we had no knowledge of metallurgy. The humans taught our forebears the art.” He tossed the dirtied square of linen into a basket by the door.

      “I wonder how my family ended up on a farm rather than in a forge.”

      “It was a long, long time ago.”

      “In the time of the Star Goddess?” she asked.

      “Could be. It’s hard to define the time that has passed since then.”

      “Because of how time moves here?”

      “Yes, and simply because the ancients didn’t care much for recording the passage of moons and years.”

      “I’ve noticed that in my readings.”

      He took her by the arms and held her away from him. “You need a bath and some rest. Would you like help or would you prefer to be alone? We have no servants here.”

      “I…I wouldn’t mind your assistance.”

      She looked up at him through her dark gold lashes and longing shot through him root to crown.

      “You’re certain?” He left her side and shut the bathing chamber door firmly. Flok would get the hint and take a walk in the forest.

      Nodding, she began to shed her robes. The first layer was a wrap with a double laced tie. Though the hems and collar were embellished with black and white embroidery, it was a simple frock. She let it fall to the floor. Underneath that, she wore a type of black-dyed shift, its neckline low and wide. More embroidery ran from neck to ankle. The stitching was sewn to mimic thousands of stars in every jewel shade—ruby, emerald, sapphire, diamond, and ones he didn’t know the names of. The shift sat tightly against her willowy body and the curves of her hips threw dangerous imaginings into his head. His heart beat more quickly.

      She held out her arms and nodded at him, so he untied the knot at her waist and removed the fine shift. Yet more layers remained between his gaze and her body. He hung the shift over the wicker chair by the tub, then folded the outer robe and laid it on top. He hoped she wouldn’t be annoyed by his desire to keep her garments from damage.

      “If you wish to set these garments on fire and dance on their ashes, I will light the bonfire at your command. But if not…they are beautifully crafted.”

      “I’ll think on it. Thank you.” She grinned, her pink lips drawing up toward the dimples in her cheeks. “Can you get this?” Giving him her back, she pointed over her shoulder at an intricate set of knots holding two more layers of clothing in place.

      He ran a knuckle down her back, beside the knots, and felt her body move as her breath caught. Smiling, he slowly undid the first of the ties. “Just how frightened of your body were those at the temple? They have locked you up like the most fearsome beast.”

      She laughed, and the sound wasn’t shy or coy, but laced with wickedness.

      “Laugh like that every time you can.” He slipped the final knot free and slid his fingers under the edge of the plain white cloth. “I like it very much.”

      “And you think I long to please you, King Toren?” She extended one smooth arm, spun, and then the two last layers of clothing rippled down to her feet. Her eyes burned into his.

      He couldn’t breathe. Her beauty stole every thought, memory, and piece of knowledge from his mind. The shapes of her… The shadowed angles and inviting curves…

      She laughed that laugh again.

      He coughed and tried to find his voice. “I’ve never seen a more lovely creature in my life, and I’ve seen more than my fair share.”

      Her cheeks blushed, and she climbed the short steps at the base of the tall tub. Lifting one leg at a time, she entered the bath. Steam rose around her like an echo of her power, circling and ringing her, shielding the full view of her glory from him.

      Taking a cup from the table near the door, he cleared his throat once more and adjusted his trousers. He knew she realized his desire for her, but he didn’t want to be too aggressive. If she’d ever been down this road, it had been years. That much was obvious. They would take their time.

      “Would you like me to wash your hair?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            BRONWYN

          

        

      

    

    
      Was I dreaming? Yes. I had to be.

      Toren, King of the Unseelie, was pouring hot water over my hair and humming softly to me. Yep. Had to be a dream.

      The cup clicked on the stone floor as he set it down and finished wetting my hair. I heard him shuffling around then he was stroking the crown of my head and the nape of my neck with a bar of scented soap. It smelled divine, but wasn’t nearly as divine as the feel of his other hand in my hair. His knuckles rolled gently over my scalp, and he drew my tresses over my shoulder. Shivers of pleasure danced down my body, and I tried to stifle my sighs so I didn’t seem so ridiculously green and desperate for his touch.

      He handed me the bar of soap, then set to drawing his claws carefully from my hairline at my forehead down the length of my hair. My thighs clenched, and I smoothed the soap over my neck and down avoiding my wound. He poured water over me again. The heat and the sound of his humming made my head swim as if I were fully under the water. I was delighted to drown in the feel of this moment.

      With soft movements, he rung out my hair, twisted it, and tucked the ends so it stayed in place. He had long hair too so I supposed he had experience. This had to be a Fae sort of thing to do. I couldn’t imagine a human male being this considerate and tender. But maybe they were. I didn’t know anything about it. Gantu hadn’t been this kind certainly.

      Toren ran a hand over my shoulder. His hand was warmer than the water and though he had callouses from sword fighting and life in general, his palm was smooth and pleasant. I lifted his hand and studied his gray-black claws. They were more like talons, really. Like small versions of the ones he had in his dragon form.

      His breath tickled my ear. “Do you find me interesting?”

      “I do.”

      “Would you like to see how the Unseelie tempt their females?”

      “If all of that hair washing and humming isn’t a part of the repertoire, I highly suggest you add it.”

      His chuckle warmed my cheek. “I’ll remember that.”

      “Show me.” Avoiding my cut, I set his hand above my breast, curiosity whirling around the desire that pooled low in my body.

      He drew one talon up the column of my throat, then set it against my pulse beneath my jaw. My heart raced. He could kill me with one rip of that finger.

      “Are you afraid?”

      “A little. I am trying to trust you. I mean, I do, but I don’t.”

      He huffed a quiet laugh that dusted over the nape of my exposed neck. “The fear heightens your senses, and because I’ve proven I won’t actually hurt you…”

      His pause urged me to speak.

      “You have proven so,” I said.

      “Then the fear is a gentle one. A pleasant one, if you will.”

      His other hand drew a delicate line from my shoulder, between my breasts, along my stomach to where it stopped at my navel. He dragged his talons softly back up that same path and my body shivered with desire.

      “It’s…” My tongue tripped over my words as the heat inside me intensified. I wanted so much for him to touch me everywhere. “It’s odd that you avoid the…more common areas of…interest.”

      “Areas of interest?” A jovial tone hid in his words. “Do tell me what those are in your world. Although I have spent time with the humans now and again, I’m not sure I know your ways.”

      “You’re teasing me.”

      His lips touched the back of my neck, and I swallowed. “Do you want me to stop?” he asked.

      “Teasing or touching?”

      “Either or both. You tell me, Darling Dancer.”

      “Neither. Thank you.”

      He chuckled, then made a noise in the back of his throat, something close to a purr. “Now, what about those areas of interest?”

      I took his hand and brought it just under my breast. His fingers curled slightly, cupping me. His talon left the pulse point under my chin, but he set his teeth against the tip of my ear and began moving his thumb slowly back and forth.

      “Such exotic, round ears you have, Dancer.”

      Pleasure fluttered down my torso and into my thighs, and my head fell back against his chest as his other hand traveled lower. He flicked a talon over my hip, splashing the water lightly. Curling that hand, he poised his talons around my hip, the slight prick of their sharp points drawing a shuddering breath from me.

      His tongue touched my ear lobe, then his teeth bit lightly.

      I gasped, then he licked the spot as his hand left my hip to grip my jaw firmly.

      A knock made me jump, and Toren growled like the Unseelie monster he was.

      “What is it?” he snarled.

      “I think you need to see this. Now. I apologize, my king.” Flok’s voice was higher pitched than normal.

      Toren grumbled in my ear. “We will continue this at the soonest possible moment, Bronwyn.” He set a dark blue, folded bathing sheet on the side of the tub and met my gaze. His silver eyes seemed darker somehow, the slit narrow as an assassin’s blade. He bowed his head, then left the room.

      I finished scrubbing the mud from my body with shaking hands. I had almost made love to the King of the Unseelie. Could I just do that? What would the repercussions be? Weren’t all kings betrothed by his age? Would a Fae female attack me for my relationship with Toren? And what about his council and his people? Were they like the Seelie who were heavily ruled by a small council until King Lysanael’s recent overhaul of their government?

      Drying myself with the sheet, I eyed the shelves on the wall for any guest clothing. I had no idea what Unseelie customs were in this situation. When guests stayed at our farm when I was younger, Mother always provided them with blankets and a washbasin, but we never had enough gladecoin to provide additional clothing. But Flok’s house screamed wealth, so maybe he would have something stashed away.

      Wrapped in my sheet with my hair braided over my shoulder, I went to the armoire in the corner. Blankets woven in shades of night sat next to a collection of lovely-smelling beeswax candles. The chandler had pressed bird designs into the wax and I ran a finger over the tiny wings. Above that, a reed basket held another bathing sheet and a clean shirt. I took it and shook it out. It was a man’s shirt—I mean, a Fae male’s—but it came to my knees so it would serve well enough until I washed the mud from my Sacred Sister robes. I found some bandages too, so I wrapped my wound to help it heal without getting dirty.

      A shout outside the cottage had me dressing as quickly as someone very damp can manage. Barefoot, I ran into the main room only to find it empty. I swung the front door open, hoping to see Flok and Toren.

      But the area around the house was quiet.

      Who had been shouting? And why?

      A pair of strange shoes sat beside the door. They were made of wood and leather and had pointed toes. There were no laces to loosen and tie, so I just slid them on and headed into the forest.

      I stopped when I felt eyes on me.

      “Who is there?” Was this the one who had been following us?

      A meow startled me and Sir Cat loped out of the woods. I bent low and he jumped into my arms. “You weigh a lot for a cat.”

      He made a disjointed growling noise like he wasn’t happy with my judgement.

      I rubbed his head and walked a little farther into the forest. “Where did you run off to earlier? Did you see Toren and Flok out here just now?

      A crack sounded behind me, and I whirled.

      “Uh oh.”
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      “What exactly did you see?” Toren asked Flok as they climbed a small rise near the cottage and looked down from the canopy and into the area beside the river.

      “Only movement in the shadows. And it smells human. At first, I thought I was only scenting Bronwyn, but now…”

      Toren chewed the inside of his cheek and lifted his nose to the air. “Definitely human.”

      A quiet growl issued from the back of Flok’s throat. “Do you think there are any Seelie with this human?”

      A family of fern foxes’ leafy tails fluttered as they scurried past the bridge and into their hole in a fallen log. The sun had gone orange and was drifting down, turning the sky to shades of gold. They needed to rest, eat more, and then get on the road to home. General Hanina’s days were numbered…

      “I don’t smell any Seelie, but I have always thought they can perhaps mask their scents.”

      “Wily ones.”

      “Yes. I had hoped to be finished evading their bloodiron now that I am home, but I guess this is to go on for a while.”

      Flok clapped a hand on his shoulder and smiled grimly. “But you have me at your back again, so this time, they will be the ones who must hide themselves.” His grin was death, and Toren knew his own smile echoed the sentiment.

      They started back toward the cottage when a scream pealed through the trees.

      “Bronwyn.” Toren was running before he finished saying her name.

      Flok almost kept pace with him, but Toren shifted and then he was flying. To the southwest of the cottage, Bronwyn held that hideous cat against her chest and in front of her a gargoyle swung its meaty fist.

      He shot toward the gargoyle’s head, gathered fire in his belly, then let it ripple out as he flew past the monster. The gargoyle shrieked and fell backward as Toren rose higher into the forest canopy. Flok stood in front of Bronwyn, his sword out and his dagger flipping from his skilled hand. The dagger stuck in the gargoyle’s gut and the creature roared. Blisters from Toren’s blaze rose on its head and chest, and blood oozed from the wound Flok had inflicted.

      Arrows zipped from the forest and peppered the gargoyle’s throat. Toren summoned fire again and blasted the gargoyle until it dropped, smoking, to the earth. The stench of its burning flesh seared his nostrils and blocked out his ability to scent out who might have fired those arrows. They weren’t bloodiron tips though. He’d seen their plain steel tips as they’d flown to their mark.

      Remaining in his dragon form, he landed beside Flok and Bronwyn. The cat yowled once as if in thanks.

      He lifted his head and roared. Only he could take dragon form. Those in the forest would know who he was. He shifted back into his high Fae form and drew his sword.

      “Your king orders you from your hiding place to thank you for your assistance.” He turned to Bronwyn, checking her for wounds with his gaze. “Are you all right?”

      “I am. Thank you. I thought I saw you two over here, so I came to see what was happening.”

      “Understandable. We will talk as soon as I figure out what is going on here exactly.”

      She nodded, and he eyed the place from where the arrows had been shot. All was silent.

      “Don’t be foolish. Come out or I’ll come after you, and I promise you won’t enjoy that.”

      If he had to enter that area, would he be ambushed? Perhaps he should send Flok back with Bronwyn.

      At last, a male rode forward on a black stallion and cleared his throat. “King Toren?”

      It was Norinal, a warrior known for his work during the plague that had turned all the beasts against anything that moved. Norinal dismounted, took a knee, and bowed his head. He wore a bow on his back and the quiver at his side was empty.

      “Thank you for your help. Who is with you?” Toren eyed the space behind Norinal. “Reveal yourselves.”

      Norinal wasn’t a bad sort, but he had been enamored with General Hanina so it was impossible to know on what side he stood with Toren being gone for so long.

      Finally, Norinal’s companions rode into the small glen. They were all warriors who had worked special missions for Toren through the years. Not his top warriors, but the ones who had worked under those chosen males and females. Mimicking Norinal, they dismounted, went to their knees, and dipped their heads in respect.

      “A bit tardy on the show of submission, aren’t we?” Toren raised an eyebrow and kept his sword out, lowering it. “Tell me. Are you shocked to see me here? How is everything in my kingdom?”

      Glancing at one another, they rose. Three kept swords unsheathed—a crime in the presence of Toren while at court. In the forest—well, rules were more of suggestions while out in the wilds. Toren wasn’t one to stand on ceremony or inflict rule for no purpose. But if they did this as a show of rebellion, they would soon be greeting their ancestors in the afterlife.

      “Everything is well, my king,” Norinal said stiffly. “We’re shocked and glad to see you. We were told you had died.”

      Flok traded a glance with Toren.

      “Who told you this lie?” Toren took another step forward and sheathed his sword. He wasn’t afraid of them. If he shifted, he could end them with one breath. “Come now. You must recall where this sad rumor originated.”

      “General Hanina believed you had been trapped when the drumstones were sealed, and that King Lysanael of the Seelie had murdered you after his wedding. We felt the death of many Unseelie monsters that day.”

      “But no high Unseelie Fae were there except for me. Only monsters. No one saw the crown go black here so why would you believe her?”

      “She said the spell on the crown was old magic and couldn’t be relied on.”

      Bronwyn came forward, and many of the warriors’ gazes dusted over her bare legs. Toren let out a low warning growl and all gazes returned to his face.

      “Why would the crown go black?” she asked.

      The warriors and Flok murmured and made small sounds of shock and disbelief.

      She dropped back a step. “I’m sorry. Did I do something wrong? I was only curious.”

      “It is customary here to request permission to speak when the king is present unless you are asked a direct question.” Toren pursed his lips, hoping she would understand that in order to rule, one had to retain certain behaviors that separated king from subject.

      “Forgive me.” She bowed her head.

      He lifted her chin with a finger. “You don’t bow to anyone anymore, Bronwyn Greensmith. Besides, you don’t know our customs. There is nothing to forgive. As for the crown, it is the ancient crown of the Unseelie throne and the gold and silver leaves that decorate the adamant go dark when the ruler dies.”

      Her cheeks colored, and her eyes softened. Oh how he longed to take her home and spoil her, to protect her within the walls of his castle. He wanted to show her off and watch as others fell for her as he had. It would take time, of course, and there would be trouble at first, but surely they would all see the beauty of her heart and soul.

      Releasing her, he faced Norinal and the rest. “We will sleep for a few hours here. You keep watch outside the cottage.”

      “Aye, Your Majesty,” they said in unison.

      Norinal began ordering them to various positions around Flok’s home as Toren led Flok and Bronwyn back inside.

      Flok set his bow and quiver by the door. “You don’t actually trust them to watch over us, do you?”

      Toren removed his weapons and belt and set them on the chest beside Flok’s bow. He ran a hand through his hair. He was exhausted and frustrated that he and Bronwyn had been interrupted.

      “No. We will have to take turns keeping an eye on them.”

      “I’ll take first watch,” Bronwyn said.

      Toren shook his head. “Absolutely not. You’re sleeping the entire time. I’ll take you to the guest bedchamber. Is that all right, Flok?”

      A smile crossed Flok’s mouth. “Thank you for asking.”

      “It’s your home.”

      “I would be honored to house your guest, my king.” His gaze flicked to Bronwyn who was setting the cat on the sling-seat by the hearth. Flok still didn’t trust Bronwyn completely. They’d have to change that.

      Bronwyn followed Toren up the stairs to the door of the guest chamber. He swung the green wooden door open, and she went inside.

      “This bed is lovely.” She sat on the edge of the fluffy madness that served as a bed.

      “I’m glad you like it. That thing swallows me when I lie down. I prefer the floor by the fire downstairs.”

      “Really? A king who chooses the floor?”

      “Flok has furs enough to make it comfortable, and I don’t risk suffocating in luxury.”

      She chuckled and crossed her bare legs. The sun reached through the three-paned window and painted her thigh in shades of pearly light. His lips longed to kiss her there and to feel the velvet softness of her skin.

      “You…you could stay,” she said, her voice almost too quiet to hear.

      Oh, how he wanted to. But dark circles ringed her eyes, and he felt bad for even desiring her when she so clearly required rest.

      “No, you need sleep. I know how weak humans are without proper rest. I shouldn’t have bothered you during your bath.”

      He bowed his head—something he hadn’t done since his mother and father died—then left quickly before his body could demand that he take her up on the invitation and spend their entire rest time in the throes of passion.

      Besides that, Flok needed a turn to rest as well so Toren had to watch the warriors for a spell.

      Soon, it would be time to fly to the castle and confront whatever treachery awaited him. Blood would be shed.
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      Why was he leaving? Did he regret the way he’d touched me in the bath? I went to the window and set a hand on the cold glass. The warriors stood in a half circle around the cottage, their shapes warped by the imperfections in the window glass.

      I crawled into bed, my mind whirling. Gargoyles. Toren dying and coming back to life. Potentially disloyal and armed warriors right outside. What had Flok seen outside? Had it been something other than the gargoyle?

      My body thrummed with the memory of Toren’s hands skating down my chest and stomach. I couldn’t believe he’d rejected my invitation to stay. He must have decided it was time to stop playing around with the human since we were back in his kingdom and there were problems to deal with. But the way he’d said I would never again bow to anyone—what did he mean by that?

      With so many worries, it all began to blur in my head. I shoved it to the back of my mind and closed my eyes.

      I dreamed of a dragon with silver eyes and of flames that circled me. The fire burned so brightly that I was blinded…

      A quiet knock woke me. The sun shone brightly through the window and cast shadows across the wooden floorboards.

      “I have some food to break your fast if you’re hungry.” It was Flok’s voice. He didn’t sound happy.

      I took a summer weight throw blanket from a chest in the corner and wrapped it around me before going to the door and cracking it open. Flok’s features gave away no emotion.

      “My king isn’t awake yet, so keep your tromping to a minimum please.” He spun and started down the stairs, his graceful Fae feet making no sound.

      I trailed him and slipped through the living area. Toren snored lightly in front of the hearth, his features serious, and a fur was draped over his body. He wore no shirt, and I wondered if he was naked.

      Flok clicked his tongue at me, and I joined him, heading through the arched doorway into the kitchen area. He had set up a round table and put out plates and mugs. Platters of varying foods steamed. I didn’t recognize a single item. And I couldn’t stop smiling.

      This was freedom.

      Rubbing my hands together, I tried to decide what to try first. Should I ask what customs they had with regard to mealtimes? Though I was thrilled to be emancipated from House Mother and her rules, I didn’t want to be rude toward Flok or Toren and his people. I planned to stay here if they would let me, and it would be good to learn their ways. Any rules I followed here would be done by my choice unlike the ones I’d been beaten into following at the temple.

      Flok was ignoring me as he poured himself something orange. He wore simple trousers and a plain blue tunic belted low on his waist. He wore two daggers and the hilt of a small knife stuck out from a pocket in the leather vest that he’d tied on over his tunic. His pinched mouth and furrowed eyebrows told me to leave him alone.

      “Not a morning person, eh?” I scooted my chair closer and one leg caught for a moment and squeaked against the floor. Grimacing, I looked through the archway for Toren, but he was gone.

      “Looking for something?” Toren’s voice from across the kitchen made my heart leap.

      He was pouring himself a cup of whatever stuff Flok had been doling out a moment ago.

      “How did you get…ah, never mind. What is our plan now that these warriors are here?”

      “We’ll travel with them to my castle. Of course, we’ll arrive first. Even if they shift, none of their animal forms possess the ability to move as quickly as I do as a dragon.”

      “Oh, what type of creatures do they shift into?” I leaned forward in my chair to look out the window.

      “A wolf, two stags, and a vulture. The rest don’t shift.”

      “So that ability is simply inherited or not?”

      Toren nodded and pulled out a chair. “You two will ride on my back.” He sat and lifted his drink to his lips.

      “I…” On his back while he was in his dragon form, he meant. I was going to ride a dragon today.

      Flok chuckled and wiped his mouth on a square of linen.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Your eyes were as big as Darius’ boulders,” Flok said.

      “Who is Darius?” I asked and set my three-pronged fork down, worried I’d done something against their customs. I hadn’t even touched any food yet because I didn’t know what was what and how to eat any of it properly.

      Toren waved my question off. “Just the name of a spot beside the castle’s moat. Stop teasing her, Flok. It would be odd if she wasn’t shocked about our life here.”

      “Do you often ride your king, Flok?” I gave him a salty look.

      Flok spit his bite of some yellow fruit onto his plate and coughed. Toren patted his back and laughed.

      “She can dish it back, can’t she?” Toren gave me an appreciative glance, and the spark in his eye warmed my insides more than it should have.

      He had rejected my offer last night. I would leave off tempting him or being tempted by him from now on. I was happy enough being free of the temple. I didn’t need love too.

      “Can we bring Sir Cat?”

      Toren’s smile fell flat.

      “Come on. He’s adorable.” I clicked my tongue and the big, furry beast shot from the living area and into my lap. His purr rumbled against my body. “What type of cat is he? Our barn cats were never this large.”

      “He’s a mountain cat,” Toren said. “They are three times the size of cats in your realm, and they live, well, no one knows for certain. They don’t usually spend much of their lives around people.”

      His fur was incredibly thick and soft. I wondered where the scar along his spine had come from. Maybe a monster attack.

      “Allow me to tell you about the foods here,” Toren said, eyeing my empty plate. “Since my friend seems to have been a little grumpy and reticent this morning.” He threw a glare at Flok who shrugged.

      “She didn’t ask.”

      Toren raised a black eyebrow. “You sound like a youngling.”

      “Apologies, my king.”

      Pointing to a tray of pink-tinged slices, Toren said, “This is fire fish. It’s smoked, and it has a spiciness to it that doesn’t hit your mouth until your finished chewing. Those there are star buns.”

      I picked one of the iced bread items. “They look a little like our scones.” I bit off one of the six arms of the shaped bun and flavors exploded over my tongue. Ginger, sugar, and lemon. “Oooooo. This is my favorite.”

      My dream had been to be free, to eat what I wanted, and go where I chose. And Toren’s world provided all of that and more. But then I remembered what had drawn them out of the cottage before my run-in with the gargoyle.

      “What did you follow in the forest? Before we met the monster and the other warriors?”

      Flok eyed Toren, who took a slow breath. “Someone is definitely trailing us,” Toren said.
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      I paused in choosing something to eat. “I guess you don’t know who.”

      Toren shrugged. “I have my theories, but I haven’t seen them clearly. Now, this here,” he said, obviously changing the subject, “is brunhost, a sweet cheese.”

      “It’s brown.” I fought a shudder.

      Flok set a slice of bread on my plate, then placed a sliver of the brunhost on top. He motioned for me to try it.

      Toren’s eyes were sparkling with mirth again. “The cheese won’t bite you. It’s very good. I dare you to try it.”

      I took a bite. The bread was hearty, and the cheese was soft and sugary.

      “See? You like it, don’t you?” Toren leaned forward on the table.

      “I do, actually.”

      Sir Cat raised himself up and sniffed at the brown cheese. I smeared my fingertip in the brunhost and let him lick it off. Flok and Toren traded a wearied look.

      “She’ll have the whole forest coming with us to be spoiled at your castle keep, my king.”

      Toren shook his head and served himself some of the fire fish. I wasn’t too keen on eating something that smelled so strongly in the morning, so I kept to my sweets.

      

      Once we had cleaned up and dressed, Toren and I went out the front door. I wore my robes once more though they were still stained with mud along the hem, and some specks of blood remained along the sleeve and front. Hopefully, I could find new clothing somewhere in the castle town. A lightness bloomed in my chest at the thought of perusing the market for whatever clothing I wanted. Of course, I had no money so perhaps that was presumptuous. Sir Cat meowed up at me, and I bent to run a hand over his pelt.

      Outside, the warriors had mounted their horses and seemed ready to do as Toren ordered. Their faces gave away no emotion as they awaited his commands.

      Flok joined us and handed me a satchel with a long strap. “For your cat.” He made a face like the words tasted bad.

      Delight wove through me, and I squeezed Flok’s arm. “Thank you.”

      He stiffened at my touch, but seemed to relax after a moment. “You’re welcome.”

      As Toren spoke to the knights, I crouched and opened the satchel. “Come on, then. If you want to join us, you’ll be safer in here.”

      The cat made a sort of low growling noise, but he snuggled into the bag anyway. I hefted him up and set him against my chest like I had seen women do with their babies.

      The warriors galloped into the forest, and I trailed Flok and Toren a little ways from the cottage. Toren faced me and tilted his head. “Prepared to ride?”

      He extended his arms, and in a flash, he was not a Fae king but a towering dark gray dragon. But his eyes were the same silver. His wings stretched wide like the ceiling of the temple library, the bones and sinew a work of art. He lowered his head and neck, and his belly brushed the clearing’s mosses and clover.

      Flok took a long rope, flung one end over Toren’s neck, then proceeded to knot and loop it until a length ran over Toren’s back. Then he stood beside Toren and held out a hand to me. I took the offered help and stepped up onto Toren’s wingtip. Toren held his wing completely still for me, then once I was steady on my feet, he raised me to his back.

      I settled myself—with Sir Cat in front of me in his satchel—just behind the bend of Toren’s dragon neck and held onto the rope. Toren’s scales were subtly iridescent, and I rubbed a hand over them, marveling at the magic that could turn a Fae male with smooth skin and pointed ears into a miraculous monster with scales like precious stones and wings the size of a building.

      Gracefully climbing up behind me, Flok cleared his throat. “You are the second person to experience this. I myself have only been permitted such favor once, and that was a dire emergency.”

      Toren ran toward the clearing at the side of the cottage, leapt into the air, and beat his wings against the gusty wind rising from the west. We lifted into the sky above the forest canopy, and the sun dusted gold over the view of countless dark green trees and a distant rocky ridge ringed in a sparkling mist.

      “It’s stunning.”

      Flok was being careful not to touch me overmuch. He sat a hands-width behind me and kept from pitching off Toren’s back with just the strength of his legs, which was a wonder in and of itself.

      The wind blew through my hair, and I was glad I’d secured it into two low, braided knots on the back of my head. Hopefully, the leather ties Flok had given me would hold. I wanted to ask Flok a million questions, but the wind was loud in my ears and it stole the breath from my mouth. The cat had burrowed its way to the very bottom of the satchel, curling into a ball that seemed too small to be possible for an animal of his size.

      Toren’s wings tipped slightly, and I adjusted my weight as we veered toward the sun. The daytime sky looked different here. Instead of the blue of the Seelie and human realms, a golden hue stretched from horizon to horizon. The day also didn’t seem as bright, like even though the sun climbed as it did in the other world, it glowed with a softer light.

      We flew for hours, and my legs itched to get back to walking. I wasn’t used to sitting in one place for long periods of time. Nor was I used to riding an Unseelie dragon. A laugh bubbled up, and I shook my head. I couldn’t believe this was my life.

      My mind wandered back to the person Toren believed was following us. At least this shadowy person would be left far behind. There was no way they’d keep up. Even if they had a horse, they’d be behind the knights and be forced to draw away if they wished to remain hidden. Pushing that worry away, I adjusted my grip on the rough rope and let myself relax and enjoy the ride.

      With my free hand, I reached out and smoothed Toren’s shoulder. Did dragons have shoulders? His scales were wildly beautiful. I looked beyond to his head where large black horns curled toward his back. Raised plates grew along the back of his skull and extended a bit down his neck.

      The strange mist I’d seen far off came closer, and through it, a castle and its double set of walls appeared. From a distance, I’d thought this was a ridge of rocks, but it was Toren’s home. The walls and the buildings in the inner bailey—including the keep—were the color of the darkest emerald. Made of a smooth stone, they should have reflected the light, but they did the opposite, drinking it in and drawing me in. I wanted to know how Toren lived inside these walls, who he cared about and why, and how the Unseelie high Fae lived. But the most key question was…

      Would they accept me?
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      We soared over the glistening moat and the outer bailey with its massive labyrinth of turf-topped and dark wood buildings. Unseelie folk halted in the streets and pointed upward, their eyes wide. They’d thought their king was dead, and here he was flying right over them. It had to be a shock.

      Toren flew toward the keep, his shadow blackening several rectangular structures, a massive garden, what might have been stables with all the horses going in and out, and a series of buildings that were probably kitchens and storage areas. Archers on the walls aimed at us, but lowered their bows as they shouted a welcome to their king.

      We landed behind the keep in a large courtyard surrounded by peaked archways. Lanterns sparkling with a strange green light hung from each passageway and tall men stood underneath them. Not men, I silently corrected myself. Unseelie Fae. Battle axes hung from their belts, and they wore livery that was gold and a green just a shade lighter than the walls. Some started to pull out their weapons and step toward us, but of course, they must have recognized Toren’s dragon form. They were simply surprised.

      Flok helped me maneuver onto Toren’s wing tip, and then Toren lowered me to the courtyard. Flok hopped down beside me.

      With servants and knights bowing all around, Toren shifted into his Fae form and held out his arm to me. I bent to free Sir Cat before accepting Toren’s arm. He looked down at me, his eyes sparkling with mischief and one corner of his mouth lifting to show a Fae fang.

      “Did you enjoy the journey, my dancer?”

      Perhaps Toren did want to explore a relationship with me. That look in his eyes was more than friendly.

      “I did. You’re very fast.”

      Flok came up behind us and grinned, obviously entertained at our exchange for a reason I didn’t grasp. Toren popped Flok’s stomach with the back of his hand. “Go on, Flok. Mind your own business.”

      Chuckling, Flok dropped back to give us privacy.

      Toren stopped to speak to a Fae male with dark red hair who had emerged from the keep’s back door at our arrival. He wore a deep blue tunic with a silver dragon symbol over his slight frame. Perhaps he was the castle steward. He didn’t seem to have the right body type to be another guard or a knight. Once Toren finished speaking to him, the steward hurried inside the keep through a small door I hadn’t noticed set cleverly into the wall.

      With Flok a few steps behind, Toren and I entered the keep through another door, this one larger and guarded by two Fae that had to be twins. Both had slender tails and orange-hued eyes. I turned as Toren led us onward, and the guards were staring at Toren’s back. Flok followed my gaze, then met my eyes with a look of concern. He seemed worried about whose side the castle guards were on, but Toren didn’t appear tense at all. Smiling, he brought us down a narrow corridor that turned into a stairwell. Green-and-blue-flamed torches flickered on the walls as we climbed up with Flok on our heels. A servant popped out of a side door, dipped a curtsey, and listened as Flok asked her a question I couldn’t hear.

      “I’m very glad you didn’t fall off my back,” Toren whispered to me as we continued onward. “Of course, if you had toppled, I would have been able to rescue you and delight in your gratitude.”

      I leaned closer. “And how would you prefer me to display gratitude if I find the need to do so?” I whispered.

      Flok’s steps sounded farther back on the stairs.

      Toren rubbed his sharp chin with a talon. I really did think of them as talons now that I’d compared them to the cat’s claws and his dragon talons. They were more solid and larger than claws.

      “I wouldn’t be against the reward of your undivided attention at the upcoming ball,” Toren said.

      “You’re hosting a ball?”

      “It’s nearly time for the Star Festival. A party is required. It’s tradition.”

      “How are Unseelie events such as this different from Seelie? I know the Seelie tend to dance like humans, in lines or in groups, with measured and practiced steps. They are known to lay out massive feasts and pour wine until dawn.”

      “Doesn’t sound too bad, but we are far more fun than the Seelie. I assure you. For starters, we don’t stick to rules when it comes to dancing. We embrace our wild side.” His glance slid my way, and the half-lidded, beastly look made my heart flip.

      We came to a door embellished with painted gold dragons.

      “This will be your bedchamber for now,” he said, glancing at the door. “Let me know if you wish to move when I return. We will have games today after I take care of some business.”

      “Games?”

      “Archery. Axe-throwing. Tafl.”

      “What is Tafl?”

      He faced me, took my hand, and set his talon in the center of my palm. Looking up at me through his thick, black eyelashes, he began to explain the strategy. “…and the king and his knights are in the center of the board. To win, the king must reach one of the corner spaces.”

      I shivered slightly as he moved his talon along my palm, and he grinned. I rolled my eyes. He was so full of himself. Why did I have to react to his every touch?

      “But it’s not easy,” he said. “The soldiers are always attempting to squeeze the king with their positioning.”

      After giving my palm a quick kiss, he released me and opened the bedchamber door. Two servants curtseyed as we entered the large room. The older of the servants, a white-haired female with lighter gray skin than Toren’s and bright pink eyes stood beside another female. She had a knot of teal-colored hair and a scar running over her nose. Both of their stares went from me to Toren and back again—a human and a male they had been told was dead. The older Fae moved her claw across her opposite wrist in a behavior I didn’t recognize. Toren didn’t seem to notice.

      “Please care for my guest as if she was me,” Toren ordered with a firm but polite tone. “Do not permit anyone else to enter this chamber. I will set a guard at the door.” He faced me. “I asked my steward to bring several sets of clothing so you can choose what to wear today. It is a casual affair, but I encourage you to wear whatever you want. You have freedom here, and I will defend every choice of yours to the death.”

      Warmth encircled my heart, and I touched his arm. “You don’t have to do that. I’m incredibly grateful just to be away from the temple.”

      “I know I don’t have to. I want to.” His eyes simmered, and he covered my hand with his, sending a tingling sensation down the length of my body. “I will come back for you after a few hours. For now, you need to rest.”

      He left me with the servants, and I turned to greet them properly even though my mind stayed with Toren. What would his first step be in removing General Hanina from power? Was he worried for his safety here?

      “What can I call you?” I asked the older Fae.

      “Maja. And this,” she said gesturing to the other servant, “is Sofie.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      I sat on a stool by a long mirror, and Maja removed my bandage while Sofie stoked the fire. With a linen dipped in steaming, sandalwood-scented water, Maja washed my wound. I was glad to see it had scabbed over and was healing well. Maja then cleaned my face and hands.

      “Did you truly believe King Toren was dead?” I asked, hoping they wouldn’t be too afraid to answer.

      Sofie spun. “Is he not an onde vardoger?”

      “Sofie! Silence.” Maja’s voice was a slap, and the other servant returned to the fire without another word.

      I wanted to ask them to repeat what she’d called Toren, but I didn’t wish to start trouble for them. My curiosity could wait. This was Toren’s kingdom, and he knew what he was doing.

      A knock sounded, and Sofie opened the door. Another servant brought in an armful of clothing, bowed, then left. Sofie began sorting the clothes and laying them out on the bed. Maja braided my hair as I studied the dresses, tunics, and leggings.

      “What would a lady usually wear to participate in games with the king?”

      Maja’s hands stopped moving on my head, and she gently turned my shoulders so that I faced the mirror again. She’d braided my long hair into three sections and set them on the crown of my head. It was an unusual style for me, but I liked it.

      “I love it. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. To answer your question,” Maja said, going to the bed and eyeing the fabrics. “A court lady would wear this dress to play strategy past-time games with the others .” She held it up for me.

      The design was simple—a wide neckline that would show the tops of my breasts, a form-fitting waist, and a slight flare at the bottom. Most of the dress was dark blue and embroidered silver and black showed at the hem and neckline.

      Sofie went to a small chest sitting on a table near the bed. She rummaged around and came up with a necklace that mimicked the colors of the embroidery. The stones were shiny and seemed black at one angle and then silver when you tipped them toward the light. They were like river stones sitting under the water with the sunlight rippling over their smooth surfaces. It brought my mind back to the forest and to the mysterious person who had followed us. Why wouldn’t Toren reveal who he thought it might be? I wouldn’t know the person of course because I knew no one here, but Flok would have surely. Why was Toren keeping information from his closest friend?

      “So you like it? Are you ready to dress now?” Maja’s voice shook me out of my wonderings.

      “Oh, sorry. I’m just…tired. It’s perfect. Thank you. Yes.”

      They dressed me with quick and capable hands, then I sat in the chair by the fire to await Toren. A tray of food was brought, and I was so hungry that I ate every single item without asking even one question about any of it. I drank down a goblet of a light, sweet wine and felt delightfully relaxed. I fell into a dream of clever, dangerous hands, and the low whisper of “Dancer” in my ear…
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      Toren lounged in the bath, steam rising from the water and thoughts of Bronwyn drifting through his mind. He wished she was here with her sweet laugh, long limbs, and soft skin…

      “My liege,” Crommie said, his voice as familiar as Toren’s own. “Sir Hollan is at your door.”

      Hollan, a powerfully built brute of a male who’d been in the military for over a decade, was basically General Hanina’s right hand. Rage prickled along the back of Toren’s neck, and he bared his teeth. “Thank you, Crommie. Please tell him I am indisposed.”

      “He has been told and will not leave.”

      “Then have him arrested.”

      “As you say, my king.”

      “Actually.” Toren stood up and climbed out of the tub. “I’ll handle this.”

      Soaking wet and infuriated, he walked to the door and yanked it open.

      Hollan bowed low, and the low knot of his black hair came loose. “Apologies.”

      “Apologies, what?”

      He shoved his hair away from his face and began to rise. “My…king.”

      Toren gripped the male’s hair and yanked him close so he could look down into Hollan’s traitorous blue eyes. “Why did it take you a moment to decide to call me your king? Be careful how you answer.”

      Sweat beaded on Hollan’s wide forehead and square chin. “The general said you might be an onde vardoger.”

      Toren nearly released him.

      Ice crackled in Toren’s veins. An onde vardoger? They were incredibly rare spirits that could mimic the recently deceased and take their place in the world. The spirits’ main goal was to bleed a person dry of energy. It was a horrifying thing, and he’d only seen one in his entire life. He couldn’t believe his people would swallow that story from Hanina. It was so outlandish.

      Fury burned Toren’s shock away, and he brought the thick-necked Hollan to his knees. “Would a demon with my face be capable of this?” He drew his hand back and smashed the vile male across the cheek, aiming so that his signet ring cut the skin. Hollan spit blood and coughed. “I’ll save you the trouble of answering. A vardoger wouldn’t be wearing my signet ring, would it?”

      “No, my king.”

      Toren threw the male across the corridor. He fell against the wall. His arms spread wide and blood poured down his face from the cut. “Go to your traitor, to your false queen, and tell her what I said. Tell her to expect a visit.”

      “Wh-where, my liege?”

      “She’ll have to figure that one out herself.” He snarled and Hollan hurried off, scattering a small group of courtiers that had gathered to watch. “Be gone, vultures!”

      The group scattered like mice. Toren went back inside and slammed his door shut.

      “May I be of assistance, my liege?” Crommie held out a linen sheet.

      “Thank you.” Toren took the sheet, dried himself quickly, then began pacing in front of the fire. “My second set of leathers, Crommie. I won’t be meeting this serpent in my court clothes. This is war, and I plan to make her pay.”

      

      Dressed and armed, Toren stormed from his bedchamber to the council’s readying room, a small but finely appointed chamber where council members took breaks between long meetings.

      Hanina was there. He wasn’t sure if he hated or appreciated the fact that she had known he’d want to meet her there—the place where he had raised her to her high rank and praised her to everyone. It was also the place where Sir Brighan, a low-level courtier, had informed him of her skimming off the tax money gathered from the southern towns under her control.

      She didn’t look at all penitent. As he entered, she uncrossed her arms and curtseyed low.

      “King Toren.”

      He let her stay there, waiting on his word that she could rise. He wouldn’t be giving her that word.

      “Just what in the name of all the Old Ones did you think would happen when I returned?”

      She began to rise, but Toren clicked his tongue and shook his head as she glanced at him. Her head bowed once more, and she resumed her bent knee position.

      “I can explain.”

      “I should hope so. I’d like a minute to think on how I’m going to kill you.”

      From the side, he saw her throat move in a swallow, but the female didn’t shake. She had nerves of adamant. He would at least give her that.

      “You were gone with no words for months on end, Your Majesty.”

      “Yes. And I have an heir in place even if I haven’t officially named him. Why didn’t you support my cousin’s elevation?”

      “I never spoke against him. I only took control until we could decide how to proceed.”

      “So the council agreed to put you on my throne instead of my cousin who is of age?”

      “He is fifteen.”

      “And wiser than the both of us combined. You didn’t answer my question.”

      “No, the council didn’t agree with my elevation.”

      “You had yourself crowned.” When Crommie had told him that, he’d been stunned. “How exactly did that play out? I’m curious. Did you snatch the crown and mutter excuses about it not turning black? The crown told the truth of it. That I lived. That I would return when I was able.”

      Her legs shook as she remained in her curtsey. “I thought that was an old story, created by younglings.”

      “It isn’t. Did any of the council crown you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who?”

      She took a breath.

      “I will find out regardless and you know that. You might as well expose your supporters in hopes that I show you mercy instead of what it looks like inside a dragon’s rippling flame.”

      “Sir Hollan and Lady Starssen.”

      Starssen. She’d didn’t seem the type to risk her neck. Hollan did, but not her. Starssen had been quiet, compliant. But sometimes those were the type one truly had to keep an eye on.

      “They crowned me in the hilltop chapel in front of a small audience.”

      Coronations were always carried out in the great hall of the keep. The hilltop chapel was for secret weddings of rebellious nobles and desperate prayers made before one met death. It was disgusting that she had taken his crown, two of his council, and named herself ruler in that dank ruin.

      “Who was in this small audience of yours? Did they come willingly?”

      A drop of sweat fell from her face to the floor. “Hollan did. Starssen was… prompted at sword point.”

      “Ah. I’d guessed as much. Now, how do you see this going forward?”

      “I accept any punishment you order, my king.”

      “It’s adorable that you think I need your acceptance. What did you accomplish for the kingdom in my absence?”

      “I drove a group of trolls from the western woods and secured the southern towns’ trade with the north.”

      “I’m glad you brought that up. I have heard some disturbing things about your rule on the southern lands your family was given by my grandfather.”

      “I no longer take a percentage of the crown’s tax. I swear it. I paid back every coin that I had taken. It was only a mistake, and I owned up to it. You know that, my king.”

      “Hmm.” Toren stopped pacing in front of her, anger boiling in his blood and the dragon in him pushing to be free.

      The general threw herself onto the floor. “Please spare my life, King Toren. I will serve you in any way you choose. You have only to name my task, and I will do it with joy and professionalism.”

      “As if I could ever trust you again to do anything besides empty my chamber pot.”

      “Please. Have mercy. Remember our grandmothers.”

      Hers and his had been great friends. The stories of their adventures were legendary. Toren’s grandmother had been the only adult in his family that treated him with a gentle hand. She alone had sensed the nature of him and helped him escape castle life with his terrifying mother and father to climb trees, chase pixies, and sleep out under the stars.

      “For my grandmother, I will not sentence you to death. This is your only chance. You will serve me here at the keep by organizing security for special occasions. You will report to me every three days, and I will have a trusted servant following you at all times. All. Times.”

      “Thank you, my king. Thank you so much.”

      Her tears were false, and they did nothing to move his heart. “If you so much as sneeze in a way that displeases me, I will rise in my dragon form and burn you to the ground. Now, get out and don’t let me see you again until our meeting. We are to have the Star Festival ball as is customary.” He’d already sent messages to the castle staff about the event and his expectations. “See to it that my guest of honor, the human Lady Greensmith, is treated like you wish you could be. I will be watching.”

      With more stammered apologies and bowing, she left the room. He would have Sven follow her.

      He still wanted to kill her. She deserved that and more. But the people needed to see that the crown had value. He would act as though he’d permitted the takeover to retain the crown’s dignity.

      It was interesting that she hadn’t brought up her rumor that he was an onde vardoger. Perhaps she knew how ridiculous it sounded and didn’t want to further irritate Toren. He would dispel that rumor quickly enough at the ball tomorrow night. How, well, he wasn’t sure yet. Perhaps it would be enough to be in attendance and acting as his usual self. He shook his head. What a far-fetched rumor.

      His mind also twisted around the person who had followed Bronwyn, Flok, and him. Was the stalker in town? Past the gates?

      Tonight—after a day of strategy games like Tafl—he’d take Bronwyn to the night market and give the stalker a chance to expose themselves. The night out would also permit the individual to watch how Toren acted. Either or both would move this situation forward.
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      Toren escorted me to a hall with a high ceiling of rough-hewn beams. “Soon, all the nobles in the vicinity as well as those who traveled here for the event will show up to join in the games. Most of the council will likely arrive as well. It’s a casual affair, though I think today will be a little less lighthearted.”

      Because they thought he was a monster. Hmm. This was going to be interesting.

      The Unseelie had set up tables all around. Some surfaces held boards marked in circles while black and white gaming pieces littered others. Stacks of leather rectangles painted with red flowers and blue knights stood in the center of a larger table not far from a tall window that let in the light. It was chilly in the large room but Toren led me to a small square table near a massive, crackling hearth fire, and the heat warmed me pleasantly. A blue and white painted board sat in the center of the polished wood surface.

      He held out a chair for me. “Lady Greensmith, this is the game of Hnefatafl, the King’s Table.”

      “Ooo, I’m excited to try it. I was pretty good at chess.”

      Once we were seated, two side doors opened and a dozen or so Unseelie high Fae streamed in. I was glad that Maja and Sofie had dressed me nicely because all the females were attired similarly. The incoming crowd eyed Toren warily, but no one spoke out against him or called him that odd name as they took seats at the various gaming tables. What was it again? Sofie had said it again when helping me dress. An onde vardoger.

      “I wondered if the council would attack me straightaway,” Toren whispered as he organized carved wooden knights onto the board at our table. “But the three members present are only casting disparaging glances my way.”

      I took up the group of white-painted wooden knights and waited for instructions on how to place them. “Do you think they all believe this wild rumor?”

      The door Toren and I had come through opened and an orange shape lumbered through. I gave Sir Cat a wave of my fingers.

      “We have at least one supporter here now,” I whispered to Toren.

      Sir Cat looked up at Toren, yowled, then curled up under the table.

      Shaking his head, Toren reached under to scratch the cat’s head.

      “Surely not all the nobles believe the general.” I kept my voice as low as I could manage.

      Toren shrugged and eyed the game board. “We will see. They might just be angry with me for being so foolish as to be stuck in the Seelie realm as I was. I don’t blame them for that.” He nodded toward my handful of little knights. “You hold the king in your hand, my lady.” Mischief gleamed in his silver eyes.

      “Oh, do I?” I smiled then studied the pieces. They had small circles for eyes and nicks that lined up to mimic swords and shields. One did wear a crown. “He’s here!”

      I held up the carved king and ignored the narrowed eyes of the courtiers who were, of course, far more interested in trying to figure out if Toren was a monster or not than in any board game.

      “Yes,” Toren said, bringing my focus back to our pieces. “He goes right in the center there and his knights surround him.”

      We put the pieces in place and Toren explained that his knights were those of four invading clans, set on murdering the king. I cleared my throat and glanced to the left at a pair of males who were openly glaring at Toren.

      Casting them a bored look, Toren leaned back in his high-backed chair. “Each piece can move like a rook from the chess you are used to playing. Your king’s goal is to make it to one of his four castle spaces set into the corners.”

      The corner squares were marked with a dragon’s head bordered in marks like castle crenellations.

      “Is that your sigil?”

      “It is. What would yours be if you chose one?”

      I leaned my elbows on the table. “Hmm. I certainly never considered that.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      What exactly did he mean? I was no noblewoman and certainly nothing to the Fae. I frowned. But maybe he was simply having fun. It was a day of games after all.

      “I’d choose a foot to represent my dancing and a ring of stars.”

      “Why stars?”

      “Because they’re beautiful. Not everything needs some serious reason.”

      Elbows on his chair’s arms, he steepled his fingers and grinned. “Very true.”

      I took an unsteady breath. He had to stop looking at me like that. He had enough to worry about without flaunting his regard for a human in front of his court. Surely that wouldn’t be everyone’s favorite. But maybe they didn’t look down on humans as the Seelie Fae did. Maja and Sofie treated me well. Of course, that might have been due to Toren’s order to do so, but they seemed genuine. Flok hadn’t liked me at the start. But I was beginning to think Flok was just a tiny bit of a grouch. And he was starting to not hate me too.

      “Who goes first?”

      “Attacking clans move first.” He eased onto the edge of his chair and stared down at the board. “Let’s see…”

      With his thumb and middle finger, he lifted a knight and shifted him forward so that he was right up against one of my pieces. His talons were longer than the carved knights, but he didn’t knock anything amiss. At this point, I shouldn’t have been surprised at his grace in handling the small item, but it amazed me all the same. I’d probably knock the lot to the floor by catching my dress sleeve on the edge of the board.

      “Can I jump your piece? I could trap you then and take you, yes?”

      “No, sorry. You can’t go over other pieces. It’s not allowed.”

      “You’re sure you didn’t just make up that rule?”

      “You’d never know.”

      “Unless I asked you straight out.”

      “If I deigned to answer.” His eyebrow twitched.

      “Fine. I’ll beat you despite your convenient rules.”

      He snorted a laugh as a couple passed our table without bowing their heads or curtseying or anything.

      “Aren’t they supposed to show deference?”

      “Not during the games. We are all meant to be equals during this casual part of the festival.”

      “Ah. Interesting.” I moved a third knight across the board to surround one of his. “Captured,” I said, lifting his little fellow up and setting him beside my arm.

      “But perhaps that was a trap?”

      Scowling, I studied the board. “You’re bluffing.”

      “We aren’t even betting. How can I be bluffing properly with no bets named?”

      “Well, maybe we do need a bet.”

      “Oh, I like where this is going.” He leaned forward and his silver eyes glittered.

      For a second, I’d forgotten he was Fae. I laughed at myself. “Am I foolish to bargain with the King of the Unseelie?”

      “It’s no bargain. It’s a bet. Completely different.”

      It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “Right. Fine. If I win the majority of the next five games, you will sing a song for the whole room to hear.”

      His eyes went wide. “Of all the things…” Shaking his head, he chuckled. “And what do you wish for me to sing if the impossible happens and I lose to you?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You look like me dealing with him,” a familiar voice said.

      I glanced up to see Flok. He gave us a nod and continued on his way to join three females seated at the large table near the window. Toren left his chair and tended the fire with a golden poker. On his way back to his seat, he stepped beside me and spoke into my ear.

      “Flok will watch my back. You can unclench your teeth. We are as safe as we can be for now.”

      I relaxed a fraction. I hadn’t realized I was so tense, but he was right. Though most of my mind had been on Toren and our fun, a part of me had been coiled and ready to defend myself or Toren.

      Toren resumed his position at the table and moved a piece, claiming one of my knights with a quick flick of his fingers. “What happens if I win the day, my lady dancer?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I like your fire, human.”

      “And I like to win.” I snagged another of his knights and added it to my growing collection.

      He clapped his hands and laughed loudly as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “If I lose,” I said quietly, “I have to teach Flok one of my dances.”

      Toren threw his head back and laughed again. “Now I truly must seize every game and make it mine. He would be the absolute worst student a tutor could have.”

      I moved a piece, changed my mind, and slid the knight the opposite way. “Lots of eye rolling and snide remarks, I’m guessing.”

      “He can reduce a person to a sniffling pile of what-might-have-been with just words. I’ve seen it.”

      I glanced at Flok who met my gaze with a serious glint in his eye.

      When I turned back around, Toren was watching a table of males and females two groups over from us. They were talking loudly about the border and some past battle.

      I wondered what Toren had done when I was in my room earlier today. Had he met with his council? Had he spoken with his loyal folk here about what Hanina had done? He seemed so confident, but if he was having Flok watch his back, he wasn’t completely sure of what came next in the real life game of ruling a kingdom.

      Also, I had to appreciate the fact that I had just won and Toren was chuckling and setting up the board again. When I had played games with Gantu, who had been far older than me, he lost his mind when I won. He’d broken our Nine Men’s Morris set. It was incredibly refreshing to play with a male whose ego wasn’t so fragile as to crumble under the stress of losing to a female.

      At the end of five games, I had won our little bet. Toren scooted away from the table, and with a wink to me, he spread his arms wide.

      “The lady has won our bet. She is the master of Hnefatafl!” Placing a hand over his heart, he began to sing at the top of his lungs.

      “A lady, she is in the wood,

      No, a lady, she is on the wood.”

      Even I understood that one. Flok and a few others laughed and Sir Cat gave another yowl.

      “Bring your cups,

      Hail your kin,

      All to bring life to the hall again…”

      Toren’s voice was deep and lilting and I wanted to listen to it for the rest of my life. Striding farther from our table, he glared over his audience, then lowered his chin and deepened the notes humming from his lips.

      “The stars go dark, forest sinks into sea,

      No sun rises in the misty sky;

      Smoke joins the chaos,

      Fire dances high and consumes.

      Come to me. Rise for me. Be the flame in the night.

      Fae fight Fae and spill blood on stones,

      Kin bring no furs or mead.

      The sacred land weeps and the Old Ones shriek,

      All shudder and turn to ash.”

      Everyone had stopped breathing. The silence pounded and buzzed in my ears. Chills ran rampant down my arms and suddenly Flok stood beside me. I hadn’t seen him move. The courtiers stood and some murmured, sounding discontent.

      “That is the voice of an Unseelie king,” Flok whispered. “Do you feel that power as we do?”

      “I most certainly do.”

      Flok nodded. “We stand for that second song. It is a war cry. A song calling all to arms. An ancient song that only a king may sing.”

      “Will it prove the truth to them?”

      “No, but it does show he has power.”

      I bit my lip. “That’s something.”

      “It is.” Flok took my arm and led me to Toren as the nobles went back to their games and conversation.

      With Sir Cat weaving himself through my legs, I laced my arm in Toren’s.

      “It’s past time to take a break from these walls, Dancer. What do you say to a night out?”

      Words tried to spill from my lips, but I held them back. None seemed good enough to praise his singing because that hadn’t simply been the fulfillment of a bet and a fun bit of entertainment. That had been a sword drawn, a gauntlet thrown down, a fisted hand. Toren was more than ready for war if it came to it and I would stay by his side.

      “Well?” he asked as we left the gaming hall and walked up a set of winding stairs.

      “I wouldn’t mind a break.”

      “We Unseelie can be a bit dramatic.”

      I barked a laugh that had little humor in it. “I wish that’s all it was, but I’m no fool, Toren. I might not be an Unseelie Fae, but I know when a challenge has been issued.”

      He brushed a kiss over my temple and I felt a smile stretch his lips. “Do you wish I hadn’t made such a spectacle?”

      “Goddess, no. I loved every second of it.”

      “You really have been bored at that temple.”

      “You have no idea.”
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      I took Toren’s arm, and we walked out of the inner bailey gates. He’d worn a heavy cloak and kept the hood raised. I assumed it was because he wanted to walk freely without letting everyone know who he was. My maids had set my fancier attire aside for the coming event and instead dressed me in a simple frock. They had added a half cloak that covered my head and came to my stomach, and thrust gloves onto my hands. They’d dusted me with a powdery glitter that they said would mask my human scent. No one would notice that I was human as long as I kept my face hidden and my gloves on. Thankfully, the evening was chilly so the extra coverage was pleasant.

      The stars glittered overhead. Their emerald, diamond, and rose shine was breathtaking. The castle town spread out before us, and we strolled down a wide cobblestone road. A tavern spilled laughter, and the music of a strange-sounding fiddle and a horn.

      “I’d bring you in there to introduce you to the hardanger violin and the bukkehorn, but we would create a rather big splash.” Toren glanced backward at the guards that trailed us. They had kept to the shadows and weren’t noticed in the flow of people, but in a tavern setting, they’d be recognized as guards for someone important.

      “No, let’s get to the market,” I said. “You know that visiting a market has been a dream of mine for over four years. I want to touch everything and taste each stall’s treats.”

      “We’ll see. Some Unseelie foods might not suit a human. I noticed you didn’t eat any of Flok’s fire fish.”

      “It looks like it was still fresh enough to flop off the table.”

      Toren chuckled. “No, it was smoked, not raw.”

      “Smoked?”

      “It’s a way to cook the fish.”

      “I’ll try it if we see it tonight.”

      I was headed to the night market with this amazing Fae king. I couldn’t smile hard enough.

      We turned a corner past a bubbling fountain and a group of Fae dancing around a male who played a lute. Small tables dotted the area, and elderly Fae sat tapping their feet. Or hooves. There were Fae in all sorts of shapes, colors, and sizes. All had pointed ears, but some also had black tails. Others boasted horns or dark purple skin. Most looked as Toren did, with varying shades of gray skin and pointed ears. Their smiles showed sharp fangs, and it seemed the custom to braid the hair away from the face.

      My hands fell to my sides. So many colors. Such beauty. “It’s a miracle.”

      Just as I’d seen in the portal at the temple, tiny lights sparkled over the maze of stalls like a second set of stars. One purple Fae sold azure cloaks and black bags that boasted embroidered and hand-tooled stars and trees. The stall across from him held an array of weaponry—swords, daggers, bows, arrows, and even small paring knives. A merchant with curly hair that didn’t seem to want to stay in its braid offered small paintings. I picked one up from her table to examine it more closely.

      The Fae growled, and I dropped the painting.

      Toren touched my arm. His teeth gleamed white and his eyes shone quicksilver bright in the shadow of his hood. “In an Unseelie market, you ask to touch the items before buying. But still…” His words were laced with venom. Would he attack the merchant for being less than kind to me?

      I had to fix this. Quickly. I looked at the angry merchant and worked up a smile. “I apologize. May I look at this painting?” I pointed to the one I’d let fall back to the table.

      The merchant pushed her unruly hair away from her eyes and grinned. “As you wish.”

      I bowed my head in thanks and took up the painting.

      “If you want, I can punish her for that behavior,” Toren whispered.

      “How was she to know I’m new in town? I’m covered from head to toe. She was only acting as any Unseelie would, right?” I set the painting back in place and gave the merchant a broad smile.

      “I suppose. Protecting you makes me a shade wild.”

      Heat rose into my cheeks. I took his arm and smoothed my other hand over his shoulder, his muscles evident beneath the cloak’s fine wool. “Calm down. I’m fine.”

      “I feel…possessive about you. Does that bother you? If it does, I will distance myself.”

      His protectiveness didn’t bother me. In fact, his desire to shield me warmed my cheeks and sent a curling sensation of heat down my torso where it settled low in my belly.

      “No, it doesn’t bother me at all.” I felt the same toward him. Though as a dragon shifter with four guards at his back, he needed little help in the area of protection.

      The scent of cinnamon and something unusual hooked my nose and drew my attention to the next stall where rows of something bread-like steamed in the night air.

      “Would you like one to try?”

      “What are they?”

      “Fyrstekake.” He set a gladecoin much like ours but with a different pattern on the face—something leafy—into the wide-cheeked merchant’s outstretched palm.

      The merchant closed her gray fingers around the coin, then wrapped up a fyrstekake in a dark green leaf and handed it to Toren. Toren tore off a bite and set it against my lips.

      “You’ll have to lick my fingers to make certain you don’t miss a crumb. Fyrstekake is divine.”

      My cheeks flushed again as I opened my lips and took his offering. The taste of almonds, sugar, and… I had tasted the other spice but I couldn’t remember its name. “What is with the almond?”

      “Cardamom,” the merchant said, grinning as I chewed and moaned with delight.

      We walked on, Toren feeding me bites as we went. I held his hand for the next nibble and licked his thumb and forefinger clean. A purring sound issued from the back of his throat, and the noise made my stomach tighten and my skin grow hot.

      “I’ll buy you a bushel of fyrstekake if you promise continued attention from your lovely little tongue,” he whispered.

      I laughed quietly. “My tongue is the same as anyone else.”

      “Is it?”

      He extended his tongue and I stopped, my jaw hanging. His tongue was forked.

      “How did I not notice that earlier?”

      Chuckling, he led me toward a stall that appeared to be a little bit on fire. “I’m not sure, but I’d be happy to further acquaint you with my tongue in the near future. You have only to command me, my perfect little dancer.”

      My heart fluttered. Feeling shy, I looked toward the flaming stall. Sparks flickered from the front poles holding up a tarp over the cart. “What is this about?”

      “Firestars.”

      “Oh, all right.” The sparks flying above were some sort of illusion—not actual firestars. But the items on the cart presumably were.

      “These are just a bit different,” Toren said. He asked the merchant if he could examine a black stick sitting under the tarp. The merchant nodded. “You light this end,” Toren instructed, “and draw a rune onto it to time the explosion. You can also alter the color of the sparkling light with rune magic.”

      “I thought rune magic was rare?” I didn’t want to bring up my magic in front of the merchant just in case that led to Toren being exposed—surely gossip about me had spread through the Unseelie as quickly as a firestar would burn through a haystack.

      Toren paid the merchant and slipped the firestar into his cloak pocket as we joined the flow of noisy folk headed down the road.

      “Higher level rune magic is incredibly rare. Really only the Seelie’s Druid can handle it properly. I’ve heard he has an apprentice too. The humans’ Witch is capable in her own way. Rune dancers once wielded great runic power,” he said, grinning at me from under his hood, “but no one has seen one in ages. But the runes used on these firestars is very low level magic. Any Unseelie can draw a low level rune and most see a result. It’s nothing anyone could weaponize though unfortunately.”

      “Why is that a bad thing?”

      “Because we could better defend ourselves from the monsters that roam our world.”

      “Oh, of course.”

      “Did you forget about the gargoyles so quickly? My, but you bore easily.” He elbowed me.

      I laughed and shook my head. “Well, it’s not as if you used runes against the gargoyle. You used…” I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “You used your dragon form, and your warriors fired arrows.”

      “And if someone hadn’t been distracted by an incredibly ill-visaged miniature lion, perhaps we would have seen runic fighting.”

      “You mean Sir Cat?”

      “I’m never going to call him that.”

      I grinned, thinking back to what else he’d said. “Could I use my rune talent for fighting? Truly?”

      “You used it on the Fae bear.”

      “But I only drove it away.”

      “Your hands dance as much as your feet. I would wager you could scribe runes on anything you choose and see most of them work quite nicely.”

      “I don’t know any offensive runes,” I said. “All of ours are inspirational.”

      “I wish you would have been taught. I’d love to have seen you set a particularly nasty one on that House Mother of yours.”

      I felt a wicked grin pull at my lips. “That would have made for a fine afternoon.”

      “Truly. Now, what would you like to taste next? Ah, never mind. I see exactly the thing.”

      He almost dragged me to a stall with a striped cloth hanging over the cart’s table. The scent of fish punched at my nose, but all I could see were sheets of parchment.

      “Merchant, may I look?” I asked.

      The merchant waved which I guessed was a form of permission, so I lifted the parchment only to be greeted by a bunch of dried out fish.

      “I suppose they’re good for one’s health?” I wrinkled my nose.

      “They’re called torrfisk. It’s wonderfully crispy.” He looked up at the merchant. “We will take a small bag.”

      After paying, we left with our bag of disgusting, crunchy fish snacks.

      “I’m not eating that. I’m sorry.”

      “I swear they are actually very tasty. Salty and nice. Besides, you said you wanted to try everything. ”

      “Well, I’m human,” I whispered. “And I can lie.”

      He guffawed at that and tucked the bag of torrfisk away. Thank the Goddess for small mercies.

      Flok appeared in the crowd, smiled, and joined us. Toren offered Flok some of the fish even as he winked at me. Flok actually took a piece and chewed it happily as we wove through the crowd toward three long tables. Fae sat on low stools there, eating and drinking.

      “So all of these people could use rune magic since they are Unseelie?” I kept my voice down so the music lilting over the crowd would cover my words.

      “They are able, but most don’t use it. It does take energy from the one doing the magic.”

      “I do sometimes feel fatigued after dancing. Not always though.”

      “We can take magical energy from the land here as Unseelie,” Flok said. “By communing with the earth or a tree, we revive ourselves not only in the ways of magic but in the areas of general health. Many believe that is why we live such long lives.”

      “How long do Unseelie high Fae live?”

      “Sometimes up to three hundred years,” Toren said, his gaze snagging mine, a question in their depths.

      He would go on after I died. It was a strange feeling knowing that. “I won’t live that long here though. Do you think this world is bad for my health and longevity? Could I be shortening my life by living here?”

      “I doubt it,” Flok said as he watched two females dancing and laughing under the lights. “We have had humans here a few times in the past. The two that stayed clear of the monsters and made wise choices lived into their hundreds.”

      “Hundreds? I don’t know any humans who have lived that long.”

      “Exactly,” Toren said. “I think the Unseelie realm feeds everyone in one way or another.”

      “Maybe I can do more magic here. If it revives your power, perhaps it does so to mine as well.”

      “I hope so,” Toren said. “But we won’t know until we research your power further. You are a far different creature from anyone in this entire world. You are made for high magic, for ancient power. You,” he said, reaching into the darkness of my hood and taking my chin between his thumb and forefinger, “are a goddess.”

      “No, I’m not. The Star Goddess battled evil and subdued masses of monsters and healed the dying. She was a goddess.”

      “She had Fae blood too which made her live longer. She simply had more time to practice. You can bring wonders into your era if you choose to do so.”

      I swallowed, not knowing what to say.

      Toren turned toward a horned Unseelie female with a tray of mugs. He gave her some coins, then took three mugs and handed them to Flok and me. The wind kicked up a little, and I had to hold on to my hood to keep it up.

      “You know the scroll-keepers won’t let her into the library,” Flok said.

      “They will if I demand it.” Toren’s hand slid into my hood, and he pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. I shivered at his touch.

      Flok sipped from his mug. “The council runs the library though, don’t they?”

      Toren grunted and threw back his mug, finishing the drink in one go. “Let’s get into some trouble. I tire of worrying about politics. It’s too fine a night for such topics.”

      A grin spread Flok’s lips wide. “What did you have in mind?”

      Turning toward another set of tables tucked under a dark awning that stretched from a tavern’s front windows, Toren chuckled. “I may have spoken too soon. Perhaps it is a perfect night to discuss the council.”

      I frowned, not understanding what he was getting at. Flok came close and discreetly pointed to a table of white-haired Fae males and females who wore tunics buttoned up to their chins and were scowling at those who danced and shouted around them.

      “That’s the council,” Flok said. “Well, most of it. Seems Starssen and Hollan aren’t in attendance.”

      I studied their pinched faces. “They don’t seem to be enjoying themselves, do they? Do you have a solution to that problem, Toren?” I grinned.

      “I might,” he said, his tone jovial. “I spy their barrel of day beer.”

      A barrel sat beside the tavern’s door and sure enough one of the council members rose and filled her cup from the wooden container.

      “I might just have something to spice up their night,” Toren said.

      Flok finished his mug, set it on a passing server’s tray, then rubbed his hands together. “Oh, do tell.”

      What kind of trouble was I about to be dragged into? I tried to worry about it, but honestly, I was far too excited. This was living, and I was more than happy to get tangled in all of Toren’s wild plans.
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      Toren’s hand disappeared into the folds of his cloak and reappeared holding a copper flask. “Nightdregs.” He wiggled the flask and liquid sloshed inside.

      “What is it?” I asked as he led us in a circuitous route toward the back of the tavern.

      “It’s the most powerful drink one can find in the Realm of Night. Disgusting stuff, but if you take just one sip, well, let’s just say you become the person you hide from everyone else,” Flok said.

      “Yes,” Toren whispered as we edged our way along the back wall of the tavern. The barrel was just around the corner. “I realize you see this as childish, but I never promised to be wise.”

      I covered my mouth and choked back a laugh. “I never knew a king could act like this.”

      Flok leaned forward. “Younglings know how to have fun. In my opinion, everyone should be a little more childish.”

      “This is why we are friends. Or maybe because of that fancy bathtub you have,” Toren said.

      He slipped around the corner, but was back again in the blink of an eye. He pocketed the flask that no longer sloshed as he moved it. “Time to sit back and enjoy the show. Those uptight old codgers need loosening up. I’m doing them a favor really.”

      We slipped back to the area where we had been and took seats side by side at the end of the farthest table to watch the show.

      While I loved being here and enjoyed the mischief because I’d never had a chance to be naughty on the farm at home or at the temple, my mind was on my magic and what Flok had said about the library.

      “Why don’t they want humans in the royal library?”

      We bought another round of drinks from a merchant carrying a deep tray. This time the mugs were more like bowls and the drink tasted like berries and mint. It was wonderful.

      Flok tapped a rhythm on his drinking bowl. “We don’t want you humans finding out about our secrets.”

      “But the drumstones are sealed. No one else is coming through.”

      Toren eyed me over his bowl. “We did.” He sipped and turned his attention to the council, all of which were lined up to refill their mugs. “Others will too.”

      “How can I prove I won’t do anything against the Realm of Night if I find out any pertinent information?”

      “You don’t need to prove anything, my dancer. You are my guest, and they will permit it or die.”

      Smiling and looking into his drink, Flok shook his head. “You do not have the gift of subtlety, my friend.”

      Toren elbowed him in the stomach playfully. “Your teasing is going to ruin my alluringly dangerous reputation with the lady here.”

      It was interesting to see him joking around with Flok and letting his taunts go with a grin. I wished I had a friendship like they did. Loyal in every situation and fun-loving as they went through life.

      “You’re lucky,” I said to them both.

      “Why?” Flok wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Because I have to put up with this arrogant arsehead?”

      Toren turned and raised an eyebrow at Flok. “Oh, I’m the arrogant one? If I remember correctly, you are the one who claimed to be the best lover in the history of the world at last year’s Moonfest.”

      “I didn’t claim. I stated the truth.” He finished his drink, a smile tugging at the edge of his mouth.

      “That goes against the account that the miller’s daughter gave.”

      Flok’s smile fell, and he slammed the mug down, his eyes wide. “The water was very cold in the river that night!”

      Toren broke into guffaws and slapped the table. He wiped his eyes and grinned at me from under his hood. I couldn’t help but laugh too. Flok muttered something about biology and nature, but a shout grabbed my attention before I could guess what he was saying.

      Two of the council members were climbing onto their table.

      “Oh, this is going to be good.” Flok crossed his arms and leaned forward. His anger at Toren’s poke had evidently fled quickly. “The female is Helga. She was a warrior in the wildlands for several years. The male is Arne. They both voted to reduce the amount of coin given to the borderland farmers after the last river flood.”

      “So I’m not to feel any shred of guilt at this…display?” I asked.

      The council Fae were stomping their feet on the table, spilling their associates’ drink, and singing a bawdy tavern song about a love triangle between a fox shifter, a landlord, and a troll.

      The lyrics stunned me. “Would that work, anatomically speaking?”

      Toren snorted a laugh and licked his lips. “I doubt it, but the song has me wondering too.”

      I couldn’t tear my gaze from Toren’s lips. What would they taste like right now? Sweet from the berries or fresh from the mint in the drink?

      Flok put a fist to his mouth. “Don’t look now, but they’re calling a meeting.”

      I turned, feeling Toren watching me. I bit my lip, a fluttering rising in my stomach. “What are they saying? I can’t hear over the two that are still singing.”

      Flok’s eyes shone with tears of laughter. “They are admitting to every rule they’ve ever broken. Sten just said he believes himself to be the descendant of Njal the Giant.”

      “But he’s not more than five feet tall. Short for an Unseelie male from what I’ve seen.” I was chuckling again now too.

      Toren huffed and rolled his eyes. “What a prick. He wants those northern lands so badly that he’d convinced himself his nanny’s old stories are true and he has the old reigning blood of that area.”

      “Nanny told me!” the one named Sten called over the crowd. “She knew all. I tell you! I have the blood of the mighty giants! I will rule the north!”

      Helga stopped singing and patted Sten on the head. “Well, when you head up there to claim those lands, don’t forget your stacked boots or they won’t come close to believing you!” She cackled, and the crowd joined in.

      Sten bent and shucked off his boot. He immediately stood a foot shorter, and I barked a laugh. He lobbed his stacked boot at Helga who ducked. The boot smacked the other singer, Arne, on the back of the head.

      “Ow!” Arne swung around and punched Helga across the jaw.

      She howled, then hauled back and threw a fist into Arne’s stomach. He doubled over, then pitched to the left, falling onto Sten. They ended up in a pile on the ground, their fine council tunics flipped up over their heads and their small clothes showing beneath. The crowd clapped and cried with laughter. Then the bawdy song started up once more, and the rest of the council stood, linked arms, and began dancing terribly.

      “This might be the best night I’ve had since I died,” Toren said.

      Flok nodded and stood. “If fate offers you this kind of gift when you face the end, you should try to die more often.”

      Rising with graceful, quick motions, Toren pretended to knee Flok between the legs. “Keep talking and I’ll ruin your chance at fulfilling your Moonfest claim.”

      Toren offered me his arm, and I took it. We walked along the night market’s stalls, and Toren bought me a gold ring set with a large light blue stone. I worked it on over my gloves, careful to keep my humanness a secret.

      “What type of stone is this?” I asked as we continued up a quieter side street. Somewhere a baby wailed, and the noise of the market faded behind us. Our shoes clicked on the cobblestones, and the too-bright light of a torch set near a home made me wince. I was glad I had Toren’s arm because I couldn’t see much at all.

      “It’s a memory stone.”

      “How does it work?”

      “You press it to your temple and think on a moment from the past. If the rune is well-wrought, the memory should surface in your mind’s eye.”

      “Whoa, I can’t wait to try it.” I’d want to see Beanie again with her warm smile and soft—but always excited—voice.

      Flok stopped. “Someone is here.”

      Toren started to speak. He went silent and dropped to his knees with a groan.

      “Flok?” He moved into the dark.

      I held to Toren’s arm. “Toren, what’s wrong?” My heart flapped wildly inside the cage of my ribs.

      Something hard slammed the back of my head, and the world disappeared.
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      The view of the road, Flok, and Bronwyn blurred as Toren tried to speak. Bronwyn was trying to stand and she held a hand to the back of her head. His heart flipped over. Was she hurt? He would destroy these fools if she was hurt.

      “Leave them alone,” he tried to say, knowing the attackers were only truly after him. “Let them go. You have me.”

      Rough hands shoved him away from Bronwyn and Flok, and he fell backward. Pulling energy from the earth, Toren tried to clear his head and shift. Shouting rose from where Bronwyn and Flok were, but the sounds were disjointed, broken by the smack of fists and the grunt of taking strikes. The Unseelie earth’s energy poured into him, up through his feet and torso and into his heart. He opened his eyes, and Hollan stood over him, knife in hand. The meaty-fisted fool’s eyes were wide, and he looked from Toren to his associates. Toren leapt up and smashed a foot into Hollan’s chest. He dropped back two steps.

      Flok was finishing off a masked male at the turn in the road. Another male, closer, had grabbed Bronwyn by the hair. She stomped on his foot and tried to hit him between the legs.

      Anger flowed through Toren like fire. “Release her or die.”

      He shifted into his dragon form, and the masked male let her go and ran off, the other two masked males joining him.

      Bronwyn pointed behind Toren. “Watch out!”

      Toren spun to see Hollan back on his feet and coming at him with a sword.

      “Die, onde vardoger! I do this for our former king!”

      Longing to burn him alive but knowing that the fool just believed he was doing right, Toren swept Hollan from his feet with the tip of a wing. The knight went flying over the cobblestones, his sword flung from his grip and spinning until it banged into a water barrel outside a home. Faces looked out from the house’s window.

      Toren shifted back into his high Fae form and stalked over to Hollan. “Stop fighting me or I’ll be forced to kill you. It’s your choice.”

      “I’m dead anyway for striking the king. Unless you are not the king which I believe is the truth! Vardogers can lie!”

      Toren kicked the water barrel and smashed it to pieces. He ripped the copper band from the barrel’s remains. “Show me your hands.”

      Hollan did as ordered, his teeth bared and a vein throbbing in his forehead. Toren wrapped Hollan’s wrists in the metal, bending it and twisting it so even this powerful Fae couldn’t undo it without them noticing on their trip back to the keep. With Hollan restrained, Toren knelt and set a hand on the ground.

      “Come, pixies, and do your king’s bidding.”

      “This proves nothing. A vardoger has the powers of the one it mimics!”

      “Shut it, Hollan.”

      Flok came up beside Toren and held out a strip of torn cloth. It was one of the runaway males’ masks. “May I, my king?”

      “Please do,” Toren said.

      Bronwyn had replaced her hood and stood watching as Flok gagged Hollan with the mask. Toren went back to his magic.

      “Come, pixies, and watch over this foul Fae. Do not let him raise foot or claw to anyone on our journey.”

      He took a breath and stood. Holding out an arm, he studied Bronwyn’s face in the shadow of her cloak’s hood. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. Shaken, but yes. I hope I broke that arsehead’s toe. I missed his more important parts unfortunately.”

      “I’m so glad you had the spine to fight back. If they had taken you…” His stomach turned, and he growled. “I don’t know what I would have done.”

      “I do,” Flok said. “You would’ve set the kingdom on fire trying to get her back.”

      Bronwyn glanced at him and gave him a sad smile. She looked ready to drop, probably from that adrenaline burst during the attack.

      Pixies, their light blue and bright in the darkness, flitted overhead and dropped down to encircle Hollan.

      “They’re gorgeous,” Bronwyn said, her eyes shimmering with wonder.

      Toren raised his hood against the rising, chill breeze. “Let’s hurry home and get this piece of shite to the dungeons.”

      Rain began to fall as they started back to the keep. The drops hit the cobblestones, and Toren couldn’t help but imagine the worst—it could have been blood falling onto the street. Hollan and his cronies could have killed them all or injured them seriously. Bronwyn was human and incredibly susceptible to wounds. As they continued on, he silently chided himself for not paying better attention to her safety.

      “Do you think anyone else will come after you?” Bronwyn asked as they walked the incline toward the gates. “Will those other three Fae try again?”

      “Those Fae smelled of true fear. I don’t think they’ll be trouble again, and if they are, I’ll be more prepared the next time they do something foolish. As for Hollan, he’ll be safely locked up for the foreseeable future.”

      Flok glanced at Toren with knowing in his eyes. Both of them were very aware that more folk must be truly convinced that Toren wasn’t the real king and was a spirit pretending to be him. Toren had to show them he was the true king somehow…

      Even as he bid Flok and Bronwyn goodnight inside the keep, his mind continued kneading the problem. No solution illuminated itself to him, and he slept poorly, tossing and turning, nightmares of that Fae’s hands on Bronwyn chasing him in the dark.
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      The library stole my breath. The shelves were set into emerald stone walls, and they stretched from the thick carpets layered on the floor all the way to the skylights far, far above. With all the colors of the many, many books, it was as if the ancient giant Njal had placed tapestries here, and he was the only one large enough to truly take in the full beauty. The array of hues was nothing to my imaginings of what one could learn in this massive chamber. Through words and drawings, I could visit anywhere in the all the worlds here. Low couches made crescent shapes at each of the two hearths on either side of the room. Down the center, a row of scribes’ desks and stools sat empty.

      “It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’d have thought watching the Unseelie King shift into a dragon would win that coveted position in your heart, but alas.” Toren was grinning when I turned to face him.

      He wore a simple black shirt tucked into dark green trousers, and he’d tied back his black braids so that his sharp cheekbones and proud brow stood out. Blinking his silver eyes, he strolled to where I had wandered in my happy stupor.

      “You’ll be left alone here to research as you see fit.”

      “Can’t you stay?”

      “I would love to. I didn’t want to intrude.”

      The Unseelie were so full of contradictions. Wild and dangerous but also full of calm intelligence, and with the long-seeing minds to create a place like this. It would take a lifetime to even begin to understand Toren and his people. I hoped to have that time.

      “You’re not intruding. I want help. Now, where do we start?”

      The corner of his mouth lifted, showing just a quick flash of his fang. Then he was off, leading me around the library and grabbing various dusty tomes and scrolls wrapped in leather and bone cases. We set up at a low table near one of the fireplaces and sat side by side on a couch.

      He spread a scroll out on the table and weighted the corners with silver animal heads that appeared to be designed for just this purpose. There was a dragon with horns just like Toren’s, a raven, a wolf, and a stag.

      “This scroll goes over the highest level runes that Unseelie have been known to use. It’s incredibly rare for any of us to have the ability to work them these days. Long ago, it was the norm rather than the exception.”

      “Can you work any of these?”

      The inscriptions were partially written in old Fae, a language I had only touched the surface of during my tutoring at the temple. Illustrations in faded ink showed the pieces of each magical symbol, and some had a visual representation of what the rune was meant to accomplish.

      “I can. This, and this. But that’s it. And I’m the most powerful Fae in any world.”

      “And you’re so humble about it.”

      He winked and leaned over the scroll, studying the runes below the ones he could work. The two he’d pointed out showed illustrations of night creatures. The first rune had a bat and a host of insects advancing toward a half-drawn set of castle walls. Beside the second one, a tangle of thorns grew up and snared a Fae’s slender ankle.

      “So by your theory, I should be able to use this magic?”

      Reaching for a book with a scarlet cover and worn gold lettering, he glanced at me. “This one talks about rune dancers. The others mention where most of them lived and how they died out, but this one has more information about the actual runic magic they wielded.”

      With careful hands, he flipped the tome open and chewed his lip as he sought a specific section. A smile tugged at my mouth. He glanced at me again.

      “What?”

      “You chew your lip when you are thinking.”

      His eyebrow twitched. “You find that entertaining?”

      “I just like learning little things about you. Like how you are so careful when you hit Flok while you are joking.”

      “Well, he isn’t as strong as I am. I don’t want to hurt him.”

      “Also, you hate wearing shoes.” I looked at his bare feet on the emerald and ruby colored rug.

      He chuckled. “I do hate shoes. We Unseelie don’t always wear them anyway.”

      “But many do.”

      “Yes. I like having direct contact with the earth as often as possible and going barefooted gives me that chance far more often.”

      “Of course.”

      He released the book, sat back against the couch, and crossed his arms. “What else have you noticed in your focused study of me?” His eyelids lowered a fraction and he tilted his head.

      “That you have a dimple in your left cheek, and it shows up when you are quietly happy about something.”

      “What is quietly happy?”

      “When something gives you a small joy. I don’t know exactly how to explain it. You don’t feel quietly pleased when someone saves your life or when a big dream you had comes true. It’s when tiny details of life surprise you in a good way.”

      Leaning his elbows on his knees, he gazed at me with soft eyes. “Like when I noticed your joy at seeing this library?”

      “Yes. I guess so.” A bubbling feeling rose in my chest. I felt light enough to float to the skylights.

      He reached up and ran his thumb over my cheek. “And the sensation I feel when I can just touch you here without worrying about those terrible runes.” His fingers found my jaw, then he set his palm against the side of my neck.

      I put my hand over his, enjoying the warmth of his skin and the gentle way he was handling me. A deep breath lifted his chest, and he came close, his gaze on my lips.

      “But this.” He pressed his lips to mine, and I shivered with pleasure. “This action is not a quietly happy sort of thing, is it? Because when I do this,” he whispered, kissing me again, then nipping at my chin, “it leads to this.”

      He set his teeth on my throat and a wave of desire pulsed down my body. His hand slid over the neckline of my dress to my breast. His talon clipped at me, and I gasped. His silver eyes watched me closely. Fingers drifting easily over my skin, he drew a shudder of delight from me. My pulse beat between my thighs.

      I took his other hand from my side and moved it onto my knee. With a wicked grin, he dragged his palm higher until his hand pressed against me firmly. I shifted my hips forward, and he began moving his fingers and hand slowly. Painfully slowly.

      Snaking my hand into his tied-back braids, I leaned close to his ear. “Please, Toren. More.”

      “You see?” He increased the speed slightly. “I love the idea of quietly happy, but this is more of a loud happy, wouldn’t you say?”

      With a growl of frustration, I grabbed the shoulders of his shirt and attempted to drag him on top of me. The effort was laughable because he was enormous. His shirt ripped at one seam, and my hand slipped from the other. He had to catch me before I fell onto the books and scrolls.

      A cough interrupted our laughter, and I bolted upright nearly knocking my head into Toren’s nose. Only his Fae reflexes spared him that. My face felt as hot as summer midday, but I was having too much fun to be embarrassed.

      A Fae male with wild, short hair and bushy eyebrows glared at us. “I was told the library was closed today.”

      Toren didn’t look ruffled at all. He smiled. “It is. Get out.”

      The Fae hurriedly lifted a tiny circle of glass hanging on a chain, looked through the glass at Toren, then put a hand over his chest. “My king!” He fell into a low bow. “I didn’t realize it was you. Please, forgive me, Your Majesty, and forgive me, lovely lady of the other realm.”

      “You’re forgiven,” Toren said. “Now, go.”

      The male hurried off, leaving us to our laughter.

      “I’m pretty good at this seduction and love thing, aren’t I?” I said, joking. Then I realized I’d said love. My face fell. Did it mean to him what it meant to me? I hadn’t intended on saying that I loved him, but… Was I falling for him?

      His lips stretched into a wide grin, then he studied my face for what felt like an entire day. What was he thinking?

      “You are very good at being Bronwyn, and there is no other person in any realm with whom I’d rather be spending the day.”

      Yes. I was definitely falling for him. I had fallen. I was fully dropped into the beautiful danger that was King Toren of the Unseelie.

      Feeling bashful, I faced the book he’d opened. “Before we ran off the road there,” I said, throwing him a grin, “you were saying this book talks about rune dancers?”

      “Yes.” He scooted forward to the edge of the couch and flipped the page to a chapter titled The Dancers of the Old Ways: Earth and Air Magic. “‘Rune dancers are capable of reaching the earth’s power in ways others are blocked. They are open to the heart of the earth and its pulse and they can request various outcomes when in touch with that heart,’” Toren said, reading aloud.

      “So that explains why my footsteps on the ground do things that yours don’t.”

      He nodded and continued reading a little farther down the page. “‘Dancers’ hands tend to be capable of sensing the air’s mood and can shift the way the future is blowing by shaping the ancient language of runes with their fingers and palms.’” Taking a breath, he moved back. “Want to try a new rune now?”

      “I do. Which one?” I eyed the scroll. Toren moved the book so I could see the full set of writings.

      “This is your magic. You tell me.”

      “All right.” Every rune on the scroll was detailed with numerous lines, crosshatches, dots, and circles. “Do you have to draw the shapes on the ground when you use those two runes?” I pointed to the ones he had shown me earlier, the ones with the night creatures and the thorns.

      “No, I simply press my palm into the earth. I think it’s because of my royal bloodline. Perhaps I have a different way of asking things of the earth.”

      “I guess so.” My wandering finger stopped on a rune next to an illustration of sunbeams which appeared to… Well, I wasn’t sure. “What do you think this does?”

      “Ah, it shows the aura of the person on which you draw the rune.”

      “The aura that the Fae oak shows?”

      “Yes, same thing. The light of a person’s soul or essence. Depends on which philosopher you prefer.”

      “I’ll try that. It says to draw the rune directly on the flesh. How does that affect the earth or air? Oh, maybe it’s the up and down movement it details here. Am I reading that correctly? I’m supposed to draw this crescent shape, this set of five lines above me, and then echo the markings on my skin?”

      “That’s correct.”

      I lifted my dress so that my stockinged knee showed.

      “I like how this is progressing thus far,” he said, his voice a purr.

      I smacked his chest with the back of my hand. “Quiet, you. This is serious work.”

      “Yes, my lady.” He tickled the side of my leg, and I batted him away.

      I rolled my stocking down so that I could touch bare skin.

      “I like it very much.” He eased back on the couch and slung his arms over the back, his gaze half-lidded. “You have the king’s approval.”

      “Be quiet, my lord king.”

      “As you command.”

      Following the scroll’s instruction, I drew the rune above me and then on my knee. Warmth traveled from my fingertips up my arm. That same tingling sensation bloomed over the rune on my skin and flashed across my body. I gasped as an array of light poured from places where my fingers had drawn invisible shapes on my knee. The lightest pink, the darkest blue… The light flickered and settled into a pink glow through which gold threads shimmered.

      I smacked Toren’s shoulder. “It worked! It’s the same as the Fae oak’s leaves showed me when I found your terrifying mushroom!”

      “Very good job, Dancer.” He beamed at me and kissed my forehead. “You are probably the most powerful person in this realm. Remember us little folk when you’re enjoying all your fabulous magic, all right?”

      Laughing, I practically shoved my face into the book. “I’m going to memorize every one of these and try them all. Am I permitted to  bring this back to my room?”

      Toren rolled my stocking back into place. “Of course. Or I can arrange it that this becomes your bedroom.”

      “What?” I looked around at the sun, casting its blessing over the multitude of books. “But there’s no water closet. I always have to get up at night to…”

      Toren barked a laugh. “My practical, ridiculously talented female. How I adore you.” He swept me up into his arms and kissed me soundly.

      Yes, I was in love. It was too fast. Utterly foolish. Completely true.
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      Toren paced his bedchamber, hands clasped behind his back. He was dressed for the ball, and Crommie said all had been set for the event in the great hall before Toren dismissed him for a night off. But the most important part of the evening—proving he wasn’t an onde vardoger was as of yet unplanned.

      A knock sounded, reminding him of the moment he’d had with Bronwyn in the library. Damn that librarian. He swung the door open.

      “Finally,” Toren said. “I thought perhaps you’d forgotten where my room was.”

      Flok entered, carrying two bottles of black wine—Toren’s favorite beverage for such events. “I ran into Sir Brighan. The old fellow is very worried about how the council will behave this evening.”

      “Screw the council. I just need the people, the court, to see me as I am. They can’t do a thing if the people are behind me.”

      “Can’t they?”

      “Get that wine open, if you don’t mind. I’m shaking with frustration. I needed a glass two hours ago.”

      Flok uncorked one bottle and set the other on the mantle above the snapping fire. He poured a glass for each of them. Toren took up his glass and drank down one healthy swallow. Black wine tasted like first love and made the whole world look rosy.

      “I hope it improves your mood.” Flok lifted his glass to Toren then sipped his wine loudly.

      “You read my mind.” He drank a little more, then started pacing again. “Do you have any ideas?”

      “I do not.”

      “What did you come here for then?”

      “To share in your misery as I always do, my king.”

      “You’re a good friend.” Toren clinked his glass against Flok’s then finished his serving. He poured more into his own glass and then offered Flok more. He waved him off.

      “I’m not going to dizzy myself up quite yet. Someone has to stay sober and keep the court from tossing you from the walls.”

      “I should have brought Harold here and spoken to him.”

      “That would have been a good idea.”

      Toren nodded, set down his glass on the table, then went to the door and flung it open. He grabbed the guard standing just outside. “Bring Harold here. Immediately. Don’t stop for anyone.”

      The guard nodded and ran off as Toren went back inside and shut the door. He sat in the chair opposite the one in which Flok had made himself comfortable.

      “I’ll explain it all to Harold just so the lad knows what’s afoot. I’ll command him to remain in his rooms at double guard just in case things don’t shift in my favor. I can offer the blood ritual? Would that display the validity of who I am?”

      The ritual involved releasing a fair amount of blood into a bowl that had been crafted by the ancients. Supposedly, the bowl glowed a bright sapphire blue when the current ruler’s blood touched the base of the container.

      “Maybe. It wouldn’t glow for a spirit’s false blood even though the blood would look identical to yours to our Fae eyes. The magic would know. Sadly, I’m not sure anyone knows where it is.”

      Toren rubbed his chin, picked up his wine glass, then thought better of another drink and set it back on the table. He needed his wits tonight. “I’ve ruffled our librarian’s feathers, and it’s too bad because I bet he’s the only one who might know where that old bowl is.”

      “True. I’m curious. What in the world could you have done to upset the librarian? He can barely see anything anyone does.”

      “I used his precious library for activities that had nothing to do with books or scrolls.”

      Flok chuckled. “It would be good for that dusty chamber to see some action.”

      Toren wanted to laugh and enjoy his friend’s good humor, but the situation was dire and time was running out. If he couldn’t stop this rumor, he would need to give up his throne and give it to Harold to ensure the peace of his people. And that would prove his enemies’ story of the onde vardoger. They would find a way to have him killed.

      When Harold arrived, he began speaking and wouldn’t stop until Toren physically sat him down in the chair and set his hands on the sides of the lad’s face. He was flushed to a dark gray and trembling.

      “I hate upsetting you like this, but you deserve to know what’s happening in the kingdom that will someday be yours. I’m going to make this right,” Toren said, interrupting Harold’s spew of fears and worries. “I didn’t intend to be caught up in the Seelie realm, and for that, I apologize for my recklessness.”

      Flok shook his head and offered his wine to Harold. “You were caught up in the troll hunt, and no one can blame you for that. They had killed so many…”

      Harold took a quick sip then returned the glass. His big eyes were just as they’d been when he was born to Toren’s cousin, Rhina. He’ll grow into those eyes, right? she’d said when she’d introduced Harold to Toren. She’d been joking and had kissed the babe all over his bald head. Harold had not grown into those eyes, and instead, he looked a bit bug-like. Seven hills of hell. This lad couldn’t take the throne. He wasn’t ready. Maybe Hanina hadn’t been so mad taking control.

      “King Toren,” Harold stuttered. “I… I don’t know what to do. Are you truly you?” He paled as if horrified by his own question.

      Toren knelt in front of the lad. “I am Toren, your uncle. I promise you that. Remember the day we went hunting and saw the badger climbing Flok’s garden fence?”

      Harold let out a nervous laugh. “Yes.”

      “An onde vardoger wouldn’t bother with such a memory.”

      Honestly, Toren only thought that was true; he didn’t actually know if that’s how it would go with a monstrous copy of himself. Toren didn’t lie—he’d only stretched the truth. But Harold’s chest moved in a deep breath and his color returned to normal so it was worth the slight deception.

      “All right, Uncle,” Harold said. “So tonight you will take care of General Hanina and the council? You’ll make everything good again?”

      “I will.” Toren pulled the lad to standing and hugged him quickly. “Now, go back to your chamber with Flok and stay there tonight. The ball will most likely get a bit chaotic.”

      “As you order, my king.” Harold gave him a smile as he left the room.

      Flok was right behind him, rolling his eyes at the young Unseelie.

      When Flok returned, he had a loaf of bread which he handed to Toren. Toren ate as Flok explained how he’d set a triple guard at Harold’s doors to keep him safe.

      Toren wiped crumbs from his mouth as he finished his portion of the loaf. Flok took one more bite of his half, then set the rest on the side table.

      “Now, to the library. We have no time to waste.” Toren led Flok through the keep and down to the library’s sunken entrance.

      

      Inside, the librarian was working at his desk like there wasn’t a ball about to begin.

      “You don’t even take a night off for the Star Festival?” Flok asked as they came up behind him.

      The male jumped and hurried from his stool to bow. “How can I be of service?”

      Toren’s gaze went to the couch, but he forced himself to focus. “Do you know where we stored the blood ritual bowl?”

      The librarian’s brow furrowed, and he rubbed his hands together. Ink had stained the ends of his thumb and first fingers. “The ancient vessel of King Thorinian.”

      “Yes, that’s the one.”

      The old Fae’s gaze flicked to Toren’s face, and his expression said he didn’t care for Toren’s lackadaisical approach to discussing relics. “I believe it is in the second vault. I can get it for you now, my king.”

      “Thank you. That would be perfect. Please deliver it to me in the great hall. I’ll be the one on the throne.”

      Flok rolled his eyes and started for the door. Toren followed him and ran his hands through his unbraided hair.

      “I don’t think he,” Flok said, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder, “knows where that bowl actually is.”

      Toren paused and turned back to look through the partially open library door. The librarian was tossing parchment from a drawer like he’d lost his mind.

      “Damn it. You’re right. I’m doomed.”

      Flok clapped a hand on his shoulder as they walked back toward his chamber. “If tonight is your last, make it a good one.”

      “You’re a lot of help, friend. Such a support.”

      “You’re so welcome.”

      Toren lobbed a fist into Flok’s kidney. Maybe he could just say forget it all, shift into his dragon form, and force the court to obey and submit. He never wanted to rule with fear, but it might be the sole route to a solution.

      “Get me back to that bottle of wine, Flok.”

      “At your service, my king.”

      And may the Old Ones have mercy on my soul.
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      With Sir Cat wound into a ball of purring orange fur beside me, I spent all afternoon sprawled across my feather-stuffed duvet, studying the scarlet rune book. By sundown, Maja and Sofie were practically kicking me out of bed.

      “Please let me toss that cat out. It is past time to prepare for the Star Festival ball.” Maja’s white eyebrows drew tightly together as she began her lecture. “This event opens the festival and is very important to our people.”

      “Sir Cat stays, but yes, I’m ready to dress.” I let them pull me into the bathing chamber with their clawed hands. I wasn’t afraid of the Unseelie at this point, but I wasn’t about to test an angry one if I didn’t have to.

      Sofie yanked my hair free then while Maja undid the laces on the back of my dress.

      “There will be bonfires,” Maja said, “deliciously naughty dancing, and many laughs and delights in the dark.”

      “That doesn’t sound like any ball I’ve ever heard about.”

      Both females paused in their grooming attacks and eyed me.

      I held out my hands. “But I’m glad! Human and Seelie balls sound so terribly dull.”

      They traded smiles and got back to work. Sofie tested the warm water they’d already brought in while I was reading, and Maja pulled my loosened dress over my head. As she folded the dress, I slipped out of my shift, then climbed into the tub. Maja used a sea sponge to scrub my arms while Sofie washed my hair with soap that smelled like honey and patchouli—the librarian at the temple had always preferred that scent of incense. Goddess, I was so relieved to be out of that place. What if someday I had to leave? What if…

      Maja and Sofie halted their scrubbing.

      “Is everything all right, my lady?” Maja asked.

      I shook my myself. “Yes. I’m fine. I-I’m just so happy to be here, and I don’t want to have to leave.”

      Sofie moved so she was looking me in the face. Her teal hair had fallen over one eye, and she pushed it behind her pointed ear. “If King Toren wills it, you will remain as long as you like. If he is truly the king.”

      Maja smacked Sofie’s shoulder. “Hush!”

      I closed my eyes as they started washing me again. “Thank you both for everything.”

      Once I had been scoured to within an inch of my life, the females gave me a choice between two fine dresses. One was black and appeared to be the type that fit close to the body. Embroidered stars danced down the center of the fabric, then spread like a carpet at the bottom hemline. The second dress was dark green, but when I lifted the fabric, the candlelight in the room split the emerald green into many shades—the red of a rose, the exact indigo of the floating Fae pastlights, the hue of the sky before dawn, the gray of the Fae mice who Toren had sent to me…

      “It’s the most beautiful dress in any world.”

      Maja and Sofie grinned and helped me into a shift and then pulled the dress over my head. They braided half of my hair into a crown-like shape and let the rest fall over my shoulders.

      “But the Unseelie always wear theirs fully in braids.” I didn’t want to offend anyone or look out of place.

      Maja placed a gentle hand on my arm. “You are human. You should be who you are here. A human who loves an Unseelie.”

      My cheeks heated, and I nodded. She was right. No more being who others wanted me to be. I was myself—a rare rune dancer, a woman who adored this foreign world, and inside, a girl who only wanted to live her life in peace.

      “Thank you. It’s perfect.”

      Sofie set a mask on the top half of my face. In the mirror, I looked like a forest flower come to life. The dress shimmered in all of its lively shades. Silk petals in scarlet, rose, and gray covered the mask and extended beyond the edges at my temples. Maja set her fingertip in a pot of lip stain, then dotted the color onto my lips.

      I stood and spun, wanting them to enjoy this with me. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      They curtseyed, joy gleaming in their eyes.

      “You will be the loveliest human at the ball!” Sofie said, raising her eyebrows.

      I bent laughing at her cheeky joke, and then I was off, escorted by the guards Toren had set at my door.

      

      Torches blazed along the stone walls, and bonfires licked the air of the great hall. Massive trees made of velvet and linen grew over the room. Leaves as big as beds sat low enough for the Fae to lie on which they did, oftentimes with a partner of their choice. Some laughed and told stories as I walked by, and others were busy with lips and hands. Tiny sapphire lights twinkled under the highest boughs of the fabric trees, and I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how they’d managed that. Maybe rune magic.

      At the end of the room, Toren sat on his throne flanked by post torches as tall as him. He had his hand on his chin, his elbow propped on the throne’s arm.

      I walked forward, and the crowd parted, their whispers rising like the wind of a coming storm around me. Toren’s hand fell, then he stood slowly, his powerful body unfolding to full height. Silvery liquid eyes shone through a mask with horns that mimicked his own when in dragon form. His gray shirt—loose and showing a triangle of his sculpted chest—had beautiful silver-embroidered sleeves that caught the firelight. His black trousers fit tightly, embroidered silver thorns and dragon scales drawing the eye down the outer thigh. His boots were polished to a high shine. Boots, hmm. Unlike him.

      I had to take a moment to admire him. He was just so devastatingly alluring.

      At the base of the dais, I curtseyed, feeling heat in my cheeks.

      He came down the steps and offered his arm. “You look like a dryad, like a forest spirit come to seduce me.”

      His gaze pressed against the neckline of my dress, then slid over me to my hips before sweeping up once more to study my mask and eyes.  My heart thumped loudly in my ears and warmth curled down my body to gather low.

      “And is my seduction working, King Toren?”

      Setting his lips on my ear, he whispered, “If it worked any better, we would need to find a corner immediately.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the second throne on the raised platform. It sat empty beside his.

      “That one’s yours,” he said, jerking his chin in the direction of the additional throne.

      Was he serious? Moths by the thousands fluttered in my stomach. “Are you sure I can sit there?” I didn’t move. I felt every pair of eyes on me. “I don’t want to cause a riot. The crowd seems…uneasy.”

      A grunting sort of sound issued from the back of his throat. “They are and so am I.”

      “I know.”

      “How? Is my uneasiness that obvious?” he asked, his gaze behind the mask genuine.

      I pointed at his boots. “You’re wearing shoes.”

      He snorted a laugh. “I’m kissing up to the council so I don’t have to burn them all to a crisp.”

      “Here I thought this ball might be dull.”

      “You did?”

      “That was a joke, love.”

      “Love?”

      I felt my cheeks go red. “Yes. So did you figure out a way to prove to your court you are who you are?”

      “Flok and I thought we had the problem solved, but alas, the blood ritual bowl has not been located.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know,” I said. “Blood ritual?”

      Waving a dismissive hand, he grinned at me but sadness pulled at his features. “It’s not happening so don’t worry about it.”

      “But you have no other solution?” What if they turned on him in full?

      “Not yet. I’ll think of something.”

      He pressed his lips to my wrist and a dark blur shot from the shadows and hurled Toren to the steps. His mask clattered to the floor. I stumbled back, my breath caught in my throat. Toren and his attacker rolled down to the floor, punching and grappling. A line of smeared blood showed on the last step.

      It was General Hanina. I’d heard her described enough times, and she wasn’t wearing a mask.

      My heart was in my mouth. I ripped off my mask and lunged forward to grab the general’s belt, but they turned again.

      “Why is no one helping us?” I glanced at the crowd to see an unmasked Flok fighting to get to the front.

      I looked back at Toren and his attacker. Blood poured down the side of Toren’s face, and his mouth was slack as the general yanked them to a stop and held a blade to his throat. Toren’s eyes were shut, and his color looked like a blend of snow and ash.

      “Move and I end him now.” Hanina’s voice was quiet and calm, utterly serious. This wasn’t a crazed person but someone who truly believed she was doing the right thing.

      “You actually believe he is an onde vardoger,” Flok said.

      I hadn’t realized he’d come up beside me. He held his hands out like Hanina was a horse that needed gentling.

      Hanina’s lip was bleeding. She spat on the ground. “He is.”

      My head spun, and I widened my stance to keep from tumbling. What could we do?

      “He’s not,” I said. “I’ve been with him in the human world and almost every moment since we came back through the portal at the Star Goddess temple in Veilbury.”

      “A portal in Veilbury?” Hanina laughed cruelly. “That’s a lie, human.”

      “It isn’t. We uncovered it in the ruins beneath the temple where I lived. I am a temple dancer.”

      “She is more than that,” Flok said. “Lady Bronwyn is a rune dancer.”

      Whispers erupted in the hall, and Flok glanced at me, his eyes wide with panic. His gaze said, Do something, but I didn’t know what I could do. The general called for silence and was obeyed.

      “I am sad to see King Toren’s reign end in this way,” Hanina said. “We never saw eye to eye, but I wouldn’t wish an onde vardoger’s curse on anyone. Who knows what other foul deeds this creature has done to our king’s loved ones, to his subjects? Still, it is difficult to kill the beast.”

      Her words overflowed with genuine concern, and once again I was reminded that Unseelie, like humans, were incredibly complicated and layered. We all changed from moment to moment, drawn by the lines of fate and the whims of the Old Ones.

      The general’s elbow moved as she shifted the knife into position to kill Toren with one simple, deep cut at the side of his throat.

      “Wait!” a familiar, deep voice shouted.

      An arrow hit the general’s shoulder, and she fell from Toren and dropped backward onto the floor. Her body shivered and blood oozed from her wound, blackening the white of the linen shirt under her leather vest. The arrow’s fletching was the same as the Seelie’s who had shot Toren.

      Toren’s knights drew their swords and pointed them at the shadow behind the throne, the direction from which the arrow had been shot.

      My mouth fell open. Drefan, city guard and my childhood friend, walked out of the shadow behind the throne, another deadly arrow nocked in his bow.

      “Your king is your king.” Drefan addressed the knights and the crowd. “There is no onde vardoger. I’ve been watching and came through the same portal myself. King Toren isn’t the monster I thought he was. He is a good person, good enough even for the woman I have always loved.” Drefan’s gaze flicked to me and my chest ached at the loss and love in his eyes.

      “Drefan.” I’d said it all with just his name.

      He wasn’t here to ruin the heaven of this place, to force me to return, or to hurt the male my heart had chosen. He had stayed his hand. He’d been the one following us all this time, and he’d waited to watch if my decision to trust Toren was wise or not. He’d trusted my judgment enough to refrain from attacking Toren in the forest when he could have easily killed him.

      “Thank you, Drefan.” Tears burned my eyes.

      Flok and I ran to Toren’s side. He blinked, then gazed at me through half-opened eyelids. Flok put a hand behind his back, and I took his arm as we helped him sit up.

      “Your head is bleeding. Perhaps you should remain on the ground,” Flok said.

      “I’m fine. Thank you, Captain Drefan.” Toren didn’t seem surprised at all to see him.

      I looked from Drefan to Toren. “Did you know he was our stalker?”

      “I did. I wanted him to witness how I treated you and to be assured I would care properly for the woman he loved.” A wince came from Toren as he pushed himself to standing.

      Drefan bowed deeply, his bow and another bloodiron arrow at his side.

      Toren’s knights pulled General Hanina to standing.

      “See to her wound,” Toren ordered his knights. “Fetch a Destroying Spirit mushroom, crush it, and feed it to her in whole. She will either make it or she won’t, but I will give her the chance to live.”

      The knights hesitated, their glances peppering Toren’s face, mine, and Drefan’s. They remained unsure that Toren was not a foul copy of himself. They weren’t going to let him keep his throne.

      The council walked through a break in the crowd.

      An idea slithered into my head.

      I had studied the rune book Toren had given me. Perhaps there was something I could do here.

      Help me, Star Goddess. If you are real, help me save this good king.

      A rune shimmered in my mind. The rune for exposing truth or for uncovering mysteries. I didn’t fully understand how it worked, but maybe…

      Could I show Toren’s truth somehow too?

      I stepped forward and all gazes turned to me. “King Toren, allow me to draw the rune of Truth on you.”
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      “Are you sure this is safe?” Flok hissed. I knew him well enough now to realize he wasn’t angry with me; he was worried about his best friend and this potentially explosive situation.

      “They won’t believe unless we show them,” I said.

      I glanced at Drefan who gave me an encouraging nod. He’d always believed in my power and been awed by it.

      Toren cocked his head, not understanding what I was planning, but a smile kicked up one side of his mouth. Then his face cleared as he figured it out and mischief glinted in his eyes.

      “Is this a rune we found during our lovely afternoon?” he asked.

      “Yes. I’ll need to draw it over your throat, heart, and solar plexus to expose the truth of your identity,” I said.

      “Sounds fun.”

      Facing the throne, Flok rolled his eyes. “Only you could turn the possible loss of your reign and your line’s entire right to the throne into a pleasure show,” he whispered.

      Toren grinned wickedly and shrugged, moving to the top step and sitting on the bare stone. “Why not make everything in life as fun as possible? Council, in the name of my mother and father, I call on the favor of time.”

      I wasn’t familiar with this custom, but the council members nodded as if they were well acquainted with it. No one moved to arrest or strike Toren. He removed his shirt, revealing the beautiful lines of his strong chest and well-honed stomach. His hip bones showed above his belt. Biting my lip, I walked up the dais steps and sat behind him on my knees so everyone could witness the rune’s work.

      If it worked.

      “I would ask you to send up a prayer that this insane plan works, but I think you’ve used up all of the Old Ones’ favor at this point,” I said, rubbing my chilled hands.

      Toren huffed a laugh and stretched out on his back before me like a feast. My body warmed pleasantly, and I truly hoped we had a future in which I could satisfy the hunger I had for him.

      I shut my eyes against the beauty of him, the attention of the mistrustful crowd, and the questions I still had for Drefan. Bringing to my mind the shapes and lines of the complicated Truth rune, I set both hands on Toren’s warm throat. A barely audible purr issued from him, and it buzzed under my fingertips. I swallowed. I swear I could taste the salt of his skin on my tongue. My body hummed with magic and want.

      With the side of my hand, I drew an invisible arc from just below his sharp chin to the hollow above the collarbone. Humming a strange tune that entered my mind, I flipped that hand over and smoothed the back of my hand over the top half of the rune, then used my left hand to drag a wide line through the arc. Magic tugged at the place between my eyebrows and tingled in my palms as I kept on humming. The song seemed to soak into my arms and thread down into my hands. The tune turned my movements into dance—into emotion and desire portrayed in motion.

      I opened my eyes and positioned my hands over Toren’s heart. The proud muscles of his chest moved under my fingers as I worked the rune into his flesh again. Fatigue pulled at me slightly; it was like going to bed near dawn.

      Taking a deep breath of the vetiver and leather scent of him, I moved to his solar plexus, just below his rib cage. He pulled in a quick breath and made that purring sound once more. It was so quiet that I wasn’t sure I’d heard it, but I glanced up at his face and his half-lidded eyes told me he wished my hands would continue their journey farther on.

      Humming the tune my intuition brought forth, I shut my eyes and drew the rune one last time over the tight musculature of his abdomen. His skin was velvet and warm as a hearth’s glow. I wanted to lean into him, to feel his body against mine. Magic shivered its way from my head into my hands, and Toren trembled once, a quick shake of his torso.

      Looking at the runes, I waited to see if the magic would take and how exactly the truth of his identity would be exposed. He got to his feet and held a hand out to me. I stood beside him, praying this would work. The knights still had their swords drawn. This could all turn around on us if the runes didn’t take.

      Strangely, I had the urge to lead him to his throne. I tugged him that way and gestured to the high-backed chair carved with all the powerful symbols of the Unseelie.

      He sat and gave me a mysterious grin as I took his black, gold, and silver crown from the nearby pillow stand and set it on his brow. He had to be nervous. Even the reckless, death-defying, dragon-shifter Unseelie King had to see that this was the only moment he had to win back his reign.

      The council members stepped forward, and one of them opened their mouth to speak.

      Shouts of “Intruder!” echoed from the great hall’s entrance.

      The double doors flew open, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      Painted by the bonfires’ tumultuous light, Seelie King Lysanael Oakthorn and Seelie Queen Revna of Isernwyrd stood armed and accompanied by my nemesis.

      House Mother locked me down with her steely gaze. “We come to claim what is ours.”

      I straightened my spine and glared back. “I am not yours.”
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      Hissing and growls issued from the crowd, and all the knights turned their blades to the Seelie who cracked the gathering in two with a unit of warriors. The Seelie warriors’ large frames blocked my view of House Mother. Their bloodiron arrows were nocked and ready to fire.

      Toren’s gaze was lazy, and he leaned against the arm of his throne, casually taking my hand and stroking the back of my knuckles with his thumb. I shook, not just with fear but also with rage.

      King Lysanael’s crown was a near match to Toren’s. Both were crafted of adamant. Though the Seelie king’s was decorated with square-cut sapphires instead of gold and silver leaves. Queen Revna—a human with rare berserker blood—wore a cloak the color of ice reflecting a blue sky. Her crown was of solid gold, and it glimmered brightly in the firelight.

      King Lysanael surveyed the crowd, then focused on Toren and me. Distaste narrowed his eyes, and his hand never left the hilt of his sheathed sword.

      “This human is a subject of the kingdom of Saxonion,” he said, “and we claim her in service of the treaty we have with that kingdom’s queen.”

      “She is not a prisoner here.” Toren kissed my hand. “Ask her.”

      King Lysanael’s straight, silky hair caught the light. The ferocity in his expression and stance was such a contrast to his fine looks. “We can’t trust her words,” he said. “You have most likely set some magic on her.”

      Drefan bowed. “May I speak, King Toren?”

      Toren nodded.

      Drefan faced the king and queen of the Seelie realm. “I am Captain Drefan of the Veilbury City Guard. House Mother knows me well. I followed King Toren and Lady Bronwyn through the portal and watched their progress through this dangerous land. King Toren treated Bronwyn with respect and care, as did his friend, Flok, and his court.”

      Standing where Toren and Hanina had fought and where Drefan had shot the general, Queen Revna raised an eyebrow. “If everything is perfectly fine, why are you covered in blood?”

      Toren waved a lazy hand toward his injured head and blood-slicked cheek, his signet ring catching the light. “There was a bit of drama here that is of no concern of yours.”

      “It does concern them,” a council Fae said. “We believe him to be an onde vardoger. Lady Bronwyn,” he said with a sneer that showed me exactly how the council felt about me, “set some runes on his body, but they didn’t work to show us the truth of his identity.”

      King Lysanael drew his sword and marched forward, his knights fanning out and holding the Unseelie fighters at bay with nocked arrows of bloodiron. Frost shot through my veins.

      I stepped between Toren and King Lysanael. Drefan and Flok joined me, their faces grave. The Seelie king stopped, his calculating gaze sliding over us.

      “I give you,” King Lysanael said, “to the count of three to move away from the onde vardoger. After that, your deaths will come swiftly, and I will not feel guilt for spilling your blood alongside the monster’s.”

      House Mother’s features twisted as she joined the Seelie king. She had deep scratches all around her hands, arms, and face, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Toren’s thorn magic was responsible for that.

      “I demand the return of my acolyte in the name of the Star Goddess,” House Mother said.

      “Go,” Toren whispered to Drefan, Flok, and me. “Don’t die on my account. Go. I command it.”

      “Too bad,” Flok whispered back. “You’re stuck with us.”

      “I refuse to bend when it comes to justice,” Drefan said.

      I smiled. “I’m not about to give in. I’ve had a taste of freedom.” Giving House Mother a cold stare, I stood my ground even though my knees shook. “I am in no way yours. I belong to no one, and I am now a subject of the Realm of Night.”

      Queen Revna walked forward and leaned toward her king. “The city guard has been runed to avoid all magical sway. Captain Drefan acts of his own accord.”

      King Lysanael pursed his lips but didn’t sheathe his steel.

      Another idea sparked inside my mind. I had rights here; Toren would back me up. “As a subject of the Realm of Night, I claim protection from my enemies.”

      The Unseelie knights glanced from me to Toren and to the council.

      Queen Revna pushed through the Unseelie knights as if they were more likely to ask for her favor than threaten her with their swords. I wished for that kind of confidence. Someday, perhaps. I smiled at her, liking her for all the stories I’d heard about how she’d helped her people at Fjordbok. Beanie had told me all about Queen Revna. To me, she was a hero from a storybook.

      “You really do love this king, hmm?” Queen Revna asked. “You believe him to be who he says he is?”

      “Yes, and yes.”

      The queen glanced backward at her Fae husband.

      King Lysanael was studying those of us on the dais. “He must be a good king if he has such friends as this, who would risk death for him.”

      “This is a sacrilege!” House Mother ran for me, and the knights stopped her, one with a hand to her arm and the other with a sword’s edge. She halted abruptly, wheezing in shock and staring at the sword as if they wouldn’t dare to kill her. “Sacred Sister Bronwyn must be returned to the temple!”

      I left Toren and walked down one step. “You are at my mercy now, House Mother. And honestly, I’d like to see you beg forgiveness from me and swear you will leave your position at the temple.”

      She torqued her painted lips into a foul grimace. “I will do no such thing.”

      “Fine by me. Knights?”

      The knight with the sword lifted his arm to deal the killing blow.

      House Mother threw out her arms and bent slightly, crouching like a cornered animal. “Stop! No, I-I call on the protection of the Seelie king and queen!” Her gaze dashed from me to King Lysanael and Queen Revna.

      Queen Revna crossed her arms. “I’m not sure your temple would miss you very much. Sounds like you created some problems. What do you think, brave captain?” She looked to Drefan who flushed, obviously shocked at being addressed.

      Drefan cleared his throat. “House Mother should be required to work off the debt of her crimes as we do in Veilbury. Ten years of hard labor at the quarry should be sufficient, if that pleases you, Queen Revna, King Lysanael, King Toren, and Lady Bronwyn. I could pass it by the local magistrate.”

      Gratitude swelled inside me.

      “I like it,” Queen Revna said. “But Lady Bronwyn gets the final say or I end the evil thing now.” Her tone brooked no argument.

      I loved that she’d called House Mother evil thing. I was honored to have the queen’s trust and the support of another woman.

      “Thank you,” I said, then I turned toward Toren.

      “Do as you see fit, my lady.” His low voice promised violence in my name. I knew that all I had to do was ask, and he would risk everything to fight for me or beside me.

      I circled House Mother, recalling how she’d stolen power from Beanie and ruined the sanctity of the temple. This woman had beaten me for no good reason. She had mistreated the other acolytes and priestesses too. She had committed murder.

      “You are the worst sort, you know.” Rage tinged my words with fire. “Hiding behind a false holiness and committing evil against those you are meant to support and foster.”

      She gazed at the floor. “I only did what I thought was best in the name of the Star Goddess. Your mind has been twisted by the monstrous Unseelie.”

      A chorus of growls and hissing issued through the crowd. I guessed they were allowed to disrespect him, but humans and Seelie were not.

      I glanced at Toren who watched House Mother like a cat eyes a bird. He was more than ready to pounce.

      Taking her chin, I lifted her head so she had to look at me. “Beanie ran the temple in a way that honored the Star Goddess, who by the way, was an Unseelie queen.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Yes, I found the truth of it in not one but two mentions in the rune book from King Toren’s library.” The fact hadn’t shocked me. Along with Toren’s mention that many of our gods were simply Unseelie from the days of old, I guessed my heart knew somehow. Perhaps my magic had told my heart the truth long ago and I’d only just now accepted it.

      Tension as taut as the Seelie knights’ bowstrings worsened with every moment that the runes on Toren didn’t work and the standoff between the Seelie and Unseelie continued.

      “You will do as Captain Drefan suggested as long as the magistrate agrees. If I hear that you have returned to the temple or communicated with those there in any way, I will come through that portal and find you.” I glared into her face, showing her I meant exactly what I said. “I will seek you out at night when you are asleep and unaware. You will remain alive only at my mercy. Tell me you understand and address me properly.”

      Her jaw tensed. Her lips pulled back from her teeth, and the color on her lips smeared over the tip of my thumb. I didn’t blink.

      “Don’t make me kill you,” I said. “I don’t care to have any more blood on my hands, but I will do it. We slay monsters daily here in the Realm of Night, and you will die easier than any of those.”

      She trembled, shut her eyes, and whispered, “Yes, Lady Bronwyn Greensmith.”

      I felt as though a heavy weight had been lifted from my chest. Could this be real? It felt like a dream, watching her cower beneath me. Releasing her and stepping back, I looked to Toren so he could show power.

      “My lady has made her order,” he said, standing and looking around the hall. “King Lysanael, Queen Revna, if you would please return this filth to the human kingdom.” His gaze slashed across House Mother before returning to the Seelie rulers. “I appreciate your concern for Lady Bronwyn. If you like, you’re welcome to stay, and we will feast to celebrate a new relationship between the Realm of Night and the Realm of Lights.”

      The council murmured and one male raised a hand. “We cannot allow this. Take this onde vardoger and shut him in the cells until we can discover the truth of how our true King Toren died.”

      I clutched my dress as my pulse hammered in my throat and temples. I couldn’t lose him now, not when we were so close to the happy future I’d dreamed of these last weeks.

      “Wait!” Flok stared at Toren. “The runes. I saw something.”

      “He is your friend,” the council male said. “It is understandable you would see what you wish to see in this case.”

      But then I saw it too.

      The runes flickered with a faint golden light.

      Toren touched the rune over his heart, and suddenly, the magical symbols flared as bright as flame. A gasp went up from the crowd.

      A female spirit appeared over Toren’s head.

      The spirit’s shimmering jade hair rippled in an invisible wind, and her face shone like a star. Her eyes were silver like Toren’s and ghostly Fae fangs showed in her open mouth. A dress with pinpoints of light fluttered around her form and a crown of stars glimmered across her brow.

      Everyone froze. No one breathed. The silence was louder than any noise could possibly be.

      It was the Star Goddess.

      “Here stands the heir to the Unseelie throne,” the spirit said, her voice echoing with power and making the hairs on the back of my neck stand. “With ancient blood in his veins and a dragon’s heart, this male is your king and protector. He has found love with the last living rune dancer.” Her shining face turned toward me and I shivered. “With that knowledge, he will reign in peace until his last day.”

      Face painted in silver and gold, Toren was looking up at her, the runes on his exposed throat shimmering brightly before pulsing in flashes down his torso to the other symbols again. His crown glittered with the spirit’s light.

      “Thank you for your blessing, Star Goddess, Great Ancestor, Old One.”

      The spirit almost smiled at him, and then she disappeared, leaving the hall in silence once more.

      Toren faced the crowd, the council, the Seelie, and his knights.

      Flok bowed, and those gathered followed his lead, every head save King Lysanael and Queen Revna, bowing low.

      “We have much to discuss, King Toren,” King Lysanael said. He looked to his knights. “Stand down for the evening.”

      As he gave them orders, the crowd broke into excited conversation and the ball resumed its wild joy. I released a gust of breath and nearly fell over with relief. Music rose into the air, and soon servants were bringing in trays of roasted meat and glazed vegetables.

      I joined Toren beside the throne and he took my arm.

      “We did it,” I whispered.

      “You are hero here, my lady dancer.” He kissed the inside of my wrist and I shivered, ready to have those lips on every inch of my body.

      I kissed him, claiming the Unseelie King as my own in front of everyone.

      Once I broke away from the kiss, Toren gave me a sly grin, then he shouted out, “Let the feasting begin!”

      I had found my freedom and a great love too. I thought of fifteen-year-old me and imagined telling her the good news. We are free now. Finally free of the temple, of the mistakes we made, of that lost and lonely life. Thank you for surviving and seeing us to this day.
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      Throughout the night, Lysanael and Revna made conversation over the dancing and drinking.

      “I was taught,” Lysanael began, “to believe the Unseelie high Fae were no less violent than Unseelie monsters such as gargoyles.” The Seelie ruler held his goblet to his lips with his pale hand, but Toren could tell he wasn’t actually drinking.

      Toren took a breath to keep himself from losing his temper. “The monsters from here are animals. Bloodthirsty animals, but they are only following their nature to kill. High Unseelie Fae such as myself have minds just as you do and we can be evil or good depending on all the same sort of factors. Also, I did not poison your cup.”

      Lysanael dipped his head in some show of respect. “I was completely mistaken about the Unseelie. Though I know some to be evil, it seems not all are.”

      “Just like Seelie high Fae.” An argument burned in Toren’s throat, but Lysanael’s face held truth and humility. Toren swallowed the fiery words he longed to speak.

      “I apologize for my prejudice,” Lysanael said.

      The knots in Toren’s chest loosened and he nodded, taking a sip of his wine.

      Revna sniffed her goblet, then drank it down. Toren recalled hearing that she had been trained as an assassin before her ruling days. The queen wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Why are you angry about us killing the Unseelie monsters if you do the same thing?” she asked him.

      This new queen of the Seelie didn’t miss much. “Because they are my creatures, under my rule,” Toren answered. “It is my job and mine alone to decide when their existence is best undone. You could have corralled them or chased them off instead of killing them so quickly.”

      Lysanael raised an eyebrow. “They were attempting to murder our wedding guests.”

      Toren shrugged. “As I have said, they are animals just like your moss deer and your Fae bears.”

      Bronwyn joined them and her gaze went from the Seelie to Toren like she could sense the danger in the conversation. “Why do you believe the portal was covered up?”

      A smile pulled at Toren’s lips. Smart subject change.

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “Do you have any ideas?” He looked to Revna and Lysanael.

      “Perhaps monsters were coming through as they do with the drumstones,” Revna said.

      Lysanael at last drank a sip of his wine. “I would bet my ancestors worked to hide knowledge of the portal. They were even more prejudiced than me. That brings me to a point I’d like to discuss. Did you know we are related?”

      Toren did know. They went on to discuss Toren’s father and the strange happenings that occurred before they were born.

      Once the talking had run itself out and the Seelie and Revna had left for their world, Drefan hugged Bronwyn once tightly, then bid farewell. Toren wanted to rip his arms off for touching her, but of course, he didn’t. And finally, the time had come to enjoy his dancer.

      Toren spun Bronwyn around and around between the bonfires until they were both sweating and laughing. She took a sweet from one of the servants’ trays and placed it between his lips. Toren chewed the sugared plum and licked the stickiness from her perfect fingers. A sultry look simmered in her eyes.

      He dragged her to a dark corner on the far side of the hall and wrapped his arms low around her hips. She hummed with delight, sending desire shooting through him like a well-placed arrow. Her lips found the tip of his ear and she nibbled the point. Longing shivered down the length of him. He tried to breathe normally, but it was impossible. Digging his claws into her dress and her hips, he pulled her even closer. He kissed her soft lips and drew his tongue over hers as she shifted her body against his, rubbing herself over him.

      “A moment, my perfect dancer.”

      He hated the confusion in her fire-lit eyes, but this was worth the pause. Withdrawing the ring he’d secretly procured from the night market, he prayed she would be as excited about this vow as him. Opening his palm, he looked up and felt more exposed than he had ever in his entire life.

      “If you wear my blood ring,” he said, “you and I will be mates for life.”

      Lips parting, she gasped quietly and took up the ring. She ran her slender fingertip over the runes set into the gold and silver. “What is a blood ring?”

      He had to smile. She was always so curious. “It’s an Unseelie tradition. The jeweler forms a ring with the male’s blood mixed into the gold and silver. It symbolizes me giving you my life.”

      Tears glistened in her gorgeous doe eyes. “How did you get this ring so quickly?”

      “When you’re king, you get what you want when you want it.” He winked and she grinned.

      Her throat moved in a swallow as she studied his face. “You’re certain you want this?” Her voice was hardly more than a whisper.

      “Want you? Yes, my love. I am more than certain. It’s all I want. Forever. You, me, and the wilds of our realm until our final days. From this day forward, command this monstrous king as you see fit, Darling Dancer.”

      She threw herself against him, her arms clutching his neck and her mouth attacking his. He dove into the kiss to show her he felt as strongly as she did.

      As she pulled away, he slid the ring onto her finger. Satisfaction warmed his entire body.

      “My mate,” she said tentatively.

      He nodded. “And you are mine.”

      She laughed, her eyes wrinkled with that innocent joy she had no matter what she went through. It was addictive, this happiness she carried with her.

      “You are the only star in my sky. I love you with every breath, every step, and every day I greet.”

      He pressed his mouth to hers. She melted against him. Shuddering with pleasure, he bit her lip gently and gripped her hips. She pulled his head toward her collarbone, urging him to kiss her where her restrictive runes had once marred her skin. He flicked his tongue over the hollow in her throat then began lightly kissing his way down her chest.

      Looking up at her gorgeous face, he whispered, “I’m going to teach you so much, my dancer. You just wait.”

      He felt her body tremble. “I will be the best student,” she whispered into his ear. Her teeth found the tip of his pointed ear again, and she bit down until it was just slightly painful.

      Swallowing, he restrained himself from tossing her to the floor and finishing this here and now. “You remembered the Unseelie way.”

      “I doubt you’d die if I bit your ear, but I’m learning.”

      He chuckled. Old Ones save him from this female. He adored her more with each passing moment.

      “Shall we leave the festivities and find our mating bed?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what that entails in this realm, but I have some guesses and am quite finished with the party.”

      Grinning against her throat, he whispered, “Come with me, my lady. I will give you an early coronation gift.”

      “What?”

      The crowd at the back of the hall parted for them, and he pushed open a small door to the side of the dais to escape the noise. Torches lit the private passageway to a door to which only he had the key.

      “You will be crowned, if it pleases you, as soon as I can have a proper diadem created for you.”

      She smiled, her cheeks as pink as roses. “I think I’ll enjoy that. But not as much as I’m going to enjoy tonight’s gift.”

      He unlocked the back door to his bedchamber, kicked it open, and shut it again once they were inside. With the hearth fire throwing gold over his massive four poster bed, he tossed Bronwyn onto the numerous silken pillows. She laughed and held her foot out to him. He slipped her shoes off and massaged her heel and arch with his fist. Her head fell back.

      “That feels amazing.”

      “The dancer must take special care of her feet.” He moved to the other foot, spending time kneading each delicate toe.

      Once she was relaxed, he climbed on top of her. Her chest rose and fell in quick breaths.

      “We will take our time, yes?” he asked, not wanting to frighten her unless she wanted that. “At your word, I will stop, and we can simply sleep side by side.”

      “I won’t be calling this off, my dark king. Now, show me the Unseelie way of mating.”

      He drew a claw across the neckline of her dress, then raked it downward. The fabric ripped from neck to waist, laying her beautiful body bare. She gasped.

      “You are starlight made into flesh and I will happily lose myself in your glory.”

      She gave him a dangerous grin, then gripped his hair and yanked his head back to expose his throat. He let out a surprised growl. She was incredible. Pulling him to her, she bit down on his throat. With her free hand, she snaked her fingers down his torso and slipped them under his waistband. His skin pebbled under her touch. She held him tightly and he shuddered, trying not to lose control.

      Her teeth released his throat. “I have read about this,” she said quietly.

      Her fingers moved one by one and pleasure sparked across his body.

      Leaning on his elbow, he raised an eyebrow. “I had no idea the temple would include such material.”

      “I don’t think anyone knew that particular scroll was present in the library.”

      He grinned and smoothed his palm over her navel and settled his hand over her lovely breast. Her swallow was just audible over the crackle of the fire. He moved his hand so it rested over her heart, and he set his claws into her flesh, not hard enough to break the skin but firmly so she would know the damage he could do but never would.

      Her answer was in the shift of her hand cupping him low. He gasped and desire lashed wildly inside him. He knew her golden heart. For reasons he couldn’t fathom, this beautiful soul loved him. Her eyes had shown that love time and time again tonight. He was safe with her, and she with him. They could play and challenge one another with no fear.

      Pulling away from her, he set to yanking the dress and shift from her completely, leaving her only in stockings that were tied with ribbon at her delicious thighs. He tore the ribbons with his teeth and drew the silk down each leg slowly before dragging his mouth up her leg until he found her warmth and savored it. She gripped his hair in her hands and moaned as he flicked his tongue over her so, so slowly. He wanted nothing more than to serve her, to pleasure her until she was fully sated. His body grew demanding, and he asked her a question with his gaze.

      “Yes,” she whispered with a rasping voice. “Take me, King Toren.”
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      I gasped as Toren lifted me. He was on his knees, and with rough movements, he urged me to wrap my legs around his narrow waist. I liked that he knew I was strong and wasn’t afraid to touch me. It was heaven to be drowned in sensation.

      Toren’s eyes were molten silver, and I couldn’t catch my breath as my blood thrilled at his attention. He set his teeth against the bend between my neck and my shoulder and held fast. The prick of his two fangs was sharp and scintillating. He gripped my hip with one hand and tugged his trousers down. Standing on the bed, he shucked the trousers to the floor and pressed me against the tall headboard. With his teeth still at my throat, he drove forward, and I cried out as chills of pleasure cascaded through me.

      “My perfect dancer,” he murmured against my skin. His forked tongue flicked over my flesh, and he nipped my chin. “I adore you more every moment we are together.”

      My body hummed with want for this dragon king. I kissed him and dragged my hands through his tangled braids, loosening them until I could hold tightly again.

      “My love, my dark king, my mate, you have given me a life I thought I’d only see in my imaginings.”

      He moved back, and I moaned against his shoulder. With one last kiss, he found my neck and shifted his hips. Thrusting forward again and again, he murmured my name over my skin.

      “Bronwyn, my love. My love.”

      His pace increased, and the fury of pleasure inside me built to a peak. He paused, and I snarled and dug my nails into his shoulders. With a purr, he rolled his hips and the coiled tension in my core unwound in a wild spiral of the most amazing feeling. At the same moment, his body tightened, his muscles shaking under my grip and between my thighs. He growled and thrust hard. I was melting, dissolving, soaring.

      Lowering me to the bed, he studied my face. My heart was still beating too quickly, so I tried to take a full breath. He moved his weight from me, leaned on an elbow, and kissed the tip of my nose.

      “You are quite a monster,” he said.

      I laughed, my body feeling both light and heavy at the same time. “Takes one to know one.”

      I set a hand against his cheek, loving the feel of his skin and the glow of happiness in his eyes. He cradled me in his arms, and I knew we would have a full life here in the Realm of Night. A life bursting with joy and danger, adventure and discovery—a life I had always dreamed of.
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            EPILOGUE: A YEAR LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      The day’s court business was about to begin. Outside the closed doors of the throne room, our people waited to speak with Toren and me. But Toren’s focus was not on our work.

      I leaned over the arm of my throne and gave Toren a nice glare. “We will allow all of them to stay.”

      Toren was staring at the litter of bright orange kittens mewing under his throne. Sir Cat and his mate, Lady Stripe, meowed in unison.

      Reaching down to pet Sir Cat, I marveled at the tiny bodies squirming beside his lady. “They’re such proud parents. We will not be moving them until they are ready.”

      “Your wish is my command, Queen Bronwyn,” Toren said, begrudgingly. He gave me a stern look and raised a black eyebrow. “But if the Night Realm rises against me again because I’m in league with a creature domesticated by humans, it’s on you.”

      “How do you think Sir Cat found Lady Stripe?” I asked. There weren’t any cats besides these two in the Unseelie world. At least, not that I’d seen.

      “I think he knows of another portal somewhere or is somehow immune to King Lysanael’s sealing of the drumstones.”

      “Really?”

      Toren shrugged. “How else would they be here?”

      “Perhaps they have a mysterious magic we aren’t yet aware of,” I said.

      Toren stretched out an arm and stroked the underside of my chin with a taloned fingertip. Pleasant shivers danced down my neck.

      “What do you say to creating our own mewling offspring?” His voice was a purr.

      My heart lifted and I grabbed his hand. He didn’t know about my mystery yet. “You mean…”

      “Yes, I’d love to make children with you.” He kissed my knuckles.

      My grin stretched my cheeks. “Well, now that you mention it, I have news…”

      He was up and lifting me into a spin before I could say another word. His lips pressed against mine.

      “You are with child?” His silver eyes sparkled like stars.

      “I am.”

      Toren spun me again, laughing as the doors opened for today’s audience.

      “If you keep spinning me, you’re going to be wearing my breakfast.”

      Laughing, he settled me onto my throne. His hands cupped my face. “I love you, my brave dancer. I love you with everything I am.”

      I kissed him, not caring a whit about those watching and simply savoring the feel of his presence enveloping me. This male was all mine and I was the luckiest woman in all the worlds. “And I love you, my Unseelie monster.”

      

      Readers,

      Thank you so much for joining me on this adventure with Toren and Bronwyn! If you haven’t read the other standalone in this world, The Fae King’s Assassin, go check it out here. The Fae King’s Assassin It’s the story of how Fae King Lysanael and his Queen Revna met (and tried to annihilate one another haha).

      If you’d like bonus materials such as an interview with Bronwyn and Toren as well as a library of free reads from me, join my newsletter here https://www.alishaklapheke.com/free-prequel-1
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      See you around!

      Alisha

      P.S. Stick around for a sample of The Fae King’s Assassin!

      

      REVNA

      Assassinations and spying had never been my preferred missions. Fights with fists and teeth and steel were refreshingly honest when compared to plotting seduction or slipping herbs into drinks. Which was why I was thankful that my current assignment had nothing to do with gold-hemmed dresses and everything to do with stalking an Unseelie gargoyle through the forest alongside my dragon familiar. I had lost the Unseelie in the heavy underbrush, but the snap of a twig behind me stilled my breath.

      I spun and sliced my iron and adamant blade across the gargoyle’s abdomen, loosing a stream of smoking black blood. The monster’s ratty wings flared wide as he leaped from the brush, lashing a clawed paw at my head. I rolled under his arm, but the Unseelie still clipped my shoulder and I let out a hiss. Pain slithered over the injury. Springing up behind the gargoyle, I gritted my teeth and rammed my sword into its back. The monster fell to the blood-soaked ground.

      Steely clouds billowed beside the autumn sun as I stepped over the dead Unseelie monster. Another day, another assignment. And while I might have preferred one mission over another, my master didn’t care about my opinion. He owned me in every sense of the word, the curse rune on the back of my neck ensuring my obedience. With one ancient word, he could kill me even from afar. I wiped the gargoyle’s stench from my blade and surveyed the skies, seeking a particular pair of dragon wings.

      “Where are you, terrible beast?” My dragon, Arkyn, had grown impatient waiting for the gargoyle to show and had flown off to survey the area. Lucky for him, he’d missed the fight. “If you’re lolling about in a field of blueberries, I’m going to roast you for my dinner.”

      Arkyn was a good companion, but he had one weakness. Food.

      A shadow blocked the sun, then Arkyn was landing beside me, his color the same hue as the surrounding oak trunks, his eyes as bright as torches, and his wings buffeting me with wind. The dragon was roughly the size of three horses, and when he nudged my stomach, I widened my stance to keep from toppling backward. I rubbed the smooth scales of his head, my heart warming.

      “You’re lucky I’m still alive.” Maneuvering my round shield onto my back, I found a patch of dark moss. I dragged my dirtied sword along the ground to clean it, then I tucked a leg into one of Arkyn’s stirrups and hauled my tired arse onto the dragon’s back. “No one else would sneak Cook’s scraps to your nest. She values those scraps more than all the lives at Isernwyrd.”

      Arkyn sniffed as if he didn’t agree that he had only me to find his favored meal. He spread his bat-like wings and ran over the rocky ground, and we took off. Leaves brushed my boots, and branches tried to snag my cloak as we drove up and away from the forest floor in uneven bursts of forward movement. Above the broken canopy of green, the coming storm blew a chilly wind across my face.

      Below, a drumstone’s deep blue surface flickered with emerald light and I turned my face toward home. Hopefully, that stone was finished causing trouble for a while. At least long enough for my nap and a meal. I didn’t mind the drumstones and the way they spit out Unseelie monsters from hidden realms—killing off things like the gargoyle paid for my keep and gave me coin to save for my ultimate goal. But I needed a day off.

      Arkyn flew over the toothlike walls of Isernwyrd. Black pennants snapped from the five towers, the color denoting the Hunters’ collective grief over losing the crown princess. The shouts of my fellow Hunters rose as Arkyn landed in the courtyard. Ignoring the other Hunters’ kind calls to Arkyn, I slid out of the saddle and ran both hands down the dragon’s body, checking for wounds.

      “So tell me, was it blueberries or a lady friend?” I made it to his snout and picked a dark blue bit from one of his viciously long canines. Holding it up for him to see, I raised an eyebrow. “Really? I mean, I had guessed… But you truly left me to die for a snack?”

      He exhaled a heavy, damp breath into my face, blowing my brown braids back, then bumped me with his snout.

      I flicked his nose gently. “You might not believe one gargoyle could have taken me down, but you underestimate my need for a nap.”

      Wishing the other Hunters would leave us be, I glared at our audience.

      “Ah, come off it, Revna.” The newest of the Hunters, Cuthnor, a recruit with far more brawn than brains, stalked around Arkyn. His swagger and smirk said he didn’t know the story of my dragon and the last arsehat who’d tried his patience. “Let someone else take this beast into the skies. Someone whose strength matches his.”

      I sighed. I wanted ale and to sit the hells down. “Fine. Let’s get this over with.” I motioned to Cuthnor. “Take me down and I’ll ask Arkyn nicely if he’ll take you on a mission. Which he won’t.”

      Cuthnor snorted and tugged at his ragged beard. Inside and out, the man was as ugly as they came. He lunged at me, then went left, trying to take my back. I put out one boot and tripped the fool. With a grace that showed why Master had recruited him this late in life, he caught himself. Normally, we started here as children. Easier to manipulate that way.

      Cuthnor grabbed my hair and laughed as he attempted to wrap an arm around my exposed throat. I took hold of the fist tangled in my thick, messy braids, pressed it down onto my scalp to hold him there, and donkey-kicked the moron in the stones. He howled as everyone else guffawed.

      “Want another one or are you finished?” I kept both my hands on his fist on the top of my head, not allowing him to use the hold to his advantage.

      He let out a few garbled words and spat on the toe of my boot. Fire simmered in my blood.

      “These are my favorite boots.” I twisted, skipped closer a step, then slammed my heel onto his instep.

      He roared and released me to the cackling of the other Hunters.

      “It’s not the dragon you need on your next job, Cuthnor,” the gangly Tynin called out as I used a rag from my pouch to clean spittle from my finely stitched gray leather boots.

      Cuthnor stood, still cupping his man bits. “Berserker bitch.”

      The slur had always pleased me because I took pride in my Berserker blood. I didn’t know how many folk still possessed the battle rage magic of my people, but the gift had to be rare. The king had seen to that, I thought darkly.

      “That’s right,” I said to Cuthnor. “Don’t forget it.”

      Cuthnor stalked away toward the horse stables as the rest of the Hunters gave me space. I smoothed my hands down Arkyn’s belly and unbuckled the saddle. Drawing it over him, I was careful not to clip his wing. Sure, he could handle the pain of a scratched wing, but those lovely appendages were sensitive. I handed the saddle off to a stable boy, then walked alongside Arkyn across the mud-slick cobblestones of the courtyard.

      In the sanded square near the entrance to the mess hall, Raulian fought Vi bare-knuckled. Raulian’s gaze flicked to me as we passed. Vi knocked him hard with a nice right cross.

      “Better focus on the training, Raul.” I snorted a laugh.

      He came back at Vi with a series of expert strikes. Raulian wasn’t the sharpest fellow, but he was a good person and the nearest thing to a friend aside from Arkyn.

      Servants in crisp linen aprons and tunics carried baskets of dirtied laundry from the arched doorways of the barracks and into the servants’ hall near the chandler’s workshop. I’d always thought it ridiculous that Master insisted the servants remain so tidy when he didn’t give a rat’s foot about what we Hunters looked like.

      A shudder rippled through my bones and I swallowed a familiar sour taste on the back of my tongue. Arkyn nudged my shoulder and his tongue darted out to touch my cheek.

      “Stop, you little beastie. You know I hate that.”

      With the sleeve of my tunic, I wiped dragon drool from my face. Though Arkyn’s concern over my longstanding full-on fear of Master was sweet, I had no space for it in my life. Hunters had to be cold and show no trepidation—even in front of the man who beat us when we failed in a mission and who controlled the death curse runes inked at the back of our necks.

      When we reached the corner of the lower kitchens building, Arkyn lifted his head and sniffed loudly right next to my ear. I shoved him away a step as the scent of freshly baked bread and venison stew filled my nose.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll get you some later.” Master would pay me well for killing that monster so quickly. I’d have enough to feed us both for at least two days.

      Wide stone steps led up to the abandoned scriptorium, which was now Arkyn’s nest. Master had ordered the entrance torn down and a new one crafted of roughly hewn wood, wide enough to permit Arkyn easily. Three slender windows let in some of the approaching storm’s metallic breeze and a portion of the day’s weak light. Fresh hay sat in a large circle in the back corner of the empty room, along with a trough I filled with water every day before sunrise. Beside that, a wide copper bowl showed the remnants of Arkyn’s squirrel and crabapple breakfast, cores and small bones discarded neatly into two piles.

      I grabbed the dish and dumped the contents into the rubbish bin that the servants would discard for me later. They did it for free because Master ordered them to keep Arkyn’s nest clean. Master didn’t give food freely to people, but he did provide a portion for the only dragon Isernwyrd had housed as a Hunter’s familiar in two centuries.

      A knock sounded behind me and I turned toward the entrance to see Raulian.

      “You look even paler than usual.” The man was as fair as a summer’s day. Though I hailed from Fjordbok, I wasn’t as light-skinned as him.

      Raulian pushed his curly white-blond hair away from his face and swallowed. “Master calls for you. The king is here and asking for you.”

      I dropped the copper dish and it clanged against the flagstone floor, making Arkyn draw back and hiss.

      “What? Now?” I hadn’t even washed the gargoyle muck off my hands.

      “Immediately. Need me to get Arkyn some grub?”

      I scratched the only soft spot on my dragon’s body—a tiny square of hide behind his ears—then left him with a lazy fist-to-the-chest salute. Starting out of the room, I clapped Raulian on the shoulder.

      “Yeah, that would be good. Thanks, Raul. But watch your fingers.”

      I grinned wickedly and Arkyn took his cue, bristling so that the spear-sharp spikes on his tail fanned out and upward.

      “Good dragon,” Raul murmured as I left them to it.

      I enjoyed teasing Raul, but it was only a weak distraction from the buzzing in my head and the tingling of my fingers. Why was the king here and asking for me? I had never met our ruler. The king always gave his assignments to Master, who then passed them on to whichever Hunter fit the job best.

      Hurrying across the courtyard, I eyed the cut on my arm. It wasn’t deep, but I needed to clean it soon to avoid infection. Gargoyles were nasty beasts.

      Two guards stopped me at the door to Master’s chambers. One pointed to my forehead. “You’ve got Unseelie blood on your face.”

      “All the better to show him I’ve been hard at work.” I gave the man a nod and he opened the door.

      Standing in a pool of sunlight that was as gold as spilled dragon blood, Master spoke in quick whispers to the king. Road dust caked the hem of King Darrew’s ruby-red cloak and made his salt-and-pepper hair look brown. He turned as I walked in, his eyes already studying every inch of me.

      I didn’t know which one I’d rather run through. Both, if my dreams ever came true. I laughed silently at myself and sank into a low bow, my fist against my shoulder in the Hunter fashion, waiting until they spoke to me.

      “The dragon Huntress with Berserker blood.” The king’s voice slid across the chamber’s dark stone floor like a snake. His boots sounded his approach while the slap of Master’s bare feet marked his movement. “Rise,” King Darrew said.

      I did so but kept my eyes cast downward. “As you order, my king.”

      Master poked my ribs with his walking stick. “Show him your ice eyes, Huntress Revna.”

      Standing perfectly still, I looked at the king, whose eyes flickered with interest. But what kind of interest? A man’s lust? A rich man’s desire for that which is rare? Or was he only here for a job and my pale blue eyes—the mark of Berserker blood—meant I could do what he needed done?

      The king’s gaze left my face and found Master’s. “Will she do it?”

      Master set a heavily ringed hand on his stomach and raised a thick eyebrow. “If you order it so.”

      “This job will require an especially strong focus to complete successfully and with grace.”

      “If she doesn’t complete this mission, she dies.” Master shrugged.

      The king smiled and he crossed his arms. “I like the way you work, Master of the Hunters. It’s simple. Clean.”

      “Effective,” I said.

      Both men’s eyes momentarily widened, but respect shone in the king’s look. I guessed he would like a show of my bold nature. If he wanted a Berserker, he wanted the death of someone difficult to kill. And he’d come here in the flesh instead of sending a missive. Whatever this job was, it sure wouldn’t be a walk down the flowered lane.

      “I am your servant, my king.” I bowed again. Groveling to these monsters was disgusting, but I had no desire for a beating before my nap and meal.

      The tip of Master’s stick found my chin and he lifted my head. “Shall I tell her, my king, or do you want to?”

      King Darrew’s smile turned my stomach. He met my gaze. “You, my rare Huntress, are to kill the King of the Fae.”

      My mouth fell open and cold swept through me like winter had fallen on Isernwyrd with that one sentence.

      My life was over.

      GET THE FAE KING’S ASSASSIN TODAY!
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      Hello! Can’t get enough, huh? I like that about you.

      So when I started writing this novel, I had to figure out what would inspire both settings—Bronwyn’s temple and Toren’s realm.

      I binged The Makanai: Cooking for the Maiko House and decided to use pieces of geiko/geisha traditions to inspire the Star Goddess temple. Now, listen when I say that the terrible way that House Mother acts and the rituals and behavior is not the way things are at a geisha house. I simply saw things like the names on the boards, the tiny foods, and the dancing as a jumping off point for my own world. I have so much respect for other cultures and would never want to make anyone think I was representing them as a person outside their culture. It is only for very loose inspiration and for the good parts of that setting.

      As for Toren’s realm, I let my newsletter folks vote between several countries to inspire the Night Realm. They chose Norway and I couldn’t be happier. Once again, the Unseelie world definitely isn’t Norway and nor did I try to make it a copy. I simply was inspired by their food and a few behaviors—all good things.

      By far, most of the elements of each setting and every bit of each character are from my own head. But I do think it’s fun to share some inspiration.

      I hope you enjoyed it!
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      The Fae King’s Assassin

      Enchanting the Elven Mage

      Enchanting the Fae Prince

      Bound By Dragons, a standalone story set in the Realm of Dragons and Fae

      The Pirate King’s Thief, the next standalone novel in the Realm of Dragons and Fae!
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