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What is to give light
must endure burning



- Viktor E. Frankl
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The Forbidden Fae King recap


Keira Appleshield is the second daughter of Lord Protector Edmund, a nobleman who shields their kingdom of Strathia from the threat of invasion by their oldest enemy, the fae.

She leads great fae hunts to rid their lands of the dangerous beasts. Her family are some of the most powerful magic wielders in their kingdom.

Every seven years, the veil between the human and fae realms thins enough for creatures of both worlds to cross over. The human realm is losing its magic, and they send women into enemy lands to steal it back.

When Keira discovers that Prince Finan, whom she is to marry, has wandering eyes, she breaks off her promise to him. Instead, she takes the pilgrimage to the fae lands with her sister Caitlin, the heir to the Lord Protector and the commander of his army.

Both women are warned to stay away from the high fae at all costs. They are violent and manipulative, and imprison human women to be their consorts. But Keira and Caitlin step through the portal and straight into the middle of a battle between high fae, where Keira lays eyes on Aldrin, sword drawn and dripping with someone else’s blood.

Aldrin is the true king of the Spring Court, but he lives in exile, trying to heal the dying lands of his realm, while his enemy Titania sits on his throne.

Keira is injured in the battle and Aldrin takes her with him when his forces retreat, separating her from Caitlin. It triggers every fear Keira has of the high fae and she believes Aldrin has taken her as his slave.

After many trials, Aldrin and Keira become lovers, even though she must return home. Keira is reunited with Caitlin, and Aldrin heals the wounds between himself and Cyprien, his oldest friend and brother-in-law. They travel across the Spring Court as Aldrin musters support and Keira completes the mission of her pilgrimage.

When they arrive in the City of Vertical Gardens, Aldrin’s capital city, he confronts the High Chancellor Titania and the senate with evidence that their lands are dying, which the ruling class previously refused to believe.

He gathers support, but Titania hires the Assassins of Belladonna to kill him. They chase Aldrin, Keira and their followers out of the city, and take up a defensive post at the Frozen River Fortress. The attacks won’t stop until the assassins are successful in killing Aldrin.

Keira sees the devastation of the dying Spring Court and feels the only way to save her realm and Aldrin’s is to leave him, no matter how it breaks both their hearts. She must marry Prince Finan and form an alliance with the fae when she becomes his queen.

The portals are almost closed, not to open for another seven years, when Keira crosses back to the human world.

When she arrives at the palace, Keira discovers the horrible truth: she will have no power there, and has made a terrible mistake. She cries for Aldrin, and he hears her across realms.

Keira formally ends her engagement with Prince Finan, and he reacts violently.

In the middle of the night, Keira flees the palace with her brother Diarmuid, racing all the way to the portals that lead to the fae realm. She tries to open the portals and return to Aldrin, but they are firmly shut. With a block on her power, Keira doesn’t have enough magic to activate them.

The High Priestess Naomi, Keira’s grandmother, finds her there and brings her to the priestesses’ sanctuary, where she is holding Aldrin and his fae as prisoners in her temple with spells and wards.

Aldrin came for her.

They are briefly reunited, but Keira’s father, the Lord Protector, arrives with his army to eliminate the fae threat.

In a standoff between Aldrin and Edmund, it is revealed that Aldrin visited the human realm years before to negotiate a trade agreement between humans and fae, where he asked Edmund for Keira’s hand in marriage. A battle broke out between them shortly after.

Edmund believes Aldrin has marked Keira as his and has never stopped hunting her since—that he is a crazed, possessive fae who will steal her away against her will.

Aldrin is injured and captured, and wakes in Edmund’s prison, bound in chains.


Chapter 1
Aldrin


Iwill go mad here, in this cell and isolation. Already I feel my sanity slipping away.

I rake my fingernails down my face to feel something. The walls, ceiling and floor are all the same rough gray stone that seems to close in on me, inching closer until I cannot breathe. 

My only saving grace is the narrow, barred window high on the wall. It is my tether to reality, with the stars visible at night and a sunbeam that moves across the wall as the day passes.

Yesterday, I had the strength to pull myself up to the window, to catch a glimpse outside. All I could see was blue sky. It told me nothing of where I am. 

A deep weakness rolls through me, and my head spins so badly that I have hardly left this hard pallet all day. I watch the shadows move as I brood on every turn of events that led me here. At least they have removed the damned shackles from my wrists, seeing me for the pitiful shell of a man that I am. 

Intense hunger curls in my stomach. It is like a mad beast fighting within me, ripping my guts apart with sharp claws. Nausea threatens to empty my stomach of what little there is inside of it, bile rising in my throat.

Each day they leave me a single piece of bread so stale it takes a long time for my teeth to work through it. Each day except today.

The small pitcher of water they offer always comes with the bitter tang of poison in it. At first, I tried to refuse the drugged water, knowing it would suppress my power, but my thirst grew. It became unbearable as my throat dried out so badly I had coughing fits, and my mouth felt like it had been abraded with sand. 

My eyelids become so heavy that I drift away to sleep, the intoxicating fingers of oblivion tugging at my consciousness. I am too tired to fight it.

A burst of ice-cold water falls upon me as though a bucket has been tipped over my head. It keeps cascading down until I gasp awake and rear up, sputtering as it catches in my windpipe. 

The room moves wildly around me, but I pin my back to the wall. I am shaking uncontrollably from the cold drenching of my clothes and the shock of awakening, but I am not surprised.

They will not let me sleep.

For days, every time I’ve passed out, I have been awoken in the same manner.

I suck the water from my dripping sleeves and ignore the sourness from my dirty clothes. It is not enough to even take the edge off my thirst, but it is something. Magic evaporates the water unnaturally fast, so I only taste a few drops.

I glance at the five scratches etched into the wall opposite me. I have been here for five days. It feels like a month. A year. An eternity.

A small panel slides open at the base of the heavy door, and a single mug is pushed through. I stare at it as though it is a viper. My parched throat convulses at the sight of water slopping down its sides, but my stomach rolls and twists with the knowledge of the poison within.

A war rages within me. My fingers twitch to reach out for that mug. I stare at it unblinkingly. All at once my resolve shatters, and I leap off the pallet like a wild animal and fall upon the mug. I pick it up carefully, as I would a newborn babe, and without losing a drop, I bring it to my cracked lips. 

I gulp it all down. It is the sweetest nectar. The water coats my mouth, my throat, and for a heartbeat they don’t ache or burn.

I take careful steps toward the wall and etch another line into it with the mug. Air magic pools around me, and the vessel that I could use as a weapon is dragged from my hands and pulled back through the gap in the door. 

That small volley of air is enough to have me staggering backward. My heels hit the pallet and I collapse onto it. The poison burns in my stomach like the strongest of whiskeys. It shoots through my veins, a fire that reaches the tips of my limbs and blocks my power. 

A thick blackness rolls around me. They have overdosed me this time. I know this, but I can’t find the energy to care.

I fall into unconsciousness. 

It feels like I am immediately ripped from a dreamless sleep as freezing water drenches me completely, running down my body and off the bed like a waterfall, pooling on the ground around my feet.

The moment I open my eyes, the cascade overhead cuts off and the water evaporates before I can fall to my knees and drink off the ground.

Laughter gurgles out of me at the irony of such desperate thirst when there is constantly so much water around me. My entire chest heaves as the sound hacks out of me. The hysterics continue until I can no longer remember what is so funny. Then I want to cry.

“You must be enjoying your stay here, Aldrin, if you find something so amusing,” a feminine voice rings out. I know who that hard tone belongs to, but I don’t have the presence of mind to place it.

I squint at the door as my vision doubles. A reedy woman is standing there, bathed in light like a white halo. This must be a hallucination. I turn away from the sight that burns my eyes, closing them for just a moment.

“Look at me, you useless fae!”

I definitely know that voice. It isn’t enough to coax me from my stupor. Fatigue weighs heavily on me and threatens to drag me down. I can’t let it do that, but for the life of me, I can’t remember why.

“You will cooperate with me, Aldrin, if you ever want to see my granddaughter again.” 

I whip my head back, blinking, and finally recognize the High Priestess. The door is shut behind her. It is just the two of us in this room. She has a thick air shield around her as though she is approaching some wild, vicious beast.

I guess that is what I am to her.

I cringe at the sight of that shield. I relied so heavily on my own within the doorway of the temple, when Keira and I confronted the might of her father and his army. My people threaded their magic into it as well, reinforcing it, but as her father revealed my secret and she backed away from me with betrayal painting her face, I loosened my grip on it.

That was all he needed to rip my shield apart. A few cracks.

I underestimated the power and ruthlessness of the Lord Protector, and I will never make that mistake again. What I would like to know is how a man in this realm, parading as a human, has magic more powerful than my own.

“What do you want from me, Naomi?” I croak the words out, unused to talking. I lean my head against the wall, but I keep my eyes trained on her.

“What do I want from you?” She screeches. “What do I want from you? How about you tell me why you had the audacity to hunt my granddaughter into this land? You broke the laws of both realms! She told you she was leaving you for another man, but you came anyway. Do you think you own her? That you have a right to her body and life, just because she shared your bed for a little while?”

The High Priestess’ nostrils flare wide and her bony shoulders are whipcord tight, her fists clenched as though she would claw my eyes out. 

I laugh at the mental image. I must be delirious. “We did a lot more than share a bed.”

On cue, she bristles, her dark eyebrows scrunching tight and her mane of white hair flowing around her. “Understand this, Aldrin. You are at our mercy. No one is coming to save you, not even my granddaughter, so you can stop your bravado. Cooperate with us, and maybe you can see Keira, if she even wants to lay eyes on you again.”

“Or you can fucking let me go before I tear this place apart. Stop poisoning me and see what happens. I could destroy you all without lifting a hand,” I growl, but my throat is too dry and my voice too gravelly for it to have the right affect.

“And why would we do a thing like that? No, we like you exactly where we have you. My son has questions for you, and you will do well to answer them, but we must get one thing straight.” She says.

For a heartbeat, a hint of desperation flashes within her eyes, then disappears.

“You will not reveal to him or any other who hasn’t taken the pilgrimage the truth of our magical pregnancies. Do not even allude to the fact that those offspring have a fae parent, especially not where Caitlin is concerned. If you do, I will whisk Keira away to the far reaches of the kingdom and you will never see her again.”

My throat closes up at the thought, and panic speeds my heart. I desperately need to see Keira, to touch her and hope she will listen to me, but I am so scared of what I will find in her eyes the next time I do.

“You should understand one thing, Naomi. I will find Keira, wherever you take her.” I lean forward over my knees, my lips pulling back in a snarl. “You may hold me now, but you won’t keep my magic restrained forever. The only way I will leave this realm is if I hear the command from her mouth. Save us all the trouble and let me speak with her.”

“I want your oath that you won’t reveal the secrets of the pilgrimage,” she snaps.

I throw my head back and laugh, the sound deep, throaty and unhinged. “Why in all the darkest realm would I give away my last bargaining chip? You must think me stupid.”

She stares at me, eyes narrowing as the cogs turn in her head, but a knock comes on the door.

A guard pops his head into the room and Naomi shoots him a dark look. “High Priestess…er…the Lord Protector is demanding to see the captive now. He is quite…impatient.”

Naomi turns back to me. “Choose your next move carefully, Aldrin.”

I give her a predator’s grin and revel in the way the color drains from her face.

Multiple guards pour into the room. Two pull me from the bed and half carry me under the shoulders, their fingers digging painfully into my arms. They reek of sweat. These humans are afraid of me, despite my weakened condition.

The world tilts around me as the blood rushes from my head, but I keep my footing.

The corridor is narrow, cast in dim light with very few fire orbs hugging the ceiling. We pass door after door, but I cannot hear anything beyond them. The wards rippling over each of them are so heavy that my people could be screaming in their cells and I wouldn’t know it.

My muscles ripple with the need to break away from these guards and tear open the doors. To free my people. To see that they are still alive. I owe it to them as their king, their leader and their friend. But I can’t walk without the guards’ support, much less fight them off. I grind my teeth as a fire of rage builds within me.

I am brought to a large room and immediately hit by a wall of smoky heat from a crackling fireplace and the mouth-watering scents of a banquet.

The extent of the chill that has seeped into my bones becomes evident as my flesh tingles painfully. Starvation rears its ugly head, making my stomach cramp. 

The bright light hurts my eyes and I blink several times as I am deposited into a chair, half falling into it. Immediately, thick bands of air magic wrap around my arms, torso and legs, binding me to the chair.

“Aldrin. You look like shit.”

My eyes seek the source of that brassy rumble, finding Keira’s father seated opposite me. 

Edmund’s red-gold hair is neatly combed around his face, reaching his chin. It looks so much like Keira’s, with every shade of red, orange and gold present within it. His sculpted beard is freshly trimmed and his cheeks are ruddy above it, but it is those large eyes that captivate me. Emerald green, crinkling with false humor.

I don’t know what game he is playing, but ice-cold claws rake down my back.

I glance frantically around the room for weapons of torture, straps and hot pokers, pliers and small knives, but find none. There is nothing except the desk between us spread out with a feast, a few armchairs, and maps all over the walls. This is a study of sorts.

“I have you to thank for the way I look,” I say.

“My hospitality could be worse.” He shrugs. “By the laws of these lands, you should be dead by now.”

“And my people? Has your hospitality been extended to them?” Cold sweat drips down my back. All this time, I have been terrified of the answer.

Edmund tsks. “I’ll be asking the questions.”

“Damn it, Edmund! Tell me what you have done with them!” I yell, struggling to break free of the bonds.

He taps a finger on the desk while he thinks. “Your people are here…in varying conditions.”

Intense relief floods me. It is the smallest mercy, knowing they live. It is chased by bitter dread that explodes into the fire of fury when his words fully register. “What do you mean by varying conditions? What have you done to them?”

Edmund doesn’t look at me. He picks up a plate and piles it with buttery potatoes and peas, roast lamb that drips juices, carrots glistening with honey. Edmund passes the plate to his mother, who must have entered the room behind me, then prepares another for himself. 

“ANSWER ME!” I scream. “What have you done to my people?”

“Patience, Aldrin. There is plenty of time to speak, but you will need your manners if you want any answers from me.” Edmund pops a potato in his mouth.

I grind my teeth. If he wants to play games, I can play too.

I can’t stop staring at all that food spread out before me. The rich scents waft to me, savory and sweet, with hints of herbs and garlic. Pain twists my stomach as it rumbles loudly. It’s been more than a day since I’ve had anything to eat, and I ate next to nothing in the days before that.

Edmund’s gaze remains locked on me as he pours wine from a jug, and my eyes dip down to the arc of beautiful crimson liquid that taunts my parched throat.

He takes a slow mouthful of meat, and a hint of a smile curls his lips. “You look like a starving man, Aldrin. Why don’t you have a bite?” 

Edmund takes the last plate, puts a sliver of meat on it and places it before me, then releases the magic holding my arms. I contemplate throwing the dish at his head for a long moment, but I need answers more than violence right now.

My hand darts out with lightning speed and the morsel is in my mouth before I can stop myself. Flavors burst upon my tongue as the fat drips down my throat.

Edmund raises an eyebrow at me. He silently puts another tiny portion of food onto the plate and puts it down just outside of my reach. It calls to me.

“Answer my questions and you can eat more. Impress me, and perhaps I’ll give you wine as well.” He smiles, but there’s no warmth in it. 

“I want to speak with Keira.” My hands ball into fists. “I want to see her.”

“There is no way you will see my daughter!” Edmund growls, his lips pulled back from his teeth. “Now answer my questions. Why did you come to these lands with a band of warriors?”

My desperate actions look bad, but I had to come for Keira. I had no choice. Not when she was wailing for me across worlds with such need.

“Keira called me here.” The honest words slip from me. I am too tired to think straight.

“LIAR!” the High Priestess yells beside her son.

Edmund places a hand on her arm. “Let’s hear what he has to say first.”

“I traveled to this realm to speak with her, that is all,” I bite out. “We were having a lovely conversation before you arrived and shot up my people. Don’t fucking forget, Edmund, that you were the one who attacked first. That we came here peacefully.” I grip the armrests of my chair so tightly that the wood splinters beneath my grasp.

“You came here for a conversation? Now, that doesn’t sound likely, does it, Mother?” Edmund takes a long draw of his wine, then pours more, topping up both their cups. I know he does it to taunt me. “I will ask you again. Why did you come to these lands with a band of warriors?”

“Did I stutter, Edmund? Ask me a thousand times. The truth isn’t going to change,” I bark out. “I brought my personal guard because this realm isn’t welcoming of my kind.”

Edmund stands and leans over the table, eyes narrowing. “You traveled here to take Keira as your consort, by whatever means possible. To drag her back to your lands. Were you planning to kidnap other women? Are there more of you coming?”

“I would not force Keira to do a damned thing.” I lean as far forward as the bindings of air magic around my torso allow, my voice low and deadly. “She wanted me to⁠—”

Edmund slams his fist on the table and the plates rattle. “Damn it, Aldrin! This is my daughter you are speaking of. These are my women I need to protect. Tell me when the rest of you will arrive.”

“There are no other fae crossing over!”

We glare at each other for a long time. Pent-up energy courses through me with nowhere to go, and I wonder how much Keira would hate me if I killed her father. I could do it with a whisper of magic if I had it, or if an ounce of my physical strength returned and I got him off guard. I can be a very resourceful man.

Edmund sits down and scowls at me. Maybe he is having the exact same thoughts. He takes that steaming plate of food and pushes it just into my reach, but as I try to grab it, he pulls it back an inch. “You can have all of this food”—his other hand indicates the feast—“if you just answer my questions truthfully.”

“By the Soul Ripper, Edmund,” I curse.

“He is clearly not hungry enough,” Naomi quips. “Maybe starve him some more.”

“What has Keira said?” I snap. I need to know what she is thinking.

“Keira doesn’t want to speak of you.” Naomi flicks her fingers in a dismissive gesture. “She has cast you from her mind, Aldrin, because she knows you are nothing more than a predator, like all high fae.”

I flinch at those words. They cut deep, twisting a knife in my heart. “No,” I whisper. “No, she couldn’t possibly. Not after everything.”

Both sets of eyes narrow on me, then they share a dark look. 

Naomi’s long nails tap the desk with agitation. Pure panic flashes within her eyes and disappears so quickly, I wonder if I imagined it. “What spell do you have over Keira?” she demands. “How are you clouding her judgment and controlling her?”

I smirk. So Keira does not hate me completely. I gaze from mother to son. “Do you really not know? Can you not see it?” They stare at me, frowns deepening. “I hold the oldest, most powerful and most common enchantment over her. She is in love with me, and I with her. There is no magic or spells between us, other than the blood oath I pledged to her, but that holds me at her mercy.”

Did Keira allow me to be captured, or did she fight? If she cares for me, why hasn’t she hasn’t come for me?

“You think a lot of yourself, fae.” Edmund’s air bands constrict painfully around my chest and legs as his eyes bore into mine. 

“I think our girl likes the idea of you, especially with the pretty package you come in, but love? I don’t think so.” The High Priestess laughs mockingly. It sounds forced.

“You are the ones who think I have enchanted her.” I put my arms behind my head as casually as I can, without hinting at the pain the movement brings. Behind my false bravado, I am desperate for them to see the truth.

I am a lovesick fae who will follow Keira to the end of the universe, even if it means my destruction, and I am absolutely harmless to them.

Edmund’s lips press into a thin line. “Tell me about this oath you made to her.”

I exhale slowly. “She didn’t trust me when we first met, even though I tended to her wounds, gave her food and shelter, and offered to help her find her sister, because your people filled her head with mistruths and old prejudices. I made a blood oath that I would never hold her against her will. I cannot kidnap her, bind her or imprison her.”

A heavy silence falls over the room. 

“Ask Keira yourself,” I say. “If you still believe a word she says.”

“So, you need to use emotional manipulation and lies to lure her back,” Naomi spits at me, and my scowl deepens. This woman twists everything I say. She turns to the Lord Protector. “We can work with that. It won’t be too hard to lift the veil from her eyes.”

“Why is Keira not here, having this pleasant discussion with us? She has a right to know what you are doing. How you are keeping me.” My tone betrays my desperation.

Naomi cocks her head to the side with false pity. “She doesn’t want to see you, Aldrin. If there is any small part of her that still wants you, we will rip it out. She deserves so much better than a high fae.”

“Like being sold off to the worthless prince who tried to strangle her, all to better the fortunes of your family?” I growl, pulling viciously at my bindings.

Edmund’s expression shutters and I know I have cut deep. A sharp spike of satisfaction fills me. 

He points a finger at me. “You will die here before you lay eyes on my daughter again. Understand that, Aldrin. There are no lengths I won’t go to if it means I can protect her.”

I believe it. A deep, primal part of me knows it to be the truth. The best I can do is to get my people out.

I sway in my seat as heavy fatigue falls on me like a suffocating blanket. The lack of sleep and food dulls my thoughts and for a moment, it is all too much. The headache that has been my constant companion grows until there is nothing else.

I will drown in the currents of these games. They will turn Keira against me. They will reframe the beautiful tenderness and passion we shared into an affair of abuse, and her thoughts will sour when they land on the short time we spent together.

Hopelessness floods through me, deeper than the despair I felt during my isolation. But no matter the odds against me, I will always fight for Keira.

Edmund slides the plate of food forward an inch, allowing me to take it. My numb fingers clumsily grab at the relative delicacies: two thin slivers of meat, a single baby potato, a carrot and three peas. I gulp it down before he can whisk it away, but the portion is just enough to whet my appetite, to make me remember just how hungry I am.

“Do you see how we take care of you when you cooperate?” Edmund reclines in his seat, sipping his wine. His words sound like they come from a great distance. “Think on it in your isolation. I hope next time you are more forthcoming.”

I slam the plate back down on the table and break it in two. “For the love of the gods, Edmund⁠—”

Naomi cuts me off. “Otherwise we’ll have to resort to crueler methods.”

“I want to know about my people. Are they being kept in this prison? Are you torturing them with deprivation as well? Have you questioned them?” I grip a shard of pottery so tightly in my fist it draws blood, pointing it at Edmund threateningly. “TELL ME!”

Thick bands of air wrap around my arms, pinning them to my sides, then slowly pry open my fingers to remove the makeshift weapon. Sweat drips down Edmund’s face with the precise work.

“So many questions, Aldrin, when you refuse to answer ours.” Naomi tsks, then calls for the guards.

I fight them as they pull me out of my seat, kicking one in the groin, managing to break free of a bind and elbowing another in the jaw. “EDMUND!” I roar as I am hauled to my feet. “Have you hurt my people?”

He doesn’t answer as I am dragged from the room by multiple soldiers and back down the corridor, stumbling and tripping over my own feet as the last of my energy reserves flees me.

We pass through the layers of wards crisscrossing the doorway of my cell, then the guards dump me unceremoniously on the stone floor. I land on my knees, the shock of the impact running up my legs, quickly followed by searing pain. The door slams shut behind me. 

Poisoned, starved, denied sleep for days, heartbroken—not to mention the sickly fear curdling within my stomach for my band of warriors…it is almost enough to break a man, and they haven’t lifted a hand to me, or sliced a physical wound. Not yet.

I scream and scream and scream. 

I pour all my fury, agony, grief and despair into that animalistic roar. I beat my fists on the ground.

None of it matters. No one can hear me.


Chapter 2
Keira


Inky darkness engulfs me on all sides, only partially broken by the fire orbs that hover around us. Their warm light illuminates the heavy dust motes that hang in the air of these ancient dungeons. I struggle to breathe as panic claws through me and my heart pounds frantically.

I have to find him. I have to find him.

It has been six days since they took Aldrin from me. I cannot bear the possibility of him being locked down here, in a cell that hasn’t been disturbed in hundreds of years.

The only sounds are the scurrying of rats and the dripping of water. Dirt and muck coat the walls of the narrow corridor that leads deeper into the dungeons.

The cells are rank, scattered with yellow bones and decaying cloth, as though people were shoved down here then forgotten about. Each room we pass falls back into complete blackness as our orbs recede.

A person could go mad down here in six days.

A sob wrenches out of me at the very thought. A vision flashes in my mind: Aldrin screaming and screaming in a cell and no one being able to hear him. It breaks my heart.

An arm wraps around my shoulders, and I flinch despite myself. 

“If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think Father is cruel enough to keep anyone in these old dungeons.” Diarmuid whispers the words, as though he is afraid of waking old spirits. “Especially not when they are in this condition.”

I stop and turn to him, pulling a thick spider web from his hair. He shudders visibly at the sight of it. “I need to be sure,” I say. “I’m sorry to drag you down here again, but I couldn’t do this alone.” My voice breaks.

My brother’s hold on me tightens. “Nor should you. Like I said, I am here to support you in whatever capacity you need me, but we did search this place thoroughly yesterday…and the day before.”

Guilt washes through me for dragging my brother to this horrible place that should be left to the old bones and vermin. For not being able to find Aldrin, no matter where I search.

He could be dead already for all I know. My throat constricts as pain burns through me. Tears prickle my eyes.

Surely my father would not lie to me about that.

No matter what Aldrin has done, no matter who he really is, he doesn’t deserve to be kept in a place like this. To be abused or mistreated.

“What if there is a trapdoor we have missed? Secret chambers or a hidden staircase?” My voice turns shrill. “I cannot leave him here.”

As I start spiraling, Diarmuid takes my arm and leads me on. “Then let’s search this place and leave no room for doubt.”

We already visited the active prison multiple times, but there were only humans in the white-tiled rooms, waiting for their trials. I have always been proud of the fact that my father has never used this dank, inhumane dungeon. That our prisoners have clean beds, blankets and full bellies. 

The apartments for securing highborn prisoners are also empty. Those lush chambers have every amenity available for comfort, while bars, guards and wards ensure none can break out. That is where I want Aldrin and his band of supporters. 

We trudge through the dungeon in silence, and my helpless panic slowly recedes as we confirm every corner is empty, with no hidden doors or tunnels. 

“What if he isn’t in the keep?” I whisper as we make our way back.

“He will be. It is far too great a risk to transport all those fae elsewhere. Their capture, and the fact that they were not executed immediately, is a well-guarded secret. Besides, Father said he spoke with Aldrin.”

I take my brother’s hand and squeeze it. “Thank you.”

He pulls me against his chest and gives me a quick hug. “You would have done the same for me.”

We take the stairs up from the old dungeons and blink as we step into beams of bright daylight seeping into a rarely used foyer of the keep.

I cough as the fresh air enters my dust-filled lungs. I instinctually bring a hand to my mouth, but I quickly cut the motion short. My fingers are grimy, and my sleeves are coated in dirt and spider webs. Diarmuid smacks at his clothes with vigor, causing a puff of dust to rise around us. 

A deep despair fills me at my continued failure to find Aldrin. Does he believe I have abandoned him? That I will allow his death?

I am constantly so afraid for him, I cannot eat or sleep—but it doesn’t mean I’m not absolutely livid with him. It doesn’t mask the betrayal that coats my tongue with bitterness, or the hollowness of my heart. It doesn’t prevent my rages whenever I am alone in my rooms, tossing pillows and books against the wall. 

I trusted Aldrin. I gave him my heart and my body, and he lied to me.

How much of what happened between us was true? A shiver racks through my entire body at the thought and it threatens to turn me into a weeping mess.

These obsessive searches for Aldrin help me as much as they help him, because they serve as a distraction from the emotions closing in around me.

I don’t know what I will do if I find him. I am not ready to look him in the eye and have an honest conversation about the things that lie between us. I am not ready to hear him out. I think I would make sure he is safe, then slap his pretty face.

My steps down the corridor speed up as my mind spins in circles, rage brimming within me. 

Diarmuid grabs my elbow and slows me to almost a stop. “Speak to me. Or if not me, at least Caitlin or Brianna.” His hazel eyes are clouded with worry, and his light brown shoulder-length hair sticks up in tufts coated with dust.

I rub my temples. “There are a thousand thoughts in my head. I am so angry with him and so scared for him. Part of me is elated that he came for me, but another part is horrified at the idea that he could have been manipulating me this whole time. How could he not tell me that he tried to take me before? That he fought our father over me? What if he is like every other aggressively possessive fae?”

Footsteps echo through the corridor behind us, growing closer, but whoever it is hasn’t rounded the corner yet.

Diarmuid glances quickly over his shoulder in their direction. “I find it hard to believe that every person in an entire race could be exactly the same. Our father and grandmother will tell you one thing, but in the end, you have to trust your own gut. None of us know Aldrin and his supporters like you do.”

A shuddering breath leaves me. “I don’t know what to think anymore, Diarmuid. I’ve lost my faith in my instincts. I was so wrong about Finan.”

Those footsteps grow louder, and then they are upon us. “My gosh! Keira? Diarmuid? Please tell me the two of you haven’t been searching the dungeons again.”

I turn toward my mother’s voice. Her features are in their usual strained expression, her arching eyebrows raised high and her dark eyes wide. Not a single strand of blond hair is out of place in her updo. It never is.

“The two of you look like street criminals, not a lord and lady.” She reaches us and her fingers fly to my hair, swiftly tidying it. “Were you looking for him again?” 

I straighten my back. “Mother, I am going insane. Why won’t anyone let me see him?”

“Is that what you really want? Are you sure you don’t want your father to handle this? He is trying to protect you from heartache.” She keeps fussing over me, not holding my gaze while she talks. 

“I am not a child in need of protection!” I swat her hands away. “Has everyone in this family forgotten that I have made the crossing? I have proven time and again that I can take care of myself.”

She sighs. “I’ll have to remember that.” She glances at my brother. “You really shouldn’t indulge her, Diarmuid. Keira is having enough of a difficult time without having to comb through dungeons and witness whatever horrors were left down there.” She visibly shudders at the idea, but my brother shrugs.

My mother is strong in her own way. Court intrigues and the deadly game of houses don’t make her bat an eyelid, but the mere mention of violence is more than she can handle.

She witnessed the massacre of her entire house when she was younger than I am now and has traumas beyond what I can imagine. She has never told me exactly what happened, but even the smallest drop of blood sends her back to those moments.

“Where is Aldrin?” I force her to hold my eye.

“He is in the keep, in a place far nicer than those dungeons.” She forces a rigid smile, then places her arm around my shoulders and leads me down the corridor. “Come. Speak of it with your father. And please, for the love of the gods and those around you, try not to get into another yelling match with him.”

My father sits at the large mahogany desk in his study, quill in hand and sheets of parchment all around him. His large form is framed by the leather covers of tomes placed haphazardly in piles on either side of him, and on a tall bookshelf at his back.

My eyes skirt over the gold letters on the spines, noting that he reads of old fae history, but the texts are too recent to be accurate.

As I sit in one of the dark leather couches opposite him, Father’s emerald eyes flick from my drawn face to the grime on my clothes that indicates where I have been and who I have been looking for.

Then they flash with an unreadable emotion. 

“Here to cause more trouble for me, Keira?” He folds his arms before him. “Shouldn’t you have moved to the Sanctuary of Magic by now?”

“Edmund!” my mother chastises him, placing her hands on my shoulders.

“It’s just an observation, Maeve. Finan needs to believe she is devoting herself to the temple. It is the only way to absolve this protectorate of any blame for her leaving him.” His gaze flicks to my brother as Diarmuid flops into the other armchair beside me. “Are all my children ganging up on me now? Caitlin was at my throat just minutes ago.”

Diarmuid opens his mouth, but I don’t let him speak. “Where is he, Father? What have you done with Aldrin?”

His teeth clench and his frown deepens. The intensity of the moment builds and builds until I can’t handle it anymore. 

“I need to know if he is okay,” I spit out.

“Why? Why does it matter if a convicted criminal is okay?” His hands scrunch the parchment beneath them, seemingly without him noticing.

“Because whatever he has done, I can’t change the way I feel about him. I need to hear him out and understand this from his perspective.” As the words pour from me, they rip a hole in my heart. 

“Why do you think I haven’t executed him already?” My father leans forward over his desk, the muscles of his arms bulging. “Why do you think I question him instead? Do you know what I risk in doing that? I take this burden gladly for you, Keira. I need to determine for myself if this man’s lies will break my daughter’s heart a second time.”

“You will NOT execute him! And I do not need you to safeguard me!” I toss my head. “You keep me in ignorance like a child, but it doesn’t benefit me!”

He pinches the bridge of his nose and closes his eyes for a long moment. “Why him? Why a fae? I would have supported you falling in love with anyone else. A commoner, even. But a fae? What am I supposed to do with that, Keira? Allow you to be dragged away by that monster into the Otherworld? It is a father’s worst nightmare.”

I grind my teeth as wave after wave of anger rolls through me. “Aldrin said we could stay here, in this realm, if I wished it. We won’t have to return to the Otherworld if I don’t want to. It is my choice.”

“That’s no life, Keira. Lords and peasants alike would hunt you down in every kingdom.” He deflates back into his chair.

A silence drags out as we glare at each other. I refuse to break it, to back down from this. Aldrin may have shattered my heart and destroyed whatever trust there was between us, but I am the only person here who will fight for him.

My mother gives my shoulders a quick squeeze before releasing them. “Perhaps Keira can join you the next time you question Aldrin?”

“It is her right,” my brother chimes in.

A shudder runs through my father. “Keira, to be very honest with you, I don’t want you to see him in this state.”

“What state?” I stand and slam my hands on his desk. “What have you done to him?” I snarl, the tips of my hair floating upward in a phantom breeze.

Every image from my worst nightmares floods my mind. Aldrin, bloody and sliced up after being tortured, with broken bones and burnt skin. His body starved, ribs showing, his face gaunt with dead eyes. I think I will be sick.

My father waves a hand to dispel my reaction. “No, not like that. No one here has raised a hand against him. There is a side to Aldrin you don’t know, Keira. I suspect the possessed, aggressive man I see is different from the fae you came to know.” 

I fall into my seat. “Tell me.”

My father looks away. “He demands to see you. Claims you are his property, his right, with such viciousness you would think him a wild animal. Aldrin does not believe he has done a single thing wrong, and I suspect that extends to the lies and half-truths he has told you. And the graphic promises of violence he has made to us, to your frail grandmother as well…we have only spoken to him once, and he tried to lunge at us immediately. I had to bind him to his seat with ropes of air so he wouldn’t harm us. Maybe Aldrin can’t physically drag you out of this realm against your will, but have you wondered whether one of his cronies will do it for him? Or maybe he will use sweet words instead.”

“No,” I whisper. “That doesn’t sound like him.” I can’t believe it. I won’t. But there is so much about Aldrin that I hardly know.

My father’s eyes flash with intensity. “He lost his temper and said he will take you back by force. That he has the means to do it, despite his oath. Aldrin admitted more fae are going to make the crossing to help him snatch you, and probably take whoever else they want. They were to follow after him if he didn’t make it back after a certain amount of time. Does the name Cyprien mean anything to you?”

My whole body shakes and I hold my head in my hands. “No. No, he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t. I can’t believe that.” Tears leak down my face as my heart twists so painfully it will surely seize up. Diarmuid hands me a handkerchief, peering into my face with concern.

“I don’t say these things to be a cruel man, Keira.” My father’s voice is gentle. “Only for you to understand the truth of the situation. I will not lose you to another abusive man. Don’t think the way Prince Finan treated you hasn’t eaten me up inside. I hate myself for it every moment of every damned day.”

“Maybe Keira needs to witness this side of him, Edmund,” my mother says from behind me. My father stares at her for a long moment, a muscle ticking in his jaw. He avoids looking at me completely.

They discuss me as though I am not in the room, and I fall into a downward spiral unchecked. Diarmuid reaches over and squeezes my hand in his.

The only thing that pulls me out of it is the click of heeled boots on the wooden floors, and the sudden emergence of my grandmother. She scrutinizes each of us in turn with gray eyes framed by delicate crow’s feet.

“I thought I heard a battle of wills from the corridor.” Her hard voice silences all of us, despite the fact that she is no longer the lady of the house. “It is time, Edmund.” She walks to his desk. “Long past time to tell Keira exactly what happened when Aldrin visited these lands years ago.” 

I tense as my father’s eyes narrow on his mother and they seem to have an entire conversation in that stare.

“Come now, Edmund,” my grandmother coaxes. 

He lets out a long sigh. A horrible, nervous anticipation wrings me out.

“I would blame my actions on being a younger man back then, a more foolish one, but I seem to make just as many reckless choices now with that fae.” My father pauses, clearly picking his next words carefully. “Aldrin sent word ahead of his first visit, claiming he wanted to meet for diplomatic discussions on trade. I thought about our diminishing magic and how fae goods could not only enrich our dangerously low treasury, but also bring magic back to these lands. The notion intoxicated me.”

“So much so that he didn’t listen to reason.” My grandmother seats herself on the edge of his desk. “I wasn’t High Priestess yet, and my predecessor was far more liberal than I.”

I bite my lip, waiting for the blows to come.

“Aldrin arrived with much of the same entourage and more, bearing gifts of rare fruits and their seed stocks, spices and magic-imbued jewelry. A taste of what a trade agreement would bring, he said. He still held his throne back then.” My father runs a hand through his hair. “I thought we’d negotiate for select human merchants to travel to the Otherworld or to make exchanges at the portals, but Aldrin spoke of free migration between realms. He wanted an introduction to King Willard, and you can imagine how that would have gone.

“It became clear that his main goal was to convince humans to immigrate to his realm. For our fertile women to bear their children and become their consorts. He wanted to buy our women with trade.”

My heart pounds painfully. “Did he say as much?”

“He didn’t need to.” My father’s intense gaze never leaves mine. “He kept pushing and pushing for open borders, to dispel old prejudices between our people and to share our cultures.”

“There is nothing wrong with any of that,” I interject.

My grandmother’s body snaps straight and she raises a single eyebrow at me. “That is how they get a foothold in this kingdom. Then there will be no stopping them. We cannot allow ourselves to be vulnerable to the fae again.” 

“I thought the same as you, Keira, at first,” my father says. “That maybe we could test the waters and set up safeguards that would allow us to expel them again if needed. But then Aldrin asked for you, like you were a possession I could give away. My second daughter. He would have taken my baby girl, my child, away from me.” His voice cracks. “Aldrin proposed it as a marriage to solidify our trade agreement, but I knew better. Fae men treat human women as slaves.”

My grandmother doesn’t miss her opportunity. “I believe in that moment Aldrin marked you as his, and he will not stop coming for you.” She walks around the table and holds my hands in hers. “You know what I went through on my pilgrimage. Aldrin is like all fae. He turned vicious and aggressive in his fight to claim you back then, and he will do anything he can to steal you now.”

“The scuffle that broke out wasn’t just his fault.” My father picks up a crystal decanter at the end of his desk and pours himself a glass of whiskey, taking a sip. “It was my temper that flared out of control when that fae threatened to take my daughter as his consort. My little girl. I set my guards on him. Things got out of hand and a battle broke out as we pushed them out of this realm. I told Aldrin if he ever touched my daughter or returned to these lands, I would personally kill him. Immediately. And now, Keira, you have made a liar out of me. Perhaps the other lords are right, and I am far too indulgent with my daughters.”

My entire existence narrows down to the agony blooming within my chest, doubling then tripling. A loud ringing fills my ears and I cannot hear a single thing. Betrayal ripples through my body, my soul, until it is all I know.

These revelations taint every memory of Aldrin’s kindness and the intimacy we had, making me wonder if any of his actions were altruistic or if it was all one giant manipulation.

He tried to steal me from my parents when I was a child. To take me to his court to grow up, so he could then claim me as his queen. That is what he has always wanted from me, isn’t it?

Fatigue rolls through me. I can’t trust my own judgment. My self-confidence withers. Maybe I am still that naive girl who gives her heart away too freely. 

All eyes are on me, and I feel the weight of those gazes. “I still need to speak with him, Father.” The fight has seeped out of me, but I will still have this one last thing.

He sighs. “You can see him when the time is right.”

My grandmother gives him a sharp look.

It is a small win, suboptimal when I need to see him now, but maybe it is all I can manage.

At some point, Diarmuid left the room without my noticing, and he returns now and pulls me up from my seat by the elbow while our parents and grandmother argue over the top of my head.

“You don’t need to hear any more of this,” he says softly, leading me out of my father’s study and into his small personal library beyond. Both of my sisters are waiting there and fall into step with us. We don’t stop our fast pace until we reach my bedchamber, and the door is locked behind us.

I drop onto my bed, sitting there and staring at the floor while a hundred fears race through my head and my heart shatters to pieces.

All I can see is the tenderness in Aldrin’s eyes when he knelt before me in the priestesses’ temple and told me that he would live whatever life I wanted, in whichever realm I picked, so long as I chose him over Finan. That he would cherish me above all else.

He brushed away my tears while he offered all of himself to me and asked for little in return. I cannot believe that was false.

“We need to talk to you, Keira. Please. We are concerned.” Brianna leans down to peer into my face, her pale blond hair brushing my cheek. Her blue eyes are wide, and the worry in them drags me back to the present. My baby sister always knows how to reach me.

I drag in a deep, ragged breath and glance at Caitlin. “I’m guessing Diarmuid left the study to tell you about the fight.” Shame floods me. I cracked so easily under their two-pronged attack. I don’t know if my father is outright lying, exaggerating or telling the truth.

“Of course he did. Diarmuid cannot keep anything to himself. He might explode if he tried to keep a secret in.” Caitlin rolls her eyes at him, flicking her auburn braid over her shoulder. Secretly, she is delighted. My big sister always wants to rush in when I am under attack. But some problems she can’t fix for me.

“Harsh.” Diarmuid takes a seat on the couch opposite me. “I needed backup. Things were getting intense, and I could no longer tell the truths from the lies.”

“I was already hiding in the library and listening in.” Brianna takes my comb from the dresser, sits behind me on the bed and pulls the pins from my hair, soothingly brushing the long strands. “When a servant informed Grandmother of the fight, I may have followed her and strategically placed myself in a hidden spot.”

I cover my face with my hands. “I’m so confused. Everything they said about Aldrin is at such odds with the man I fell for. I thought I knew him, inside and out. That we had shared so much of ourselves with each other. Then to find out there is this whole hidden side of him? It doesn’t make sense to me. Maybe I’m not the best judge of character. I got Finan completely wrong.”

Caitlin stalks across the room, squatting before me and placing her hands firmly on my knees. “I am an excellent judge of character. It is my job as heir to the Lord Protector, and I got to know Aldrin as well. I became good friends with Cyprien and Odiane. You can’t tell me they were all devious and savage. That they treated us with anything but respect. And Cyprien bringing a small army here to kidnap you? Please. I don’t believe it.”

She lets those words hang in the air and a spark of hope ignites within me. It burns through the thick layers of confusion like dry kindling.

“Have you questioned whether it is our father and grandmother who are manipulating you instead of Aldrin?” Diarmuid asks, casually crossing an ankle over his knee.

“They wouldn’t,” I whisper. If I cannot trust them, then I can trust no one. 

“They would, if they thought it was in your best interests. If they believed you were in serious trouble and it was the only way to save you.” Brianna squeezes my arm, then begins braiding my hair. “I’m not implying everything they said was a fabrication, but the way a person presents information can have a huge influence on its impact. Perhaps they exaggerate how Aldrin behaved when they questioned him. If he truly came here because you called him, then he would have a right to feel angry. Maybe key details were left out in Father’s story about Aldrin’s first visit here and how the battle broke out. Father might have convinced himself that a fae army is on its way to threaten us, so he tells it to you as though it is the truth.”

Caitlin lets out a long breath. “Remember, our grandmother had a very traumatic experience in the Otherworld. This fuels both her and Father’s prejudice against the high fae. To discover that a fae traveled across realms in search of her granddaughter would have been very triggering for her.”

My eyes dart between my three siblings. I know this. I have been fighting for Aldrin for days, but I needed to hear it again. To know that I have not lost my mind.

“We are not saying he is innocent.” Diarmuid slowly cracks each of his knuckles. “He might be the crazed and possessive fae they fear, but if you think there is even a chance he is not, then he deserves to be heard out.”

Brianna pins my hair on top of my head. “If Aldrin truly traveled here knowing the risks to himself to save you, and if he offered to give up his crown and be on the run just to be with you, then that is the most romantic thing I have ever heard.” When I glance over my shoulder at her, Brianna’s cheeks are rosy and her gaze is suddenly far away. “I would die if a man gave up everything and defied all odds just to be with me. If I were loved that much.”

My head hurts with the pendulum of thoughts swinging through it.

Caitlin stands. “Don’t forget he made you that oath, to never bind you or hold you against your will. Why would a fae do that if he saw you as his property or right? It could be argued that it was a manipulative tactic to earn your trust, but why go to the effort if he is a crazed fae who would force his will on you? He could have locked you up the first moment he met you, but instead, he escorted us to that portal when we left. We need to find him and his people. We owe them that much.”

“Do you know where they are?” I ask.

A smile grows on Caitlin’s face. “I have a lead. One that our dear brother Diarmuid will bring to fruition.”

My heart tumbles at those words, and I dare to hope.

“Me?” Diarmuid’s eyebrows shoot up. “If I knew where they were, I wouldn’t have combed the damned dungeons multiple times.”

“I spoke with Liam and Aiden, who escorted Father’s fae prisoners,” Caitlin says. “Apparently, there is a prison cut deep in the castle’s bedrock, warded with spells and built specifically to hold fae.”

I lurch forward with a hundred questions on my lips, but she holds up a finger.

“The access point is behind the barracks. We’ll need a letter of authority from the head warden of the prison to enter. Maybe even for him to escort us there in person.” 

I crash hard, bitter disappointment raising bile in my throat. “Father would have given Warden Lucien specific orders against allowing us access.”

“That’s where he comes into play.” Caitlin flicks her head toward Diarmuid, who has a slow smile growing on his face.

Brianna giggles behind me. “Diarmuid plays cards with the head warden. I heard the man is quite a heavy drinker in his downtime, and he was part of the group our dear brother used to get into a lot of trouble with when he was my age.”

Diarmuid’s eyes dart to her. “How do you even remember that? You must have been five at the time. Anyway, Lucien holds his liquor well, so most people cannot tell when he is absolutely wasted. I’ll butter him up and take away his wits, then Caitlin can come in and bark orders at him. I’ll be too drunk myself by that point to stagger down to the prisons with you, but we’ll get you to Aldrin, Keira. I promise you that.”

I am so painfully close to finding Aldrin, it terrifies me.

I don’t know what state he will be in. My mind immediately recoils at the idea that my father could be cruel to anyone, but I can’t reject it completely.

I don’t know how I will react to finding Aldrin. I want to slap him and kiss him at the same time. To be bound up in his strong arms, and to never let him touch me again. I want to scream and scream at him while I pound his chest. To sit with him and listen patiently to his story while I stroke his hair.

My confused thoughts bounce from one extreme to the other so quickly I am left with mental whiplash. I just need to find him, to know he is safe. Everything else can come later.


Chapter 3
Aldrin


Istare at the notches scratched into the wall opposite me. Seven. By the darkness, how could it have been only seven days since I was brought to this damned cell?

A guard slides open the compartment at the bottom of the door and pushes through a roll and a mug of water.

I narrow my eyes at the sight.

The drug in the water is having less of a dampening effect on my magic each day. Perhaps after a month in here my body will become acclimated to it, and I will have full access to my magic—if I am not dead by then.

I laugh at the ridiculousness of the thought. The sound peals out of me, half-choked and unhinged even to my own ears, leaving me panting. I have never been this fragile in my life.

The bread.

My eyes are drawn back to it. It could be poisoned too. 

It was covered in blue mold yesterday. A poison of sorts. 

I didn’t touch it then, but today? My resolve is slipping.

Hunger like I have never known before rakes through me, twisting my gut into burning knots. The pain is so intense that I cannot focus on anything else as the acid builds and scorches me from the inside.

It takes several tries for me to pull myself off the bed, but I finally approach the offering on shaking legs. My fingers grasp the mug first and I drink the water greedily, ignoring the now-familiar aftertaste. It eases my dry throat, but only marginally.

I pick up the bread roll and turn it over and over in my hands. There are blue specks all over it, but it isn’t as bad as the one from yesterday, which was mushy with great patches of furry mold.

I don’t have the willpower to go another entire day without food. Not after the extreme fasting of the last seven days. I scratch away the offending spots, then devour the bread, not wasting a crumb. I can’t even taste it anymore.

For a long time, I sit on the ground next to that empty mug and plate, blinking and trying to stay awake.

After what feels like an eternity, I wield enough air magic to lift the mug from the ground and scrape another mark into the wall, counting the days. It clatters to the ground as my power flees me. A single, pitiful drop is all that has returned. 

I know I have made a mistake when my stomach growls loudly. It churns and churns until the cramps become unbearable. I vomit right here in the center of the room, again and again until there is nothing left to come up, but my body still heaves and pants. A fever runs through me and sweat prickles my skin.

I hate myself for my weakness. For giving in to yet another trap.
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I must have fallen asleep, because I wake to icy water raining heavily onto my face. It is I who wins this round, because my skin is so hot that the coldness of the water is a blessing.

I lie there, mouth open, allowing what I can catch to slide down my throat. It has become an art form, holding on to the last clutches of sleep for long enough to drink. I couldn’t have managed it earlier, without this sheer level of fatigue. 

Sleep takes me again and I wake to a piercing headache. Instead of a shower falling upon me, it is single, large droplets, falling upon the exact same spot rhythmically until it feels like a nail is being hammered into my head. I groggily wipe the water from my face and sit up. The water evaporates.

The magic in this place is completely fucked up. But I win here too, because the room is now washed clean. Silver linings.

The door of the cell crashes open and I register the stomps of heavy boots and curt words shared between guards, but I cannot see them. My eyes struggle to focus.

Rough hands pull me up from under my shoulders and I am dragged to my feet and out the door. I blink in the harsh white light as I am practically carried down a corridor. There is a significance here that I am not quite grasping.

“By the gods, he is heavy,” a guard grumbles.

A blast of hot air hits me as I am brought into a room with flickering, warm light. Crackling hits my ears and a smoky essence fills my nose. A fireplace. This room has a fireplace. That is nice. 

I am deposited into a chair, my full weight slamming into it. My weak body lolls dangerously to the side until thick ropes of air catch me and strap me in. The receding footsteps tell me the guards are walking away. They shut the door behind them.

Two people remain in this room with me. I can hear their heartbeats and breaths and smell their unique scents. I cannot see beyond the vague impression of colors, and even that fades in and out. They don’t say anything for the longest time.

A masculine voice finally breaks the silence. “This has gone too far.”

“I agree,” a woman says. “We have waited for the bastard to crack under these conditions and it is clearly not going to happen.”

“I don’t like what this has turned me into.” The man’s voice is low, not for my ears. Do they forget I am fae? “I never thought I would have⁠—”

“A parent goes to extremes to fight for their child,” the woman cuts in. “It might not be right, but you have three daughters and all your people to think of. You are Lord Protector for a reason: as the first line of defense against another fae invasion.” There is a grunt in reply, and the woman continues. “We can’t question him in this state. It is time we changed tactics.”

I blink, then blink again. The room moves around me and those voices continue, but I no longer hear them.

I fall into a deep sleep like I haven’t experienced in almost a week. The oblivion that consumes me is the sweetest thing I have felt in the longest time.

A light slap to the face wakes me instead of that horrible water, and I find I prefer it.

“Drink.”

Wrinkled hands hold a chalice to my lips and I obey the sharp command. I drink as much as they will allow. The water is so pure and clean of poison, it tastes of utter bliss. 

“Open your mouth,” she orders again, and a piece of warm, juicy chicken is placed between my lips. I am fed a generous serve, and the grease coats my insides and lifts some of the fog from my mind. 

When I am brought back to my cell, I am placed straight into the bed, and I sleep and sleep. The abyss I fall into is so deep and dark that no dreams follow me there, but it is the curative I need. Nothing wakes me—no cruelly designed torment, no showers of water or slaps. My body rouses when it is ready.

I notice two things immediately: the shadows that creep from evening to night, meaning I slept for a full day and night, and the platter of food on the ground waiting for me.

It is like a mirage I don’t dare believe.

Slices of pink ham and two large chicken drumsticks. Wedges of roasted pumpkin, sauteed red onions, mushroom caps dripping with butter and peas. A bowl of green olives and dried tomatoes. Slices of fresh bread and an orange. There are two jugs, one of water and one of wine.

I descend on the food with abandon, not caring where they put the poison, because I know they will get it into me regardless of what I do.

When I am done, I etch another two scratches into the wall, then fall into bed again. I sleep for the entire night and awake to the protest of hinges as the cell door is opened.

Four guards waltz in and I go with them with resignation, walking on my own two feet. As much as I hate these little meetings with Edmund and Naomi, they are the only way I can get answers.

I am thrust into a different room today, though, empty except for a large wooden bath and a stool in the corner with clothes folded on it. I whip around to ask the guards what is going on, but the door is slammed behind me.

Steam rolls off the bath, carrying the strong perfume of lavender and sandalwood. A thick layer of bubbles floats on the water’s surface. I realize just how much I stink.

All that hot water calls to me. I swiftly peel off my clothes, stiff with dried sweat, and dip my toes into the water. It is bliss. I submerge completely and scrub the grit from myself. Heat envelops me and loosens the tension in every muscle.

For a moment, I forget everything. Where I am. Why I am here. The look on Keira’s face as she backed away from me in horror.

Before I am truly ready, I step out of the bath and stalk over to the clean clothes. They are simple—an emerald tunic with flowers embroidered into the hem and a pair of tight-fitting pants—but clean and soft. A luxury. 

There is a brush and leather thong, and I make short work of removing the tangles from my hair and pulling it back. The last items are a mirror and razor blade, and I use the bathwater to remove the beard that has grown in the last week. 

I finally feel like myself again.

The guards escort me back to that same study. Edmund and Naomi sit at the desk with another feast spread across it, but the sight doesn’t dazzle me this time. I take the seat opposite them and a belt of air wraps around my waist.

“Please, eat. Drink.” Edmund gestures with an open hand toward the slices of pork belly with crispy crackling and the jug of wine. There is a smug smile on his face, and I know I am missing something. It cannot be poisoned, because Naomi helps herself to the food and begins eating.

I give in, piling a generous serving on a plate and working my way through it in silence. They don’t say a single thing, but Edmund’s smirk grows.

“We have a special gift for you today. Something you have been asking for.”

My heart stops as my eyes flick up at him. The door opens behind me, and for a single, stupid moment, I expect Keira to walk through it.

“I’m sure you’d love to know how your people are faring, so we brought one of them here for you to see,” Edmund says.

Guards drag young Hawthorne into the room and dump him hard into a chair against the wall. His head lolls as though he doesn’t have the strength to hold it up by himself.

“Hawthorne!” Anguish bursts within me to see him in such a state, so similar to my own a few days ago. It is so much worse seeing it on another person. “You cruel bastard, Edmund!” I snarl, but don’t take my eyes off Hawthorne.

His bloodshot eyes roll open and drift aimlessly, until they focus on me and widen. There are deep shadows beneath them, and his usually high cheekbones jut even further out of his gaunt face. There is a sickly sheen to it, his skin more yellow than its usual gold. The topknot of his hair is badly matted and the shaved sides are overgrown.

His mouth opens, but no words come out. He cascades into a coughing fit from the attempt, and I know all too well of the dry, gravelly throat from severe dehydration. 

I try to stand, to rush over to him, but my bindings only strengthen, holding the entire armchair down. “At least give him some of this damned food and water!”

Thin streams of magic float away from the Lord Protector, binding Hawthorne to the chair, plugging his ears and placing a gag over his mouth. The young man doesn’t even flinch. He is clearly used to this, but his eyes stay trained on me.

I turn back to Edmund and Naomi. “What have you done to him? Have you beaten him or cut him up?” I growl, the muscles in my shoulders rippling. If I had my magic, there would be a gale blowing in this room. “ANSWER ME!” I slam a fist on the table and the plates rattle.

“Oh, I would think you should know.” Naomi places an olive in her mouth. “We have treated him with the same hospitality as you…well, except for the extra care you have received over the last couple of days.” The old spider turns away from me. “I wonder, Edmund, if this fae boy now believes he has been suffering in isolation. That his king has indulged in comforts while he has starved and sat in his own filth. Even Aldrin’s hair is groomed today.”

So that is the game they are playing—sowing discord between me and my people. Making me sweat over it. They have no idea of the trials my band has followed me through. The sheer loyalty between us that runs in both directions.

I lean back in my seat and force myself to relax. “You will extend the same courtesies I have received in the last two days to the rest of my people.” 

“Don’t worry, Aldrin. We have plans for your people that require them to stay alive…for now.” Edmund reaches across the table and pours wine into my goblet. “Drink up. There is no point in wasting wine because the fae behind you is suffering from dehydration.” 

I grab the chalice and throw it at his head on a whim. It spins through the air almost faster than the eye can see, a streak of crimson splashing from it in an arc that is almost picturesque.

Edmund plucks the missile out of its trajectory with a tendril of magic and throws up an air shield to stop the splatter of wine from hitting him. It is satisfying when droplets hit his and Naomi’s faces anyway through the gaps in his magic.

“Now, now, Aldrin. There is no need to be rude,” Edmund chides in that casual tone that only stokes my fury and has me gritting my teeth. Gods, I wish I had dented his head.

“We aren’t here to speak about this fae, whatever his name is.” Naomi waves a dismissive hand in Hawthorne’s direction.

“Hawthorne,” I growl. “His fucking name is Hawthorne.”

“Regardless. I hear Keira told you all about our people’s customs around the pilgrimage. That you forced it out of her. I wonder, did she tell you much about our great hunts?”

I stare at the old spider, giving her nothing.

Keira differs vastly from her grandmother. For the hundredth time, I wonder why she hasn’t found me. Why she doesn’t fight for me. If I could get a few minutes to talk to her, I could clear up all the hurt and betrayal between us.

I will allow Naomi to speak. It may give me some of the information I need.

“You see,” she begins, “sometimes innocent fae wander into our realm through the gaps in the barrier between worlds, especially when it gets close to the alignment. Cú Sídhe, pixies, nymphs.”

“Sometimes goblins or sprites stumble through as well,” her son offers amicably. 

“It is a death sentence in these lands, whether the fae has the intelligence to know it or not.” Naomi inspects her manicured nails. “We send specialized hunting parties to track them down and kill them. It is quite the sport. The meat is roasted and served at our banquets. The festivities are so grand that even the king travels to these far reaches of the kingdom to partake. We eat fae flesh to enrich our own magic. Grind their bones to powder for potions, consume their entrails and make relics from their pelts. We do this to your kind to steal their magic, perhaps even those from the spring realm.”

I force my fists to unclench, and it takes everything I have to stop my teeth from grinding. The black market for fae flesh has never ceased. They just lost access to us. Those horrendous practices are still deeply embedded in their culture.

The idea of pixies, sprites and nymphs being hunted, murdered and eaten churns my stomach. I can understand the killing of Cú Sídhe or some of the less intelligent goblin species that would attack humans like mindless beasts, but the others? The nymphs especially?

They would be lost and frightened in a foreign land. Those peaceful creatures would ask for help to return home, and they would beg for mercy while a horde of humans slaughtered them on a glorified hunt.

It is an atrocity. A crime humans should be held accountable for.

How hard would it be to toss those fae back through a portal, when they open them anyway for their pilgrims?

Rage boils through me, making every muscle whipcord tight, but I can’t show any of it.

“Do you know, wise High Priestess, that we keep cattle from the human realm in my lands?” I mock. “Sheep, pigs and cows. We eat their flesh and use their pelts for clothing. Does this offend you?”

Edmund raises his eyebrows and the beginning of another of those damned smirks forms on his lips. “Do you know who leads these hunting parties, Aldrin? Both of my oldest daughters. They excel at it. Keira and Caitlin are our best fae hunters. They each have killed many of your kind.” He reclines in his chair. “I wonder if Keira had met you in our realm whether you would have been added to her count of fae kills. Perhaps you wouldn’t even be the first high fae she has slaughtered.”

I recoil from those words. The blood rushes from my head and I collapse back into my seat.

What is the point of fighting for each other when we were doomed from the beginning? Keira and I will always be on opposite sides of this oldest war, and it feels impossible to bridge the growing ravine between us.

I may have kept my secrets from her, but she had her own that were just as nasty. Do I know her at all?

Keira partook in the poaching of fae. I have to come to terms with that fact. I should be angry. Murderous. I should rage and curse this entire damned family to the darkest realm, but I feel empty. A complete void of a man.

The memory of her attacking that band of Cú Sídhe as she tried to escape from me floods my mind.

My heart hammers so painfully that I fear it will shatter into a million pieces. Despair rises within me, so thick and bitter I swear I can taste it. This is a betrayal, to me and to my people, and I don’t know if I will ever forgive her for it.

The image of her crying over that Living Memory Scroll of a druid visiting a black market comes to mind, and I now wonder if her tears were born of guilt rather than empathy.

Naomi and Edmund watch my reaction closely, and there is a self-satisfied quirk to the old spider’s lips. I am giving them far too much, but I am too tired to care.

“I would hear of it from Keira’s lips.” The words tear from me. “I want to speak to her.”

Edmund narrows his eyes at me. “No.”

“Why are you keeping her from me?” I snap.

Naomi clacks her nails rapidly on the desk. “Has it occurred to you, Aldrin, that she doesn’t want to see you?”

“I find that difficult to believe. Even if she hates me, she will want the closure of hearing a confession from my own lips. Keira would be horrified at the conditions you have kept us in.”

“Why does she not come to you of her own accord? She knows where to find you.” Naomi spreads her arms wide, but her son shoots her a dark look. It is a lie, and that is all I need to know. How many other lies have they told me?

Edmund pins me with a feral glare like I am an enemy he has marked for death from across a battlefield. “Things are about to get very messy, so I implore you to answer my next question with honesty, for poor Hawthorne’s sake.”

I glance back to the crumpled, sleeping form of Hawthorne in his armchair and my blood runs cold.

“Are other fae planning to cross into this realm after you, to kidnap consorts for themselves? Is there a fae army planning an invasion?” Edmund’s eyes don’t break from mine. The roar and crackle of the fireplace intensifies as the flames flare up, bathing half his profile in red light and giving him a ghoulish cast. He has fire magic. I file that fact away in the back of my mind.

“There are no other fae coming. They wouldn’t dare,” I say very slowly, as though speaking to an idiot.

“But you did.” Edmund points a finger at me. “How many should we expect?”

“There is NO ONE coming for me, Edmund!” I yell, losing my temper. 

He turns away. “Mother, have the guards drag young Hawthorne out of here and explain what they are going to do to him.” Edmund’s eyes flick back to me. “This is on you, Aldrin. You can stop this at any time.”

The High Priestess stalks around the table and out into the corridor. My heart hammers painfully as two guards enter the room. They grab Hawthorne, pull him from his seat and violently shake him awake.

“What are you going to do to him?” Panic ripples through me. “STOP! Whatever it is, do it to me instead!”

Hawthorne’s wide eyes dart from me to Edmund and back. There is a plea within them—as if I can do anything to save him.

I try to rise from my chair and fight against the bindings with physical strength. I call on the trickles of my magic to dispel Edmund’s air wield, not caring if I show my hand, but it is no use. He is too strong.

I thrash against my restraints as they drag Hawthorne out of the room, causing him to fall and stumble on leaden legs. When he disappears, he starts screaming. The hoarse desperation of it absolutely shatters me.

“NO! NO! NO! You can’t. Aldrin! No! Aldrin!”

I can’t get to him, despite how I hammer and claw at my bindings.

The slapping sound of a fist beating flesh hits my ears, followed by choking coughs. A stomach blow. I flinch. Guards grunt and call out to each other as Hawthorne resists them. 

Horror churns through me. My sheer impotent helplessness threatens to undo me, here in front of this man. I was supposed to protect Hawthorne. To protect all my people.

“What are you going to do to him?” I growl at Edmund, reaching for a plate to throw at him right as he leans forward and drags it away. I grab his wrist and squeeze it in a bruising vise, bringing our faces close, but not close enough for me to strike him. “What the FUCK are you going to do to my man?”

Hawthorne continues to yell and beg, but his voice grows distant. He calls my name again and again. It makes my heart stop.

Edmund rips his hand back, then reclines in his chair. Satisfaction fills me at the red ring my grip left on his wrist.

He examines me, tapping a finger on his cheek, but there are cracks in his cool facade. “We’re going to torture your people one by one until you give us the information we need to safeguard our realm from the fae. Real torture, with hot irons and scalpels.”

The room tilts on its axis as the blood drains from my head. Nothing feels real. My whole body shakes as waves of shock crash over me again and again.

This cannot be happening.

There is absolutely nothing I can do to save my people. I cannot even lie, because it would be discovered soon enough. Sickening dread fills me, and I think I will vomit.

“I have told you nothing but truths!” I protest.

“Shame,” Edmund says. “Maybe you’ll feel differently when we show you the ruined husk of that boy tomorrow and pick another fae to work on. Maybe the pretty woman with purple hair?”

“I will kill you for this, Edmund! The gods save me, I will do it!” I scream at him, thrashing forward in my bindings like a wild animal, and he recoils. My scalp prickles where the tips of my crown of horns materializes through my flesh, and my fingernails become blackened claws.

“I will peel your skin from your flesh and grind your bones in the same way you do to my people! I will sell your damned corpse to whatever fae wants to eat it. You will not get away with this.” My clawed fingers run gashes through the top of his desk as though the wood is warm butter. “I know Keira, no matter what the fuck you say. She will never forgive you.”

Guards rush in, so many that they crowd the room. Edmund’s magic wraps around me with ropes of air, attempting to pin my arms to my sides and bind my legs.

Before I am rendered useless, I manage to punch one man in the face, and blood sprays from his broken nose. As he staggers backward, another guard attempts to lift me from the seat and I headbutt him. 

I turn savage, snarling with my lips peeled back from my teeth.

I can’t get twin images out of my head: one of Hawthorne being dragged from this room with fear painted across his features, and another of him being sliced open while still alive. 

A third foolish guard approaches, and I lift my bound legs and kick him in the gut, hearing ribs crack as he is thrown backward.

“Everyone GET BACK!” Edmund roars.

He wraps tendrils of magic around me until I am encased in a writhing cocoon, then he lifts me by all those strands, carrying me down the hallway. Sweat drips down his face from this small feat.

I hiss and spit curses at him. I call him weak and ignorant, because he has so much power and doesn’t know how to use it.

I am dumped onto the stone floor of my cell and fall into a heaving mess. I can’t function. Not when I know what they are doing to Hawthorne.

That boy is already damaged enough.

My brain shuts down every time I think of the pain he must be enduring. If his body is not broken from this, his mind will be. The generous, shy man I know and love will no longer open his heart so freely. 

Hot tears run down my face as I shake uncontrollably with rage, shock and intense fear. I stare at the wall as day turns into night. I spend the starlit hours in a sleepless nightmare, plagued by everything my imagination can conjure up—and my imagination is vast.

My entire body is numb. I cannot find the will to move from a huddle on the floor, hugging my legs close to my chest, not even when the door opens. It will be another trial of torment that they have thought up for me.

“Aldrin?”

I don’t believe it at first. It must be an illusion conjured up by my heartsick brain. Or maybe my mind has finally broken. But I hear my name called by that soft, feminine voice that has always been music to my ears.

The one that I have craved all these days I have been locked in this cell.

“Aldrin.”

My eyes flick to the door, glancing up through the thick strands of hair that hang over my face.

Keira stands there, the image of perfection, of salvation, her doe eyes wide as they take me in.


Chapter 4
Aldrin


We stare at each other, dumbfounded. It is like there is a knife in my heart and it twists again and again. I want to hide. To refuse to allow her to see me like this, beaten and broken. 

I have no choice. 

Keira’s eyes roam over me, taking in the crumpled clothes, the deep lines beneath my eyes and the gauntness of my face from all that weight I lost so swiftly.

I must look like a tormented mess.

Tears form at the corners of her eyes, but they don’t fall. Her hands shake, and she balls them into fists to hide it. 

She takes another step toward me, then stops herself, like she too isn’t sure if I am a monster here to hunt her. It shatters my fucking heart to see that hint of fear on her face when her eyes meet mine.

I would do anything, anything, to gain back that trust we once had.

Then her features crumple, lips twisting downward. “What have they done to you, Aldrin?” Her voice breaks.

Keira still cares for me. I want to grab her and tuck her into my arms, wrapping them around her body until she feels safe enough to cry into my chest. Hurt and anger lies between us, but it will never change the fact that I love her. Maybe I am a fool for that.

My gaze falls over her hungrily, like that of a man dying of thirst presented with an oasis. It trips over her beautiful rosebud lips, down her cream-colored neck and to her generous bosom, where a hint of cleavage is visible. My eyes soak in the curve of her hips. Up and down they glide, committing every detail of her to memory. I cannot help myself.

For months I longed to touch her, hold her, to even just look at her, and when I finally did, she was ripped away from me almost immediately.

It was the wrong thing to do. I am sure they have told Keira that I am a predator, here to tear her away from her life, despite everything that passed between us. That I tricked and manipulated her, and only wanted her for sex and childbearing.

Keira recoils from me, taking a step back. Her eyes narrow with simmering fury. My heart hammers painfully. I am too scared to breathe, to say a damned thing, in case she runs away from me. Her gaze flicks away, taking in the basic room. 

“These living quarters are not good enough.” She stalks to the doorway, turns her back on me and addresses the guard in the corridor. “He is to be kept as a noble prisoner and reunited with his people.”

I stand ever so slowly and take a cautious step toward her, as though approaching a wild animal that might flee at any moment. “Keira…please, Keira, I⁠—”

She turns swiftly on her heel. “I am not ready to hear from you, Aldrin!” she snaps with such aggression that it is like a slap across the face. Then she turns her back again, refusing to look at me. 

I don’t know what I was expecting from her—a warm hug? A punch in the gut?—but it wasn’t this. Anything would be better than this stone wall. She might as well not even be here.

“If you won’t hear me out, at least find Hawthorne.” My voice breaks on his name. “They tortured him last night.”

Keira turns her head at that, and her eyes flare wide. She rushes from the room, pushing past the guard and through the ward. He curses and runs after her, slamming shut the door to my cell. It is like the sun has disappeared behind rain clouds. 

I sit on the bed and wait. My foot taps on the ground, all my nervous anticipation pouring into that single motion. Surely she will come back. She won’t leave me here to wonder what happened to Hawthorne.

But Keira has left me before.

Twice now. 

Time ticks by and what feels like an eternity passes. I become drenched in cold sweat and my jaw aches from grinding my teeth.

When the door opens again, Keira stands in the cell’s entrance, face ashen. “I didn’t know they were going to do that to Hawthorne. I am so sorry.” 

I stand swiftly. “Does he live? Is he okay?”

Keira refuses to hold my eye. “He’s delirious, but physically, he will make a full recovery with the right care. Emotionally?” She lets out a long breath. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here earlier. I⁠—” 

“KEIRA!” Edmund’s voice bellows from down the corridor. With the sound-blocking ward on the cell, I am surprised to hear him, but Keira’s position must interfere with it. “You are not to disturb those prisoners!” the Lord Protector roars.

“Shame on you, Father!” Keira screams, her hair billowing around her shoulders, embers floating and crackling around it. “I have seen how you have kept them. What you did to poor Hawthorne! There is no excuse for that.”

A cringe runs through me at the implication.

“I have done what was needed here!” Edmund’s voice turns deadly quiet, just outside the door. “In case you have forgotten, it is my duty to protect these lands against the fae. I need to know when their army will arrive to take this realm.”

Keira laughs, the sound bitter and resentful. “I can’t believe I almost fell for your delusions! There is no army coming. He is an exiled king! You are angry because a fae dared to court your daughter, and you refuse to see what is right in front of you.” 

My heart rate kicks up at her words, and by the Soul Ripper, I dare to hope for a moment.

“It is not I who is blind to the truth,” Edmund grinds out, still hidden from me.

“You will listen to me, Father.” Keira points a finger in his direction as light flares down the strands of her hair. The tips truly look like flames. She is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. “You have had over a week to do things your way, and they have gone horribly wrong. I was naive to trust you. Aldrin and his people will be reunited and kept in the suite for highborn prisoners, with every luxury and the utmost respect.”

“Keira,” Edmund warns, voice low.

“If not, I will petition the priestesses themselves. They are not all as jaded as my grandmother. I will personally free Aldrin. I will give him the antidote to the poison you have clearly been administering to inhibit his magic, and he will break himself out.”

“You speak of treason!” Edmund retorts. “Besides, the apartments are not secure enough for these dangerous threats to our realm.”

“Then ward them! Or the gods help me now, I will return to the Otherworld freely if I cannot trust my own father!” 

Energy crackles within the room as both father and daughter threaten to lose their grip on their magic. A shiver runs through me. They could be so incredibly powerful if they knew what they held. Both have blocks on their magic.

“Do you truly trust this man that much? Do you believe he is no threat to yourself or this realm?” Edmund says softly, and there is so much vulnerability in his voice. Fear, even—the fear of a father trying to protect his daughter. For a single moment, it humanizes the Lord Protector, and I almost feel sympathy for him, until I remember what he has done to Hawthorne.

“Yes,” Keira whispers, and the single word makes my heart stutter. “He made an oath to me that he would never hold me against my will.”

“I am more afraid of him holding your mind at ransom with lies.”

“For what it’s worth,” Caitlin’s voice cuts in, her approaching footsteps clicking on the stone floor, “I don’t believe Aldrin has intentions to invade this realm. It is Keira’s right to question him, not yours, Father.”

A silence stretches out between them. My stomach does backflips.

Keira’s entire body ripples with tension. “The highborn prison suites.”

“The highborn prison suites.” Edmund’s voice is low, deflated.

“I want them working on it immediately,” Keira says.

“My condition is that you are never alone with him,” Edmund cuts in swiftly. “With any of them. You can speak to him during family meetings. That starts from now, Keira.”

An arm reaches into the cell and pulls Keira out by the elbow. She shoots a glance at me over her shoulder. There is so much said in that one look: the longing in her hazel eyes, the shock in her parted lips, the way her body doesn’t want to leave me behind.

The door slams shut, and the impact reverberates through me. It is a symbol for where we currently stand, on either side of a divide that I can’t penetrate on my own.
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Food and drink are brought to me as the shadows move across the room, then give way to full darkness. An entire day passes, and I wonder if Edmund has lied to his daughter.

Then the door crashes open and multiple guards stream in, armed to the teeth with swords, axes and daggers. 

One tosses a black canvas bag at me. “Put this over your head. We are transporting you.” 

I turn it over in my hands and raise an eyebrow at them. The guards part down the middle and Edmund strolls in.

“Didn’t think we’d allow you to map out our fortress, did you? Put it on, or I’m leaving you to rot in here.”

“Are you always this much of a bastard, Edmund?” I say as I put the damn cloth over my head and hope for the best.

Nerves run through me like a fire that erupts from deep in my belly and sparks up my limbs. I have no control over my life, and it is terrifying. 

My arms are bound behind my back and the bag is tightened around my neck with a collar. The fabric is suffocating. I cannot see a thing, and the air becomes hot and humid from my breath.

The guards lead me through the corridor, purposely banging me into corners. I ram my elbows into their ribs, eliciting pained grunts. I am not warned when we reach a staircase; my ankles smash into stone. As I pitch forward, the guards laugh and taunt.

I tear the feeble rope from around my wrists, throwing my hands out, but before they collide with the steps, someone grabs the back of my tunic and drags me upright.

“Big fucking men, are you, taking advantage of a blinded and bound fae?” I whip around toward the source of the voices. “I could crush your skulls with my bare hands. Who among you are brave enough to fight me? I’ll even keep the hood on so you have a chance.”

I lunge forward, and multiple bodies back away from me with a hiss of breath and scuffing of boots.

“I didn’t think so. Stop messing with me, or I’ll break your faces.”

“Don’t antagonize him.” Edmund’s voice seems distant, pained. “My daughter is already angry enough with me.”

One man grabs me by the elbow and makes an effort to guide me. These guards respect Keira. They don’t want to upset her. Then I remember she probably rode with many of them into their great hunts of vulnerable, lost fae.

Anger, the bitter sense of betrayal—it all rears up in me in the most sickening way. Righteous indignation is so much easier to hold on to than this vulnerability, and the fear that comes with it. 

We reach the top of the long flight of stairs and a warm breeze hits the exposed skin of my lower arms and chest. We are outside. Interesting. Orders are called out, then I am swiftly dragged inside and up more flights of stairs.

We stop and someone pulls the sack off my head. I blink rapidly as my eyes adjust to the warm, flickering light in the room. The humans all stand an arm span back from me, as though I will bite them.

I might.

I glance around to get my bearings. Multiple fire orbs hang high along a ceiling with scalloped architraves and simple chandeliers. The smooth stone walls are either occupied by bookshelves or adorned by tapestries. Red velvet couches and armchairs take up much of the sitting room, with a mahogany table in the center boasting a crystal decanter of wine.

I peer into an adjoining dining area. There is a large, ornately carved table laden with a banquet of food and multiple jugs of wine. It has a dozen chairs around it, and there is a bar along the back wall with a variety of liquors behind glass doors.

All of this is simple compared to my palace, but after the last number of days, it feels like luxury.

I crane my neck to gaze through the other doorways and find multiple bathtubs filled with water, and pallets made up with pillows and quilts.

Edmund barks orders to his guards, but I don’t hear them. I sway dangerously on my feet as fatigue rushes in. Abruptly, the humans funnel out of the room. Edmund is the last to leave, his magic still binding me as he examines me from the doorway.

“Just so you know,” he says, “we never tortured your man. Not like you think.”

I am so sick of these games. 

I shoot him a gaze simmering with hatred. “Then why was he screaming when they pulled him from the room?”

“Because we told him you were about to be executed. Not even I would stoop so low as to cut up a man.”

He turns on his heel, stalks out of the room and slams the door behind him. Tethers of air release me, and I collapse to the ground.

I hadn’t realized he had been helping to hold me up.

Hot tears run down my face as I finally let go of everything I have been holding in. All the fear and grief and betrayal. Keira and I have both let each other down. My people suffered for the love between us, and now it may wither up and die. She can hardly look at me.

By the time the door opens again, I am seated at the table with a forgotten plate of food in front of me, staring into space.

The guards drag in a man who stumbles as they push and prod him. They remove the bag from his head, and Hawthorne scans his surroundings with wild eyes, searching for threats.

I walk over to him with wide arms. His entire face lights up as his gaze falls on me. As we embrace, Hawthorne’s body shakes with tears. We fall to the ground in a half-crouch, both exhausted, physically and emotionally. Neither of us notice the human guards leave.

“I was so scared for you, Aldrin,” Hawthorne chokes out. “For me too. The starvation, the sleep deprivation, the thirst—that was bad enough. But when they said they were going to execute you?” He shakes his head and his entire body shudders.

I continue to clutch his chest to mine, repeating again and again that it was a lie. When he calms, I seat him in a chair at the table.

“Have they given you food today? Water?” I ask.

Hawthorne squeezes my arm. “This afternoon, after Keira intervened. They allowed me to sleep last night and gave me real food. A lot of it.”

I pour wine into a chalice, diluting it with water because he is probably still dehydrated, then fold his fingers around the stem. The gods know he needs something to take the edge off.

I search deep inside me for a hint of healing magic, but I can access precious little of it. And the others may turn up in worse conditions.

The door crashes open and Hawthorne jumps, splashing wine in his lap. Guards march in, dragging with them a woman who hisses and swipes out with her elbows and fists. Lavender braids cascade out of the bag on her head and swish around her waist.

“For fuck’s sake, won’t anyone tell me where the actual fuck you are taking me now?” Klara roars, stomping hard on a man’s foot. They deposit her in the entrance of the suite then back away rapidly. Not a single guard dares to remove the hood on her head.

Part of me admires her fight, wishing I had shown the same savage fury, but a deep sadness fills me to see such rage triggered in the normally level-headed minister. 

“Klara.” I say her name as a warning. “It’s me, Aldrin. I’m going to remove your hood. Please don’t punch me.”

“Oh, I’m going to fucking punch you!” she screeches. 

I grab the top of the hood and dart quickly back, narrowly missing a right hook from her. Klara staggers and I put the couches between us, but she circles around them to get to me.

“This was your brilliant plan!” she hisses as she chases me. “Let’s go into the human realm and find a human woman who doesn’t want me. I’m too mighty and powerful for any mere humans to capture me. Well, how did that go for us, Aldrin? Did Keira tell you that her father is an incredibly powerful fae?”

Klara plucks pillows off the couch and throws them at me. She shrieks incoherently when they pommel me in a most unsatisfying way.

“They don’t know about her father,” I say simply, dodging to the left when she picks up an unlit candle and tosses it at me.

“I don’t CARE!” Klara roars. She pulls a book off a shelf and readies herself to throw it.

I hold up a hand and raise my eyebrows. “Don’t you dare damage a book!”

“I want to damage your head!” She curses as the book slams against the wall behind me.

Klara rushes at me again, and I am forced to circle the couches. It is then that I notice another of my band has been brought to us, still blinded by the hood. His escort of guards watches us with consternation.

“Now that is a sentiment I can get behind,” Drake’s voice booms, right as a guard whips the bag off his head. He steadies his staggering steps by grabbing the guard’s elbow. “Boy, I said I will destroy you if you touch me again. Do you know what we do to humans in our realm? We drink their blood. We wear their skin as cloaks. And we use pretty little boys like you to pour our wine.”

Drake beams his classic sardonic smile that is all teeth down at the blond guard with delicate, handsome features, who is probably around Keira’s age. Drake towers a good head over him and is half again as wide, and the guard visibly pales, not understanding Drake’s humor. Few appreciate it.

“Don’t start more rumors, Drake.” I run a hand through my hair. “They already think badly enough of us.”

Klara comes up beside me while I am distracted and rams an elbow hard into my ribs. I double over, more from the shock of it than the pain, and she gives a satisfied grunt.

Drake opens his arms wide for her and she rushes into them. They stay like that for a long time, rocking together, holding each other up, whispering words only they can hear. 

Silvan enters next, his eyes narrowed and simmering with a savageness as he mutters something about Cyprien being the smartest of us all for staying in our realm.

The shoulder-length sheet of his strawberry-blond hair hangs limp over his face, and the shaved half of his head is fuzzy with regrowth. He merely grunts at me, then stalks to the table and takes a long swig of wine straight out of the jug.

He lets out a string of profanities, then hunts the bar for something stronger.

When Zinnia arrives, she simply gives me a slap on the back. “I’ve survived worse in your employ. It wasn’t exactly the dungeons of the Shadow Court when I was discovered spying.” She uses the derogatory term for the Starlight Court without flinching, then walks to the table to inspect the food. Most fae are too afraid to speak or even think about that court full of demons.

I can breathe easier now that all my people have arrived in one piece. Logic would dictate that we all collapse into bed; instead we will begin to plan our next move. Or try to.

We have no cards left to play.


Chapter 5
Keira


Ihardly sleep all night. Every time I doze off, vivid images flash beneath my eyelids and I gasp awake.

I see Aldrin sitting on the floor of that tiny cell with despair in his shadowed eyes, his hair in disarray, a sheen of sickly sweat coating his skin. His fear for Hawthorne crippled him, and I didn’t so much as offer him a single comfort. Not a word or touch. 

I was too consumed by fury. By my own overwhelming sense of betrayal. I was selfish. All the ways I could have done better run through my mind.

I see Hawthorne, delirious and unable to speak or focus his eyes, because my family tortured that sweet man with deprivation. Bile rises in my throat.

Did they drug him with a hallucinogen as well? Poison his mind and body?

My mind races in circles, and I become angrier and angrier with myself and my failures that allowed this. With Aldrin, because we would not be here without his secrets. With the broken trust that has shattered my heart and made me question whether I know him at all.

Mostly, with my father and grandmother for this cruelty toward people they know I care for.

I will never forgive them.

Aldrin’s expression when I walked into that cell springs to mind. The hope, the longing, the sheer carnal lust. It raised similar feelings within me, and I was not ready for it. 

Hot tears run down my face. How do we get past this? How do we have a future together when we need to cut through a forest of lies and betrayals and failures? How do we get beyond the fact that my family abused him and his people?

I am up and charging through the corridors with the first rays of sunlight, heading straight for my father’s personal library. I hardly notice the roaring fireplaces or the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that line the walls, too intent on finding him in the connecting study.

It is disappointingly empty.

The clearing of a throat has me turning on my heel. My father sits on the reading couch I just stalked past in the middle of the small library, an ankle crossed over his knee, holding a cup of mulled wine. An open tome rests in his lap.

“Isn’t it a little early to be drinking?” I spit.

“Not when you haven’t slept yet.” He sets down his chalice, then closes the book and adds it to a pile, as though he is afraid I might throw something at him and damage it. “Before we get into another yelling match, I suggest we invite Aldrin and your grandmother into my study to clear the air.” 

“I want my mother present too,” I say a little too quickly. “At this point, I don’t trust a word that comes out of your mouth, or my grandmother’s.” I shake my head. “Or Aldrin’s, for that matter. You can all talk circles around me, but not her.”

He spreads his arms. “Whatever you want, Keira. You may not believe me, but this has always been about you and your best interests.”

I roll my eyes at him. It is childish, I know it, but I can’t stop myself. He calls a guard and arranges for everyone to be summoned.

My gaze falls on the spine of the book he was just reading. Chronicles of the Great Fae War. The leather is still pristine and the pages may have yellowed at the edges, but they aren’t warped or damaged.

“When was that book written?” I ask.

My father’s eyebrows shoot up. “I don’t know. Fifty years ago? It is a study that combines multiple accounts.”

“Do you have anything written around the time of the war or before? No rewrites, but original manuscripts?” I urge.

He frowns at me. “No. Those are in the crown’s library alone.”

“How can you guarantee these texts are accurate? That history hasn’t been rewritten to give our people a common enemy in the fae? It hurt us badly when the borders between worlds were closed and we no longer had direct access to their magic. The king at the time had to lay the blame somewhere other than at his own feet.”

A muscle ticks in my father’s jaw. “Do you realize how much that sounds like a conspiracy theory? Is this the poison he has put in your head?” 

I grip the back of the couch that faces his. “I found the original texts in the palace, Father. Living Memory Scrolls too. All under lock and key with magic wards, so no one can touch them.”

“And did you read any of them?” 

I suck in a breath. “No. It was forbidden and I didn’t get the chance.”

He pins me with a severe gaze. “Keira, do me a favor and don’t just trust what that man tells you.” 

We glare at each other. There is so much I could say—about Aldrin’s goodness, about the Living Memory Scrolls I witnessed in the City of Vertical Gardens—but when a person has prejudice deep in their heart, words alone cannot change them. Stories or accounts of facts can be denied or discounted.

He needs to experience the fae firsthand to see that they are not all the same. To be vulnerable to them and receive their help, their kindness, like I did. To live among them and learn that they are not so alien, but incredibly similar to us.

But how do you force that onto a person?

A flurry of servants arrives, bringing extra chairs into the study and setting up a spread of breakfast foods. I don’t touch any of it except for the coffee as I wait in an armchair, tapping my foot with agitation. I can’t seem to get comfortable. 

The significance of the way the seats are arranged isn’t lost on me. My family is positioned on one side of my father’s immense desk, while a single chair is placed on the opposite side for Aldrin, where he will be very much alone.

Part of me wants to drag my seat next to his, but something holds me back. I am not ready to give him an inch of my trust again. There is an iron vault around my heart.

Nervous anticipation rolls through me, making sweat prickle over my skin. Aldrin has the power to break me. If he turns into that feral, crazed fae they claim they have seen, a part of my soul will shrivel up and die.

Marching boots echo from the library, announcing Aldrin’s arrival, escorted by a team of guards. My mother places a soothing hand on top of mine and my father and grandmother cease their hushed whispers.

Aldrin’s huge form materializes in the doorway, then stops, flanked on either side by guards in our house colors of green and brown. My breath snags as I look at my lover. Former lover. I have no idea what we are. I never really have.

His long, dark hair hangs freely, framing a face that is all sharp angles. My eyes soak in those high cheekbones, that narrow jaw and perfectly straight nose. There is a paleness to his usually tanned skin and deep lines beneath his eyes, but that amber gaze holds a blaze of fury as it narrows upon my father.

It makes Aldrin’s masculine beauty absolutely brutal.

He cuts an imposing figure. One I could never fear. The taut rigidness of his broad shoulders and the tendons exposed below his rolled-up sleeves all threaten violence, but somehow it makes me feel safe. Like he is my protector angel of death. He would never raise a hand against me.

A guard nudges Aldrin forward and he gives the man a withering look that makes him stagger back. Aldrin approaches his seat and scans the room.

When he sees me, his steps falter.

His expression completely changes, his features turning slack with shock, and his eyes bore into mine with a wild desperation. He stares at me for a long time, gripping the back of his chair for support, but he doesn’t say a thing. I am pinned and breathless beneath his gaze.

My heart crashes painfully against my ribs. I don’t understand that look. It’s like he is trying to tell me something.

Aldrin’s eyes flick back to my father and a deep frown pinches his thick eyebrows. The hint of a smile grows on my father’s face, like he has won a game, and I want to kick him under the desk. I would, if I could reach him. But my position here is tenuous. If I overstep, Father will whisk Aldrin away to another prison where I cannot find him.

“Aldrin, please, take a seat,” my father says amicably, gesturing with a hand. “We will continue our…discussions. My daughter has asked to be present, but make no mistake…” He throws me a scathing look. “I will be asking all the questions today.”

I remain absolutely calm, focusing on my breathing, and definitely not on the fact that I want to smack him. I made my father no such promises.

Aldrin sits slowly, flicking me glances of growing concern, but says nothing. Ropes of air tie his waist and arms to the chair. My father’s wields are so expertly done, I would have missed them if I hadn’t been watching Aldrin. Once complete, they are invisible.

Their presence triggers a burning fury within me. Like Aldrin hasn’t been humiliated and degraded enough over the past days.

“Is tying him up really necessary?” I scowl at my father, who shoots me a dark look. “I’m serious, Father. Remove the binds from him!”

Heartbeats pass while he considers Aldrin, then he breaks the binds. “Shall we pick up where we left off? Aldrin, when are the other fae crossing into this realm to take their consorts by force?” 

I suck in a sharp breath, but Aldrin says nothing. I stare at him like he has grown a second head.

“Come now, Aldrin,” my father continues. “Are you going to deny these facts now that my daughter is sitting here?” He gestures in my direction. “Deny that you came here to claim her by whatever means possible. Deny that your people have the intent of stealing more human consorts.”

My heart feels like it will burst as horror surges through me.

I don’t believe it. I can’t.

Aldrin says nothing. He stares and stares at my father as the silence drags out, all his earlier rage gone. I don’t understand why he doesn’t rant and scream and call out the lies. They are lies. I know it in the depths of my soul.

“DENY IT!” My father slams a fist on the desk, tipping over a teacup and slopping liquid everywhere. I jolt from the shock of it.

“Edmund. Is this really appropriate with Keira here?” My mother places a hand on his arm, shooting a worried glance at me.

“She needs to hear it.” My grandmother walks around the desk and stands beside me, placing an arm around my shoulders. I flinch under the touch. “You need to see that he is just like every other fae.” Her voice is warm and soft, but there is hatred masked behind that tone. “Otherwise, why does he not deny it?”

Aldrin turns pleading eyes on me.

Sweat beads his forehead, but still he doesn’t say a thing. Every muscle in his body is taut, with tendons sticking out in his neck like he is struggling against something. Perhaps it is the sight of me witnessing this.

“No,” I whisper. “It can’t be true. I don’t believe it.” A single tear falls from my eye and slides down my cheek.

“It is, Keira.” My father drags my attention back to him. “Why do you think a fae male who is infatuated with you would be here? He has tried to claim you once before.” 

“We had many conversations with Aldrin and his people while we had them in our cells,” my grandmother chimes in. “They have given us enough information between them to piece together a coming attack on our women.”

I flick wide eyes to my father. His lips are pressed into a thin line. He didn’t want that said in front of me. 

“It’s not true,” I argue back, then turn to Aldrin. “Tell them it’s not true, Aldrin! Tell them your people aren’t like that! I know Cyprien. He would never⁠—”

Sweat drips down Aldrin’s stony face and all those angular planes turn savage as he stares daggers at my father, whose smirk has suddenly fallen. Neither look at me. It is as though they are in a silent battle of wills.

A sudden burst of magic flares through the room as light and air rush from Aldrin’s center like ripples in a pool.

I am overwhelmed by wave after wave of warm tingles as they crash over my skin. Aldrin’s hair whips around his face like it is caught in a strong, chaotic breeze. Hatred dances in his eyes, and still I am not afraid of him.

The shadows of those black marks that paint his face when he is ready for a fight appear. My heart thunders as I silently plead for those horns not to materialize. My family will never trust him if they see the wildest parts of him now.

“You dare gag me with bindings of air!” Aldrin rises from his seat and points a finger at my father. The broken wields become faintly visible as they fall from him. “You dare take away my ability to speak, then challenge me to deny allegations of your own fabrication!” 

We all stand rapidly, a few chairs clattering to the ground. Everyone takes a step back from Aldrin, except for me. I move toward him.

“You have tortured me and my people,” Aldrin spits, his eyes flicking between my father and grandmother. “For days, you made sure we didn’t sleep. You thrust starvation and thirst upon us, then laid a feast in front of us that we couldn’t touch unless we betrayed our people with lies. You led me to believe you were going to cut my man into pieces while he was still alive. I have endured countless mind games of your making, but the worst you have done is try to turn Keira against me.”

My feet take me straight to Aldrin as though I am in a trance. He doesn’t notice until I place a gentle hand on his arm. I don’t know how I expected him to react—maybe to shrug off my touch or stare at me with bewildered eyes.

Instead, he falls to his knees before me.

“I deny it! I deny all of it.” He takes my hands in his. “I will give you another blood oath, Keira. I will make another bargain. Whatever you need to believe my truths, I will do it.”

I pull him back up to his feet and wrap my arms around him. He presses his head into the crook of my neck.

“I am sorry. So sorry for what they have done to you,” I whisper back. We tremble in each other’s arms. Tears spill down my face. It is not enough to fix the hurt and betrayal between us, but it is a momentary truce. A beginning.

“Don’t you dare touch my daughter!” my father yells with murder in his voice. My mother grips him as though she can physically hold him back. “Get your hands off her!”

I put myself between my family and Aldrin. “You tortured him! You tortured his people! After you knew what they meant to me,” I spit at my father and grandmother. “How could you inflict such harm on anyone, let alone people I care for?”

My mother turns frantic eyes on my father. “No, Edmund—this isn’t true, is it?”

“It is true,” Aldrin says from behind me, his hands on my shoulders.

“I have seen the evidence of at least one of his men being tortured in this manner,” I say. My father says nothing; he can hardly hold my eye. “Am I just another piece in the game you are playing with these fae? Another way to break them? This is my life you are toying with.”

I find myself leaning over his desk, snarling in his face. My mother glares at him with open hostility. Our family is a damned mess.

My grandmother enters the fray, taking my arm and gently trying to tug me away from Aldrin. “This was a necessary evil,” she hisses. “You will see that with time. This fae has tried to steal you away from us before, and he kept it a secret from you for a reason.”

A jolt rushes through me at those words. Aldrin drags in a harsh breath, drawing his hands swiftly away from my shoulders.

I have been told this story again and again in the last few days. A fae monster arriving to take their child, their baby, away from them.

“How old was I, exactly? When he tried to steal me away?” I don’t give them a chance to reply. “Because I was little more than a child when I was promised to Prince Finan. Or is it different because he is a human royal?”

My mother shatters the room with a whisper. “It was before you were born, Keira.”

“Do not trust him.” A thick vein pulses in my grandmother’s forehead and the tendons stick out in her taut neck. “Do not let him put a wedge between our family. He would have snatched you as a child, as soon as you were born, if he could, and he will take others from us.”

“Take her as a child?” Aldrin roars, stepping around me. “Take her as a child! We thought she was a woman grown when I asked after her! You know that. My sister saw in her vision the Lord Protector’s second daughter in her prime years. Lorrella usually had premonitions mere months before events played out, never decades in advance. I didn’t know you had no children at the time. I suggested a proposal for marriage. One that she could agree to or dismiss. Had you not reacted with an act of war, you would have known I was not trying to steal your women.”

I feel like the rug has been pulled out from under my feet.

Like the entire world realigns, because this changes everything. Doesn’t it?

“Besides, you are one to speak about stealing children, aren’t you, Naomi?” Aldrin snarls. I reach out a hand to stop him, but he has moved too far away from me. “Isn’t that what you and other pilgrims do? Steal fae babies? Don’t you come to our realm to become pregnant to our men, then return to this land before the father has a chance to know what he has lost? Don’t you call it a miracle conception and pull the wool over your people’s eyes?”

“What is he talking about?” Father growls at his mother, his face flushed entirely red. 

I try to speak, but my throat has seized up. 

“You’re half fae, Edmund,” Aldrin laughs bitterly. “You are what you hate so much.”

“Nonsense.” My father turns back to my grandmother, who has tears forming at the edges of her eyes. I have never seen her cry before. 

“Let me show you,” Aldrin says conversationally, but there is a vicious smile on his face. “Your kind usually has an instinctual glamour to fit in.” 

Another wave of bright magic bursts from Aldrin, searing as it cascades over the entire room. I squeeze my eyes shut under the sheer onslaught. I fight to drag breaths in.

It feels like my soul is being stripped away and remade. Icy fingers run over my body, thousands of them, turning into fine needle pricks. My scalp burns and my ears ache. 

Gasps and screams fill the room, and my eyes fly open. Everyone pulls away from my father, including Aldrin, who pushes me behind him. 

My father is the same man with his glamour stripped, but so utterly different.

His chin-length hair and beard are no longer flame-red; they are woven strands of actual fire, whipcords moving and cracking, giving off embers that sizzle in the air. I have never seen anything like it. No wonder it never sat neat or flat.

His skin has turned a deep shade of red, and each of his many freckles and large birthmarks glow like tiny infernos. His green gaze has been replaced entirely by orbs of flames, wide and staring at me with horror, and his ears are peaked like those of a fae.

Aldrin stares at my father, then at me, mouth hanging open, all his rage forgotten.

“Naomi.” Aldrin’s next words fall upon the room and shatter us all. “I don’t think you bedded a fae.”


Chapter 6
Keira


Ican’t stop staring at my arms. Each freckle has turned crimson and gold, glowing like a fire rages beneath them.

It isn’t me. These markings aren’t mine, and I want them off. A deep, maddening urge to scratch them out of my flesh consumes me.

My hair drapes over my shoulders, those same burning whipcords as my father’s that move and rage and change from yellow to red to orange.

I am too afraid to move, in case I am burned by the fire. 

This isn’t me. It is some other ethereal woman, and I want my body back. My breaths catch in my chest and my throat feels like it is closing up. I struggle to drag in air, despite how my chest heaves.

I reach a hand up to my ears as bile rises in my stomach, but I don’t have the courage to touch them.

“Is it—are they—” The words die on my lips.

“They are peaked like mine,” Aldrin murmurs back, regret simmering in his eyes. He scared me as well as my father.

“Make it stop! Put it back!” I cry.

His eyebrows pinch. “Is it so horrible to be fae?”

“I want to be myself again.”

Aldrin shakes his head. “I’m sorry it was revealed to you in this way.” 

I feel as if a bucket of ice-cold water has drenched me. When I look down at my hands, my flesh is back to normal. I let out a shaky breath.

I force myself to glance up at my father. He stares and stares into his reflection in a silver platter my mother holds before him, her other hand on his arm and her body held close to his side.

“How can you look at me like this?” he says to her.

“I promised I would be at your side, no matter what came our way,” she whispers back. “Have you forgotten?”

I don’t know how she touches him when he looks like a demon from the Otherworld, but there is only grim determination on her face. She was trained in a household of such extreme internal politics that she has an incredible ability to mentally pivot.

“Will you stop listening to your mother’s poison now, Edmund?” My mother’s soft words carry. 

“Mother. Who exactly was my birth father?” he growls, turning fiery eyes on my grandmother. “Is he this fae monster you have mentioned so many times but won’t tell me about?”

My grandmother holds her face in her hands, then sweeps her fingers across her temples. She looks so small and bony, curled up in that huge armchair.

“You look almost exactly like him. I never expected to see his face again.” Her voice cracks and my heart breaks hearing it. “Edmund—can you return to the face I have always known and loved? It will take time for me to get used to seeing him when I look at you. Is that a horribly selfish thing for me to ask?”

“I don’t know how,” my father says softly.

“Aldrin, please,” I whisper. “I know they haven’t treated you right, but please do this one thing for me.” 

Aldrin nods. The air distorts around my father, his skin slowly returning to its usual creamy color, scattered with freckles. The tendrils of his hair still, no longer a raging inferno, and each flame ebbs out until they are back to their familiar array of red, orange and blond strands.

My mother lets out a long sigh of relief and throws herself into Father’s arms. His eyes are unfocused with shock, but after a few moments, he wraps her in a tight embrace.

Aldrin sits heavily in his chair. His skin has paled and the shadows beneath his eyes have deepened.

“Are you okay?” I peer into his face.

“You know they have been poisoning me to inhibit my magic,” he says. “I have developed a tolerance to it, and my magic has returned bit by bit, but I just used a lot and I am nowhere near my full strength.”

I summon a volley of air to push my seat next to Aldrin’s, then collapse into it, now facing my father across his desk. His eyes narrow and his jaw clenches as his gaze flicks from Aldrin to me and back, but he doesn’t argue.

“Mother, I think it is time you told me the story of your pilgrimage.” My father turns that piercing gaze that many warriors have cowered under on my grandmother.

“It is forbidden for a priestess to speak of her pilgrimage,” she snaps.

“Forbidden by whom?” he roars. “You are the High Priestess, are you not? Change the rules.”

My mother pats his arm and speaks soothing words in his ear, as though calming a beast, but he shoots her a murderous look as well.

“He deserves to know.” I lean forward and squeeze my grandmother’s leg, able to reach her where she sits to the side of the desk.

She flicks her long fingers toward Aldrin. “Not in front of the fae.”

“Which one?” my father grinds out. “Because apparently there are three fae in this room.”

My body turns rigid at the accusation. I am not fae. I have dedicated my whole life to this realm. To humans. To identify as anything else would realign my entire existence, and I am not prepared for that.

But all humans have at least a little fae in them, and all fae have a lot of human. Where does a person draw the line when we are so interbred? 

“Like I said, whatever fathered Edmund, he was not fae,” Aldrin retorts. “And I am the only one in this realm who could tell you what he was. I will know for certain with a description.”

“And what would I have met in the Otherworld, if not a fae?” my grandmother spits.

“Tuatha Dé Danann.”

The entire room freezes.

“Sometimes the gods wander in my realm to experience their creations, often masking their identities,” Aldrin continues. “We haven’t had an official visit in centuries, but I recall the last one. It would explain why Edmund is so powerful, more so than me, if he is half god. My ancestry isn’t that strong, nor is that of any fae living today that I know of.”

Aldrin reclines in his seat, arms behind his head, while he forms an air wield that unstoppers the crystal decanter on my father’s desk. It pours a glass of whiskey and floats it over to him, where his hand plucks it out of the air.

I want to shake him for the smug expression that fills his face, especially when my father glares at him.

“I’m sure you know our joint history,” Aldrin says. “The Tuatha Dé Danann bred with humans thousands of years ago to create the high fae. They combined their essence with the spirits of the trees, of the water, of fire, or fused with animals to create the low fae.”

A powerful shiver runs down my spine at his implications. Aldrin gives me a measured glance before he continues.

“The magic of the gods is too strong and pure within Edmund for the man you bred with to be anything other than Tuatha Dé Danann.”

My heart hammers against my ribs. It is a lot to digest. Every muscle in my father’s body is taut, his shoulders high, tendons sticking out of his wide neck and his fists clenched.

“Tell us how you met my father,” he demands of his mother. “I won’t tolerate any more excuses.”

“Your father, your true father, was the man who raised you. The man who was Lord Protector of these lands before you.” There is steel in my grandmother’s voice.

“Mother—”

“But the man I conceived you with? If I am to tell you of him, I need you to understand why I went on the pilgrimage in the first place.” She takes a deep, shaky breath. She looks so old and vulnerable. Sometimes I forget she has already lived far longer than many humans would expect, approaching ninety years, because magic leaked from my father into her during pregnancy.

“It is difficult for a priestess to talk of their pilgrimage,” I quickly cut in. “You can’t truly understand what it is like to walk through the utter void of a portal and take that leap of faith unless you have experienced it. We step into a completely foreign world, where we are told everything, absolutely everything, will want to kill or harm us. Every single Mother of Magic makes great sacrifices there to save our people. Her soul is never the same. Please, try not to judge too harshly.”

Aldrin gives me a scathing look. “Is the sacrifice yours or ours?” The corners of his lips are turned down and the swirling amber of his eyes reveals the depths of festering anger and bitterness in his heart.

I never thought he would give me a look like that. I never thought I would deserve it.

My grandmother’s hands shake as she begins, and she sits on them to hide it. “I was born poor, desperately so. We often battled with starvation twisting our guts and had no idea when our next meal would be. I tried to forage in the woods for berries and herbs and would retch until I passed out when I made a mistake.

“Foraging turned into setting snares for rabbits. One day I stumbled across a wild Cú Sídhe that had killed a hunter. Many of the fae beasts had slipped through the rips in the veils around that time and plagued us for years after.” She pauses for a long moment, staring into the air. “I watched the entire thing from the top branches of a tree. The creature ripped out the man’s innards and crunched his bones, leaving him a bloody mess. I will never get that sight out of my mind, or stop hearing the sounds of his screams, or forget the horror of what I did next. I was only thirteen at the time.”

Hot waves of horror ripple through me. Aldrin shoots me an unreadable glance, but I can’t drag my eyes away from my grandmother. Her shoulders hunch inward.

When it looks like she won’t continue, my father pours wine into a chalice and wraps her fingers around the stem, coaxing her into taking a sip.

“I crept up to the ruined corpse,” she whispers, “and I took his bow, arrows and throwing daggers. He didn’t need them anymore. The man had been short and slight, probably only a teenager himself, but it took a full year before I had the strength to pull his bow and the ability to aim the arrows. 

“I had less magic back then, a bit of air and a zap of lightning, but all the determination of a girl with a painfully empty stomach. The desperation of one who didn’t want to end up like my mother. She had four other children, all younger than me, with not a single one of our fathers sticking around. The shame we received from the rest of the town for the fact…well, you don’t need to know about that.”

She falls into a long, drawn-out silence. I hold my breath, waiting, too afraid to say anything, in case it startles her.

“Mother. The rest of the story,” my father cuts in, downing an entire shot of whiskey in a single gulp.

“I was an accomplished huntress by the time the realms aligned again,” she continues. “I would aim straight for a beast’s heart and load my arrows with my lightning. It takes only the smallest zap to the heart to make it stop, which is lucky, because that was all I had. 

“When the rifts between worlds were torn open, a whole horde of redcap goblins streamed through into these lands. Their attacks on defenseless villages were horrendous. There were so many deaths. People were slaughtered for no reason other than their savage bloodlust.”

Aldrin stiffens. “They were probably terrified out of their minds, lost in a new world with a massive target on their backs. The creatures have the intelligence and impulse control of a human toddler.”

My grandmother’s eyes snap to Aldrin. “Well, a murderous rampage is still a murderous rampage, despite the reason.”

“And what is it called when humans slaughter an entire band of goblins? Justice?” he fires back. “Could you not herd them back through the rift?”

I put a hand on Aldrin’s shoulder and he whips his head around, staring at it with a scowl. He doesn’t shrug me off, he doesn’t move at all, but he might as well have. I pull my hand away sharply as the realization dawns on me that my family would have told him about my involvement in the hunts. They would have threaded lies in with the truths to sow division between us, just like they did to me.

Gods, Aldrin probably thinks I tortured low fae for kicks in my spare time.

I drag my eyes away from Aldrin so he won’t see the unshed tears glazing them. I glare at my grandmother instead.

My entire life, she has been a foundation of warmth and overprotective strength. I have cried in her lap countless times. Right now, I loathe her. The bitter resentment is like a wild animal thrashing within my chest, growing until I fear I will not be able to contain it.

Her lips twist at what she sees on my face. The flash of pain in her eyes swiftly shifts to anger, as it always does with her.

She leans forward in her seat, pointing a finger at Aldrin. “Don’t think for one moment, fae, that because you have met my granddaughters, you know all humans. The majority cannot fight or defend themselves. Most have practically no magic. We’ve never had massive armies lying around to escort rabid fae back home. Especially back then.”

“Did you humans even try, Naomi?” Aldrin bites out the words, though much of the heat is gone from them.

“We were fighting for our survival.” My grandmother dismisses him with a flick of her hand. “There must have been a hundred redcap goblins obliterating villages near my hometown. I saw the aftermath of their work. There was not a single creature left alive or in one piece. Blood was everywhere, pooling across the pavers and painted on the walls. Have you ever had the displeasure of fighting redcaps, Aldrin?”

Aldrin shrugs. “I fought a war against the Winter Court, so of course I have.”

“Then you know of their frenzied bloodlust. That they coat the entire surface of their skin in their victims’ blood, and that there is no stopping them during a slaughter without extreme force. Explain to me how we should have herded such numbers.”

A heated silence drags out between them. My heart hammers hard and my blood races in my ears until it is the only thing I can hear.

“Mother,” my father grinds out. “I know you are stalling.”

“Yes. Well.” My grandmother finally remembers the wine in her hands and takes a long drink, while my mother runs an absent-minded hand up and down her arm in a soothing gesture. “We decided to fight. My home was a large township at the edge of the wilderness, and we had a lot of hunters in our number. We built a fortification of sharpened stakes around the town, but it wasn’t going to be enough. Then the heir to the Lord Protector rode into our town with a band of elite warriors, looking like a savior angel of death, ready to wreak havoc on our enemy in our defense.”

A slow smile forms on my grandmother’s lips as her eyes become distant.

“Ronan was breathtakingly beautiful and nothing like I expected a lord to be. Caring and compassionate. Ready to risk himself for us lowly peasants. When the goblins arrived, we fought together, peasants alongside nobility and guards.” She suddenly lets out a laugh that makes me jolt with shock. “Ronan became captivated by me. I was a slip of a girl with a ferocious temper who held her own next to his trained soldiers. I was the lowest of peasants, and he, the Lord Protector’s heir, was mesmerized by me. He gave me a job hunting the fae causing havoc in our realm, and kept me close to his side.”

She hesitates for a long time.

“We fell in love, but our class difference meant we could never be together. Not unless I took the pilgrimage to the fae realm. There is only one way for a peasant girl to break the chains of her birth and marry a lord: a magical pregnancy. I would have done anything to be Ronan’s bride, and I sacrificed part of my soul to make it happen.”

I don’t realize I am crying until a tear drops from my cheek onto my hand. I always knew there was a lot of pain and struggle in my grandmother’s youth, but I never knew the extent of it.

How can she blame Aldrin for traveling across realms to be with me when she did the same?

My grandmother suddenly turns on my parents, leaning forward in her seat and scowling at them. “Now, don’t you judge me for what comes next. Everything I did was for Ronan. All. Of. It.” 

I can’t help letting out a laugh. My mother already looks scandalized, but my father is trying to hide his amusement. “Nothing shocks me with you, Mother,” he says.

Aldrin shifts uncomfortably in his seat, eyebrows pinched. “I already know I am going to hate this.”

“I took the pilgrimage with one goal in mind,” my grandmother says. “I planned to attend every forest party and nymph grove in the Autumn Court until I fell pregnant, but at the first one, I found him. Nissien. He gravitated toward me like a predator to prey. With hair of raging fire and eyes to match, red skin that glowed like embers and chains of golden oak leaves adorning his clothes. I was immediately in awe of him, and terrified of the imposing figure he cut. Power like I have never felt since radiated from his being. Even the other fae feared him, but somehow, I came to forget that first impression.”

Aldrin nods to himself at her description, but I cannot drag my eyes away from my grandmother to question him. The knuckles of my fingers are white where they grip my skirts into bunches.

She lets out a long breath. “Nissien changed into high fae form when he became intent on pursuing me. He had such a gravity of personality that nothing else existed when he was around. It was thrilling, and I fell in love with him. I can’t explain it, but the love of two men burned bright in my heart. Then I fell pregnant.

“When a pilgrim is with child, she must run for her life. For her freedom. I knew this. They had drilled it into me, but I came to trust Nissien. He loved me, protected me—then he became my greatest villain.”

She pauses, and for a horrible moment, her lip wobbles.

“Nissien lost control when he scented the hormonal change within me. It drove him insane. He became crazed and locked me within a prison of his creation. I couldn’t go outside and feel the sun on my skin. He wouldn’t allow me to speak to another living soul. For any eyes to be cast on me. Nissien broke my heart. He shattered it into a million pieces, and it has never been right since. It is my fault. I shouldn’t have given it to a creature of that realm to begin with.

“I was imprisoned for days and days, but my magic increased tenfold as his baby grew within me.” She stops to give a weak smile to my father. “And it was because of you, Edmund, that I could break out of my prison. I ran and ran, following the pull of my moonstone bracelet and timing my escape for when Nissien was away. I thought it was leading me toward a portal, but I was wrong. Ronan had come to the Otherworld with his best warriors. He had gone against our king’s law and committed the greatest sacrilege against the temple of the Mothers of Magic in a mad search to rescue me before the portals closed, as no man can make the crossing. I hated myself so much in the moment we found each other, because I had lain with another man before him.”

A shiver runs through me. I sit on the edge of my chair, staring at her tightly coiled form and picturing the young, willful woman she once was. I think of my grandfather and the way he always looked at her with adoration and love brimming in his eyes.

Their passion never dimmed, not even when they grew old and gray.

I want to know that love that spans a lifetime. I want it with the man sitting beside me, but I don’t know if he still wants me. He couldn’t possibly. Not now.

“Ronan risked everything for me,” my grandmother says wistfully. “Nissien found us—I don’t know how, but he would have followed me to the ends of both realms to recapture me. I was his property. His slave. His consort. And he became savage when he found me sharing a horse with another man.”

I half expect her gaze to shoot daggers at Aldrin, but she is too caught up in her story.

“Nissien reverted to his primal form of fire and fury. He whipped up a firestorm, shattering the trees to splinters and burning a wall of flames around us as tall as this castle. Nissien’s only weakness was that he didn’t want to harm a single hair on my body. He loved me, and in his own toxic way, he thought he was protecting me from the world.

“Ronan and his warriors were humans fighting this monstrosity. I had to make a choice. To decide which man would live and which would die, when I desperately loved them both. When Nissien pulled me away from Ronan and thought he was shielding me with his body, I stabbed him in the chest. I pulled as much power out of the baby as I could and used it to rip a bolt of lightning out of that storm, thrusting it into Nissien’s heart, stopping it forever.”

My grandmother doubles over in her seat and holds her face in her hands, struggling to breathe as sobs escape her. I have never seen her so overcome by emotion.

The overwhelming urge fills me to say something, do something, to take away her pain, but I am frozen to the spot, horror running cold through me.

I didn’t know she loved the man who sired my father. I never guessed that she killed him with her own hand. Even Aldrin looks devastated.

“I didn’t kill Nissien for selfish reasons alone.” Her voice is muffled by her hands. “Not just because I loved Ronan more. I didn’t want you to grow up in that world, Edmund, to be raised by a man who thought it would be okay to lock up his woman.”

My mother embraces my grandmother from behind and offers her a cloth to wipe her eyes. My grandmother saved her from her own family when she was young. I don’t know the full story, but there has always been a strong bond between them.

“In a way, Edmund, it was you who saved my life that day.” Her eyes slide to her son. “But without Ronan, I would never have had the courage to do what was needed. We returned to our realm and married as soon as we could.”

My mind whirls around and around, trying to comprehend the gravity of all that trauma. It doesn’t justify my grandmother’s actions, but it does explain them. 

She thought a fae had come here to do the exact same thing to me.

“Why have I spent my entire life up until this morning looking human?” My father runs a hand through his hair, pausing mid-gesture and quickly tearing it away as though he has just remembered the flaming whipcords that were there minutes ago.

“How did I not even know I had another form?” My voice is shrill.

My grandmother’s usual strength locks back into place, making her back ramrod straight. “Edmund, you were born with peaked ears, red skin and flaming hair. That’s why all magical pregnancies are birthed at a priestesses’ sanctuary. Within the first year, a half-fae child comes to realize that they don’t look like everyone around them, and they instinctively glamour themselves bit by bit to look human. That is when the mother and babe return to their lives.” My grandmother looks at me with regret. “The disguise becomes so deeply ingrained that their offspring are born glamoured. It works its way through the generations. The babies who drop their glamour are accused of being changelings by their parents, swapped by the fae. Some Mothers of Magic dedicate their lives to finding and raising those babies, but too many slip through the cracks and are abandoned to the elements and die.”

Aldrin cuts through the tension of the room. “Naomi, the man you have described is no fae.”

“Then what was he?” she snaps. 

Aldrin scowls. “Nissien was Tuatha Dé Danann. One of the gods of Autumn. If I remember my ancient history correctly, he has a brother called Efnissien. The god you met was the level-headed one, while his brother is known for viciousness. All gods are possessive and at least a little crazy. His blood would explain why autumn magic of decay, destruction and fire runs so strongly in your family.”

The entire world spins around me. There is a ringing in my ears that drowns out the heated words between Aldrin and my grandmother.

We descend directly from one of the fae’s gods?

It cannot be true. There is nothing so special about me.

My father shakes his head. He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out. When his wide, emerald gaze meets mine, there is pure panic within it.

A panic we share.

My grandmother gets up and grips his face in both her hands in a fluid motion. “Listen to me, son. I know this story is difficult for you to hear, but you are nothing like Nissien. You took on the traits of your true father, Ronan, and he would be incredibly proud of you.”

My father stares into her eyes. “If I am as fae as Aldrin claims, I will far outlive Maeve. I might outlive my children. Neither is a thing I have planned for. Already I waited to marry because I knew I would have a longer lifespan than a regular human, but this…I do not want it. I can’t live without her!” He throws out an arm to indicate my mother.

The implications slam into me. I think I am going to vomit.

Tears roll down my father’s face and my mother wipes them away with the sleeve of her dress. “Do not borrow tomorrow’s problems, my dear.”

A loud pounding rings out on the closed doors of the study, shaking them in their frame. I jolt. Everyone in the room turns toward them in synchrony. 

“Enter,” my father calls, composure and authority snapping back into place.

A flustered guard enters the room. “My Lord Protector, there is a messenger here for you from the palace. It is…er…His Highness Prince Niall himself.”

Anxiety ripples through me as my heart nearly stops. My father’s eyes dart to mine, burning with determination.

We are about to learn the repercussions of my actions in the palace.


Chapter 7
Aldrin


Aman strides into the room, flanked on either side by priestesses in white, flowing robes. Keira takes one look at him and her eyes widen. She tenses like she is preparing to flee.

Something primal within me flares at her visceral reaction.

Naomi’s story shocked me senseless. Perhaps I better understand her actions, even if I will never forgive her and am still furious at them all. It quietened the vicious beast within me that now rears its ugly head at a single glimpse of this princeling.

He is a slight man with a lean, bony build, short even for a human. He wears a simple circlet in his neat, curling blue-black hair. 

Prince Finan’s brother.

I hold myself very still as ripples of murderous rage crash through me at the thought of the man Keira almost married. It’s not blind jealousy.

The heir to the throne mistreated her and destroyed her confidence.

Because of him, she thought she deserved less from life, less from a relationship and nothing from sex. She counted herself second-rate to the people around her. Nothing of importance, when that is the furthest thing from the truth.

Keira is a queen in my eyes. A goddess.

Then this Prince Finan dared to lay his hands on her and leave bruises on her perfect neck. My feelings toward her might be complicated, but I would never, never, do a thing to harm her. Physically or emotionally.

If I ever get my hands on this prince, I will wrap them around his throat and choke him until the light disappears from his eyes. I will show him what it feels like to have someone bigger and stronger than you use physical force to get their way.

I want to do exactly that to Prince Niall for being a brother to such a man, but I hold myself in check.

Did he treat Keira with respect when she was in the palace? Would he have helped her escape his brother had she asked him to? Or did he turn a blind eye to her abuse?

Everyone in the room rises from their seats and bows before him. I am the last to stand. The look of simmering hatred I give him is a mercy compared to all the things I’d prefer to do. I only bow my head. Exiled or not, I outrank this man. 

Prince Niall’s eyes pass across each person, quickly analyzing the mood of the room. They soften when they fall on Keira, and she gives him a small smile back. Some of the tension leaches from my muscles at the exchange. He is a friend of hers.

“I am relieved to see you have made it safely home, Lady Keira.” Prince Niall takes her hand in his and kisses it. The maddening urge to grab the back of his neck and pull him away from her fills me, and I have to clench every one of my muscles to stop myself.

“I am visiting with my High Priestess,” Keira says seamlessly. “My home is the priestesses’ sanctuary, as a Mother of Magic myself. I belong to the temple now.”

There is a significance I am missing in those words, but a ripple of relief travels through the room as the prince nods his acceptance of them. 

“And you are well? You are here of your own free choosing?” Niall stares deeply into her eyes, still holding her hand in his. It takes a moment for me to realize that his thumb is discreetly on her pulse, checking for a spike in her heart rate at a lie. This bastard is too wily.

A frown crosses Keira’s face; she is completely oblivious. “Yes, of course.”

Then his eyes flick to me. A frown creases his eyebrows as he examines me like I am an academic study.

I fold my arms and glare down at him where he still stands just a foot away from Keira.

I will not explain myself to him. Especially after Naomi had me glamour my ears to rounded shells to pass as human.

The prince’s gaze returns to Keira, and he speaks so softly, I can only just hear him. “I would have gotten you out of the palace, if you had asked it of me. I would have helped you, Keira. I need you to know that.”

She nods, but doesn’t say anything.

“Prince Niall, please, can we get you a drink? Or a seat?” Edmund’s entire countenance has softened to a side of him I have never seen before. With a flick of his wrist, a leather armchair slides across the immense study, right behind the prince. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?”

Prince Niall sits, and everyone else follows suit. I don’t take my glare off him once. A strong desire for violence rolls through me. I cannot help it. I crack my neck, then slowly sit down. Maybe I have become the crazed fae they think I am.

The prince taps the arm of the couch with a single long finger while everyone holds their breaths as though they teeter on the tip of a blade.

“I have some unfortunate news that will greatly affect Keira.” He turns to the priestesses who escorted him here. “If we could have privacy?”

They leave the room, closing the doors behind them.

He turns back to Edmund. “Is this room warded for sound? Do you trust everyone in it?” The little shit looks straight at me.

“Yes,” Keira says quickly. “If it is about me, I want Aldrin to know as well.” The hard look she sends my way tells me everything. She is letting me in again, just a toe, but the anger of lies and betrayals is far from gone. That makes two of us.

Niall lets out a sharp breath. “For context, you must know one thing first. The news will travel to you fast enough. My father, the king, is dead.”

Edmund’s eyes flare wide, and Maeve gives a small start. Keira’s hand flies straight to her heart. Naomi opens her mouth, clearly about to give condolences, but Niall throws up a hand to stop her.

“I was never close with my father. His passing a few days ago is not why I am here. For years he has had episodes of poor health that kept him bedridden for weeks at a time, but always hid the fact. We must get one thing straight: no one is to know I gave you this warning personally. My absence from the palace has been hidden, and I was allowed passage through the priestesses’ portals to help one of their own.” Niall raises a hand to indicate Keira.

My blood runs cold and dread fills me as Keira’s face turns deathly pale. Her hands shake.

I want to bundle her up in my arms and press her tight against my chest. I want to kiss her until the fear drains from her, but she doesn’t want my touch.

“Finan is delirious in his grief,” Niall says cautiously. “He didn’t take it well when you left to become a priestess, Keira, though I agree you had every right to. Your wishes should be respected. Whatever passed between the two of you the night you left, I fear Finan has distorted it in his head. The story he tells keeps changing.” 

The prince pauses as contemplates his next words. Keira’s eyes are huge and glazed as she stares at him, and I want to shake the man for making her wait.

The princeling finally continues. “Word of high fae trespassing in the Appleshield Protectorate has reached the capital. The main rumor is that they were taken prisoner and sentenced to death. Finan is convinced high fae used the portals to travel to the capital and kidnap Keira from the palace. That she needs to be saved from monsters. He claims they are keeping her hostage in this fortress, and that she needs his army to set her free. He plans to march on Appleshield Castle and set up a siege until he gets her back.”

Maeve sways dangerously on her feet and looks like she might faint. Naomi has the air of a wildcat that might claw the princeling’s throat out with its fingernails. Finally, something we can agree on.

It takes all of my willpower not to pick him up by the throat and watch him struggle for breath while his legs dangle in the air. Keira shakes violently beside me, and I can’t do a damned thing about it, because I ruined the trust between us.

“I am no captive, and I do not need anyone marching on my father’s lands.” She leaps out of her seat, backing away from Niall until she butts up against her father’s desk, instinctually seeking his protection. I want to be the one she goes to for protection.

“I have told him that a thousand times.” Niall’s tone is hard. “Reminded him he heard it from your lips that you were dedicating your life to the temple. The priestesses have confirmed it again and again. I begged him to call an audience with you and the High Priestess. He is mad in his grief, both for our father and for you. Finan has decided that you are his property and he will have you. That you don’t know what you want and need to be guided. I fear nothing I do can stop him.” 

I become blind with rage at hearing another man claim Keira as his property, especially one who is so unworthy.

I am forced to control my breathing so as not to become a snarling mess of aggression. My fingernails puncture indentations in the leather armrests of the couch.

“Why are you here, Prince Niall?” Edmund stands and leans over his desk, ropy tendons sticking out in his forearms and neck. “Why betray your brother to us?”

The prince’s piercing blue gaze pins the Lord Proector. He doesn’t even blink. “Can’t you see? I’m trying to save him. To save you and our kingdom. Finan is mustering an army to march on the North of Strathia, and when he arrives here, it will be too late. You need to unite the North and meet him at the pass. If you hold Fort Blackrock, he will realize he can’t bully you into submission with a scare tactic. That he would need to commit to war. 

“Finan has no resolve. No taste for anything that is hard-earned. He will give up and turn around. His generals will not support him if they realize this could turn into a long, bloody civil war. No one wants the sacrilege of fighting against the Mothers of Magic. It’s not like you are actually housing fae here.”

I narrow my eyes at the princeling as the others in the room turn deadly still. He must be a fool to look upon me and not know what I am. I have changed my ears, that is true, but the sharp angles of my face and my rare height among humans should be enough to tell him I am other. 

“And what if there were fae here?” I arch a menacing eyebrow at him. “What if they were not holding anyone prisoner, did not have any ill intent, but were interested in trade alone? Then what would your brother and his generals do?”

The prince’s birdlike eyes home in on me, and I wonder how much they truly see. “They would have the fae executed for trespassing, as is the law. Many do not question the old ways.” 

“And yourself?” I push. “If your brother were to be unlucky and you became king?”

“If these fae came here seeking peace and trade? I would at least hear them out and allow diplomats to pass. Especially if they had Edmund’s support.” Niall holds my gaze for a stretched moment, and I don’t back down.

Edmund slices through the tension. “How long until his forces will be upon us?”

Prince Niall starts that incessant tapping on his armchair again. “As long as it takes to ready the troops stationed at Sunbright City and march here. He will stop to enlist troops from each lord he passes along the way. Maybe a month until he arrives, but more will join forces with him during a long siege. This needs to be dealt with quickly.”

Edmund scratches his short beard. “We appreciate your honesty, and the fact you have put yourself at risk.”

“As always, my purpose is to minimize the damage done by my family.” Niall stands and steps toward the door.

“Wait, Prince Niall. Before you go, there is one more thing.” Edmund rounds the desk and places a hand on his shoulder. “I feel it is only right that we are as honest with you. There are high fae being held prisoner here, but they are being dealt with. None have harmed Keira or any of our people, nor will they get the opportunity to.”

“As always, I trust you with that role, Lord Protector.” The prince turns on his heel and opens the door, immediately flanked by priestesses. He pulls a hood over his head and disappears.

“Just a moment, my prince.” Naomi scurries after him. “I will personally escort you back to the portal.”

The old spider will whisper in his ear for the entire walk. At least this time, her venom will work in our favor.

As soon as the doors slam shut, Edmund collapses back into his chair, his face red and covered in a sheen of sweat as he lets out a string of curses under his breath. 

Keira holds her face in her hands. “I am so selfish. Of course he was going to react like this! I never should have left him. I never should have thought I deserved more. There will be a civil war over my stupidity. People will die.” Her words come out faster and faster as she hyperventilates.

The sight breaks my heart. She came so far in finding her self-respect, and that bastard dragged her right back again. 

I am out of my seat and standing before her, both my hands on her shoulders, absolutely hating the way they shake beneath my touch. “Keira, you know that’s not true.”

She shrugs me off, then slaps my arms away. “Don’t you dare speak!” she roars up at me. “You have done your part in this too!”

“What should I have done?” I say through gritted teeth. “Ignored you when you called for me?”

“YES! No. I don’t know, Aldrin!” She scrubs her tears away angrily. I stagger backward from the intensity of those words. “I didn’t know you could hear me through the moonstone!”

“Okay. Okay. This is not helpful. Take a seat, Aldrin.” Maeve steps between us, palms raised. The motherly reprimand in her voice is so strong, I do as she says. “The blame for this lies entirely on Finan. He is unhinged and unfit to rule. You are not responsible for his bad behavior.”

I grunt in agreement and receive dark looks from the other three in the room.

Soft words escape Keira. “Where do we go from here?”

Edmund is in shock. His hair stands up in disarray as he stares into space. Maeve’s eyes are wide, her eyebrows resting somewhere near her blond hairline, all the color gone from her cheeks. Her mouth works, but nothing comes out.

Neither parent is ready to speak the truth to their daughter, so I step in. “We go to war.”

Keira’s wild eyes dart to me.

“I will not sugarcoat it: you have dark days coming.” My gaze glides to Edmund. “You have two choices. Hand over your daughter to the mad king, live through his reign of chaos and keep the borders shut to us fae. Or—Keira keeps her freedom, and the sparks ignite a civil war, but you replace the mad king with his brother, with the support of a fae alliance. I will throw everything I have at protecting Keira. I am not without my own soldiers.”

They stare at me, and not one of them denies the truth behind my words.

I fall to my knees before Keira’s chair.

A deep desire floods me to tenderly brush away the strands of hair that fall across her face, or to take her hands in mine, but my heart will not survive her slapping me away again.

Instead, I stare into her eyes. “I will fight until my dying breath to guarantee your freedom, even if you never want to speak to me or see my face again. There are no caveats to this. I will summon Cyprien from my realm and all the warriors he can muster if it means you don’t end up in the clutches of that monster again. I would die happily, but I ask one thing of you: do not blame yourself for his actions, his choices and his cruelties.”

Keira reaches out a hand toward me, but her father steps between us, blocking her. “How do we know this isn’t some ploy to bring more fae into our realm? That you are not taking advantage of our weaknesses?”

“Are we not past this already?” I stand to my full height, satisfied that I am slightly taller and can look down at him. “Have you not seen how my magic has returned? Think on it. The same is true for the rest of my band of warriors. If I were here to kidnap Keira by force and drag her back to my world, what is stopping me? There is a monster who wants to steal your daughter, but you’re not looking at him.”

“I trust him, Father,” Keira calls behind me. “Despite everything, I don’t think he would hurt me willingly.”

I wince at those words. I did hurt her, even though I had the purest of intentions.

“Shall we make a bargain, Edmund Appleshield?” I ask. “If you set me and my people free from our captivity and treat us as honored guests, I will fight for Keira’s freedom until this threat posed by King Finan is neutralized. I will not steal any consorts or humans. The conditions of this bargain will hold any fae who enter this realm under my name.” I hold out my hand. “What do you say?”

Edmund glances at Keira and she gives him a curt nod. He places his hand around my forearm and we shake on it. 

“It is done.” Edmund’s voice is rough, his eyes wild, as though he can’t quite believe he is making a bargain with a fae. It is the only option he has to force my hand.

Bright orange light curls up our forearms, almost blinding in its intensity. My skin burns and I grit my teeth as the magic runs across my flesh, etching a pattern of swirls in a band just below my elbow.

It looks like tongues of a dancing flame, and the mark shimmers gold under the orb light. Embers of magic fly out from our clasped arms and dissipate like ash floating up from a bonfire.

We let go of each other, and Edmund quickly pulls down the sleeve of his tunic, covering his mark.

“I want any of your soldiers with even a spark of magic to train with my warriors,” I demand. “Your humans have a habit of blocking their magic, from fear and a lack of learning. Especially you, Edmund.”

He barks out a short laugh. “You will be hard-pressed to get any of them to train alongside fae.”

“Then assign someone of influence to act as a liaison between us,” I say. “Encourage them yourself. You need to use every advantage you have.”

“Diarmuid could get the troops to cooperate,” Maeve volunteers. “As a druid, he has a position of authority when it comes to magic.”

“No. I will do it.” Keira stands suddenly. “No one knows both Aldrin’s fae and our guards like I do. Diarmuid has never hunted alongside them.” I flinch at the reminder of that little betrayal. Keira must sense it, because her voice becomes choked. “They need to remember who they fight for. Besides, we should send Diarmuid out immediately to prepare the druids for a potential war. We will need healers on hand.”

She doesn’t look at me, focusing only on her father. He nods curtly and some of the tension melts from her shoulders.

This will force us to spend time together. Not alone, but it increases our chances of talking to each other. Of working out the fact from the fiction in the huge wall of hurt that lies between us.

Hope unfurls within me. When Keira’s eyes dart up to mine, I see it there too.


Chapter 8
Keira


Istand on a small balcony where two staircases meet, overlooking a large courtyard. Below, our finest soldiers work in groups with fae teachers, sorted by their elemental abilities.

This training will be an invaluable opportunity—if I can get humans and fae to work together without killing each other.

Aldrin and his people needed little time to recover after my father freed them from their abuse and imprisonment. Bile creeps up my throat, threatening to make me a retching, shaking mess at the very thought of the horrors they endured because of me.

The sounds of metal clanging off metal and heavy boots striking pavers echo throughout the courtyard, bouncing off the stone walls and porticos that encircle it on all sides.

The air is stifled here, except for the odd gust of wind when someone attempts an air wield, and it carries the strong scent of masculine sweat. I wrinkle my nose at it.

The training looks like pure chaos from up here, the groups often merging as the human soldiers stop to grumble to each other or stand there with arms crossed, refusing to engage.

Aldrin catches my eye as he pairs with Liam, an Appleshield guard. A burst of complex emotions ripples through me. My heart skips a beat with elation at having him so near, speeds up with anger at all the lies and half-truths he told me, and aches with longing that is pierced by guilt.

I want to reach out and touch him, but there is a glacier between us.

I watch Aldrin’s exchange with Liam like my life depends on it, soaking up every detail. Their blunted swords strike each other slowly at first, attacking and blocking. Their attacks and parries become faster and faster, the blades flying and their feet moving like a dance.

“Fix your air wield,” Aldrin orders. “Distribute the reinforcing magic evenly across your blade, or your sword will snap.”

Liam’s blue eyes narrow in sheer determination.

“Faster,” Aldrin calls. “Wield air behind your legs and arms to push your body to greater speeds. It will take longer to tire as well.”

Liam’s features set as he concentrates. I have hunted alongside him many times, but I have never seen him move this fast. Aldrin is going incredibly easy on him. 

They are a mesmerizing sight to behold. Where Aldrin is all dark features and sharp angles, broad and heavily muscular, Liam is golden-haired with an almost feminine quality to his handsome face and lean build.

Neither wears a shirt, and both glisten with sweat as the midmorning sun bears down on them.

I can’t drag my eyes away from the ripple and roll of the perfectly chiseled muscles of Aldrin’s shoulders and arms, and that ridged abdomen.

The memory plagues me of what it feels like to run my fingers down it, lower and lower, dipping beneath the waistband of his pants. To sink my fingernails into the hard planes of his back while he lies over me, his face just inches from mine as he takes me hard.

The beautiful planes of his face are ethereal compared to the humans around him. That narrow jaw, those high cheekbones, that amber gaze that once simmered with heat whenever it fell on me.

The sudden reminder of the loss of everything we had is enough to make the air whoosh out of my chest, and I can’t seem to drag in another breath to replace it.

A woman sighs beside me. I turn to find my sister Brianna has materialized on silent feet. Or perhaps I was too engrossed by the display before me to notice her.

“Are you sure you’re still angry with Aldrin?” she says in a wistful half-whisper.

“Yes. No. I don’t know,” I say in a huff.

Betrayal and hurt tumble through me, and it feels like I am freefalling into a black pit of bitterness, one I may never crawl out of again. It was born of the lies I thought Aldrin had told me, and it has mingled with the pure rage I feel toward my father and grandmother.

My emotions have become a confused, entangled mess. A snarling beast that lashes out in every direction.

Anger is such a simple word to sum it all up. I don’t know if I am entitled to it after everything, but it is there, deep within my heart.

Aldrin should have told me he had fought a battle with my father before he took me to his bed. I deserved to know of this prophecy from the beginning. It dictates my fate as much as his. The trust is wounded between us, because I now have to wonder what else he isn’t telling me.

But half of my fury is directed at myself. I failed Aldrin when he needed me, and whenever I acknowledge that simple truth, I cannot look him in the eye.

Aldrin pauses in his attack on Liam to give the Appleshield guard more instructions. His gaze flicks up at me, and his broad eyebrows crash down in a severe frown before he disregards me completely. It is like a slap in the face.

Brianna nudges me in the ribs. “Stop scowling at him.”

“Me?” I turn on her. “He’s that one who’s scowling!”

“Such a waste,” she murmurs. “He traveled across realms because you called him and has volunteered to fight a battle that isn’t his, just to protect you. No strings attached. It’s very romantic.”

I give her a sidelong look. At sixteen, she is too young to be talking of romance. “Brianna, this isn’t one of your novels. It’s more complicated than all that.”

“Is it?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Is there a certain prince you are daydreaming about? Are you hoping he will do some grand act to declare his secret love for you?”

A red flush creeps across her cheeks, and she waves the mention of Prince Niall away. “This isn’t about me, Keira.”

I let out a long breath. “How do I learn to trust him again, Brianna? What other secrets is he hiding?” I run a hand over my face. “Honestly, I don’t deserve him.” A tear falls from my eye, and mortification fills me at such a display in front of our troops.

Brianna places a hand on my arm. “That should be his choice to make. Talk to him, Keira. You owe him that much.”

Cold dread fills me at the idea. I am afraid to see the resentment in his eyes and hear the condemnation that would pour from his lips. I am terrified that all my ugly emotions will rise to the surface and push him away.

“Every time I try to talk to him, our father gets in the middle and drags one of us away,” I mutter.

A pained cry has me whipping my head back to Aldrin, heart racing. 

Liam is bent over, clutching his sword arm at the wrist, grimacing in pain. “I think it’s broken,” he chokes out.

Aldrin runs a hand through his hair as he takes a step closer. “This is why you need to keep a protective pocket of air around your arm with these maneuvers. You can’t put too much force on one spot.” He holds out a hand to Liam. “Here, let me heal the bone for you.”

Aiden cuts between both men, blocking his brother from Aldrin. “I think you have done enough, fae. How do we know you didn’t purposely hurt him?”

“Have you never been injured while training before? Do accidents not happen in this realm?” Aldrin towers over both men, glowering at Aiden, who doesn’t back down.

I rush down the staircase to the shaded corner of the portico, where Klara is teaching healing techniques to the field medics. 

I break into their little circle. “There has been an injury.”

Klara’s lilac eyes fly up to me. “Please don’t tell me Drake has burned someone again.”

I blink, but there is no time to ask questions. “A human training with Aldrin has broken an arm. Maybe you could teach a medic to heal it?” It is the only way Aiden will allow a fae to heal his brother—if he believes a human is overseeing it.

Klara pushes past me and stalks straight for Aldrin, her team of medics eagerly trailing after her. At least some of my people are taking this seriously.

“Aldrin, I told you to be careful with them,” Klara growls. “You know how fragile humans are.” 

I cringe. Aldrin looks abashed and the guards around them bristle at the insult. The beginnings of a headache pulse at my temples.

“I’m sorry, ah…Liam, was it?” Aldrin says. “Maybe we can try again later?”

Liam throws Aldrin a weak smile that turns into a cringe. “Yeah. Like you said. Injuries happen all the time in training.”

The guards around Aldrin grumble. I feel the weight of his gaze on my back, but I’m too scared of what I will find on his face if I turn to him. I focus instead on saying calming words to Aiden while Klara’s team heals his brother.

The tension in this courtyard is so thick I could slice it with a knife.

I wander through the people, ready to put out any fires as they begin. Sweat patches mark the clothes of guards who haven’t trained yet. Nervous anticipation is clear in the hard set of their jaws and the tightness of their shoulders.

I join a handful of people watching a guard take on an obstacle course Silvan has designed.

Logs are set up as hurdles at different heights. Rows of square hay bales are arranged as platforms. Walls of thick branches and vines are moving obstructions. A pitcher of wine hanging in the air at an impossible height is the prize at the end.

Gwyneth races through the course, her black braids pulled back into a thong, spraying out behind her. The Captain of the Guard splashes icy slush across the courtyard’s pavers, sliding through it on her knees to move under some hurdles and using a burst of air to propel her over others.

She moves with a speed I have never witnessed from her before. Caitlin would be proud to see her life partner. But as Gwyneth races toward the row of hay bales beneath the prize, the guards around me grumble with agitation.

The Captain of the Guard leaps on the first bale, then the second, her feet barely touching them before moving to the next. As her legs fly through the air, the next bale in the path slides a few feet from its original position.

She uses a puff of air to correct her momentum, and while her feet land on the bale, her body is pushed off course. The next hay bale sides too far in the opposite direction and Gwyneth stumbles to the ground, her feet tripping over each other until she finally catches herself.

The guards watching bite off derogatory curses toward the fae beneath their breath. Before I have a chance to lose my temper at the ungrateful fools, Gwyneth turns on Silvan.

“This is impossible!” She stalks toward him as he watches her with arms crossed. “You’re playing games with us!”

“Have you not learned how to move faster today?” Silvan bites out. “To use wields to help you slide across hard surfaces or enhance the height of your jump?” 

Gwyneth points a finger at him. “You are sabotaging us!”

“You need to learn to anticipate. To tug the objects back out of my grasp. An enemy won’t play fair.” Silvan turns his back on her and picks up a sand timer. “Start again,” he growls.

Gwyneth eyes the timer, then Silvan.

“You are losing time,” he mocks.

I raise an eyebrow at him. Silvan simply cocks his head to one side as he considers me. There is not a hint of guilt on his face. We stand there in silence while he tracks Gwyneth’s progress as she starts the course.

Instead of watching her leap and slide through the hurdles, I examine Silvan.

His expression is stone cold, but as Gwyneth progresses, cursing and grunting, a small smirk grows on his lips. His fingers twitch a few times and the sound of shifting hay follows, then the rattle and crash of the captain hitting the pavers. 

I grab Silvan’s arm and pull him to the side. He looks at me, unblinking, and not the least bit sorry.

I sigh. “You are setting them up to fail, aren’t you? Making them look like fools.” I get it. I absolutely do. They locked him up, tortured him, and now he is offering them help without asking for anything in return, and they don’t even offer him basic respect.

“Perhaps a little. It is far too easy. Like teasing a child.”

I run a hand across my eyes. “Silvan, I need them trained. I understand you are angry. Your resentment is justified. Since you have come here, you have only been mistreated by my people, but I am trying to change that. I need you. I need all of you, and I am trying to fight for you.”

“Are you?” Silvan’s dark eyes bore into mine. “I haven’t seen any of your family being trained by fae. How do you think it looks to your people when you won’t even speak to Aldrin? No. They won’t accept us until you do.”

I draw in a ragged breath, then glance over at Aldrin. Where do I even begin? He is talking intently with Aiden, trying so hard to get the man on side. The sight sets a deep ache within my heart.

How could I deserve a man like that?

“I will try if you do.” My words come out choked, and Silvan grumbles his agreement.

I pull him back toward the obstacle course and speak loud enough for the guards to hear. “I haven’t had the chance to thank you for choosing to remain in this realm to protect my freedom. This is not your war, but you have decided to fight it anyway. To help empower us, when you owe us nothing.” I turn to the watching guards. “I guarantee that Silvan’s training will save many of your lives on a battlefield.” 

So many of those hostile expressions slip. I throw myself into a hug with Silvan to prove that this fae isn’t as alien and scary as they seem to think.

He stiffens and tries to pull away, but I hold tight until he pats me awkwardly on the back.

“Go easier on them,” I whisper. “It’s not their fault that they haven’t had the training you’ve had. I need them, too. If you want to be angry with someone for your treatment here, blame my father. Blame me. We can take it.”

Silvan turns back to his students and launches into a lecture on how to use the methods he has plagued them with on an enemy. He sets them up in teams against each other, one to sabotage and the other to resist while they complete the course.

We might actually pull this off.

If we can access the inhibited magic within each of us, it could save us. Not just in this war. Our way of life has been under threat for generations because our magic is fading. Without it, this kingdom could be thrust back into the dark ages, with famines as our farming with magic fails, and great plagues when we can no longer heal.

This has been our justification for the horrendous crime our pilgrims commit against the fae, but they will no longer be necessary if we have the untapped power we need already inside ourselves.

My mood slips despite the flicker of hope. These soldiers are going to war for my freedom. Because I couldn’t sacrifice myself to Finan. How many families are going to lose a parent, a child or a sibling so I can live my life as I choose?

A deep sorrow fills me, expanding within my chest until I think I will explode from the grief. The only thing that allows me to put one foot in front of the other without crumbling is the possibility that Prince Niall is right, and Finan will balk the moment he is presented with an opposing army.

“No. No. NO! I told you to move the branches, not the roots,” Drake bellows over the crowd. “Do you even know one end of a tree from another?”

I spin on my heel and rush over to him. Both Drake and an archer from our army’s reserve lean over a large potted tree the former dragged in from one of the orchards for his demonstration. 

“I’ve worked my entire gods-damned life in an orchard, so yeah, I know a thing or two about trees!” the archer snaps back, tossing her braid over her shoulder.

“Then why is it that when I tell you to move the branches, you end up growing the roots?” Drake hisses.

“Because we didn’t know this magic was possible a day ago.” The archer throws out an arm to indicate the onlookers behind her. Their teeth are gritted, their eyes narrowed.

A man strides up to Drake with his fists balled. “How can you expect us to learn anything like this? You don’t give proper instruction! And how is this going to help us in a battle, anyway?”

My stomach bottoms out as a huge smile fills Drake’s face. I frantically try to push through a crowd that won’t give. I know that look. He is about to do something reckless.

A root flies out of the pot, rapidly growing in length and girth, until it reaches the man and strikes him across the face with an audible slap. In the same moment, the tree’s branches bend and extend until the original student is encased in a woody cage.

The entire crowd turns deadly silent in their shock, as though they hold a collective breath. In a heartbeat, they are going to be screaming that this is a fae attack.

I break into the middle of the circle right before the soldiers recover their stunned wits. “Thank you for the demonstration, Drake,” I boom, turning other heads. I point at the thrashing archer. “You can let this woman go now.”

Drake shrugs and drops the magic.

I see straight through the bravado. There is a tightness to his lips and deep shadows around his eyes that haven’t disappeared despite his better accommodation. 

To these soldiers, Drake is as alien as a fae comes, with skin so bronze it is almost red, and a tattoo of an immense tree across his face in silvery lines—roots reaching across his chin, the trunk a thin line up his lips and nose, and the canopy expanding over his forehead and under his eyes.

I see the face of a friend. A man with endless kindness.

I turn to the crowd he has drawn. “I have fought alongside these fae and witnessed them in battle. They use roots to trip or bind an enemy, and branches to skewer them. Do not underestimate this power. Imagine the implications of being able to wield earth magic in a battle that takes place in a forest or a field.”

I give Drake a few private words of thanks before I move on. He seems to be the only one who isn’t harboring a personal grudge against me.

When I ask him about it, he shrugs again. “It’s not like you knew what they were doing.”

The day drags on, the clock tower tolling the hour. It feels like we have been at this for an eternity.

I am dragged from one dispute to another, constantly intervening before one group can murder the other. The strain of all that conflict sits in the tightness of my shoulders and pain runs down my spine. 

I gravitate toward Aldrin, pulled in by a riptide.

He is still teaching the basics of swordcraft enhanced with air wields. Aiden faces him within the circle of crowding bodies, his long blond hair pulled back by a leather tie. The guard listens intently as Aldrin gives him a series of instructions, a hand on his shoulder. He pulls back to demonstrate a few times.

Both men take up defensive positions, coming together in a clash of swords that send sparks flying. Aiden grits his teeth but holds his own, blade sliding away and swinging down low to catch Aldrin’s unprotected thighs.

A cocky smirk forms on Aldrin’s lips as he throws up an air shield to block it. My heart tumbles at the roguish expression and the spark in his amber eyes as he crowds the other man.

It hits me all at once. I haven’t seen Aldrin smile since he arrived in my world.

Aiden doesn’t lose a beat, continuing his attack and trying to land blow after blow, which Aldrin blocks effortlessly. A frown sets over Aiden’s delicate features, his pale blue eyes becoming stormy and the force in each of his blows escalating.

There is a change in the mood, and the crowd begins to murmur. Aiden’s speed increases until he becomes near a blur. Aldrin’s movements pick up pace to match him. 

“You’re holding back on me,” Aiden pants.

“Of course I am,” Aldrin replies.

“Show me what you’ve got.” 

Aldrin laughs, the sound deep and throaty. It sends tingles down my spine. The fight shifts as he goes on the attack, his sword slicing through the air at a velocity I struggle to follow. Aiden loses ground rapidly. To the guard’s credit, he stops each blow with his blade or air shield.

They are almost at the edge of the crowd when Aldrin grips his sword in two hands and makes a mighty above-shoulder swing, bringing his sword down on Aiden. The guard blocks the blow, but goes down on one knee, holding Aldrin’s position above him as more sparks fly off the blades. The grinding of metal makes a horrible screech. 

Aiden throws off Aldrin’s attack, forcing him to stumble backward, then rolls out of the maneuver. As the student comes to his feet behind the master, the subtlest wield pulls out the thin layer of air between the ground and Aiden’s boots.

Aldrin used my dirty trick. The realization makes my heart leap.

Aiden crashes to the pavers. Aldrin steps over him, placing a boot on his chest and pointing the blunt sword at his heart, both hands wrapped around the pommel in a simulation of a killing blow.

He swiftly sheathes the sword and holds out his hand to the guard.

Aiden stares up at Aldrin, eyes wide and lips parted in shock. He slowly takes Aldrin’s hand and is pulled to his feet. The moment isn’t lost on me.

“I could have had you if it wasn’t for that wield,” Aiden mutters.

“Exactly. That’s why I am teaching you this,” Aldrin replies. “A small wield can turn the tide of a fight.”

Bodies move around me, and a broad-shouldered man with a ruddy face pushes through into the fighting circle.

“That was cheating!” He points a thick finger at Aldrin.

Aldrin turns narrowed eyes on the man. The humans flanking him cower away from that simmering gaze. I can’t help the prideful smile that grows on my lips at their fear. 

Aldrin cocks an eyebrow. “Did we set any rules?”

“You haven’t shown us that trick yet! It wasn’t a fair fight!” the man insists, and others call out in agreement.

“There are no fair fights in war,” Aldrin snaps back.

“This clearly isn’t working,” another voice calls out. “None of our people can beat you.”

“That’s not the purpose of this session.” Aldrin whips around to the man who spoke, but another guard elbows the first in the stomach and chastises him.

A woman pushes forward, as tall and broad as most of the men. “Why are we wasting our time learning your parlor tricks when we have a war to prepare for? Maybe that is what the fae want.” She turns around, trying to gain the support of the other guards. “The Protector Guard distracted while more fae creep into our realm and steal our women!”

“Don’t worry, Glenys, you’re safe. No fae men are coming here to steal you,” someone snickers, and others laugh. 

The color drains from Aldrin’s face. It breaks my heart to see him treated like this. It also stokes my rage.

I shove people out of my way to get through the mass. I’m going to kill them. I’m going to kill them all. I don’t care that they are my house’s personal guard. Because no one, no one, speaks to my sweet man like that. I will tolerate no degradation toward him.

“They wouldn’t be bloody training us if they were planning to attack, now would they?” Liam calls out, and I want to hug him.

A ripple of animosity travels through the crowd as the guards argue among themselves, splitting down the middle as half take Aldrin’s side.

I step out of the packed bodies and into the clearing next to Aldrin, turning on the guards sneering at him.

A flash of cold fury runs through me. Embers flicker at the tips of my fingers. A breeze wraps around me, tossing my hair and swishing the hem of my split skirts.

“ENOUGH!” I bellow, positioning my body in front of Aldrin and facing off against the others. A ring of low flames bursts out around me in a wide, protective circle that has only the two of us in it, setting a clear divide from the crowd. “You will speak to Aldrin with respect, or you will be tossed out of the Protector Guard. Since when do we blindly discriminate? When do we not appreciate help from an ally? Especially one who has no stakes in this war.”

A hush falls over my people as their eyes flicker from me to the flames and back. I am practically pressed against Aldrin’s chest, and as I take a small step forward, he peers into my face with a self-satisfied smile on his lips. Those amber eyes glitter as they drink up my rage.

He is enjoying my display of fierce protectiveness.

Aldrin holds up a hand, circling a single finger, and a sudden, localized spring rain douses my fire. I turn to him, open-mouthed, as he drags the moisture right out of the air. He moves around me with a lightness in his step.

“If you want to see how these parlor tricks will aid you in battle, then maybe we fae should do a little demonstration. Anyone here care to do a duel with me, where I don’t hold back an ounce of magic?” Aldrin turns and points to the woman who accused him of being a distraction. “How about you? No?” 

The guards mumble and shuffle, but no one volunteers.

“Silvan?” Aldrin calls out. “Care to spar?”

“Fuck yes.” Silvan cracks his neck on either side, then stalks over. “I have some frustrated energy to get out.” Those beady eyes turn a dark look back on his students.

I clap my hands, wielding air to amplify the sound. “Everyone out of the courtyard. Give them space. There is plenty of room on the balconies and the staircases.” 

They shuffle out in a stream of bodies. I move to join them, but Aldrin grabs my shoulders from behind, pulls my back against his chest and rumbles in my ear, “Just to be clear, I definitely have stakes in this war.”

Shivers run through my entire body, and I glance up to catch the simmering heat in his eyes. My lips part, but I am completely lost for words. There is such promise in his statement.

Aldrin gives me a little push and I stumble forward, immediately swept up by the crowd. The courtyard empties out until every staircase and balcony is full of guards. I take my place at the front of the main balcony beside Brianna, who hasn’t moved once since the training began.

She is practically shaking with enthusiasm. “Well, this is terribly exciting.”

“Mmmm,” I say. “Let’s hope no one gets injured.”

Aldrin and Silvan circle each other in the deserted courtyard, eyes narrowed and knuckles white on their swords. They run at each other at a near-impossible speed. The impact of each footfall booms off the pavers.

They leap up and clash in midair, their swords meeting with a deafening crack.

Silvan swings down low, throwing himself down to his knees on a platform of air to take out Aldrin’s ankles in a swipe. Aldrin, who also hovers spans above the ground, forms a base to jump off and backflips to narrowly avoid the blow, landing in a crouch multiple feet away. Silvan allows his platform to dissolve beneath him and lands smoothly on the ground.

“Cute move,” Aldrin calls out as they circle each other again. 

Silvan’s eyebrows pinch sharply over his cold glare, but he says nothing. 

The two fae collide in a series of attacks and parries, each thundering impact of their swords reverberating through my bones and utterly shaking my nerves.

The amount of force and complete control required for each strike is unnerving. My heart hammers painfully as an irrational fear builds and builds, that one of them might miscalculate and hurt the other.

“Remember to breathe,” Brianna whispers in my ear.

Silvan leaps up a step of solidified air and makes a downward strike at Aldrin, who jumps back and up his own step. The two men spiral up through the air, climbing staircases of their own making that we cannot see, one attack and one step at a time, until they are at the height of the first-level balcony.

I suddenly remember that base jumping isn’t Aldrin’s strength. They are in Silvan’s domain here. I bite my lower lip. I don’t want to watch, but I can’t drag my eyes away.

Silvan makes his next attack and Aldrin drops straight to the ground, landing unscathed in a crouch. The pavers beneath his feet turn to dust and a circle of cracked stone forms around him. When he looks up, there is a devious smirk on his face.

Thick roots burst out of the pot Drake’s tree sits in and the branches expand rapidly, reaching into the air like great tentacles whipping toward Silvan. He doesn’t even attempt to wrestle control of the spring magic from his king. This is Aldrin’s strength.

Instead, Silvan slices the closest root about to snag his ankle—then he disappears completely.

Gasps ring out from the humans encircling the courtyard. A huge, proud smile fills my face.

I squint as I search for the distortion in the air that is Silvan’s form. He moves so quickly, it’s a struggle to keep up with him. Woody appendages fly through the space, their movements controlled by slight flicks of Aldrin’s wrist. He almost looks bored.

Every so often, the tentacles are sliced through and fall to the ground. A root finally encircles itself around a thick void of air, smacking its quarry into a pillar of the ground-level portico. The stone gives out, falling into a pile of rubble, and Silvan’s form becomes visible again.

My stomach twists at the sight of blood trickling from his nose, and I shoot a glare at Aldrin. He didn’t need to hurt one of my favorite people for this demonstration.

The root lifts Silvan up a second time and my heart stutters to a stop with fear, but right before he is smacked to the ground, ice engulfs the tendrils around him. With the impact, the entire thing shatters. 

I forgot that he is half Winter Court fae by birth.

Silvan stands, shaking his head to get his wits back. He takes a step, but staggers sideways. It flares up all of my protective urges. Aldrin watches him, head cocked to the side. Silvan shakes his head again. Veins pop out on his forehead, and a muscle in his jaw ticks. 

I lean forward over the railing, staring at Silvan with a lump in my throat. He could be seriously hurt. When my eyes slide to Aldrin, his casual smile has only grown, and his arms are crossed over his chest.

Silvan’s face turns a deep shade of red. It looks like he is struggling as he slowly lowers himself to his knees. It is as though each muscle keeps locking up. I search for any air wields Aldrin might have over him, forcing his movements, but I see none.

It is as though another part of me takes hold and a magic I didn’t know I had pokes its head above the surface.

I perceive Silvan’s life force burning bright in his chest, but there are delicate tendrils around it that run through his entire body and lead back to Aldrin.

The magic that courses through my veins whispers to me, telling me it could take hold of that life force and snuff it out. I ignore it.

On his knees, Silvan holds his blade out in offering, laying it flat across both hands. Even his head bows in submission.

The entire courtyard explodes with applause as the fight ends. The guards look upon both fae with awe. I jolt at the sudden deafening sound, but I don’t drag my eyes away from Silvan.

Those tendrils of magic whip away from him, snapping back to Aldrin. Silvan’s body immediately goes loose. He spits at the ground and stands up, staring daggers at Aldrin for a long moment before walking over to his king and shaking his hand.

The clock tower chimes twelve times, and the entire crowd funnels out. Emerald tunics sewn with iron discs move across my peripheral vision as the guards swirl around me, but I only have eyes for the two fae in the courtyard. 

Aldrin took control of Silvan’s body against his will.

The thought of someone being able to do that sends shivers down my spine. I don’t know how he did it, but I plan to find out.


Chapter 9
Aldrin


Keira descends the staircase and makes a beeline straight for me. It has my heart leaping with joy, though my stomach tumbles nervously at the frown pinching her features and the set line of her lips.

I already know I am in trouble, and the gods know what I have done this time.

Every time I try to steal a moment with her, her father manages to break us up. How can I clear the air between us if I cannot talk to her? How do I win her back, or wade through the bitter anger and betrayal welling within, threatening to consume my very soul, if I cannot ask her where she was while I suffered? Or whether she truly hunted and needlessly killed nymphs that wandered into these lands?

“You just forced your will on Silvan!” She walks right up to me and pokes a finger in the center of my chest. “That is terribly rude, Aldrin!”

I almost smile like a fool at the touch, but she turns away and places an arm around Silvan’s shoulders.

“You’re still bleeding!” Keira pulls a handkerchief from her pocket and dabs at the blood. “He is a brute for roughing you up needlessly to prove a point. I don’t like to see you in pain. Will you be okay, or should I call for a healer?”

“I’m not sure if I will make a full recovery.” Silvan shoots me a snickering look that Keira misses. “I think he broke something inside my head.”

I roll my eyes. “I assure you, your head was already broken long before I entered it.” Keira’s eyes widen as they fly to me, and I raise my hands in the air. “He is joking. Silvan, tell her you are joking.”

Silvan glances between us with a growing smirk on his lips. “I’m not getting involved in this lovers’ tiff.” He is getting me back for slamming him into that wall. Perhaps it was a touch too far.

“How did you do it?” Keira takes a step closer to me. “I could see the tether between the two of you.”

“You witnessed the wield?” I say, a little impressed. “The ability runs in the same vein as my healing magic, which connects to a person’s life force. Through it, a healer can access their body to knit wounds back together. My power allows me to use it to take control of a person’s muscles. It’s not particularly useful on a large scale, like a battle. It takes far too much concentration and energy. Hand-to-hand combat is a different story.” I shrug, trying to make light of it.

Keira’s eyes widen. “Have you ever used it on me?” There is such horror in her expression. It is like she has stabbed me in the heart, thinking I would be capable of such a thing.

“You’d bloody know about it if he did it to you,” Silvan grumbles. “Could you not see me fighting it?”

Her eyes slide to Silvan and all the tension flows out of her body.

I hold her by the arms, so damned afraid she will slip through my grasp again. “I’m not a monster, Keira. You know me better than that. At least, you did before they filled your head with lies.” All the passion that has been eating away at my insides boils to the surface, making my voice harsher than I intended.

“I didn’t mean it like that. I thought maybe—I don’t know, that you could have used it to contain me during the battle when we first met, or just after.” She shakes her head. “Sometimes I feel like I don’t know you at all, Aldrin.”

“You do. Nothing has changed.”

Silvan looks between us, grumbles about fools in love, and stalks off like a riled-up puka.

A tear falls down Keira’s face, but she doesn’t pull away from me. She peers up at me with huge hazel eyes that are leached of anger, replaced with a bottomless sadness. I don’t know which is worse.

“Everything has changed, Aldrin. I deserved to know that you battled my father. That you asked for my hand in marriage decades ago. How can I trust that there aren’t other secrets you haven’t told me?”

“I tried to tell you! Right before I was taken,” I snap. “Don’t you dare forget that detail.”

“It was too late. Far too late.”

She pounds my chest with a fist and tries to pull away. I tighten my clutch on her, holding her in place. I won’t let her run away from this. Not when I finally have her. She means too fucking much to me.

“By the Soul Ripper, Keira, you haven’t exactly been forthcoming yourself! Why don’t we talk about your secrets?”

She extends onto the tips of her toes to get into my space. It is so hard not to be distracted by her closeness and kiss her instead. “What secrets? What did they tell you?” she growls, and I don’t know if the fury that suddenly morphs her features is for me and my accusation, or for her family.

“They told me about the great fae hunts, Keira,” I say in a low voice, and she rears away from me. It tells me everything. “All those tears you shed while witnessing a Living Memory Scroll about the black-market trade of fae flesh, only for me to come to this realm and discover that not only is it very much still alive, but you are one of its most skilled hunters! Was any of that real? They said you killed nymphs, Keira. Nymphs!”

My arms shake from my contained rage. The gods damn it. I didn’t want to have this conversation like this. We cannot sift through all our hurts and begin to heal the wounds if our tempers get in the way. They will only rip them wider.

The color drains from her face and tears spill down her cheeks. I regret being the one who put them there. Everything in me wants to wipe them away, but I know she doesn’t want my touch anymore. Not in a gesture that intimate.

Keira’s huge eyes pin mine. “Never nymphs, Aldrin. It was always fae beasts who would kill villages if we didn’t deal with them. Why waste the meat after that? Once, I had to kill a sprite who tried to drown us, and sometimes goblins would attack us first. Gods, it broke my heart when they would beg for mercy, but those were always the same creatures that tried to kill us the moment our guards were down when we tried to find a way home for them. But never peaceful fae like nymphs. The fae with intelligence or good intentions don’t get lost. They find their way back to the rift they entered through.”

I stare at her. A heavy fatigue blankets my thoughts. They are twisted in so many knots, I can’t work out the truth from the deception.

She barks out a laugh that has no humor in it. “My father and grandmother have done a good job at sowing discord between us, Aldrin.” She takes wobbly step toward me, and I hold my arms out.

Something broken within me mends when she thrusts herself into my embrace and presses her cheek to my chest. Not my heart. That is still in a thousand pieces, but perhaps a small part of my soul. The part that still carries hope for us.

I wrap her tightly in my arms and press a light kiss to her hair. “I will make a blood oath of truth to you, Keira, I promise you that. We just need a few hours to talk. Then we can clear up everything.”

“We have both failed each other.” Her words are muffled against my chest. “I couldn’t even protect you from my own family.”

My heart sinks at the sound of approaching footsteps.

“KEIRA!” Edmund calls from the top of the balcony, shattering our moment. She stiffens and backs away from me like she was burned. “You’re needed in the war room,” her father growls.

Her entire face changes, eyes darkening and narrowing to slits, lips curling. Her fists clench and unclench multiple times. “The gods help me not to murder my own father.” She turns from me and stalks up the stairs, every muscle in her body rigid and ready to pounce.

I hold a hand at the back of my head as I watch her go. If I thought she was angry with me, it pales in comparison to her resentment toward her father.

They bicker at the top of the staircase, Keira snapping and snarling. Edmund turns accusing eyes down at me, as though I purposely poisoned his relationship with his daughter, and not the other way around. The display would be satisfying if I didn’t know how important that relationship is to her, and the pain she feels at his betrayal.

I force a smirk onto my face. “Edmund, you should be training with us.” I tsk. “Of all your people, you have the most untapped potential.”

He leans over the railing, his thick eyebrows crashing down in a deep scowl. “I will not make myself vulnerable to the likes of you. To be humiliated in front of my people, as you do to them.”

“With your power, you could turn the tide of a battle.” I throw the words at him as though they are an insult. “Or is securing your daughter’s freedom and preventing the chaos of a civil war within your protectorate not enough to risk your pride?”

“How can I trust you?” he says between gritted teeth.

“After what you have done to me and my people, you shouldn’t be able to, but you know my dedication to Keira. That should be enough for you. She will never forgive you for the way you have harmed me, and I will not make that same mistake by harming you.”

Edmund blinks at me, but he doesn’t say a thing, just continues that withering, feral stare. It makes me wonder if he is imagining every way he would like to kill me. Too late. He should have done it while I was his prisoner. 

“I don’t want to further empower the man who was my captor and torturer. It would suit me if you remained ignorant, but Keira needs you, so here we are.”

I shrug, but immediately regret my words as the color drains from Keira’s face instead of her father’s. Right there is yet another issue between us that we still need to address: where was she while I was being tortured?

“The guards will not take their training with Aldrin seriously if you don’t do the same,” Keira hisses at her father.

A long breath huffs out of Edmund’s flared nostrils. He takes the stairs down to the courtyard, never removing those unnerving eyes from me. “I have people waiting in a meeting for me.”

“You are the Lord Protector, are you not? Let them wait,” I toss back, taking up a defensive stance.

Edmund steps onto the pavers of the courtyard and positions himself opposite me. “You have my attention.”

I circle around him, forcing him to turn so his back is never to me.

“See that tree?” I point to the mess that became of the pretty pot plant Drake used for demonstrations. Limp roots spill across the ground and long, thick branches tumble through the space like a thicket of brambles. 

“I see it.”

“Destroy it,” I order. “Funnel your power into it. Turn the wood to ash. Break it into splinters.”

Edmund raises an eyebrow at me. “And how am I supposed to do that?”

I take a step closer to him. “Do you have any idea of the blocks you have put on your magic? This glamour and instinct to fit in comes at a cost.” I grab his hand and force it onto the tree. “Feed your awareness into the tree until you can feel its life force, then grab it with your power and obliterate it. Wield your earth magic into the branches. You are born of Autumn. Death and destruction for the renewal of life is your power.”

A heartbeat passes, followed by another. A flush creeps up Edmund’s neck and engulfs his face.

I sense the moment he takes hold of the tree’s essence and I throw up thick air shields around each of us. The branch under his grip is whole one moment, then it bursts into fine dust particles that hold their shape for a heartbeat before dissipating on the wind.  

“Good,” I say. “But you can do better. Put all of your power into it. Create splinters. Your daughter did it within minutes of meeting me.” 

“That is because she is a smart girl. Did she impale you with those splinters?” He shoots me a sinister look that turns into a wolfish grin as I rub one of the places on my chest where her stakes pierced me.

“Yeah. Turned me into a pincushion.”

“Like I said. She is a smart girl.” Edmund wraps his fingers around the tree’s trunk as though he is strangling a man. The dark looks he sends my way tells me enough about who he envisions. I take a few steps back, glancing up at the balcony to throw a protective shield around Keira, but she is gone. 

A low, guttural sound leaves Edmund’s lips and tendons stand out along his forearms. The tree bursts into thousands of wooden daggers that shoot out in every direction, many embedding into the grout of the brickwork enclosing the courtyard. I lazily weave my shield into a wedge, directing the barbs away from me.

If I hadn’t anticipated this, I could have been gravely injured.

“Do you see how this could be useful in a battle?” I say, and Edmund grunts in reply, doubled over and heaving as he recoups himself. “Not just as a weapon. How many human fortifications are made of wood?”

Those brutal emerald eyes flick up at me. “I can do that to wood that is not alive?”

I shrug. “It is much, much harder, and many do not have enough power or skill for it, but you could. If you break that block.”

“And how do I break this block?” Edmund extends to his full height, taking a quick step closer to me.

“Honestly? I have no fucking clue.”

“You are an infuriating man. Do you know that?”

I smirk at him. “I aim to please.”

The murmuring of voices and thumping of boots on stone draws my attention. I glance up to a small crowd of guards that has gathered above us. Edmund only has eyes for me, a fire raging in them. This man will never see me as an ally. Not willingly. I am the fae who almost stole his daughter. I will always be his enemy, unless I force his hand.

Edmund holds his arms out to either side, and a sword of fire materializes in each hand. They burn red hot, the flames flickering, their centers made of cooled, rock-hard magma. He twirls the swords in his hands as he stalks to me. “Now we play on my terms.”

I smile, drawing my own sword from my back. It may not be infused with my spring magic, but it is the most powerful relic from my court.

With incredible speed, Edmund is upon me, each sword cracking in rapid succession as he strikes high. My blade repels both assaults, then he swings each sword low. I have just enough time to fend him off, then he darts back. Sweat already drips down my face from the heat of those twin fires.

“What is your endgame here, Aldrin?” Edmund growls. “To seduce my daughter and convince her to return to the Otherworld with you?”

I stalk around him, looking for my opening to attack. “Don’t think you know me or my intentions. I told Keira I would give up my crown for her. I would live in this realm if it meant we could be together—in the remotest parts of this world, or constantly on the move.”

Edmund laughs, and the sound is bitter. “That is not much of a life that you offer my daughter. Keira has always been the practical one.”

I leap toward him, taking advantage of his distraction. Our swords meet again. We bare our teeth in each other’s faces as the attack brings us close.

“We could make it a good life together,” I spit at him. “If you would take my earlier proposition seriously. Open trade and migration between realms. Open the eyes of your people, so it is at least acceptable for fae to exist in this land.”

Edmund’s blade slides off mine, and I use the momentum to force him back. He staggers a step, then catches himself. A lifetime of training and fighting is clear in his every move.

“Sure,” he says. “We will change our entire culture and remove all safeguards just to suit you.”

I am so sick of the games and circular arguments with this man. “Look past your hate, Edmund. My lands are dying. Your people are losing their magic and way of life. The only way we can save ourselves is by coming together.”

He runs at me, screaming, blades flying in a series of maneuvers I struggle to block, each more powerful than the last—but it doesn’t matter. He doesn’t know that my sword absorbs the energy from each blow. That it sucks the raw power from his, and I am saving it up. 

“Hate, is it? Or a long history of fae men abusing human women?” Edmund snarls. “You cannot have my daughter, not back then and not now. I will not allow it. Some prophecy spewed up by your sister doesn’t mean you own her.”

“Neither. Do. You.”

He forces me on the defensive, and I am losing ground. I could throw so many tricks at him, but I don’t want to humiliate Edmund. I don’t care to defeat him. We need to have his conversation. To get it all out.

“And what if Keira decides she doesn’t want you? What if all your ploys to manipulate her to be your consort fail?” Edmund swings his blades again, eyes narrowed on me. “Will you abandon her to her fate and walk away from this war?”

And there it is: this man’s biggest fear, and the reason he cannot accept me or my band of warriors. He is too afraid to trust us. Rely on us.

“I want a wife. A queen. Not a consort.” I say those words slowly, so they can finally sink in. “I will fight for Keira’s freedom, regardless of whether she wants to be with me. Understand one thing: I will always protect her from any monster and not expect a damned thing in return. Even if she won’t speak to me or look at me ever again. I will not abandon you on the eve of some battle if things are not going my way.” 

Edmund flies into an attack again, but I can tell he is weakening. We both are.

“Have you forgotten our bargain already?” I ask him.

“Fae are notorious for finding loopholes in bargains.” He swings his fiery sword dangerously close to my face, forcing me to duck. I swear I can smell the tang of burnt hair.

“Are you trying to give me a haircut, Edmund?”

“For fuck’s sake, Aldrin, do you ever stop mouthing off?”

“I would hate to bore you to death. Besides, I’ve had over a week to sit on my ass and come up with a backlog of quips.”

I use his distraction to pull the thin layer of air out from beneath his feet—a cheeky trick Keira taught me. Edmund stumbles, then shoots me a hard look, like a father scolding a child.

“Ask yourself a question,” I push. “If I were not fae, but some highborn human suitor, would you have such an issue with my relationship with your daughter?”

Edmund doesn’t answer. He runs at me instead. A feral cast takes over his features, turning him from man to animal. From fae to god. His lips curl in a snarl, his nostrils flare and his eyes are wide with hatred, showing so much of the whites. “You had no right to make my baby girl your lover!” 

Edmund practically combusts as both of his swords crash down on mine. I draw all the built-up raw energy from my blade into myself as wave after wave of flames flows from Edmund, as though we are in the middle of a firestorm.

I take all that stored power and throw it into thick shields around the balconies of the courtyard, protecting the humans there from the inferno. I encase myself in barriers of air and ice, but the former heats too quickly and the latter melts.

There is too much magic rippling off him for me to protect myself from it all. The skin of my arms blisters and cracks as searing pain shoots through them. The same agony erupts across my cheeks. 

Edmund’s eruption rages on for an eternity, and then the fires die all at once. He collapses at the center of a black, scorched ring, and I catch him. His eyes bore into mine.

“I want to be your ally in this, Edmund, as much as we cannot stand each other. Is that not clear?” I glance down at my arms to see the crackled skin slowly knitting together, then flick my gaze up at his unharmed people.

Awareness dawns in Edmund’s eyes at the implication. I protected them, instead of myself, because I could weather this storm and recover in a few days. They would have all died at his slip-up.

Gasps and cries ring out from the guards. Edmund’s hand flies up to his ears, which have become peaked, just like mine. His face has transformed to the sharp, angular planes of a fae, and bits of his hair are still on fire. He pushes himself away from me, then, with a shake of his head, snaps his glamour firmly back into place.

At least he has been practicing some of his magic.

The murmuring of the crowd grows louder.

Edmund holds up a hand and everyone falls silent. “We all have fae blood in us—that is not a secret,” he snaps. “The greater a human’s magic, the more fae blood they have. Now, you all have places to be. Return to your stations immediately.” 

The space clears out in a blink. The authority the man has over his people is impressive.

Edmund stalks toward the stairs that lead to the main balcony, then throws a withering glare over his shoulder at me. “To the war room. Now. We have a war to plan.”

I don’t miss a beat, limping after him and grinning foolishly behind his back, despite the way my entire body feels like it has an inferno dancing across it. 

All it took was a brief battle of wills, some pretty serious burns on my part, and exposing Edmund’s greatest secret for me to be taken seriously by Keira’s father.


Chapter 10
Keira


The entrance courtyard of the keep is bustling with people preparing our horses and securing our supplies. I feed an apple to my dappled gray mare, watching the guards move with purpose.

The war meeting yesterday stretched from midday until late in the night. I was shocked senseless when my father arrived with Aldrin in tow, then lost my mind over the condition he was in. I immediately had Klara and Drake tracked down and dragged in to heal him.

The hours of circular arguments were enough to give me a headache. We came to the same conclusion in the end: the forces of the Appleshield Protectorate, the Northern Mothers of Magic and Aldrin’s fae will band together to prepare for this war.

Our first task is to visit each of the lesser noble houses of the North who owe their allegiance to my family and muster their support in the coming conflict.

There is no guarantee they will side with us over the king, or take part at all. Still, we will embark in two groups: a band of warriors led by my father, and a band of priestesses led through the portals by my grandmother. Of the fae, only Aldrin and Silvan will travel with us. The rest will remain behind to train Appleshield’s main body of troops and march when they do.

The chaos of the courtyard this morning is a balm for my soul. It is a relief to take action. The warriors rushing around me are preparing for war because I refused to marry Finan.

I try not to let guilt suffocate me, but I can’t help committing each face to memory as they work and laugh together. Many nod their respects at me as they pass. Not a single person holds resentment for me, and that is still something I find shocking.

Gods, I hope it doesn’t come to battle or bloodshed. I don’t know how I could stand people losing their lives so I can keep my freedom. What makes me any more important than them?

But I have spent so many years attributing no worth at all to myself. It is the consequence of living in Finan’s shadow.

No more.

Around me, fae and humans work together, and the sight makes my heart soar. Months ago, this scene would have been perfection—a fairytale dreamed up in a foreign realm while lying beside a beautiful fae man—if it weren’t for the undercurrents.

Many of the guards are just as nervous around my father as they are with the fae, and it’s not just because of his constant simmering rage. Others are friendly with Aldrin and Silvan as they utilize lazy air wields to place saddles on the horses. Aldrin laughs with Liam and Aiden as they attempt to do the same, catching the wield when it slips and threatens to drop the supplies.

“Don’t take on the burden of the coming battles,” Caitlin says at my side. I jump. I didn’t notice her approach. “Finan’s bad behavior is not your responsibility. His choice to start a civil war is not your fault. Remember, this is larger than you. They fight for the freedoms of their wives and daughters and every priestess who ever made sacrifices to save this realm.”

I run my hands across my eyes. I know this; it is just so hard to believe it. How much simpler it would be if I gave up everything I am, sacrificed my happiness and lost the life I deserve, to preserve theirs.

“Cheer up,” Caitlin huffs. “Most of these soldiers are excited about traveling between the lower lords’ estates to drink, eat and enjoy festivities. We are the ones who have to do the hard job of convincing them to muster.” Such a deep scowl forms on her face at having to socialize with lords that I want to laugh.

“They will muster,” I say. “The Northerners are too proud to let a Southern king march his army across their lands and take whatever he wants.”

Caitlin squeezes my arm, but her attention is quickly dragged away by the Captain of the Guard, who stalks toward us. 

Gwyneth’s lips twist nastily as she asks, “Is it true? Are the rumors true?”

Caitlin shoots me a panicked look, but fixes her features as she turns to her partner. “What rumors?” 

“Is it true that fae males father the magical pregnancies?” Gwyneth hisses. “That a pilgrim lies with them? That we have all been told lies?”

I tense. Was a guard listening at the door when Aldrin revealed as much to my father?

“I laid with no fae,” Caitlin snaps.

“Caitlin speaks the truth,” I confirm. “You know she wouldn’t betray you.”

Gwyneth tosses her head, her many long, black braids flicking out behind her like whips. “You know what the fae did to my family, Caitlin. To my sister!”

Caitlin places a hand on her shoulder. “Trust me, okay? We will talk when I get back.”

Gwyneth turns away, her entire body coiled tight. A shiver runs through me at the forlorn expression on Caitlin’s face as she watches her lover disappear back into the crowd.

I put my hand on Caitlin’s arm and whisper in her ear, “If Father can weather the storm of his fae nature being exposed, then you and your baby will survive this as well.”

“Mother and Brianna are going to have their hands full putting out that fire while we are gone,” she says.

I put my arm around her shoulders, and she leans her head in toward me. The moment lasts a few heartbeats until she spots a young guard sharpening his blade incorrectly and rushes off to scold him.

The chaos of the courtyards becomes ordered as people prepare to ride, many already mounted. My father stands in the stirrups of his huge stallion at the front of our pack, barking out commands. I notice Aldrin and Silvan stand as far as possible from the great warhorses allocated to them. Silvan frowns profusely at the creature, as though his dark looks can persuade it to enact his will. Aldrin rubs his temples, face pale.

I move toward them. “Do you need help mounting?”

“You expect me to trust this thing?” Silvan glowers at me. “How do I know it won’t kick me or buck me off? Does the beast bite?”

Aldrin runs a hand through his hair as his eyes slide to mine. “We can’t even talk to it. How does it know where to go or what to do?”

I can’t help it; a giggle bubbles right out of me. Both men shoot me indignant stares.

“Are you two big fae warriors afraid of horses?” I say.

Aldrin’s lips quirk up, but his expression is abashed. 

Silvan folds his arms across his chest, a muscle feathering in his jaw. “At least we could tell the kelpies what to do. We only rode them when we were too injured to run.”

I quirk an eyebrow at him. “How well does Kai listen to you? Especially when ‘the spirits get to him.’ What does that even mean?”

“Adrenaline hit, I think,” Aldrin says, still not getting any closer to the horse. “I think I’ll walk there. Run if I need to. We can leave these creatures behind.”

The sound of clopping hooves alerts me to my father’s approach. “You will do no such thing,” he orders. “You leave here and arrive at any lord’s estate on horseback. Only peasants walk. Unless you want no one to take you seriously.”

“It’s true,” I say gently as my father leaves.

Aldrin moves closer to murmur to me, “Does it have to be this beast? This one looks nasty.” The black stallion in question huffs out a breath as though offended. Aldrin raises his eyebrows and throws a hand out toward it, as if that is proof.

I laugh. “Any horse big enough to carry your bulk is going to be nasty-looking. The groom said these two have gentle temperaments.” Neither man looks convinced. “Look, when we travel out of the keep and into any estate, we’ll be moving at a snail’s pace, so you just need to hold on. You can walk for the rest of the journey. You really need to learn to ride a horse, though.”

Both men nod, gritting their teeth as I summon a groom to discreetly help them onto their horses and position them behind me in the procession.

Our long line of warriors rides out through the guardhouse, across the bridge that connects the fortress to the orchards and down the winding path that leads to the outer wall. Each time I glance over my shoulder, I see both Aldrin and Silvan sitting stiffly in their saddles, their knuckles white on the reins. 

Seeing Aldrin vulnerable makes that ice around my heart thaw.

After a few hours, we stop at a creek that runs through a rolling meadow to water our horses. Aldrin finds me soaking my feet in the shallow, crystal-clear waters to ease some of the heat of the day. He watches me from the shore, and I move carefully over the shifting pebbles of the riverbed toward him.

“You survived a morning on horseback,” I state.

“Yeah, well.” He shakes his head. “I just can’t get used to sitting on that thing. I swear there is murder in its eyes whenever it looks at me.”

A laugh rolls out of me as I glance at the calm stallion chewing grass.

Aldrin searches my face. “I was just—I thought maybe…I don’t know. Forget about it.”

He turns to walk away, but I grab his wrist and pull him back. “Tell me.”

Aldrin glances from where I touch him to my eyes. “I have always had a kelpie’s torso to hold on to. Caitlin said that a good way to get used to being on horseback—that you might not mind if I…”

My eyes dart over his shoulder to where Caitlin straddles her mount. A huge smirk grows on her lips and she raises an eyebrow at me. This morning, she told me to get over my issues with Aldrin. That everyone makes mistakes.

I am trying, but it is hard with the noise coming from my father and grandmother. They know exactly how to tap into my fears.

“You want to ride double on my horse until you get your confidence up?” I ask, a flush running over my skin. Maybe he doesn’t realize how intimate such a thing can feel.

“Would you mind?” The words rush out of him.

“I guess it’s one way to teach you how to ride.”

I pull my stockings and boots back on, then walk away, not missing the way the tension falls from his shoulders. Aldrin follows close behind, but stops short as I tie the reins of my mare to the stallion’s saddle so he can lead her.

He hovers back. “We are getting on that war beast again? Yours looks…more approachable.”

“Mine can’t take both our weight.”

I use the stirrup to pull myself up into the saddle and glance back at Aldrin. He is still surveying the horse. He has a hand behind his head, his bulging bicep exposed by the short sleeve of his tunic.

“Do you need help mounting?” I ask.

“I know how to do it…in theory,” he mutters.

I raise an eyebrow. “Well, you need to come a little closer.”

Aldrin lets out a long breath, then takes slow steps toward us. The stallion huffs out a whicker in his direction and Aldrin immediately holds up his hands at it in surrender. Something melts within me. I leap down and take his hand, almost dragging him back to the horse. 

“You get up first and I’ll…hold the horse,” I say, as though it will make any difference.

Aldrin approaches with bolder steps, pulling himself up in a way that is somehow both inexperienced and graceful. I climb into the saddle in front of him, his large hands shooting out around my hips and helping me in. I send him a dark look, and he pulls his hands away and into the air with mock innocence.

I’m not ready to fall back into that comfortable intimacy we had. Not without talking through our issues first.

My father shouts a command for our band to get moving. I spur our stallion into motion, and the horse jolts forward. Aldrin’s arms wrap swiftly around my waist. His hold on me is so tight, his body so tense against mine, that I don’t doubt his fear. I join the line of horses as far back as possible, because I don’t want to deal with my father’s fury if he sees Aldrin this close to me. 

Silvan is just ahead of us, his jaw tight and all the color gone from his face. His mount plods steadily on, but his stiff body hardly moves with it. He’ll have aches running up his back and legs by nightfall.

Our band of horses and warriors falls into a rhythm as we cross rolling meadows, the others naturally leaving space around the fae.

Aldrin’s hands rest loosely around my waist, clearly more relaxed now. I know I should tell him to take them off me, should hold myself separate from him, but the feel of his thick, muscular thighs pressed up against mine and his arms around me—almost caging me, in such a warm and protective way—is intoxicating. I can’t help leaning back into his hard chest and savoring the masculine scent that envelops me. 

I have hungered to touch him for so long, but taking him to my bed without healing the festering wounds between us would be a betrayal to myself and my worth. But allowing him to put his hands on me here, like this? At least I can deny to myself and to him that it is anything more.

Aldrin’s hands roam over my stomach ever so slowly, as though his thoughts match my own and he hopes I won’t notice. I am hyper-aware of the placement of each of his fingers.

One hand ends up on my hip, dangerously close to my backside, and the other on my ribcage, spread until his thumb almost reaches the swell of my breast. They move in drawn-out, maddening circles, as though he knows he shouldn’t, but can’t help himself.

l melt into his hard chest, allowing myself to fall even closer to him.

Thoughts fly unbidden into my mind. Fantasies of those long fingers sliding further down my belly and slipping beneath the belt of my wide-cut pants, then dipping beneath my undergarment. Of the calluses on their tips snagging across my bare skin until they find their way to my core, already hot and needy for him.

I crave the groan that would escape his lips when he finds just how wet I am for him. How desperately I want him to plunge those long, thick fingers into me. To curl them deep inside me. A shiver runs through me as my breath hitches.

I shift in the saddle as I try to dispel those thoughts, but I cannot get comfortable. All I end up doing is rubbing my ass against Aldrin’s thighs. The gods help me, I want to do it again, to tease him. The people nearby are the only thing that stops me.

“What are you thinking about?” he murmurs into my ear, his breath curling on my neck. 

I turn to glance up at him and find his eyes hooded. He is definitely comfortable on this horse right now.

“Nothing,” I respond quickly.

“Mmmm,” he rumbles.

A few moments pass, and then his body tenses around me again.

“Keira. We need to talk.” Aldrin’s words break the beautiful moment and dread fills my stomach. “There is too much anger and distrust between us.”

“I don’t know where to start, Aldrin,” I choke out. “You hurt me and I hurt you. I cannot articulate how ashamed I am of the way my family treated you and your people.”

“Start by allowing me to tell you the story of my first visit to these lands from my side. The entire story.” He tugs a lock of my hair. “We already know your father and grandmother have twisted events. That they have worked to pit us against each other.”

I flinch and turn in the saddle to look at him. “Gods, do I want to know?” 

Aldrin releases his hold on me. “My visit to the human lands was the last thing I did as a king. It was the final catalyst that led to my exile. It was a huge gamble. The people were already unsettled over my insistence that we return to the old ways and nurture the lands instead of living easy in the city. The idea of inviting humans to our realm to help spread our magic across generations made them feel too vulnerable.”

He lets out a shuddering breath, but I don’t interrupt him.

“There were fears we fae would become outnumbered and diminished in our own lands. But if I gained a trade deal with humans that would bring wealth to the Spring Court—well, that would have sweetened the deal. It would have opened many eyes and hearts. If humans wandering our realm became more of a common sight, they would be seen as less of a threat. But we know how that went.”

Aldrin falls silent, and I glance over my shoulder at the scowl on his face and the distant look in his eye. I absentmindedly run my fingers through the warhorse’s mane.

“I want to hear it from you, Aldrin. What happened when you came to Appleshield?”

He gives a small start. “I sent a few diplomats across to request an audience with the human king. They consulted with the priestesses, and I was allowed a meeting with the Lord Protector instead. I didn’t barge into these lands or invade uninvited, as your father would probably have you believe.”

My stomach twists.

“Edmund was keen to speak of trade and the riches it would bring his lands,” Aldrin continues. “But he refused to have fae walking among his people, or to allow humans into my realm. After days of discussion, I convinced him to grant human merchants and diplomats the ability to travel to the fae world, to pave the way for the potential of open migration. We almost struck a deal, but then my sister fell into a trance and saw a vision of you—a red-headed beauty with womanly curves and fire in her eyes, who would fight at my side to heal both realms. Lorrella’s prophecies are never clear, but she became convinced that she had seen the love of my life. My m⁠—”

Aldrin’s voice breaks, and he takes a moment before he continues.

“I couldn’t get you out of my head, Keira. Something compelled me, the fates, perhaps, and I asked the Lord Protector to seal the deal with an engagement to his second daughter. I thought making you my queen would be a great honor to him. I didn’t know he didn’t have any children yet. The way he reacted, you would have thought I asked for a slave instead.”

I stare ahead at the calm meadows that pass us by, at complete odds with the turmoil roiling in my head. My knuckles are white where I grip the horse’s reins so tightly it aches. “Tell me about the battle afterward, Aldrin.”

He lets out a harsh breath. “I’m not proud of the way we left. Edmund flew into a rage at my marriage proposal and called his guards to forcefully remove us from his lands. We were swarmed in the council room, while my guards outside were ambushed unexpectedly.

“There was such murderous intent in Edmund’s eyes, and his soldiers fell on us with such brutality that I thought they were trying to slaughter us all. I called for a peaceful retreat from my people, but it was difficult. We were harried from the fortress back to the portals. The last thing I wanted was to leave a trail of dead humans behind and destroy all chances of an alliance, but then a human struck Lorrella in the head. The gash was horrible, deep and gushing blood. She was five months pregnant. Cyprien and I lost our minds.”

Aldrin’s entire body tenses behind me and a shiver ripples through him.

I take his limp arms and wrap them around my waist. It takes a moment for him to react, then he holds on to me tightly, as though I am the only thing keeping him upright.

I can only imagine the desperation of being attacked by greater numbers in an alien realm. Of all his careful planning falling apart when he was so close to achieving what he needed to save his people, all over a misunderstanding. I would have killed them all, if it had been Caitlin struck down by an enemy.

I can see the wrath my father would have fallen into. He is a man who protects his family and his people furiously, without apology or restraint. He would not think twice before burning the world down to save the ones he loves.

I have no doubt he will use everything in his arsenal to destroy Finan, even if we don’t end up going to war with him. Even if it takes his entire lifetime, my father will crush him for wrapping his fingers around my throat.

Maybe civil war is inevitable, with a man like my father holding so much power and a cruel king on the throne.

“Is that what happened to the baby? Is that why—” I can’t finish the sentence. My heart breaks for him.

Aldrin shakes his head in my periphery. “No. No, she made it to full term. But Lorrella never saw another vision after the head wound. Maybe we could have anticipated the birth going wrong and saved her if she still had the ability to predict her own doom. Her sight had saved us in the past. The outcomes of the visions were fluid like that.”

“I’m so sorry, Aldrin.” I clutch his knee and we fall into a deep silence.

He disturbs it when he is ready. “Is there anything else you want to know about that visit here?”

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier? I had a right to know.” Hurt blooms in my chest. I can’t handle the idea of Aldrin being another man who makes decisions for me and keeps uncomfortable truths hidden because I shouldn’t worry my pretty little head about men’s business.

“Honestly?” He sighs. “I didn’t think it was that important. It happened a lifetime ago for me. There was a selfish part of me that didn’t want to scare you away.”

I turn and give him a dark look.

He holds up his hands. “Tell me, Keira, at which point in the last months should I have told you?”

“The moment you realized who I was.” I elbow him in the ribs hard enough to get a satisfying grunt out of him.

“Yeah. Okay. You would have run screaming in the opposite direction, then I would have had a path of dead low fae to clean up behind you.”

I cringe at the memory of the Cú Sídhe he stopped me from killing. “I’m serious, Aldrin.”

“So am I!” His voice pitches high. “You had just accused me of being a monster for calling in the bargain between us and asking you questions about your realm. What should I have said? By the way, I had a massive feud with your father because I asked for your hand in marriage? I had just finished convincing you that I was not your evil high fae slaver.”

Gods-dammit, he speaks too much sense. My chin rises and my back goes ramrod straight. “What about when we were in your palace? Or before I left through the portal?”

“Do you mean when I was trying to convince you to stay at my side? Because telling you about a prophecy that predicted you would be my life companion, my queen, would have been very manipulative. I couldn’t make you stay because fate suggested it. I want you to choose me, Keira.”

I could toss him off this warhorse right now, to test if he falls as gracefully as he mounts. Every word he says burrows under my skin, piecing bits of my heart back together.

“No other arguments? Are you speechless, Keira?” He pokes me in the ribs. “Are you going to forgive me now?”

“Gods, I hate it when you’re right!” I half sob, half laugh. “You get so damned smug.” I turn burning eyes on him as a turmoil of emotions crashes through me. “The reason I was so hurt was because you were supposed to be better, Aldrin. Everyone else used me, took from me and slotted me into positions in life that benefited them. My family. My kingdom. The prince I was supposed to marry. No one saw me for who I was until you came along. Before that, I was expected to wait patiently while everyone else made decisions for me. I was told only half the truth.

“Gods, I was the last to know that Finan had his eye on Caitlin as well, and that the king would have made him marry her if she returned from your world pregnant. I had no agency until I met you. You were meant to be better, but then I found out that you kept things from me. Important things.” Tears sting my eyes. “I thought you lied and used and withheld from me just as much as Finan, and it was the most horrible realization of my life.”

“But none of it was true, Keira.” He grips my shoulder tightly, reaching around for my chin to force me to look at him. “You know that, right?”

I feel like I will choke on the lump forming in my throat. “I know it in the depths of my soul, but they were so damned convincing. I thought I could trust my father and grandmother, then I thought I could trust no one.”

“You can trust me,” he says, so softly. “Tell me you know that.”

“It takes time, Aldrin, for that kind of hurt to heal.”

“I am trying to bridge the gap between us, and I need you to meet me halfway.” All the warmth leaches out of his tone. “I have questions for you.”

A sudden spike of fear and dread ripples through me. I know exactly what he is going to ask, and I brace myself for it as every muscle in his body tenses.

I failed him.

It doesn’t matter how many times I searched every cell of the dungeons. All the yelling arguments I had with my father to try to find him don’t count. The fact remains that he was tortured by my family and I couldn’t save him.

It took me far too long to find him and his people and pry them from my father’s grasp. I made too many damned mistakes, the greatest being the fact that I couldn’t conceive of my loving father being a cruel man.

I turn slowly to Aldrin. I have to see his expression as he accuses me of being a weak, powerless child who couldn’t protect him in my own home, even if it kills me.

“Where were you, Keira?” He searches my face with a narrow-eyed glare. “Where were you when I was being imprisoned and tortured in your home?” The downward curl of his lips reveals exactly what he thinks of me. “They told me you didn’t want to see me. That you refused.”

My lips fall open, but no words come out. It feels like my chest will burst with agony. Of course they told him lies. “Aldrin, no,” I whisper. “I would never turn my back on you. I tried—the gods know I tried.”

He stares and stares at me like he is trying to see into my soul, while my throat closes painfully. I never should have trusted that he was safe with my family. A hundred explanations whirl through my head and I desperately attempt to grab just one. I need to fix this, no matter the shame that floods me at my inadequacies.

Trumpets bellow suddenly up ahead of us, the shrill notes cutting through the still air, and more respond to the call from our number. I whirl around to see our first destination looming ahead: the small fortress of Riversdale Watch, with its lord and contingent of soldiers funneling out in preparation to meet our procession.

Aldrin’s grip on my hips tightens, as though he is afraid to lose me again. Over the muttering of our soldiers, I can hear my father calling my name. Caitlin pulls away from the head of our column and gallops toward us.

I turn back to Aldrin with wide, desperate eyes. “Please trust in me, Aldrin. We will have this conversation, I will explain everything, but…”

“But this expedition has a purpose,” he grumbles, finally taking his hands from me. “And you need to arrive at the front of the procession to greet and appeal to this minor lord, or risk offending him.”

Caitlin arrives in a storm of dust, pulling up her mount up short while it whinnies in protest. “Keira, get on your own horse now. You need to be at Father’s side.”

I glance at Aldrin, soaking up every line of his face as a deep longing fills my chest. I don’t care about politics or mustering troops or warfare right now. I only want to remove the frown pinching his features, and to have a chance of redemption in his eyes.

I place a hand on his cheek. “I’m sorry.”

He closes his eyes for a long moment. “Go, Keira. Find me later.”

I nod, then slide to the ground. Regret hits me so hard it turns my legs weak. Then I am on my own mount, racing past the troops to the front of the line with Caitlin.


Chapter 11
Aldrin


Itry not to choke on my bitterness as we arrive at Riversdale Watch. All Keira and I needed was a dozen more minutes and we could have cleared the betrayal and hurt between us.

The agony on her face told me almost everything I needed to know, but I must hear it from her lips.

The small fortress sits on a hill overlooking a wide river that is a major trade route from the South into the North. It is a strategic location to hold for war.

The sandstone castle is of pure military design, with only high slit windows and no embellishments. It has generous ramparts that face the water, filled with catapults and archers’ stations. Its foundations reach the river, where soldiers can stream out of their barracks and straight into the harbor of warships that wait at the ready. This defensive position ensures no invaders can travel far by water.

The minor lord meets us outside the entrance to his keep, flanked on either side by soldiers. He is a short, pudgy man, with ruddy cheeks and thinning black hair.

By the time we reach them, I am itching to get off this damned horse. My entire body aches. Pain shoots up my lower back. My legs feel bowed, and my ass is numb. I miss the feel of Keira pressed up against me in the saddle, my arms wrapped around her soft, curvy body and her ass writhing against me each time she moved. 

Edmund dismounts gracefully and approaches the minor lord, speaking a few words, then pulling the man into an embrace. He will be laying the charm on thick during these visits. I’ll have to make sure I don’t vomit.

As the lords talk, Keira and Caitlin join them. Servants lead Edmund’s guards to the barracks and stewards take their horses. All avoid making eye contact with us fae, only collecting our mounts after we have stepped a distance away from them.

Edmund leads the lord of the river pass toward Silvan and myself.

“You want to work with the fae, Edmund? I don’t know about this,” the minor lord says as he approaches, looking at me as though I am some animal too stupid to understand him.

“Aldrin, Silvan, meet Lord Tomas, protector of the river pass.” Edmund’s eyes drag from us to the little lord. “Both men here are from the fae Spring Court. Keira made their acquaintance during her pilgrimage. I am told they protected her on multiple occasions. They are our allies and will be treated with as much respect.” Edmund gives Tomas a hard stare, but I’m too busy trying not to choke over his hypocrisy.

I give a simple nod to the lord, and his eyes widen before darting to Edmund. “Fae mercenaries? I’m not sure about this.”

“Wait until you see what they can do, Tomas.” Edmund sighs and puts a hand on Lord Tomas’ shoulder, leading him toward the river. He glances at me. “A demonstration, if you will, Aldrin.”

I stand there, glaring at the two lords as they turn their backs on me and walk away, contemplating telling Edmund where to go instead.

Keira slips in between Silvan and myself. When she tentatively places a cold hand on my exposed arm, I wrap my own on top of it. The simple touch seems to bolster her.

“Apparently, you’re my big fae protectors. Excuse Lord Tomas’ bad manners. He is a scared little mouse of a man and likes to step on other people to make himself feel big.” She gives us a vicious smile that makes my stomach tumble. “Let’s give him a terrifying demonstration, shall we?”

She takes each of us by the elbow and leads us toward the river. Caitlin falls in on Silvan’s other side and they discuss the military benefits of this fortress.

I lean down and murmur in Keira’s ear, “The moment I get you alone, we are going to talk.” She stiffens, but I don’t let up. “Are you still angry with me? Still having trust issues?”

Keira lets out a long breath. “I’m working on it.” She peers up at me with a look that should melt my heart. “You?”

“I can’t work on it until we have a proper damned conversation.”

Keira flinches at my words and her eyes become clouded. On cue, Edmund turns on the path ahead of us and gives me a glowering stare for exchanging a few words with his daughter. Lord Tomas sees the discord between us, and a sly smile grows on his lips.

Dry grass and twigs crunch under my boots as we reach the river’s edge. The bank is cleared of vegetation, but immense trees as tall as the fortress flank the space much further back. 

Edmund turns to me and Silvan. “Show Lord Tomas how your magic would help during a battle.” I give him a dark, simmering look. He huffs out a breath and looks to the sky as though asking for divine intervention. “Please,” he grinds out.

I glance at the minor lord. “You would like to see my magic, would you?”

With a lazy flick of my wrist, I find the roots of those immense trees behind us and feed them into the river. I thrust my earth magic into the vegetation until they are as thick as a man’s torso, strong and woody, with points as sharp as thorns. Then I tear the roots up through the water’s surface with such force they could pierce through the bowels of a boat. Great waves of displaced water crash away from them.

Lord Tomas jumps in the most satisfying way as more huge spikes erupt from the calm water until an entire woody blockade spans the river. 

The lord’s face has gone entirely pale. “What else can you do?”

I give him a predatory grin as I feed air into the water, forming vicious whirlpools. Their centers reach down to the river’s muddy floor. Silvan shoots shards of ice out of the water’s surface, as thick and deadly as a spray of daggers. The icicles pepper the far shore. His mother was born in the Winter Court before taking refuge in mine during the wars. The Winter King Erik could freeze this entire river for miles.

We drop our weaves simultaneously and the water’s surface calms. The lord’s mouth works, but no sound comes out as his gaze darts from me to Silvan to Edmund.

“Keira, Caitlin, can you show Lord Tomas what you can do with those wooden spikes?” Edmund asks.

Keira grins and Caitlin’s eyes sparkle. They clutch each other’s arms, using the physical touch to combine their magic. One thick tree root shatters into hundreds of arm-length spikes. Their air wields thrust the missiles through the air with impressive speed to strike the shoreline, embedding erect stakes at least a few inches into the soil. Had there been an invading army on that bank, many would be dead under that onslaught.

Keira pants, her hands on her knees. Our powers could be unstoppable if they were combined. 

Lord Tomas whips around and stares at the sisters. “You?” He almost screeches the word.

“Us,” Keira replies. “Aldrin has been teaching me to use my magic. There is so much we either don’t know or that we block from fear of our own power.” 

“He and his fae have been an asset to us,” Caitlin chimes in.

As we trudge back up the slope to the keep, Edmund puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me to his side. The act is so warm and intimate I almost die of shock. Until he growls in my ear, “Do not do anything during the festivities that could feed the rumors that fae have kidnapped or laid claim to Keira.” Edmund smiles and nods at the humans we pass, then his tone turns acid again. “Do not touch her, dance with her or speak to her too much. Understand me, Aldrin—if you even look at her the wrong way, it will inflame the lords, and we need them.”  

I shrug Edmund off me. “Anything else? Shall I dance for the entertainment of the lords? Perhaps kiss their feet? Because offering my sword and neck is clearly not enough for you.”

I stalk off, and he is forced to jog to catch up with me.

“I apologize in advance, Aldrin. Nothing here is more important than my daughter’s safety. Nothing. Not even your bruised ego.” Edmund gives me a hard look. “And if it is not smarting already, then it will be, because many of the lords and countesses we need to recruit will only look upon you with fear and prejudice.”

“So, the usual treatment, then?” I snap. I am so sick of these people already.

“Social change is slow. I’m apparently one of you, and still, I can’t stand to look at you,” Edmund says. “Though that is for personal reasons. I don’t mind this guy.” He tips his head at Silvan.

“Fuck off,” Silvan growls at the Lord Protector.

“See? Friends already.” Edmund slaps him on the shoulder and walks off.

“Can I kill him yet?” Silvan grumbles beside me.

“Maybe after the war,” I concede, but I can’t stop staring at Edmund’s retreating form. Under all the malice, he is a father terrified for his daughter. A vicious beast snapping at any and every perceived threat to her.

I get it. I would destroy any man I thought was trying to harm her. It doesn’t mean I have to hate him any less.

Gods, I can’t even offer Keira a life of safety in my realm to escape this war. The Assassins of Belladonna will greet me the moment I step through a portal. They will not stop trying to kill me, not unless I put a conflicting commission against the High Chancellor and they kill her first. But I have other plans for the assassins on my return. Ones that will have them working for me.

Thoughts of Titania’s reign of terror keep me up at night. Conditions were so much worse in my court when we briefly visited. All the fake heroics she promoted during the election—how only she could save our people from my failures and give them a better way of life—have fallen by the wayside, and the true brutality of her nature has been exposed.

Under her neglect of the lands, the corruption that is killing my realm is only growing and festering.

We wash the dust of the road from ourselves and change quickly. Silvan accompanies me silently as we explore the fortress grounds. I attempt to talk with the soldiers in the guardhouse, but their reactions vary from fearful silence to outright hostility.

The fact that we are followed by both Edmund’s and Tomas’ people is not lost on me. Neither trust us. If I thought I could win these people over with the sheer weight of my personality, I would have received a rude shock.

By the time I enter the banquet with Silvan in tow, I am in a foul mood and cannot help the brooding darkness of my expression. A servant leads us into a hall with rough flagstone floors and walls of uneven masonry, as though this is some backwater inn and not a lord’s dwelling.

I glance up at the ceiling adorned with broad beams of wood and rows of wrought iron chandeliers and sneer at the lack of fire orbs. How do these people not get burned by dripping wax from all those candles hanging overhead?

Many lit sconces lining the walls give a warm light to the space, but also lend a smoky, gritty quality to the air. I taste the bitterness of it on my tongue. The entire hall is crude and primitive, with no care for beauty.

Simple wooden tables and benches fill the room, packed with guests and soldiers. They all fall silent as the atmosphere shifts and their attention focuses on us standing in the entrance. Then they break out into hushed whispers, many pointing in our direction. I grind my teeth.

I have never felt more alien or unwelcome in my life.

Movement at the dais where the lords sit draws my eye. Keira rises from her seat, her eyes wide as she stares at me. She takes a single step in my direction, as though she can’t handle the glares being cast my way and plans to march right over here and save me from them. Edmund grabs her arm and tugs her back down, whispering furiously in her ear.

The servant’s hands shake as he leads us through the hall to the same table on the dais. He stumbles twice, and almost falls flat on his face the third time. I grab the neck of his tunic and put him back on his feet before his face collides with the ground. From the dark looks I receive from both Edmund and Tomas, one would think I just assaulted the man.

Lord Tomas turns to Edmund. “You will excuse my wife and youngest daughter—both are feeling unwell, and my two sons are out on multi-day hunts. But I would like these fae mercenaries of yours to sit beside me instead. I find them rather…interesting.”

Edmund shrugs. “If you wish.”

Keira sits next to her father, and all I want is to take the seat beside her and block out the rest of the world. It is a struggle to drag my eyes away from her beauty.

Half her vibrant red curls are coiled on top of her head, and the rest tumble down her back. A white gown clings to her generous curves and the neckline, trimmed in gold, dips low enough to reveal her breasts. I want to press my face into them again and never leave.

I get a look down her cleavage as I pass behind her chair to take the seat beside Lord Tomas. The scent of rose oil drifts up from her, and I want to groan at the sharp pang of longing that blooms within me. Not just for sex. I crave the easy affection we once shared before everything became so incredibly messy.

The moment my gaze locks on Lord Tomas, my simmering fury rears up again.

I know he is planning something. His smirk only slips a little as he gazes over his shoulder at the guards lining the wall behind us, as though they could keep him safe from me.

Lord Tomas stands and claps his hands, and immediately a band plays music and servants carry out tray after tray of meat. One platter is placed directly in front of me, and I inspect the cuts of thinly sliced meat in varying shades. There are multiple types of animals here.

“What is this?” I ask Tomas.

His smirk widens. “I thought it would be a great honor to serve our fae friends here meat from their homeland.” His eyes roll over to Edmund. “We have cracks in the barriers between worlds too, even if we don’t have portals. We hunt our own game.” Tomas turns back to me. “You see, we have a law in this realm that if a fae trespasses, they are executed immediately. It is the only way we humans remain safe. Perhaps you have forgotten this law, Edmund?”

Edmund’s face remains stony. “I have not forgotten.” 

“What kind of meat is this? From which kind of fae?” I grind out, unable to help the way my jaw clicks.

“Oh, you know, a bit of this and that. You fae are all the same to us.” Tomas’ eyes glitter from his power play. I could crush him in an instant should I choose to. I wouldn’t even need to call on my magic.

Edmund looks from the lord to me, his narrowed eyes furious but calculating. Finally, he shakes his head at me. This is not the time for this battle. Bitterness rises in my throat that I am expected to sit here and take this weak man’s mocking. But I would give my life to protect Keira. What is my pride worth?

“Lord Tomas, this is highly offensive to the fae,” Keira cries, leaning over the table to twist around the bulky form of her father. The little lord shrugs unapologetically.

“Just eat it, Aldrin,” Silvan growls beside me, loud enough for them to hear. “These people couldn’t take down a high fae or nymph. It’s probably Cú Sídhe.”

Lord Tomas’ face reddens at those words.

“I’m not eating it if they are serving me goblin,” I spit back.

Edmund picks up a bowl of root vegetables and dumps it in front of me. “Here, Aldrin, eat some carrots.” He shoots Tomas a dark look.

Silvan laughs. “If they are serving goblin, the humans will be dead before you get a stomach-ache.” He bends around me. “Keira, don’t eat the meat. Edmund, you should have a second serve.”

I can’t help the dark laugh that rolls out of me at their varying expressions of shock.

“Why don’t you go first?” I say to Lord Tomas, gesturing toward the platter, menace dripping from my tone. “You can tell us if the meat is any good.”

He doesn’t take his eyes off me as he warily shovels roasted slices onto his plate. Edmund grumbles under his breath about dramatics as he eats. The little lord skewers a generous portion and puts it in his mouth, chewing slowly as I lean in to watch him closely, a slow smirk growing on my face.

As Lord Tomas swallows, I strike, catching his throat in a constricting air wield and not allowing the meat to go down. He makes a small choking sound, then tries unsuccessfully to swallow again. The meat lodges, probably cutting off his air as well. His eyes flare wide at me.

I take my goblet and sip the wine. “What’s wrong, Tomas? Does fae flesh not agree with you?”

He scratches at his throat, a broken-off cough escaping him as his face purples. Fear erupts in his eyes and his meaty jowls flap as he gags. His pupils blow out as he stares at me again, unsure if this is my doing or not.

I smile at him, tipping my head to the side. “Do you need a little help? You know, some pixies have barbs in them, and it can make it very hard for the meat to go down.”

He wheezes and nods vigorously, the useless guards at his back ignorant to the fact he is choking half to death. I slap him a little too hard on the back, releasing my air wield, and the meat goes flying onto the table.

“You!” Lord Tomas rasps with indignation.

I smile at him. “I…just saved your life?”

His eyes narrow, but he has no way of determining if I am telling the truth or not.

“Really, Tomas?” Edmund growls at his side, pushing his plate away from himself. “I’m not going to eat this if it’s going to choke us all to death.”

The little lord apologizes profusely and calls a servant, and they bring our table the same succulent platters of chicken the lower-ranking guests are already enjoying. Edmund’s intense gaze bores into mine, and he taps his temple beside his eye, telling me he saw and knows what I did. I place two hands behind my head and lean back in my seat.

“You’re too clever for your own damned good, Aldrin,” Silvan grumbles in my ear. “You know that, don’t you?”

I eat in silence while the humans discuss farming, fishing and other local issues, all skirting around the war that brought us here.

Edmund finally broaches the topic when the desserts arrive. “Lord Tomas, let us speak of the matter at hand. The new boy king Finan has roused his army and is marching north, to our lands. He intends to take what is not his by force. To remove a Mother of Magic from her temple. I’m gathering the armies of the North for a show of arms to greet him when he arrives. King Finan must learn that he cannot simply take whatever he wants. I have it on good authority that he will balk and turn back at any sign of opposition.”

Lord Tomas places his fingers on either side of his chin as he considers. “You want to raise the Northern lords to fight the new king.”

“If it comes to that, yes,” Edmund admits.

My heart hammers rapidly as I scrutinize the little lord. Keira’s future is depending on petty men like him.

Tomas turns to Keira, holding her eye. “Maybe your daughter should do her duty and follow through with her engagement. Why should my sons die for your daughter’s whims?”

Keira rears back as though slapped. Caitlin pulls her close and whispers urgently in her ear as her eyes become glassy.

A flash of black anger rises within me, and it takes everything in me to stop myself from striking the man. From choking the life out of him. My muscles lock up. The wood of the table splinters under my fingers.

I lean in and snarl into his face. “Is this how you treat your women in this realm? As objects and pawns?”

“It is no woman’s duty to be forced into a marriage!” Caitlin snaps.

Edmund stabs a finger into the table. “It sets a bad precedent, that a king can take any woman by force. That he can bring an army to your doorstep and take whatever he wants. Finan has a wandering eye and many mistresses in the capital. Yes, it is my daughter he desires this time, but maybe he will notice your daughter next and snatch her too, as a mistress. He might start taking a lord’s land and title to give to someone who pleases him, just because he can. It starts here, and we must stop it while we can.”

The color drains from Tomas’ face as the thoughts enter his tiny mind for the first time. 

“You might see me as a willful woman, Lord Tomas.” Keira spits his name like an insult. “But I am also a Mother of Magic. Do not underestimate what will befall these lands if our order is desecrated. You discuss the sacrilege of a Mother of Magic being kidnapped like it is nothing. If we cannot roam this kingdom with our safety ensured, there will be no Mothers available to offer our services of healing, of repairing crops or imbuing the land with magic. There will be no one to assist in childbirth, in teaching magic to any who have the spark, and there will definitely be no more pilgrimages.”

The lord almost shakes at the thought. Satisfaction grows within me at the fierce triumph on Keira’s face. I could throw her down on this table right here and kiss her passionately.

“And what of these fae?” Tomas seethes. “Why involve them? How do we know they won’t turn on us at the first opportunity?” 

I exhale sharply, so bloody sick of this already. “We have a bargain to guarantee our loyalty. That is all you need to know.”

A long silence stretches out as Tomas and Edmund stare each other down.

Tomas shakes his head. “Edmund, I will support your daughter in her fight for her freedom—I would be insane not to back the Mothers of Magic. I will provide soldiers and supplies. But the fae? I cannot align with these intruders. You allow some into our realm and others will follow. Before we know it, we will be enslaved by them again.”

Edmund slams his hands on the table and leans over the other lord, getting right in his face. Tomas’ guards take a step forward, but he waves them off.

“Damn it, Tomas! Insult Aldrin and Silvan right in front of their faces one more time and I am going to lose my temper. We both know what happens when I do. There are so many open flames in this room already.” Edmund’s words are a low growl, and Tomas swallows visibly.

I stare at Edmund, cold shock pumping through my veins.

“We need all the resources we can muster. Aldrin and his ten fae aren’t going to take over the realm,” the Lord Protector finishes.

Tomas puts a hand on Edmund’s chest and forces him back into his seat, then holds up his hands in mock surrender to calm the moment. “Tell me, then—why are fae mercenaries agreeing to fight a war that doesn’t concern them?”

I cross my arms over my chest. Let these humans fight over my supposed merits and traits. Anything I say will further inflame the situation.

Edmund turns to Keira, a hard expression on his face, then he finally nods at her.

Keira’s eyes dance with thrill, and I have no idea what she is going to tell this lord. Surely not that we are—were lovers. That she holds my fucking heart in her fist and I would follow her off the edge of a cliff to make sure she fell safely. That I want her as my queen. That I would do anything, anything, she asked of me. That she knows I could never hurt her people, because I couldn’t willingly hurt her.

Keira doesn’t register the turmoil rolling within me. The waves of sick anticipation that crash over me. Her eyes flick to mine, then she says, “These fae are not mercenaries. They are agents of the Spring Court’s king and want to establish a trade agreement with the humans of the Northern protectorate.”

Something cracks within my chest at those words, and by the Shadow Court and all its demons, it hurts. It is like my entire essence is falling, falling, falling, into a darkness I can’t seem to climb out of. I am a fool to think she would even hint at feelings for me, or acknowledge those I have for her. It doesn’t make strategic sense, but the gods know, I need something from her.

“Think on the wealth and magic that will flood into our protectorate.” Caitlin reaches around her sister. “Do not miss out on such an opportunity because you are afraid of the monsters of the Otherworld. I have been there, and they are not so scary. Many of the other lords will snap it up, and how will you compete?” 

“Ah! There is the truth of it.” Tomas claps his meaty hands and grins. “They help us win this war, and then we are in their debt and must agree to whatever conditions they demand!”

“Don’t try to be clever with me, Tomas.” Edmund leans back in his seat. “Their involvement in this war is merely an act of goodwill between nations, to open the way for trade discussion. We will owe them nothing. Isn’t that right, Aldrin?”

They all turn to me. I try to school my features, but simmering rage is my constant companion these days. 

“Easy, Aldrin,” Silvan murmurs, just loud enough for me to hear. “Remember why we are here.”

I unclench my teeth. “You owe me some common fucking courtesy, but that is about it. I can give you a magical oath if you like, or make a bargain.”

“Oh, no, that is fine. Every human knows not to make a bargain with a fae—except Edmund, it would appear.” Tomas glances at the Lord Protector, who grunts but doesn’t say a thing. I realize the little lord is enjoying this, holding the balance of power over his liege lord. Sowing discord between us. “Tell me—Aldrin, was it? What sort of trade would you offer?”

I run a hand through my hair. “Have you ever tried fae spices? Grown in our realm, they are imbued with magic.” Tomas’ beady eyes train on me. I can see the thoughts ticking in his mind, so I go on. “We can offer seeds for herbs and flowers that generate their own magic and can be used in potions.” 

I continue, having an actual conversation with the little lord as he momentarily forgets that I am fae and sees me as a merchant instead. As we talk, tables are removed from the center of the banquet hall and people pair up to dance. The mood changes immediately as the couples swing each other by looped arms and trade partners, all in time with the music.

When the beat becomes even faster-paced, and a woman uses an air wield to amplify her singing, Caitlin abruptly stands and pulls up her sister. Keira shakes her head, but there is a huge smile on her face as Caitlin urges her to the dance floor, almost pushing her in that direction.

They immediately grasp hands and swing to the tune of the music, their feet following the same steps as the others around them. I would never have expected the severe-faced Caitlin to enjoy dancing. 

Keira’s expression is one of utter abandon, lips curled in a huge smile and eyes glittering. She looks so young and beautiful, without a care in the world. In this moment, nothing can reach her but the music, not even an advancing army.

I can’t drag my eyes away. I can’t stop imagining what it would be like to swirl her across the ballroom in my palace and teach her the dances of my court. To wrap my arm around her waist and press her against my chest.

When I finally drag my attention away from the dance floor, I find Edmund staring daggers at me, his emerald eyes savage. Our gazes lock, and I refuse to back down and be made to feel like I cannot even look at Keira. A muscle ticks in Edmund’s jaw and the tendons in his neck stick out. My hands ball into clenched fists.

A messenger, still covered in the dust of the road, approaches Edmund, forcing him to drag his eyes away first. They speak a few words, then the messenger hands over a scroll. Edmund breaks the seal and his eyes roam over the message once, then twice. The color drains from his face and his lips twist.

I shoot Silvan a worried glance, but his narrowed eyes remain on Edmund, analyzing every inch of his body language. 

“Is it bad news, Edmund?” Lord Tomas probes in a gentle voice.

“Only what we expected.” Edmund’s face and neck flush red and his nostrils flare. “Finan has marched his army out of Sunbright City and across the Golden Plains. They will be here in under a month.”

A cold shiver runs through me.

“We may have longer than that,” Lord Tomas insists, placing a hand on Edmund’s arm. “It would take a highly organized army to march here that quickly. Finan is inexperienced in the ways of warfare.”

Edmund unclenches his jaw. “He has appointed Lord Desmond as his general.”

Lord Tomas’ mouth works, but no sound comes out. His eyes dart around the room as though he is looking to flee. “Lord Desmond?” he practically squeaks.

“Can someone tell me who the fuck Lord Desmond is?” I want to shake both of them to get my answers faster.

Edmund’s eyes flick to mine. “When Fernsworth City went into full revolt a decade ago, Lord Desmond was sent to deal with the rebellion. The rebels locked everyone inside the city walls, so Lord Desmond set his catapults on them, including our own civilians. When his forces finally breached the fortifications, his soldiers killed, raped and pillaged under the king’s name. The slaughtered and burned alive rebels, civilians and children alike. He never bothered to sort them. By the time he was done, the entire city’s population was dead and the buildings were reduced to rubble. He is a man who sees death and destruction as a path to his own advancement.”

“And the North is a plump pig for the taking, for a warlord like that.” Tomas practically shivers in his seat.

Anger flares hot and hard through me. I don’t notice the fork that becomes bent and mangled in my fist until Tomas’ eyes dip down to it. I will kill them all if I have to. This king. That warlord. Any and every foot soldier that comes between Keira and her safety.

Lord Tomas breaks the heavy silence. “You have my support and my soldiers. If Lord Desmond wages war in the North, it will be a bloodbath.”

I fold my arms across my chest. “We fae are a wildcard you can use to your advantage, Edmund. You’ve seen what two of us did to that river. Imagine my entire band working together. Think if we trained all your soldiers as well. Lord Desmond will be ignorant of their magical capabilities and cannot plan for them.”

Edmund gives me a curt nod. Our eyes slide to Keira. She laughs and swings around and around with Caitlin in the center of the dance floor. The sight cracks my heart.

I wonder how rare those smiles are about to become.


Chapter 12
Keira


The moment they tell me Lord Desmond has joined the invasion, it feels like the flame of hope within me is extinguished. This raises the stakes. There is so much more to lose now.

We ride out from Lord Tomas’ fortress the next morning, and not even the rays of the summer sun are enough to warm my chilled blood. The rolling hillside slips away with the miles, turning from farmland to sparse forest and back.

The day disappears with my mind lost in a haze of dark thoughts. I blink and we have already set up a camp for the night near the edge of Lord Tomas’ vast lands.

I stare into the bonfire until my eyes dry out, the mug of mulled wine in my hands all but forgotten. Those tongues of flame, burning and flickering and consuming everything, drag to mind what this war will do to my protectorate. To our people. These are the consequences of my actions, and they will be felt by all if we do not tread incredibly carefully.

Finan may be a monster of his own making, and he was always going to be a disaster for the kingdom of Strathia—but I was the one who turned his vicious attention to the North.

“We need to travel west! To secure Lord Bradford’s support first.” Caitlin’s voice travels to me across the fire. The warm, glowing light plays across her features and makes her scowl almost demonic. “He can cut us off from our supplies if he backs the king.”

“Lord Adalwolf has more soldiers,” our father cuts in.

They continue like this, arguing over the strategic locations in the North and which lords are more important, while the energy drains from my body and my mind moves in sluggish circles. 

The last few weeks have been overwhelming, and I’ve had no time to process the traumas as they pile up. I cannot sleep at night, because I know I haven’t seen the worst of what is about to come.

My body sways to the side as I drift off, and I almost fall off the log I’m sitting on.

“Go to bed, Keira,” my father calls out. “There’s no point in staying out if you’re just going to doze off.”

Soldiers move all around us. Liam and Aiden dump more logs onto our fire, causing embers to spark up, while arguing about the best way to do it. Others roll out their sleeping bags in their low canvas tents and retire for the night. Laughter drifts to me from those who play cards or dice. 

Our camp sprawls through this entire large clearing, rows upon rows of tents that reach almost to the woods on one side and a sharply hilly meadow on the other. A crumbling farmer’s cottage snags my attention. I wonder how many decades the building has been abandoned and what it must have been like to live in such a remote place.

A yawn cracks my jaw, and I finally give in to the fatigue and make my way to my sleeping quarters. I can’t help scanning the tents that run in columns away from our central fire until I find Aldrin and Silvan. Their heads are bent together and they are talking urgently, a pair of fire orbs illuminating them.

There is space all around them where soldiers have pitched tents further away from theirs, disrupting the symmetry of the campsite. They look so incredibly alone.

It doesn’t help that the shelters they have created are so foreign to these people. The scaffolding is grown from branches that burst out of the ground and a canopy of wide, glossy leaves overlaps tightly to form the weatherproof barrier. It has such a wild cast to it, with angular limbs of wood sticking out in different directions and beds of thick moss spilling from within. It seems like something more a beast than a man should live in.

A lump forms in my throat and I stumble a step as guilt rolls through me. These fae are my friends. All of them. They took care of me when I was in their realm, and I can’t even save them from my own family, from the nasty words of my guards and the lords who answer to my house, despite how I have tried.

The battles I have fought for them behind closed doors are enough to suck the life out of me, and still, it gets us nowhere. There is always more I should be doing.

I teeter on the edge, watching them, watching Aldrin, wanting nothing more than to run to him.

I miss him. The closeness and trust we held. The warmth of his body pressed against mine when we would sleep under the fae stars on nothing but a shared bedroll. All the hard planes of his chest and shoulders that I could bury myself in. He would wrap his arms around me and kiss the skin at the nape of my neck when he thought I was deep asleep.

I miss the conversations we had for hours into the night, talking of nothing and everything, sharing our dreams for the future and planning them together.

When I move, it is not toward him, but to the pavilion tent I share with Caitlin and my father. I have to be clever and sneaky if I want enough time alone with Aldrin to have a proper talk without my father noticing and dragging me away.

I slip into my crude cot, pull the blankets over my head and wait. Despite my fatigue, sleep doesn’t come. I don’t let it.

I lie awake as the hours pass, anxiety rippling through my body like jolts of fire in anticipation of the conversation I must have with Aldrin. I will lay myself bare before him, and he will judge whether I failed him, despite how hard I tried—and whether he will be able to forgive me again.

Caitlin and my father enter the pavilion, and I listen to their breaths as they become slow and regular. It is a struggle to sleep in the same room as my father without lashing out at him. Had he listened to a single word I said, he’d know Aldrin was never a threat. Strange, for a man who always empowered his daughters and made their voices heard. It is like something has triggered a deep trauma within him. We don’t talk anymore. We descend into screaming matches instead.

When my father starts to snore, I slip out of my pallet, pull on wide-leg riding pants and tuck my tunic into the belt. I trip over my feet as I tug on ankle boots while hopping to the door. Hopefully he will never notice I am gone.

I slip out of the pavilion and startle the guard on the entrance, nodding to him but not slowing. The soldier looks at me, perplexed, as I walk away. His job is to stop anyone from sneaking into the tent, not out of it. 

The night is incredibly still. Not even birds or bats move across the indigo sky, lit up by a purple kaleidoscope of stars. The odd snore tears out of the tents as I pass, and the crackles and pops of the dying fire become a distant sound, but the camp is otherwise still. 

I light a small fire orb and peer into the structure of vegetation that Aldrin built for his shelter. There are night blooms all over it, their white petals open and glowing as they bask under the moon.

It would be beautiful if the sight of the man sleeping within it didn’t steal my breath away.

Aldrin sleeps naked to the waist, his blankets tossed haphazardly across him, exposing so much of those defined muscles. There is a peace to his features that is never there by day anymore. The deep frown is gone from those dark, arching eyebrows and his lips are slightly parted.

An intense urge to crawl into his bed with him slams into me, and I bite my lip hard to stop myself. I stand there, gawking at him like a creep for long moments.

I take a step closer and a branch crunches under my boot. “Aldrin,” I whisper.

He moves so fast my eyes can hardly track him, pouncing out of his tent with a knife in his hand. One blink and he is before me, his face an inch from mine. His eyes are feral, gleaming with murder in the moonlight, and his lips twist in a snarl. He doesn’t recognize me for a heartbeat, still stuck in his dream.

Aldrin looks every bit the terrifying fae king.

I suck in a breath and stumble backward. I almost fall on my ass, but he grabs my arm and steadies me. My heart hammers against my ribcage, and I can’t see a thing; half of my hair has flopped forward and covers my face.

Calloused fingers brush against my cheek and my curls are tucked behind my ear.

“You’ll give a man a heart attack, waking him up in the middle of the night like that.” The brutal expression is gone from his face, replaced by an amused smile. “Did I scare you?”

I stare at him, unable to form words. By the darkest realm, I long to touch him. Aldrin’s dark, long hair is in disarray, just like when it is sex-rumpled. Even though he grips my shoulders lightly, the muscles of his biceps bulge, and his perfectly sculpted chest is on full display under the moonlight. I know exactly what it feels like to run my fingers down his abdomen and slip them beneath the belt of his pants to find his huge, hard cock.

His smile only grows as he watches my eyes soak up the sight of him, trailing down his body then flicking back up to his lips. I shake my head as shivers run down my spine.

“We need to talk.” I desperately try to focus on his eyes and fail.

Aldrin raises an eyebrow. “Talk, is it? In the middle of the night, when we are both half-dressed?” 

I glance down at myself and realize the hard shapes of my nipples are visible through the light cotton of my tunic and undergarment.

“Talk,” I say. “My father makes sure we get precious little opportunity.”

I stalk off to the grassy region between the edge of the tents and the woods beyond, looking for a patch to sit on. Aldrin flicks his wrist, and two woody chairs grow out of the ground from multiple entwining roots. I sit in one. It’s more comfortable than most chairs, as its structure shifts to mold to my body. Aldrin leans forward over his knees in the seat opposite me.

“Why are you fighting this war for me, Aldrin?” The words tumble out of me.

Aldrin’s eyebrows shoot up. “Do you really need to ask that question? Do you not already know how I feel for you?”

I hug my arms around my body as I shiver despite the warm night. “Even after everything? The way my family treated you. The constant disdain from my people. The way I failed you.” My body locks up with tension as my voice breaks.

“Even after all that.” His amber eyes turn cold and his jaw sets. “But I need to know—where were you, Keira? While I was starved, poisoned and deprived of sleep, where were you? When my people suffered, when your family accused us of crimes, where were you?”

The blood drains from my head at the anger darkening his features, and pain blooms in my chest, expanding until I cannot breathe. My mind wants to shut down from the sheer onslaught of guilt, but he deserves answers.

“They told me you were safe, that they were taking care of you. I had no idea⁠—”

“What do you think I was doing for over a week, Keira?” Aldrin snaps. “Reading a cozy novel by the fireplace?”

“I couldn’t find you.” The pure desperation of frantically searching for him fills me anew. “I searched everywhere and tried everything. I dragged Diarmuid into the ancient dungeons so many times to search for chambers they could be hiding you in. All I could dream of was the inky darkness heavy with dust and mildew, and the sight of century-old bones discarded in every cell. I spent every other moment in screaming arguments with my father and grandmother, but there was no breaking them down.”

I scrub tears away with frustration.

“In the end, it was Caitlin and Diarmuid who found you. They manipulated the guards into revealing where you were. I had no idea the enchanted cells for holding fae even existed before that. I’m so sorry, Aldrin. I wasn’t smart or fierce enough to save you. You may never forgive me, and I understand that. Our trust is broken on both sides. If things can’t be the same between us⁠—”

Aldrin grabs my arm and tugs me out of my seat, forcing me to stumble the distance between us and land in his lap. His strong arms wrap around me and press me into his chest. I melt, burying my face into him. The floral scent of spring combined with leather and a hint of masculine sweat floods me.

I feel like I have finally come home.

He kisses the top of my head lightly. “They told me you never wanted to see me again. That you hated me.”

I pull back from him and peer into his face. “No, Aldrin! I could never hate you.”

“You see how they have twisted the truth, do you not? How they put a wedge between us? They had me believe you turned your back on me without a fight.”

I place my hands on either side of his face. “That is not true.”

There is a raw vulnerability in his eyes. “I am struggling with the fact that the black-market trade of fae flesh is still very much alive in this realm. That you lead hunting parties to kill fae, then invite your king to festivals to feast on them.”

“The beasts were too much of a danger to let live, Aldrin.” My voice is gentle. Pleading. I let my hands slide from his face. “We only killed threats, not innocents. There is no benefit in letting the meat rot. Have you never eaten Cú Sídhe?”

“Of course I have, Keira!” He looks away, then drags his eyes back. “It doesn’t make this any less triggering. Gods, you are now a priestess of an order that sneaks into my realm every cycle to kill our nymphs for their heart-stones and steal our babies. It slices a knife through my heart every time I see you in the white of the Mothers of Magic. I know the blood of these atrocities is not on your hands, but your family are their greatest supporters. The magic they steal is ours, and we need every drop of it.”

I stiffen as horror washes through me. It is true. All of it. Those amber eyes seem to pierce down to the depths of my soul.

“Maybe that is why my people cling to the prejudice that the fae were our slavers and abusers. That they are all cruel monsters,” I say. “Because the realization that we humans are the villains here is not an easy thing to stomach. I am sorry, Aldrin, for all of it. If I could end the pilgrimages and the division between our people, I would without a second thought. I want to do it together, if you can ever forgive me.”

It isn’t a fair thing to ask of him. Especially not when my forgiveness has been so slow in coming.

“Ah, Keira, call me a fool, but I already have.” He runs his thumb over my lips. “It is not an easy thing, to question the indoctrination of generations.”

A single tear drops from my eye. “I don’t deserve you, Aldrin.” Guilt rolls through me anew, heavy and oily in my stomach.

“I’ll be the judge of that.” He grips my chin, tilting my face up to his, while his other hand slides up my thigh. “Are you still angry with me?” His voice is low, sultry.

“Are there any other secrets you are keeping from me?”

“None that come to mind.” His eyes heat as they focus on my lips.

I elbow him in the ribs, but smile. “Aldrin. Take it seriously. Are you holding back anything else? Secrets, lies, half-truths or prophecies?”

His eyebrows shoot up. “That’s quite the list. No. There was just the one huge, ugly truth that I had no idea how to approach. Do you want a blood oath?”

I shake my head. “I shouldn’t need one to trust you.”

“Then do you trust me?”

I gaze into his eyes as that layer of ice coating my heart melts. The rage, betrayal and soul-deep guilt all fall away from me. “Aldrin, I⁠—”

A high-pitched sound whizzes past my ear. A gash of red blood appears in an arc across Aldrin’s bicep and he cries out in pain, immediately jumping to his feet and taking me with him.

Everything happens so fast. We suddenly stand apart as another arrow embeds itself in his thigh. Two others whistle past us and lodge into the ground, standing erect. 

We are under attack.


Chapter 13
Keira


Aldrin shoves me behind his huge body. Roots whip out of the ground and catch arrows flying toward us. An air shield rises around us, its surface rippling as more arrows bounce off it.

A scream tears from my lips and my heart pounds rapidly. Aldrin reaches behind him and places a hand on my hip, steadying me.

“This shield isn’t going to protect us!” I gasp. “It failed last time.”

“Last time we were going up against your father, a fae I didn’t know was more powerful than me,” Aldrin growls. “These are humans.”

Distant shouts cut through the night, and I spot the silhouettes of archers moving in the woods. There are so many of them. Branches expand rapidly from the trees and collect soldiers in woody prisons with overlapping limbs. Roots burst from the soil and wrap around them like they are spun in spider’s silk. Still, more humans lurk in the forest’s darkness.

I spin around to our campsite, and cold dread runs through me at its stillness. “Rise! We are under attack!” I screech, wielding air to amplify my voice tenfold. “Rise! We are under attack!” 

Soldiers rip out of their tents, half-dressed and clutching the weapons they slept with. They are too far away to help us. The camp descends into chaos as they search for their enemy. They cannot see the archers in the forest.

I recognize the pounding of galloping hoofbeats moments before enemy warriors on horseback explode out of the brush. They lean low in their saddles and hold their swords at the ready to cut us down. There are four of them, but more reverberate the ground in the near distance.

“I’ll take the two on the left,” I yell to Aldrin, stepping out from behind him and standing by his side. He grunts at me.

I explode the scrub beneath the riders’ hooves, grinding my teeth as I try to get the timing right. The earth shatters into a plume of dust around them, leaving behind localized ruts deep enough to break an ankle, but my aim is off.

They are moving too fast, and my magic either strikes behind them, or far enough in front that they can leap over it. Sweat drips down my face as arrows fly past us, constantly making me jolt.

I am running out of time. The horsemen are gaining on us too quickly. 

My breaths choke out of me in rough pants. I focus all my attention on one horse, ignoring the rest of the battle, and it stumbles straight into a pothole a heartbeat after I create it, its leg twisting and crunching. The stallion pitches to its side at high speed, tumbling on top of its rider, and both roll away.

I glance up to see the second warhorse almost on top of us. The blade of the warrior’s sword glints in the moonlight, and the steam rolling off the horse is clearly visible. The rider’s gaze is locked on Aldrin.

I cannot lose him. I will not allow him to be harmed by my people again.

In a moment of sheer desperation, I reach for my fire magic, the power I have always been too afraid to touch. I grab the edge of it and tug and tug and tug, like unraveling a spool of yarn. I throw everything I have into a defense before Aldrin. A wall of fire rears up as tall as I am, the flames instantly red hot and dancing as they lick up toward the sky. 

The galloping horse rears before the flames, kicking its legs in the air and screeching. The rider tumbles from its back.

I bend over with my hands on my knees and heave in air while my head spins from the amount of power I just used. I glance at Aldrin to make sure he is safe, then at his handiwork. A huge fissure has opened up in the ground between us and the woods, and the underground water is slowly gurgling into it. The other two horseback warriors float within it. 

Concentration lines Aldrin’s face as he lengthens that moat. It is too wide at its middle for even a horse to leap, but a dozen foot soldiers swarm around either side of it. More riders break through the tree cover and arc toward the edges of the fissure. 

The soldiers of the Appleshield Protectorate funnel past us with swords drawn to meet the oncoming enemy. Fireballs arc over our heads. I risk a glance back to find my father running for me with desperation flickering in his wide eyes. A halo of flames surrounds him as he drags his attention from me long enough to fire at the enemy again.

The sound of Silvan’s roar rips away my attention. He fights four humans at the edge of the camp, swinging his sword to catch the blow of one enemy while another takes a swipe at his exposed back. My heart clenches in a vise in fear for him, but he turns with lightning speed to fend off the next enemy.

Roots rip out of the ground around Silvan and snag the ankles of the men he battles. Some move fast enough to snap them, but they manage to climb up the limbs of one human, wrapping around his torso and smashing him to the ground. Another slips around our forces to take his place.

We become surrounded by enemies. I have no weapon. Not even a throwing knife, and I am almost out of magic. I shoot puffs of fire at them anyway, enough to make a person rear back, but not to kill.

Aldrin is magnificent. He blocks me with his body from most of the advancing enemies, twirling twin swords of pure, hardened air, slicing at any who get close enough to us while snaring many in cages of roots.

“Air projectiles, Keira,” he growls at me. “Just like I trained you.”

I force the panic from my mind to form the wields, tossing long needles of air. My stomach sickens with each impact on an enemy body. Blood sprays and people scream in pain. It feels like we are being charged from all directions, but many of them are friendly soldiers trying to get past us to the main battle.

From the corner of my eye, I notice Silvan being swarmed by enemies. I grab Aldrin’s arm and dig my nails into his flesh, but I am too slow. A long, deep gash blooms across Silvan’s bare chest as a sword finds its mark. Blood flows down his skin, coating him in red. He staggers back, suddenly unstable on his feet. Another’s blade flies toward his throat and my heart freezes in my chest, but it stops a hair’s width from his jugular. 

The man twitches as he tries to bring his blade home, but Aldrin has seized up his muscles, forcing it back down. “I will fucking kill him!” the man screams. “Let the Lord Protector’s daughter go, or we will kill this fae scum!”

“Where have you locked her away? We will scour this entire protectorate to free her!” another human yells, bound in roots among the many on the ground.

I am standing right here, free and fighting against them, and they don’t recognize me. They claim to fight in my name, but they don’t truly care for me.

Silvan sways where he stands, clutching his wound and panting. He looks Aldrin dead in the eye, then pointedly shifts his gaze over his shoulder. We both glance behind us in time to see the enemy force breaking and fleeing from the Protector Guard before the lines of warriors even meet.

“Who are you?” I yell back at the man who tried to slit Silvan’s throat. “What do you want?”

The warrior spits. “We are here to rid this kingdom of fae, as is our duty.” He stares hate at Aldrin. Silvan elbows the man in the nose with the last of his reserves, and the sickening crunch and spray of blood almost makes me retch. The blade slices Silvan’s cheek as the human soldier crumples to the ground. 

Aldrin’s roots snake up the bodies of any enemy warriors left standing around us, wrapping around their torsos, pinning their arms to their bodies and squeezing them until their faces turn purple. The bows strapped to their backs crush under the force. These were some of the archers from the forest.

“Please! I can’t breathe,” one man rasps out, clawing at those wooden tendrils. 

“You should have thought about that before you stormed this camp. Before you fired arrows at us. Keira Appleshield is standing right next to me, you stupid fools! You could have killed her!” Aldrin roars, pointing at me. His lips peel back in a snarl, the stubs of horns showing within the mass of his dark hair. He is losing a fight to keep them hidden. To not make himself look any more alien. He shouldn’t have to hold back like that.

“Some fucking gratitude,” Silvan snarls. “And we are fighting for these people?” He shoots a dark look at Aldrin, then sit hard on the ground as his wound gets the better of him.

Aldrin stares intently at the fighters withering in his grip of roots, barely restraining himself.

“You can’t kill them,” I murmur to him.

“I know.” He flicks a look at me. “The Northerners can insult me, attack me, try to kill me, but if I take one of their lives, none of them will accept us fae.”

“Then let me do the fucking honors,” my father booms, striding straight past us. Barely contained fury ripples through him. His longsword drips with blood and his clothes and face are scattered with crimson droplets. With quick thrusts of his blade, he kills the fighters Aldrin trapped on the ground.

My father stalks right up to the man who tried to kill Silvan, still snared upright, and yells incoherently as he removes the man’s head from his body with a powerful swing of his sword. I jump as it hits the ground and rolls toward me. I scurry back into Aldrin, trying to get away from the gore as horror churns through me.

I turn and bury my face into Aldrin’s bare chest, wrapping my arms around him, panting hard as panic and nausea roll through me in hard waves. “Oh, gods. I think I’m going to throw up.” 

Aldrin strokes my hair and threads a strong arm around me. “Breathe through it, Keira. Breathe. You are safe now. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

The blood pounding in my ears slowly fades, and voices crowd in. The chaos of people shouting out orders and wailing with pain. At least the clash of swords is gone. Arrows no longer sail through the sky. The footfalls of people passing are calm and slow. There are no more charges.

“Is she okay? Unharmed?” My father’s voice is tense, but the usual accusation in it whenever he addresses Aldrin is gone.

“She’s in shock.” Aldrin’s chest vibrates beneath my cheek. It is wet. From my tears, I realize.

“You really will protect her with your life, won’t you?” 

Aldrin tenses. “I will protect her with my life, and I will destroy anyone who dares to harm a hair on her head. I will kill this King Finan for the fear and pain he has caused her, whether it is in this war, or after I regain my crown.”

I pull away from Aldrin and peer up into his face. His amber eyes burn with intensity.

“Keira.” There is repressed irritation in my father’s tone. “Are you okay?”

I turn in Aldrin’s arms to face him. A muscle ticks in my father’s jaw as he frowns down at me, his shoulders completely taut. He holds out a hand to bridge the gap between us, but it seems leagues long. An impossible distance to cross. 

Before Aldrin arrived here, I always ran into my father’s arms when I was afraid. He was the one who picked me up and put me back on my feet. Now, he has never felt more alien. In some ways, he too has become my enemy. 

I force myself to take step toward him, but he sees my hesitation. He places a hand on my shoulder and I flinch. “I never wanted you to see battle like this, Keira. Many grown men vomit or cry their first time. Are you okay?” 

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

“This isn’t her first,” Aldrin says at my back, and the look my father gives him makes me fear he might become murderous toward Aldrin all over again. “We technically met in the middle of a battle.”

I let out a nervous laugh. There is so much I want to say, but my oath to never speak of my pilgrimage stills my tongue.

My father’s eyebrows shoot up and he stalks toward Aldrin. “If you were fighting against my daughter, I swear I will destroy you myself!”

I place my hands on his chest and force him back a few steps. It doesn’t help that Aldrin laughs behind me.

“Aldrin has never tried to hurt me or Caitlin.” I drag each word out of my mouth, fighting the restriction on my tongue.

“They stepped out of the portal right into the middle of a fight, and neither side knew what to do with them. I thought Keira was a damsel in distress and foolishly tried to rescue her,” Aldrin grumbles from behind me. “I ended up with multiple stakes piercing my flesh for my efforts.”

A huge, prideful smile grows on my father’s face. “That’s my girl.” He puts an arm around my shoulder and leads me away, but glances back at Aldrin. “Heal your man Silvan, before he bleeds out everywhere.”

We look over at Silvan, who still sits on the grass, glaring and snapping at the priestesses who try to attend him.

“I’m fine. It’s just a fucking scratch.” A slow trickle of blood still seeps down his chest.

“That’s more than a scratch, Silvan, and you know it.” Aldrin descends on him. “The faster you stop bleeding, the sooner you can help me heal the humans.”

My father pulls us away. “I am sorry I cut those men down in front of you. I haven’t been able to control my rage these days. You can return to the pavilion while we clean this up and question the prisoners if you don’t have the stomach for gore. There is no shame in that.”

My back straightens of its own accord. “I can clean wounds. I’m not a vulnerable little girl that you need to lock away.”

“Not a vulnerable little girl? Is that right?” My father stands to his full height. “Explain to me, Keira, what you were doing up and wandering the camp in the middle of the night, dressed like that?” 

I glance down to my thin shirt and then back up at my father, throwing his hand off my shoulder. “Really? After everything that just happened, that’s what you’re worried about? I will remind you I am a priestess and an independent woman, not your child daughter anymore. I don’t answer to anyone except the High Priestess.”

“Fine! I’ll get your grandmother to force some sense into you instead.” He stalks off and I am left standing there, staring daggers into his back. “Caitlin! Where is the commander of my army? Caitlin!” he roars, and soldiers scurry to find her.

I turn back to Aldrin. He stands with a hand on Silvan’s shoulder, feeding white light into his body while the gash on his chest closes. Aldrin grimaces and sways a little on his feet as he favors one leg. My eyes fly down to the arrow bolt still jutting out of his thigh. He fought the whole damned battle with it still lodged in him.

Horror washes through me as I rush toward him. His hands wrap around the arrow and he snaps the shaft, his features pinching with pain from the impact.

“Aldrin, you can’t just pull it out! What if it has nicked an artery?”

He breathes hard a few times, then rips it out anyway. “I’ll live. I’m fae, remember? They were too ignorant to use iron or ash.”

I fall to my knees to inspect the wound through the tear his pants, but only a small amount of blood dribbles out. “We need to get these pants off you and clean the wound.”

Aldrin says nothing for a long moment. When I glance up, his lips are quirked up and his eyes are heated. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?”

I stand immediately. “Well, you can’t be that injured, then.”

Silvan stares death at both of us. “I’ll bloody heal your nick, Aldrin, if it means I don’t need to hear any more of this.” He wraps his hand over the wound and Aldrin winces as magic is poured into it. A moment later, neither man looks like they took even a scrape during the fighting.

We spend an age tending the wounded. I feel useless, tying bandages over minor injuries while Aldrin and Silvan exhaust themselves, healing any who will allow it.

“Caitlin!” my father bellows as he circles back in our direction. “There you are. I want a full status report. And I want to know what happened to my gods-damned sentries!” 

Caitlin is dressed in tight leather pants, with a long tunic reaching her knees and a boiled leather bodice sewn with metal discs. She is the only one who stopped to pull on armor when the battle broke out, but a person could forgive her for taking a few minutes to protect her unborn baby.

“James and Sean are gone.” She marches on my father at an agitated pace to her step, her messy braid swishing behind her. “The bastards clearly betrayed us. We weren’t attacked by a trained army, but a mob of villagers who picked up their hunting bows and butcher’s knives to attack the fae.”

I rush over to them. “Were there any members of Lord Tomas’ personal guard?”

She spits to the side, like a common soldier and not a lady. “Oh, there were some of his men leading the pack, but not enough for you to pin it on him. No wonder they broke so easily.”

My father curses. “I could murder the man for putting both my daughters and unborn grandchild at risk with his foolish antics.”

Caitlin puts her hands on her hips. “Are you still uncomfortable with me fighting while pregnant?”

My father’s nostrils flare and he runs a hand through his hair. “I’m never going to like it.”

“But you will not stop me!” she snaps. “Because I have just as much right to fight for my sister as you do.”

“Because I am a fool and an overindulgent father, and I believe women should have the same rights as men. But you don’t need to be in the thick of the fighting. You can do well enough at a distance with a bow and arrow.”

Caitlin scowls at him and looks ready to protest, but he grabs her by the elbow and pulls her away.

“Come. We have survivors to question.”

“What are you going to do to them?” I call out, and both my father and sister turn swiftly back to me. Visions of ignorant farmers being cut open for information floods my mind, because I no longer know what my father is capable of.

“We are going to talk to them.” He grits his teeth. “Then send them back to Lord Tomas to put them on trial and execute, even if they were working for him. It would implicate him in this too if he let them go.”

Aldrin comes up beside me. “Do you think that bastard arranged this?”

“I have no fucking idea, but my hands are tied. We need him. I sent guards to follow the retreating mob and to scout for another ambush. We may never find any evidence to pin on him.” My father stalks off, guards closing in around him to give their reports.

Caitlin lingers behind. She examines Aldrin with her usual narrow-eyed gaze, then huffs out a breath. “For what it’s worth, I’m truly sorry that you and your people have had to endure such hatred in this realm. I promise you, I have been doing my best to fight for you all.”

Aldrin puts a hand on her shoulder. “I know you have, and I am tha⁠—”

“Don’t you dare thank me, not for fighting for you to be treated with decency!” Caitlin snaps. “That should have been a given.”

My father catches her eye from across the field and flicks his head for her to follow him. Caitlin gives Aldrin a final look, then rushes off.

He watches her go, his dark eyebrows pinched and a rawness in his eyes. It affects him—every word of hate, each cruel act. It cuts not just at his sense of self, but the dreams he holds for saving his people. I see it all in his mournful expression.

I am so sorry and have no words left to express it, but I try anyway.

My hands fall on his chest as I stare into his eyes. “I wish I could promise you justice. That we could rage against each person who discriminates against fae, but we can’t battle words with swords. It would fuel the fire of their prejudice and make them think their anger and retaliation are justified. But if anyone raises a weapon against you, I will be the first in line to cut them down. You will win them over by the time this war is done, I am sure of it. They will learn through your actions that the fae can be relied upon, and how powerful an ally you are.”

He runs his thumbs under my eyes. “You’re crying again, Keira. I have dealt with worse things in my court.”

I shake my head. “Every word they say against you breaks my heart. Every attack kills me.”

I take his hand and lead him away from the camp, toward the run-down farmer’s cottage half hidden in the inky blackness of the night.

There are no words to describe how I feel. I will show him instead.


Chapter 14
Keira


Aldrin doesn’t hesitate as I drag him into the cottage. Part of the roof has caved in. Moonbeams illuminate the rubble strewn across the floor and dust motes dance in the air as we disturb it. But the building has four walls and enough privacy for me. 

I slam the door behind us, then throw my arms around Aldrin’s neck and crash my mouth against his in a brutal kiss. The scent of him fills my nostrils, earthy and floral, tinged with the tang of blood. His lips are so sweet, warm, full and soft. They feel like home as they brush against mine, parting them so he can dart his tongue inside to caress my own. 

His powerful hands grip my hips, gliding across my ass, squeezing then lifting me up onto him. I wrap my legs around him as he slams my back against the door. The whole thing rattles behind me, but stands strong. Aldrin’s hard chest presses against the softness of mine and my fingers run down the muscles of his back. 

He kisses me like he is a man dying, suffocating, and I am the only thing that can give him air. He sucks on my lower lip, then drags it between his teeth.

A low groan escapes me.

I run my hands through his thick hair, fingers catching in the snags of it as he kisses his way down the tender flesh of my neck, from behind my ear to my shoulder, over my collarbone and into my ample cleavage. I shiver at the delicious sensation.

My heart swells to the point of pain. I want to worship every part of him. To show him that he is the center of my universe. That I live and bleed for him alone.

When his lips meet the tops of my breasts, I let go of my death grip on him and unbutton my shirt with shaky fingers. Aldrin groans as my breasts spill out, nipples already peaked from the coolness of the night.

He cups them in his hands as I hold onto his rippling shoulders, then he leans down and flicks his tongue across each nipple in turn. I close my eyes and throw back my head as his tongue traces circles around them. Jolts of pleasure crash through me, making my heart race and breath catch.

My eyes snap open, and I desperately try to pull off his tunic to expose that perfect chest. We do an awkward dance, shimmying my weight until the fabric is tugged free and both our shirts are on the ground. I am rewarded with the sight of his sculpted pectorals and abdomen. I only get a glimpse of those defined ridges, gleaming with a sheen of sweat, before Aldrin’s lips crash onto mine again.

He moves his weight so his chest presses me harder into the door, then he adjusts his hips, aligning the hardened bulge of his cock with my core, with my legs spread out around him.

He rocks his hips against me, grinding his erection over my core again and again. The friction shoots pleasure through me, building and building, driving me to the point of insanity, until I am panting and calling out his name and cannot remember my own. I hook my legs around his hips to gain leverage and ride his length, hating the maddening layers of fabric between us. 

“Gods, Keira.” His groan is feral. “You are going to undo me, right here, like this.”

“I want more of you, Aldrin,” I pant back.

He stops moving, and for a moment I want to scream at him, but he slips a hand beneath the beltline of my pants. Those thick fingers slip over my swollen clit, down the slick center of me and deep inside. Pleasure explodes within me with as they curl against my inner walls.

I come alive for him, writhing and pushing back against him, and still, I want more. His thumb draws lazy circles over my clitoris, bringing me higher with each rotation.

“You are so wet for me,” he rumbles in my ear.

He withdraws his fingers, then swings me away from the door and onto my back on the sturdy table in the center of the room. My heart might explode as he stands before me, unlacing his britches. He leans over me, his arms on either side of my shoulders as he stares down into my face, but he has stopped undressing. 

I writhe beneath him, my nipples rubbing against the hard planes of his chest, the tantalizing sensation setting me afire, but he doesn’t move. I try to pull him free of his pants, but he takes each of my wrists and pins them on the table over my head.

“Aldrin,” I beg. 

A deep sadness fills his eyes as they gaze down at me, spread out before him and ready to enjoy. 

“We need to stop, Keira.” His lips curl downward. “I can’t do this.”

I freeze. It’s like a bucket of icy water has been dumped on my head. “What do you mean?”

He is so close I can feel his warm breath on my face. Our bodies are still tangled together as he holds me down.

“I don’t want a single night of passion. Not because you are full of adrenaline from the fear and thrill of battle. If we do this tonight, and then go back to the way things have been, it will destroy me.” He pulls away, releasing my arms. “I want all of you. Your heart. Your future. Your trust. I can’t give myself to you without those things.”

I sit up, gripping him so he can’t leave. My heart does somersaults at the vulnerability on his face. “I brought you here because I forgive you, Aldrin. I shouldn’t have doubted you.”

His eyebrows raise and his lips part in shock.

“You deserve my trust, and I want to fix all the things that were broken between us. I will give everything to you. My heart, my future and my trust.” I lean forward and brush a soft kiss against his lips. “Because I am desperately in love with you.”

Aldrin presses his body into mine and kisses me hard, bruising my lips and scratching my skin with his stubble. I wrap my arms around his neck and hold him tight to me.

When he pulls a few inches away, his amber eyes glow. “You love me, do you? I guess you’re not half bad yourself.” A cocky grin fills his face, and I slap a hand on his chest. He leans forward and whispers in my ear, “You already know I am so in love with you, I would cross realms and fight wars for you.”

A thrill ripples through me, making my stomach dip and heart flutter. My fingers dig into his shoulders. “Show me how much you love me.”

He puts his hand on my chest and firmly pushes me back onto the table, pinning my shoulders to its surface. His heated gaze roams down the naked curves of my body, his fingers following it until they meet the belt of my riding pants. He drags my hips to the table’s edge and undresses me completely in a swift motion.

Aldrin admires the sight of me as he drags his pants down his hips and his erect cock springs out. I lick my lips, desperate to taste it, to feel the length of it in my mouth, and for it to be buried within me.

I can’t seem to catch my breath as he adjusts my legs on either side of his hips. He uses two fingers to spread my entrance wide and grips his cock to line it up with me.

Fire jolts through my entire body at those simple touches. At the anticipation of him finally entering me and filling me up. There is a smirk on his face as he pumps his hips slightly to rub the head of his cock up and down my slit, awakening my every nerve. I move my hips to capture it within me, but he holds me down with a hand on my hips. 

“Beg for it,” Aldrin commands, rubbing it up to my clitoris again, then back down to my entrance.

“Please, Aldrin.” My voice is guttural. “I want you in me. I want it so hard I’ll see stars.”

He lines himself up with my core, thrusting just the head inside me, and I let out a strangled moan as sensation burns through me. I try to push against him, to drive it home, but Aldrin raises an eyebrow. The bastard is going to make me work for it.

“Please. Give me more.”

He drives another inch in⁠—

And we both freeze as shouts reach us from across a great distance.

“Keira! Keira!” My father’s voice echoes through the cottage. He hasn’t found us, but he is looking. “Set up a search party immediately!” he barks. “I want them both found.”

I turn pleading eyes up to Aldrin. “How fast can you be?” 

He withdraws from me instead, the drag of it bittersweet. “I will not be caught here, like this, by your father.”

There is such longing in his eyes as they dance over my naked body, spread out for him and willing. They catch on my breasts, then my core.

He shakes his head, then bends down to grab my pants and tosses them to me. “Get up, Keira. I just got your father to stop wanting me dead.”

My hands shake from all that unsatiated lust as I dress. It doesn’t help that the ripple of Aldrin’s back muscles keeps drawing me in as he tugs on his pants.

I leave first, while he watches over me from the shadows of the cottage as I stalk back to the camp. He will steal back the long way around. It pains me that we must sneak around in the shadows, but what we have between us is too dangerous to the war effort to be revealed.

I head straight for my father, who has multiple guards gathered around him at the edge of camp. He barks orders for them to search for me in the forest and meadow, and lights dozens of fire orbs with a flick of his wrist to illuminate their way.

“You can stop all this drama, Father,” I snap. “I’m right here.”

He whirls around, grabbing me by the shoulders and forcing me back a few steps out of the soldiers’ hearing. “Where did you go? Were you with him?” he hisses.

“I felt sick and needed air that didn’t reek of blood. I wanted to be alone.” Shame fills me as the lie rolls off my tongue.

He gives me a long, hard look. “We were just ambushed by an angry mob that hid in the scrub, and you walked off in it alone? That doesn’t sound like you.” 

I don’t have a good answer to that, so I become the juvenile daughter he is treating me like, and turn on my heel and walk away. His glare burns into my back. 
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I wake the next morning to the chorus of my father’s snoring with a black fury in my heart. I rip the covers back from my pallet and get dressed, banging the lid of my chest as I pull clothing out and throw my boots across the ground in frustration.

It is time I grew up. I need to stop playing the victim and become the hero in my story. To take charge, instead of hiding behind my father and grandmother, then grumbling at their methods.

“Keira. Is the sun even up yet?” my father grumbles, a hand on his forehead.

I stomp over to the tent flaps and duck my head out, noting the silvery glow upon the horizon. “Yes,” I snap. “We should leave Lord Tomas’ lands before any more of his people decide to assassinate Aldrin and Silvan.”

“Or the slimy bastard sets his personal guard on us.” My father drags himself out of bed, pulling boiled leather armor over his tunic and pants. I glance at Caitlin, and he gives me a hard look. “Leave her to sleep until the last moments. She gets bad sickness and vomits often. Your sister is too stubborn to admit it, but I have followed her a few times when she suddenly disappears.”

“She struggles to show any weakness,” I agree.

He lets out a huff of air as he tightens his buckles. “It is a hard line to toe, not taking away her agency and authority, but also protecting her and the unborn baby.”

My father gives me a long, searching look, eyebrows creasing. He wants to know about the fae parent of his first grandchild. He will have to get past his prejudices enough to ask, if he wants any answers. But I cannot tell him, and neither can Caitlin. We are still bound to our oaths to the temple and cannot speak of our pilgrimage.

Aldrin has no such restrictions.

“I am coming to see that I was wrong about Aldrin. I shouldn’t have listened to my mother in our questioning of him.” His words shock me into stillness, and all I can do is gape at him. “He fought last night not for his own protection, but for yours. I saw the gaps he left in his defenses so he could shield you. The way he was more concerned about the soldiers who had their eye on you instead of him.”

He rolls his head when I don’t respond.

“I am no monster, Keira, just a man out of his depths.”

I take a step closer to him. “Why did you do it? You tortured him. Why show such cruelty when it is nothing like you?”

My father sits heavily on the edge of his cot and pats the spot beside him for me to join him. “Sit, Keira. I want to tell you a story.”

My eyes narrow. I remain standing, hands on my hips.

He presses his fingers to one temple and closes his eyes for a long moment. “The fae hurt my mother. Then my wife. And now…now I thought they had hurt my daughter. Hunted her, while she still bore the ring of bruises around her throat put there by the man I sent her off to.”

His eyes snap open, and his gaze is glassy.

“It broke something within me, Keira, when I learned Finan struck you. It brought out a feral, murderous beast I haven’t been able to tame. I blame myself. It is a father’s duty to make sure his daughter is safe, and I sent you to him.”

I take a shaky step toward my father, the blood draining from my head until the world spins around me. “What do you mean, the fae hurt my mother?”

He shakes his head, as though to dispel demons. “It happened before we married, while she still lived on her father’s estate. He was a noble minor lord of the North who owed allegiance to my father. A warband of fae stole into our realm through a portal and slaughtered her entire house, dragging some of the women back to their realm. All were killed or taken, except your mother, who hid and witnessed everything. I don’t know if they were high fae or nymphs, but it doesn’t matter.”

I rush to my father’s side. “Did you go after them? Did you bring them back?”

“What do you think?” His fists clench and unclench. “I would do anything for your mother. Even back then, before we married. She was devastated and has never truly recovered.”

“Is that why she cannot handle the sight of blood or loud noises? Why even hearing the guards spar is enough to unsettle her?”

My heart cracks as he nods. My traumatized mother, who always tries so hard to be warm and caring but is too damaged to be anything other than emotionally distant.

It explains why her expression is always tight, like she wears a mask that doesn’t fit her. Why the battles she fights are those of court intrigue and discretion. She never speaks of her family, and I always assumed she grew up in an abusive household.

My father runs the heels of his hands over his eyes. “The fae have touched three generations of our family, and you are the only one who hasn’t been hurt by them. Maybe someday you’ll forgive me for overreacting, especially when yet another fae tried to claim one of my women.”

I stand and sit on the bed beside him. “It is Aldrin you should ask for forgiveness. He is not going away, Father, and he deserves to hear your reasons.” Before he can answer, another thought comes to mind. “If fae hurt my mother, why was she more forgiving than you when Aldrin was in our prisons?”

He sighs. “Because beneath all the rigid control, she is a bleeding heart. There were fae who helped us get her family back. And those who stole them in the first place? Her uncle had hired them to do the job, wiping clean his brother’s line so he could take up his title and lands. And yes, I executed the bastard.”

A silence drags out between us, filled with the distant clanging of guards packing up the camp and barking orders at each other. The activity increases as more soldiers wake and pack the tents.

When Caitlin rouses, she takes one look at my father and me, poring over maps of the North and bickering in hushed tones, then runs out of the tent to vomit. I tuck a water canteen into her hands when she returns and offer her a bowl of cooling porridge.

“We need to appeal to Lord Bradford next.” Caitlin sits heavily at the foldout table, pointing to his seat of Rosehallow City. “If he supports Finan, our retreat to Appleshield will be cut off, along with our line of supplies.”

“It is already decided, Caitlin. Lord Adalwolf has more soldiers and is closer. We appeal to him first.” My father stares her down.

“We will do neither.” I place my hands on the map and lean forward over it. Caitlin and my father turn to me with matching scowls on their faces. “We petition the Countess Lynna first. She has portals in her lands and a healthy respect for the fae. Lynna will be won over simply by the promise of trade with the fae lands. It helps that every woman in her line has taken the pilgrimage, including herself. We gain more powerful support for Aldrin, and we stop getting attacked by closed-minded fools who think they have a right to kill him. Lord Bradford is next. He has always been a merchant at heart. He has the wealth to back our war and the greed to be lured in by a fae alliance.”

My father gives me an approving look. “We will change course. The Countess Lynna first.” He strides from the tent, immediately barking orders at the guards outside.

Caitlin places a hand on my arm. “Find your voice in this war, Keira. Challenge us more often. No one has studied the geopolitics and maps of this kingdom like you have over the last decade.”

Shivers run down my spine. I will fight for my future and my freedom.


Chapter 15
Keira


We ride hard out of Lord Tomas’ lands. Each time I glance back at Aldrin, he is pale-faced with a death grip on his reins, but there is a fire in his eyes when they connect with mine. He cocks a single eyebrow, telling me we have unfinished business. A delightful shiver runs down my spine.

I make sure Aldrin and Silvan are at the head of the train, in a position of honor, as we arrive at the Countess Lynna’s sprawling estate the same day.

Mossmount Pass is located in the only gap in the Mystic Mountains that encircle much of the North, allowing a trade route to the sea. The high-altitude fortress spans the valley between two peaks, and its foundations are vast arches that cross over the road, with massive iron gates ready to be dropped at the first sight of an enemy. The entire mountain pass has scattered watchtowers and gates wherever the path narrows between the peaks.

An invasion by sea is near impossible.

A smile forms on my lips at the sight of a procession of Mothers of Magic. They funnel up the sharp incline of the road and into the fortress, shrouded by sprays of mist kicked up from the hundreds of tiny waterfalls that crash down the faces of the peaks.

The priestesses channel out of another gap in the mountains instead of the main road we are on. Mossmount Pass has a handful of portals that lead to the fae lands, but more importantly, they have a Sanctuary of Magic with portals that connect to others.

My father holds up a hand, and our entire party halts, waiting for the Mothers of Magic to enter first. I squint to make out the front of the line and recognize the High Priestess’ massive elk and the small figure of my grandmother on top of it. The guards bow low to her as she reaches the gate, but she stops to glance back at our party, pausing the entire procession.

“Bring the fae to me,” her voice whispers in my ears, despite the distance between us. The same air wield brings the words to my father and sister.

“Aldrin. Silvan. You have been summoned by the High Priestess.” My father tosses his head back to them. “Join the front of their procession.”

Aldrin folds his arms in front of his chest, the muscles exposed by his rolled-up sleeves bulging. “I’m not falling into another of her traps.”

My mount prances as I pull her out of our neat column to approach Aldrin. “I will go with you.”

“Hurry,” my grandmother’s wield snaps at us. “The fae will be better accepted if they arrive with the support of the Mothers of Magic.”

Without another word, I ride out from our band of warriors. Aldrin curses, but both he and Silvan follow, joining me at my grandmother’s side.

“I didn’t expect to see you here, Grandmother,” I say gently as the procession starts again.

“Yes. Well. I thought it would take much longer to get the Mothers of Magic to back a fae alliance. While there were many debates, it seems most are very enthusiastic about opening ourselves to the Otherworld again.” Her eyes slide to Aldrin. “It seems I made an error of judgment with my earlier treatment of you, fae.”

“An error of judgment?” Aldrin frowns at her. “Is that what you call imprisoning and torturing innocents?”

She leans in toward him with sparks of lightning dancing across her white hair, over her hands and in her eyes. “Understand one thing, fae. There is nothing I won’t do to protect my family. I would burn the entire world to the ground to make sure Keira never knows the pain I have endured in my lifetime. What is the torture of a few innocents compared to that?”

Aldrin grits his teeth. “Had you allowed me to make a blood oath of truth, you’d know I would do the same for her.”

Tiny, uncontrolled sparks shoot from my grandmother, and I’d worry she might set something on fire if the passageway into the fortress wasn’t constructed of pure stone.

“How do you think my grandfather would have felt about the way you treated Aldrin and his people?” I say. He always has been the only thing that calms her viciousness.

My grandmother straightens and the magic falls from her. “If he were alive today, he would be ashamed. Ronan was always my better half and kept my darkness buried deep. He was a good man, better than I ever deserved.”

She rides off until she is the clear head of the procession again.

Aldrin frowns after her. “That Nissien really did a number on her. I’m sick of constantly paying for his abuses.”

“Agreed,” Silvan grumbles on Aldrin’s other side.

I let out a long breath. “I’m sorry. This is probably the closest you’re going to get to an apology from her.”

Servants arrive to take our mounts and my family, Aldrin, Silvan, and a handful of senior priestesses are led to a winding flight of external stairs up a mountain face, past platforms of rooftop gardens, towers and turrets.

The servant stops at the top of the staircase. “The Countess Lynna would like you to join her for light refreshments.”

We step out onto a plateau broken straight off the side of the mountain, the roots of the pillar of stone lost in mist below. There is a marble pavilion in its center, surrounded by spans of empty moss-covered ground and ring railings at its edge for optimal viewing of the entire pass. All around us, waterfalls crash down rockfaces coated in green vegetation, their white noise a constant, soothing hum.

“I like this place,” Silvan says. “It reminds me of home.”

“I bet when the sun rises, it casts the entire fortress in gold light,” Aldrin muses. “It could almost look like our City of Vertical Gardens.”

There is such longing in their eyes. I would feel guilty for keeping them in my realm if it weren’t for the High Chancellor Titania and the damned Assassins of Belladonna preventing them from returning home.

A wide circular table has been arranged under the pavilion, cluttered with cakes on tiered platters, fresh fruits, wine and tea. The Countess Lynna sits there, head bent toward a man who has his hand on her upper thigh and laughs at something he says. It is well known that Lord Bradford is her occasional lover. As soon as they notice our approach, they both rise and stride toward my father.

“Lord Protector Edmund, it has been far too long since you have graced me with a visit.” Lynna takes my father’s hands and kisses both his cheeks. A woman in her late thirties who never succumbed to the pressure to marry, she is beautiful, with pale skin, high cheekbones and pitch-black hair pulled on top of her head in intricate coils.

Lord Bradford takes my father’s arm in his and shakes it. “A pleasure, as always.” He is a distinguished-looking man, with salt-and-pepper hair and a close-cropped beard. “Is the Lady Maeve here as well?”

“I wish this were a social visit,” my father says. “But we have dark tidings to discuss.”

I arrive at his side, and both the Countess Lynna and Lord Bradford give Caitlin and me a small bow.

“Is it true, then?” Lynna’s eyes slide to me. “We heard whispers that the king has gone mad. That he wanted Keira back by force.”

I raise my chin. “I have dedicated myself to the temple of the Mothers of Magic. King Finan has decided he will steal me from this most sacred duty and plans on marching an army into the North. It starts with him kidnapping a bride he has no right to, and ends with him taking whatever he wants from the North.”

Countess Lynna and Lord Bradford gape at me with their mouths open.

“He would dare take a Mother from our temple? I cannot accept such sacrilege. I will not!” A red flush covers Lynna’s face as she practically yells the words. “I too risked myself on my pilgrimage. Our sacrifice is not a thing any should take lightly.”

Lord Bradford takes her arm and leads her back a step. “I think we better sit down and discuss this over some wine, before your temper flares and you drown all the good people below. We don’t want to risk you losing your grip on your magic and flooding the waterfalls again.” He glances from me to my father. “If you would join us?”

I am a ruin of shaky nerves as we sit and wait for servants to pour the wine, then I explain everything. Finan’s aggression when I called off the engagement. The army marching on us and when it should arrive. They both pale at the mention of Lord Desmond’s name.

It is when I bring up the fae alliance that charged electricity floods the group. Both Lynna and Bradford’s eyes fly to Aldrin and Silvan, truly looking at them for the first time. They were so unnerved by my news that they hardly dragged their eyes from me.

Lord Bradford takes a long drink of red wine, emptying his cup while sweat drips down his face. Countess Lynna stares at Aldrin and Silvan like she is trying to find something she lost.

“A fae alliance could revolutionize the pilgrimage.” My grandmother leans toward Lynna. “Our women could be sent into a safe environment on their pilgrimages. There would be no pressure to choose between worlds, or hunt for objects of magic, not when the fae will sell them to us. It could be a true pilgrimage of self-discovery instead, open to all. Pilgrims could go back to the fae realm if they pleased.” 

The color drains from Lynna’s face and she speaks as though in a trance. “I fell pregnant to the magic with my daughter on my pilgrimage. I would like to go back, if I ever could. There is someone I would like to find, though it has been forty-five of his years.” Aldrin stiffens beside me, but she doesn’t notice. “I would be very interested in opening migration between the realms.”

“And that is what Aldrin and Silvan are here to negotiate for,” my grandmother says. “Open migration. Free trade between the realms.”

“Did you say free trade? With the fae?” Lord Bradford jolts out of his stupor and leans forward. Eagerness glitters in his eyes.

“Would you like an exclusive deal, Lord Bradford? We have a potent flower in my court that can be ground down to create a range of potions, if you are interested.” Aldrin pops a berry into his mouth and gives a wolfish grin as the other man’s eyes widen.

We spend the entire day building an argument for the countess and lord to join us in this war. Lynna has no hesitations, but Bradford swings between the sweet potential of trade and the fear of going against his king. In the end, both pledge their armies to their High Priestess and Lord Protector. To me.
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We ride out the next morning, hard and fast toward Lord Adalwolf’s Windkeep Stronghold. We are less than an hour away from the fortified city when a band of fifty soldiers on warhorses encircle us on a back road surrounded by quiet farmland. My heart stutters as I anticipate an ambush.

Appleshield guards close in around me, and the sound of metal screeching against metal pierces the morning as they pull swords from scabbards. Aldrin and Silvan close in beside me and the very ground vibrates from the hum of their magic as they prepare to unleash it.

My father throws an arm up into the air. “Hold your positions,” he growls at his men. He gives Liam a dark look when the guard’s sword whooshes with blue fire dancing across the blade. “I said hold!”

The horsemen encircling us move in both directions, around and around in an intimidation tactic, so we can’t focus our eyes on them. Then a bear of a man with a completely bald scalp erupts through their number, reining in his warhorse just before my father.

“Edmund, my old friend! Did you think you were going to fucking war without me, you sly bastard?” Lord Adalwolf roars, then turns back to yell at his soldiers to knock it off. “I’ve had scouts out looking for your party for days since I got a missive from my people in the capital.”

My heart doesn’t stop hammering, even when both men slide down from their horses and embrace.

Lord Adalwolf holds my father at arm’s length. “Tell me, are we going to gut this weakling king, or just give him a scare? I’m on board with either.” He turns and looks me straight in the eye. “My sister is a Mother of Magic, and no gods-damned man is going to take away her hard-won agency, king or no.”

They walk away, talking to each other in low voices, no doubt speaking of war.

Aldrin leans across the space between our mounts. “It seems like we have ourselves a war, dear heart.”

I turn wide, panicked eyes on him, but my words dry up.

This is what we wanted. The lords and countess of the North to join us to stand against the king. But now…now it feels all too real. There are no more obstacles between us and facing off with King Finan. I can only hope he will balk at the numbers we have amassed, just like Prince Niall believes he will.

When our band arrives at Fort Blackrock, which defends the pass into the South, our main Appleshield army already mans the walls, led by Gwyneth. I stare at it with foreboding curling within my stomach as rain starts to fall.

It is here that we will make our stand.


Chapter 16
Aldrin


Alate summer rain splatters down on us with heavy droplets. The downfall increases as our party approaches Fort Blackrock.

It is aptly named. The stony mountain range that seems to encircle the entire North comes to a choke point right here, and this fortress sits on top of it. I have seen it on a map, but the strategic placement is much more impressive in person. No wonder the North dares to defy its king with the resources of the rest of Strathia in his grasp. 

A road wide enough to fit four carts side by side passes beneath the fortress, with the yawning mouth of an immense archway gaping over it. The gate is currently being lowered by cranks, cogs and pulleys, all positioned on the north side of the fortress, to keep the South out.

The gate is a massive wall of iron as broad as a man’s shoulders. Shouts and orders ring out. There is no doubt that the road would shatter and a small crater would be left in the ground if the gate were to fall shut without a guide. The mechanism looks like Winter Court technology to me.

As we slowly approach, I scan the rest of the fortress, built from stone blocks mined from the craggy mountains it’s nestled into. Great blocky buildings, ramparts and towers dominate both sides of the pass and climb up the foot of the mountains. Battlements span above the gate, with archers’ stations and catapults.

This is meant to be the place of a last stand. The very edge of the protectorate lands that shield against us fae. Ironic, that they are the ones to have the greatest connection to us and the first to let us back in.

I lean down in the saddle to peer through the now half-open gateway, my mount snickering at me in its beastly way. It still sends a thrill of panic through me. The ground beyond the fort is level and wide enough for an army to stage a siege. 

I glance at Keira. Her expression is solemn, and I cannot tell if she is crying or if it is rain washing down her face. I want to pull her into my arms and kiss her hair. To tell her everything she needs to hear to bring back that smile. But her father and his stallion are between us. Edmund is constantly between us.

I grind my teeth. Each time I get a few stolen moments with her, he or Naomi materialize out of nowhere. I haven’t so much as tasted Keira’s lips again, much less enacted all the other desires that burn deep within me.

The clop of horses’ hooves echoes off rock walls as the road cuts through a field set up with soldiers’ tents and cooking fires. The green-and-bronze banners and uniforms of the Appleshield Protector Guard are all around us in this camp, alongside the smaller force of Lord Tomas’ warriors in green and gold.

At least the bastard came through on his promise to Keira. I will have to restrain myself from wrapping my hands around his pudgy little neck and choking the life out of him.

Stable boys brave the summer rain and rush over to take our horses. Our group disbands and the guards are sent to Appleshield’s camp. Edmund gives me a long look, as though he is deciding what to do with me, then he flicks his head toward the fortress.

We ascend a flight of steps into a crude hall teeming with activity.

Edmund grabs the tunic of a passing soldier and pulls him close. “Which lords and countesses are in residence?”

“M-my Lord Protector, only Lord Tomas has arrived so far,” the man stammers. 

“Where is the Captain of the Guard?” Caitlin chews out. “Find Gwyneth and bring her to us immediately.”

Boots click on stone pavers behind us. “I am here.” Gwyneth materializes from a side corridor and stops multiple paces back. Her eyes glance from me to Silvan, then darken before sliding to Edmund. “I was on the ramparts and saw you ride in.”

“I want a full status report,” Edmund commands. “Where are the other armies?”

“The Countess Lynna and her force were right behind you. They will arrive any moment. Their ranks could be seen darkening the horizon from the highest rampart. Lord Bradford has sent word he will arrive by nightfall, and Lord Adalwolf requires a few more days to muster his forces and march here.”

Edmund nods. 

I take a step toward the Captain of the Guard. “Where are my people?”

She gives me a scathing look, then dismisses me like I am a bug under her boot.

I stalk right up to the woman until I am towering over her. “I demand to be answered,” I growl in a low voice. “Have you brought them here, or tossed them back into a prison cell?”

The color drains from her face, but she narrows her eyes anyway. “Oh, they are here, and a thorn in my side. Forced us to give them a room in the fortress.”

“And why should they demand any less?” I bite out. The captain’s mouth works, but no words come out. She fears me. It means she has some intelligence.

“Gwyneth, is there any sign of Finan yet?” Keira asks, her voice hitching on his name, saving the damned captain from my questions.

“No.” Gwyneth’s dark eyes home in on Keira, and I lean against the masonry, not letting the woman out of my sight. “Our spies have gone silent. I wouldn’t put it past Lord Desmond to rid himself of anyone who might have ties with the North. The mad king is a fool to allow us to take this fortress.”

“That is something we can agree on.” I clench and unclench my fists.

“What would you know of these lands, fae?” Gwyneth hisses at me, her confidence suddenly back.

“Gwyneth,” Caitlin snaps, but her partner glares at me.

“I have fought in wars since before you were born,” I tell her. A piece of the stone archway crumbles to dust in my bare hand when my grip turns to an iron vise. “What do you know of battles compared to me?” My tone carries the promise of death.

On cue, Gwyneth backs away from me, her hands shaking. Her bravado is a performance, to prove her might to the other humans, but I am fucking tired of being patient with these people.

“There is another splendid development she failed to mention.” A male voice, filled with humor. “Your beloved brother Diarmuid has returned from the wilds and brought a small host of druids with him to help in the war effort.”

I turn to a young man who looks a similar age to Caitlin, tall and wiry, with messy brown hair to his shoulders and hazel eyes that smile. He wears the brown robes of a druid, but his are of fine-quality fabric and tailored to fit like a wrap-around surcoat. Keira runs to him and he wraps her in an embrace, lifting her off the ground.

Caitlin turns to me. “This is my twin, Diarmuid. I got all the brains.” She rolls her eyes, but he pulls her into the hug with Keira. 

“And I got all the charisma,” Diarmuid replies. He finally releases his sisters and holds out an arm to me. I take it and we shake. “You must be Aldrin. We are going to be great friends, I just know it. I spent far too many hours searching the dungeons for you for it to be otherwise.”

“Great friends, you say?” I scratch at the stubble on my face. Gods, at this rate, I’d befriend anyone who doesn’t try to kill me. “This is Silvan, the Captain of the Royal Guard.” The two men clasp arms.

“What good are druids going to be in a war effort?” Caitlin asks. “They don’t fight.”

“I said the same thing,” Gwyneth mumbles.

“We druids are fantastic healers! And we can help set up defensive barriers,” Diarmuid counters. 

Edmund cuts through the chatter. “I want a war meeting tonight when Lord Bradford arrives. Gwyneth, you will update Caitlin, Keira and me while you take us on a strategic tour of this fortress.” He pauses to take stock of me. “Aldrin, take the tour now or when the other lords arrive. Your choice, if you want to check on your people first.”

I give both Edmund and Gwyneth a hard stare. “I want to hear from their mouths how they have fared.”

Keira takes a few steps toward me, her face lighting up at the mention of my people, but her father grabs her by the wrist and pulls her back to him. “Not you.” Edmund puts a hand on her back and pushes her toward a staircase. Caitlin and Gwyneth follow, but lag behind, their voices trailing back to me as they climb the steps.

“Is this how you greet your life partner?” Caitlin says. “With hardly an acknowledgment?”

“Is it not how you said goodbye?” Gwyneth replies. “With a refusal to discuss our future and no answers to my questions about our baby?”

I watch them leave, still dripping water on the stone floor.

“It’s about bloody time you joined us.” Drake steps into the room, arms held wide.

“Let me guess, you were watching us approach from the ramparts?” I say as I pull him into an embrace.

“Yeah. Someone needs to give that ass Gwyneth a hard time.” The smile widens on his bronzed face, causing the silvery branches of his tree tattoo to crease.

“No one needs to give her a hard time. You should do the opposite and try to win all the humans over.” Klara stalks after him, looking me up and down. “You look like shit. Like you were dragged behind one of their horses.”

I can’t help smirking and pulling her into a side hug.

“Fuck diplomacy,” Drake rants. “I’ve shown the humans my worth, and most choose to see it. I don’t need to beg people who will never change. Besides, I need some entertainment in his dreary realm.”

“That is why we left you behind, Drake. Can’t have you running your mouth to the lords and countesses.” Silvan shoots him a dark look. “Where can we get some of that pitiful stuff they call food in this realm?”

I smile at them like a fool. “Food and wine. I want updates while we eat.”

“Where’s Keira?” Klara asks. “Should we wait for her?”

I feel the blood drain from my face. “Her father is still doing his best to keep us apart.”

Klara leads us to a large military dorm room, with enough beds for my people and myself. Part of me hoped for a room of my own. To be locked in it with Keira for hours at a time, doing everything to her that my mind can think up. My imagination is vast.

I sit on the edge of a bed, picking from a platter of cold sliced beef and drinking tart wine. 

“We’ve done good work here, Aldrin,” Klara says, flicking her purple braids over her shoulder. “Most of the Appleshield Guard don’t see us as monsters anymore, and their magical ability has greatly improved. That block of theirs—it fades when they come to terms with their fae blood and stop hiding. Those who are more accepting of us can better access their true power. Passionate emotion helps to cut through it as well.”

“Thank you. All of you, for standing by me in this. It hasn’t been easy.” My eyes pass over each of my people, from Silvan’s hardly audible grumble to Drake’s amused grin. Hawthorne shrugs awkwardly and Zinnia tips her head to the side.

“We need information on that advancing army. Drake. Zinnia.” I look from one to the other. “Do you think you could cast out your senses for me? Can you do it in this realm?”

“The humans will not believe whatever we offer them.” Drake tosses an olive into his mouth, then cringes as he bites down on the salty thing.

“I’ll make them believe it,” I say. “We have a whole horde of Mothers of Magic backing us up now. At least fifty of them arrived at the back of Edmund’s war party.”

Zinnia pins me with a hard stare that is almost snakelike, with her huge yellow eyes and her head tipped to the side. “It will drain us completely. There is little magic in the animals of this place.”

“If intel is what you need, intel is what we will get you,” Drake says cheerfully. “As long as you don’t have a problem with us skipping into the senses of the humans.”

I suck in a sharp breath. “You need to resort to that for it to work?”

“Normally I can cast out my consciousness and dip into the eyes and ears of the simplest of the low fae to collect information. Beasts like Cú Sídhe or spriggan or some lesser goblins. High fae and nymphs have natural barriers. Humans with very little fae in them seem to be good enough vessels if I don’t linger. I can hop from body to body in an army to have a look around, but I won’t be able to penetrate a meeting for long enough to spy on a conversation. Shame. There are so many creatures in our realm that allow me to be a fly on the wall for hours, literally. My power isn’t accustomed to this place.”

“We will delve into enemy territory. We’ve never had qualms about spying on an enemy.” Zinnia says the words slowly. 

“How long will it take you?” I ask.

“It depends on how far and wide we need to search for this army, and how many vessels are available for us to hop across to get there,” Drake replies. “It could take an hour, or it could take all night.”

A knock sounds at the door, and we all turn to it. Silvan gets up and cracks it open an inch, a hand on the dagger at his waist. Through the gap, curls of fiery red hair and a single long-lashed eye are visible. 

“Silvan?” Keira’s voice rings out. He opens the door fully and flicks his head for her to enter. Her gaze meets mine. “Lord Adalwolf has arrived. We are meeting in the war room.”

“Can’t you stay for a few minutes, Keira?” Drake calls over my shoulder. “We have hardly seen you since we arrived in this gods-forsaken realm.”

“Sure, she’ll stay for a sleepover, and we’ll all braid each other’s hair instead of letting her go to a war council,” Klara mutters.

“Too bad I don’t have any hair,” Drake laughs.

Keira’s wide eyes dart between the two of them. I wonder if she understands their dry humor or if she thinks they argue all the time. “Tomorrow,” she promises. “I can’t linger. I’m not meant to be here.” Drake raises his eyebrows, and she lets out a nervous laugh. “Caitlin was supposed to summon Aldrin.”

I stand from the bed and glance at Drake over my shoulder. “Do what you must.”

Both Drake and Zinnia pull pillows onto the ground and seat themselves into meditative poses, holding hands, their backs against the wall. Klara pulls out incense sticks and lights them while Silvan hums a low, drawn-out melody that is purely masculine.

I close the door before they begin their trance. It would unnerve any human to see the air turn into smoky tendrils around them as they reach out with their consciousnesses.

Hawthorne slips out of the door behind us and leans casually against the wall beside it. He will take the first watch. While Drake and Zinnia are in their trance, they are incredibly vulnerable to attack. It takes a long time for them to find their way back to their own bodies, and afterward, they can be weak as babies. 

“What are they up to?” Keira whispers to me. “Summoning a demon?” She laughs.

We round a corner in the corridor, then take a flight of stairs before I answer. “Yeah. Something like that.”

She gives me a hard look. “Seriously?”

“Okay, we said no secrets between us, right?” I say, opening a door for her and gesturing her through. “But that means you need to trust my judgments.”

Keira cocks an eyebrow at me, and so I tell her exactly what Drake and Zinnia are up to in whispered snatches, halting each time a soldier or priestess crosses paths with us.

“It’s not exactly ethical, but…” She trails off.

“But spying never is, and we need that information,” I say.

“Don’t tell any humans how you get it,” she whispers. “Tell them Drake speaks with crows or something like that.”

I give her a half-smile, amused by the indignant outrage widening her eyes and flushing her cheeks, despite how she encourages me to do it anyway.

We pass an alcove that has a deep-set door within it, barred and locked, and a large banner askew on the wall, hanging over it. On the spur of the moment, I pull Keira in and push her back against the door, dragging the banner over the alcove with an air wield. It barely hides us.

Keira’s breath snags and her lips part, but I don’t give her a chance to recover before I catch her in a bruising kiss. Her hands fly into my hair as my tongue slips into her mouth, caressing against hers in frenzied movements like a wild beast.

She is all I can smell, the rose-oil scent of her hair that tells me she has had time to bathe. She is all I want to taste. Every part of her. This woman is the only thing that is ever on my mind.

I drag her lower lip between my teeth while her chest rises and falls with panted gasps. I can’t seem to get enough of her, even as our lips glide across each other.

Her soft body melts under my touch as I run my hands over her large, soft breasts, enjoying her shudders as I brush my fingers over her nipples in teasing circles. I kiss my way down her neck, her collarbone, to the tops of her breasts, while my hands trace the sweet curves of her hips and perfectly rounded ass.

I bunch up the white fabric of her skirts in one hand, desperate to get beneath them, while I lick my way down her ample cleavage that always seems to be on display.

Her sweet voice breaks the moment. “Aldrin. The war meeting.”

I glance up at her. “Do we have to go?”

Her words catch in her throat as I pull down the neckline of her dress with a single finger and dart my tongue across her nipple. She has to try multiple times before she can speak coherently. “You know we do.”

It is an effort to pull myself away and stand to my full height.

I place my hands on either side of her shoulders, caging her, and stare into her eyes. “After the meeting, you are mine. I don’t care how, but we are going to escape any chaperones assigned to you. You’re not a child.”

We leave the alcove—not so discreetly, but there is no one around in this back corridor. This place is like a maze, and we take many turns before arriving at a set of heavy doors with the symbol of a sword crossed with an ax engraved into each. Two guards open the doors as we approach and the voices within pause immediately.

Around a table with a map sprawled out across it sit the lords and countess, as well as Keira’s father, grandmother and sister. There are stone tokens placed across the depiction of the kingdom of Strathia, clearly marking players in the impending war. 

Edmund leans over the table, his finger still pointing at a location as he turns to us. “Keira. Aldrin. Take a seat, please.” His words are clipped.

Keira pulls out a chair next to Caitlin and gestures for me to take the one beside it, putting me between her and Naomi. I don’t know how close I want to get to the old spider, lest she try to poison me again.

“Sit, Aldrin,” the High Priestess huffs, only loud enough for me to hear. “Do not forget, the fae have the backing of the Mothers of Magic, and we are monitoring them very closely.”

I give her a sidelong glance as I sit. It’s not exactly a glowing recommendation.

“Do we really want the fae to be a part of these talks? Are we not handing over strategic information about our kingdom to him?” Lord Tomas glances to Lord Bradford and Lord Adalwolf for support. A wave of frustration rolls over me, followed by deep fatigue.

“The fae has a name,” Edmund growls. “Aldrin is an ally and of noble blood. You will treat him as such.”

I pin the little lord with a dark look. “What happened to the commoners of your estate who attacked your Lord Protector’s camp, Tomas? Do you know how close they came to putting a bolt through Keira? I took an arrow for her that night. What have you done to prove your loyalty?”

Everyone in the room who wasn’t there stares at him with open horror.

“Your people did what?” Countess Lynna slams her hands down on the table, looking ready to tear his throat out with her teeth.

Tomas raises his hands in the air. “Already executed. They did it without my knowledge, you see. But one can’t blame them for seeing fae in their territory and trying to put them down. It is the law, after all.”

Part of me—a huge fucking part of me—wants to pick the little lord up by the throat and show him just how weak and pathetic he is, but that won’t win the other humans to my side.

“You’re worried about some fucking laws right now, are you, Tomas?” I growl. “Because I have bad news for you, considering it is probably treason for you to be sitting here in this meeting, planning a rebellion.”

“I won’t hear any more of your slander, Lord Tomas.” Keira points a finger at him, rage flashing in her eyes. “There are true enemies marching on our doorstep, and all you want to do is cut down our allies.”

The little lord opens his mouth to speak, but Lord Bradford cuts him off. “Enough venom, Tomas. In my lands, old stories of our people living in peace with the fae, before the war, have been passed down the generations. I have the preserved diary of an ancestor who lived during those times. This trade Lord Aldrin wants to bring to our people is how my family made their wealth. Forgive me if I won’t murder the man over old prejudices.” 

Lord Tomas’ face turns the most satisfying shade of purple and he sits heavily in his chair. “I didn’t know he was a fae lord,” he says, like it matters. I don’t correct them on my true identity. It would make things far too complicated.

Beside me, Keira looks like she is going to combust from the coiled-up tension in her shoulders. “Aldrin fought many wars for the fae Spring Court. He has a unique perspective and vast experience, and only he can tell us what his fae forces will bring to the war.”

All those eyes fall on me. Some scrutinizing, others fearful. I’m too damned sober to deal with this. I need something to put a dampener on my building rage. I spot a jug of wine and goblets on a side table in the room’s corner. With a flick of my wrist, an air wield lifts the jug, pours wine into two cups and brings them to me on a phantom breeze, placing one in front of Keira. 

“Ha! Fascinating,” Lord Bradford exclaims, then turns to the little pudgy lord. “Tomas, how could you not want this sort of power on our side on the battlefield?”

“Because I don’t know how long it will remain on our side,” he mutters, and I pin him with a dark look. I swear his lips start to wobble.

“As I was saying,” Edmund grinds out, “we must plan a retreat from Fort Blackrock in case our stand doesn’t go our way. I suggest we fall back to Lord Adalwolf’s Windkeep Stronghold.”

The lord in question is a bear of a man, even by my standards, and his entire bald forehead furrows as he frowns profusely. “I don’t like the idea of drawing Lord Desmond and the mad king’s army to my lands, but…” Lord Adalwolf’s voice trails off as his fingers tap the table repetitively. 

I glance at the map beneath Edmund’s fingers. Windkeep Stronghold is the next defensive point north of our current location. All around it are small villages, open grasslands and bogs. The perfect terrain to harass an army from multiple directions, picking them off bit by bit if they try to bypass the fortress.

“But if we don’t fall back to Windkeep Stronghold, if we pass it, then Lord Desmond will capture it,” Caitlin cuts in. “His army will pillage anything of worth. They will rape and kill innocents as they please. When they are done, they will burn it to the ground. You know he has done this before.”

The color drains from Lord Adalwolf’s face, but Caitlin doesn’t relent.

“Even if you change your mind, turn your back on this war and lock yourself in your fortress, Lord Desmond will come to the North anyway. He will start by taking my sister, and end by beating the entire North into submission.”

The room falls deadly quiet at those words. I glance at Keira from the corner of my eye. Her chin is held high and her shoulders are straight, but her foot taps incessantly under the table. I know she blames herself.

“I have fought against a mad king before,” I say, drawing all eyes to myself instead of Keira. “From my experience, the excuse they give for going to war never really matters, because war is inevitable with a king like that. Whether it is over land they believe they have a right to, imagined treachery, an insult or a woman, they always find a reason to have a royal tantrum or ten. That is exactly what this is.”

Edmund gives me a long, calculating look. “Tell us, Aldrin, of the fae forces you can bring to this war and what their abilities are.” 

I lean back in my chair. “I have ten members in my personal guard who have already pledged to fight in this war. We predominantly have the power of earth creation. If there is life in a thing, we can grow it, sculpt it and bend it to our will. We can form rips in the ground by tapping into the organic matter trapped there, force rockfalls and earthquakes at a low scale. Not even I could bring these mountains down on an invading army, but I could catapult boulders one at a time into their masses. I have two people who can wear wards of invisibility. We have abilities with water and can flood a river. My small band can only do so much, but I can pledge more fae if you allow them to cross into this realm.”

Hushed whispers erupt in the room.

“More fae?” Lord Tomas looks like he will faint.

“How many more?” Countess Lynna raises her voice over the rest. “Will they make the same bargain as you?”

“What incentive do all these fae have to fight in our war?” Lord Adalwolf says. “You say there are no strings attached, but nothing is for free.”

Edmund half stands, raising his hands. “Okay. Okay. Give the man a chance to speak.”

“Oh, there is definitely something in this for us fae of the Spring Court.” I smile at each of them. “We want to open trade talks, and we cannot do that without North Strathia strong and free. See this as a gift of friendship, before the negotiations begin. What better way to get to know each other?” Silence meets my words, so I continue. “In answer to your question, Countess Lynna, my brother-in-law, Lord Cyprien, can arrive with thirty to fifty more highly trained fae soldiers. He will make the bargain.”

Someone lets out a long, low whistle, and the High Priestess bristles beside me, but says nothing.

“I became very well acquainted with Lord Cyprien during my pilgrimage,” Caitlin chimes in, “and I couldn’t recommend his character and expertise as a commander more highly.”

“It is my recommendation that we take Aldrin up on his offer.” Edmund glares at each of the lords and the countess. “We desperately need whatever advantages we can grasp.”

The entire room holds its breath for a few heartbeats before pure chaos breaks out.

Everyone yells over the top of each other. Some have arguments across the table, pointing and spitting at each other. Lord Tomas stands, and his mouth works like that of a fish, but I cannot make out the poison that pours from it. The Countess Lynna has her head tipped toward her occasional lover’s, Lord Bradford nodding as she speaks.

I lean back in my seat, fold my arms over my chest and smile at the mayhem playing out before me. I will get my way, I’m sure of it. The gods know I need Cyprien at my side. Maybe it is selfish of me to drag him into this mess too, but he’ll answer the call to war eagerly. He needs a battle to shed some of the fury darkening his soul.

“Okay! Okay! We need more time to process the idea of recruiting more fae,” Edmund yells over the council, and they all fall quiet. “Let’s move on to the next topic. Mother, if you could give us an update on the priestesses’ work?” 

The old spider doesn’t miss a beat. “I have sent priestesses to every corner of the kingdom, large cities and small towns alike. We travel far and fast through the portals that connect our sanctuaries. The word is being spread that King Finan plans to kidnap a Mother of Magic to be his possession. That he is marching his army to tear her out of a priestesses’ temple. We have preached to them that this is an assault on all Mothers of Magic. A sacrilege. The common people rely on us for healing more than anyone.”

Naomi runs her fingertips rapidly across the tabletop, her long nails clacking rhythmically.

“There have been large protests in every city, especially the capital. Southern vigilantes have formed bands that attack the king’s supply trains, slowing him. While they may not stop the king, it will make the other noble houses wary of joining him.”

They speak of foreign nobility and lands. Of who may side with Finan and who may ignore the call. It seems like the ruling power of this kingdom is more of a negotiation than an iron fist. 

I can’t help watching Keira as the meeting progresses. Her features are pulled tight and her teeth grind audibly. She is blaming herself again for that bastard’s choices.

I will have to tear those thoughts out of her. I will worship her until she knows her worth again. Until she forgets her own name.


Chapter 17
Keira


Arage like a summer thunderstorm whips through me. I shouldn’t have to go to war because I said no to a man. Because I wouldn’t allow him to keep using and abusing me. Finan doesn’t get to touch me just because he is a king. This war isn’t my fault. Is it?

“I would love to know what you are thinking, so I can end whoever put that frown on your face,” Aldrin rumbles in my ear, his breath tickling my skin. It sends a shiver of anticipation down my spine. 

“I was thinking that Finan is a waste of life,” I grind out.

“Something we can both agree on.” Aldrin laughs. I don’t know how he is in a good mood.

My father is too embroiled in an argument with Lord Tomas at the end of the war council to notice me slipping away with Aldrin. The relative quiet and dimness of these corridors is almost soothing, our footfalls the only sounds. Most of the inhabitants of the fort would be long asleep by now.

My neck and back ache from built-up tension. I rub at the tight muscles, but Aldrin takes my hand in his.

“Let me do this for you. Do you have private rooms?” His voice is seductive velvet. 

My stomach tumbles at the implications of his offer. Then I laugh bitterly. “No. I’m in a dorm with five other priestesses.”

“I thought as much,” he says. “I have an idea I think you will like, but first we need to lose those guards following us.”

“What?” Shock thunders through me. Surely my father wouldn’t have taken matters that far. I strain my ears, but I cannot hear anything. I don’t dare turn around and clue them in.

Aldrin grabs my arm and swiftly pulls me down a side corridor to a four-way intersection. He flattens me against the wall with his body and holds a finger to his lips as he weaves an air shield before us. My eyes watch the tendrils of magic build upon each other, but I cannot tell what he is crafting.

Within mere minutes, two men walk past in the emerald-and-bronze uniforms of the Appleshield Protectorate. They look straight at us, but keep walking.

Aldrin’s entire chest shakes against mine, and when I turn to him, he is desperately trying to hold in laughter, a hand clapped over his mouth. “I can’t believe that worked.”

“How did they not see us?” I whisper.

“I created a mirror in front of us that reflected the opposite side of the corridor, but they didn’t pick up on the irregularities. It wouldn’t have worked if it weren’t so dark here. I am terrible at that kind of wield.” He grips me around the waist and moves me along. “Quickly, before they return.”

Aldrin opens a plain door and shoves me inside. It has a single window slit high in the wall that lets in moonlight to illuminate shelves of cleaning supplies. 

“You couldn’t have picked a nice, unused bedroom?” I whisper.

He scoffs. “I doubt there’ll be any of those available.” 

He turns his back to me and works on layering shields and wards on the door. First, he fills the lock with hardened air, stopping it up. He plugs the hinges next, so they cannot move. Finally, he erects a sound shield, weave by weave. It takes time, longer than we had when we were naked in the farmer’s cottage.

I spend every moment taking in the beauty of his powerful body. The broad shoulders with shifting muscles that are visible through his light tunic, the dark hair tumbling down to the middle of his shoulder blades. The tapered torso that meets a narrow waist. That perfect ass and those thick thighs. 

Mischievous light sparkles in Aldrin’s amber eyes as he turns to me, and the silvery moonlight makes the sharp angles of his face seem severe.

“You can scream as much as you like, dear heart, and they won’t be able to hear you.” He steps closer, wrapping his arms around my waist and murmuring in my ear. “But we will hear them, walking past unaware of what we are doing on the other side of this thin door. Looking for you and calling your name, while I pound into you and make you forget what your name is. No one is going to stop us this time.”

A thrill rolls through me, hot and heavy, making my skin burn.

I reach up onto the tips of my toes and press my lips hard against his. They immediately open for me and something feral awakens within us as our tongues collide, as we suck and bite each other’s lips. I melt into his arms, all my tension and rage forgotten. 

Aldrin’s grip around my waist tightens, and then he pulls away from me.

“Not yet,” he says, putting a finger to my lips before I can protest. “I made you a promise.”

“A promise?” I repeat dumbly.

He turns me swiftly on the spot so my back is against his chest. “I want to massage your neck and shoulders first. To touch every inch of your bare skin,” he murmurs as his fingers play with the fabric of my clothing. “I want you a shaking mess of desire before I fuck you.”

My heart thunders as he pulls off my decorative silk corset and tosses it over his shoulder. Then his hands make quick work of the buttons on my sheer blouse. That goes flying too, landing haphazardly on the corner of a shelf.

I kick away my skirt as it falls to the ground. He reaches my thin shift and pulls it over my head, sighing when my breasts are revealed. I am left in nothing but my lacy panties.

Aldrin’s hands run across my skin and cup my breasts, his rough calluses brushing against the tender flesh. His thumbs flick over my nipples while he leans in and places kisses up and down the skin of my neck. 

I gasp at the softness of his lips and the trail of fire that radiates from each kiss. “I thought you were going to massage my back.”

His laugh vibrates through me. “I’m warming up to it.”

I wiggle against him, feeling his erection already digging into my back. He continues fondling me for a few heartbeats longer, then his hands move up to my neck, brushing my hair to the side. His body pulls away. I almost protest, until his strong hands knead the muscles of my shoulders.

Fire, pain and pleasure all burst from the sensation in the most delicious blend, and I melt under his touch. He pays focused attention to each muscle and the paths they make down my spine, bleeding the tightness from each one until the pain is gone.

Then his thumbs rub up my neck in long, slow strokes, digging in deep grooves, and the muscles there sing beneath them. My whole body becomes loose and light. My mind floats on a sea of calm, the knots released from it as well.

Aldrin’s tongue licks up the entire length of my spine, while his beautiful hands dig into the flesh of my lower back, removing tension I didn’t know I had. He forces me a few steps forward and pushes me against a cupboard, my body rhythmically pressing against it as he works on my back.

His hands move back to my shoulders as he thrusts a thigh between my legs from behind, propping his foot on a low shelf to get the angle right. With each press of his fingers into my flesh, he drags my core across his leg.

Lightning flashes through me from that most sensual point, and my hips thrust of their own accord, chasing that high. He grinds me against his leg again and again, and delicious friction builds within me.

“Do you like it like that?” he whispers in my ear, thrusting again. “Or perhaps you would prefer it like this?”

He moves our bodies so quickly that I am suddenly bent over the small table at the other side of the closet, my hands and cheek pressed against the wooden top.

A shuddering breath leaves me.

He stands behind me and spreads my legs so his erection is between them, against my throbbing core with only a few layers of fabric between us. He kisses his way down my spine while massaging my shoulders again, then his hands grip the sides of my lower back, thumbs still working the muscles in large circles while he moves his hips, grinding that huge cock against me again and again in long strokes.

I will combust, right here, like this.

Pleasure builds inside me; it shoots to every part of my existence, driving me to the brink of insanity. My breaths come out in ragged gasps. “Aldrin, please,” I moan. “I need you inside me.”

“Not before I taste you,” he growls.

Multiple footsteps echo in the corridor beyond this tiny room. They walk right past us as Aldrin gets to his knees and pulls down my panties, exposing me to him completely. 

He slaps me on the rump. “I will never get sick of this perfect ass.”

Those strong hands spread me wide, and then I feel the precise flick of his tongue on my core as his face presses right into my most intimate parts. I shudder and cry out at the intensity of that carnal sensation that spikes through me.

Those footsteps double back past the door as Aldrin’s tongue licks up my slit again, circling on my clit and swiping right back down, again and again, working me until my legs shake. I grip the edges of the table, needing something to hold on to.

My hips thrust back into him of their own accord, moving into each pass of his tongue in synchrony with him, chasing that friction. Wanting more. The press of his face into me as his tongue reaches for my clitoris from behind feels absolutely wicked.

“You dirty thing.” His words vibrate through my core. “They have no idea what I am doing to you just a few feet away.”

There are more footsteps, and voices too. They are so close. 

Aldrin’s hand moves from where it grips my ass, plunging two fingers into me, curling them in and out with brutality. Combined with his tongue swirling at its apex and his face buried against me, it is all too much.

The tension builds to an unbearable amount, and I crash straight over the edge of the abyss. I combust into a powerful orgasm that stretches out for so long my heart will surely give out. My inner muscles clench against his fingers that still move, guiding me through each wave. I float in a sea of bliss, in utter oblivion, as pleasure rolls and crashes through me. It lights up every bit of my body.  

I lie there, unable to move. The swish of fabric as Aldrin tears off his clothes and the slap of them hitting the ground drags my attention to him. I turn, not wanting to miss a moment of it.

Aldrin stands before me in all his glory. Sweat gleams on the hard ridges of his chest and abdomen. The ropy muscles of his thighs are accentuated by the dim light and shadows. 

His cock stands erect, waiting for me. I wrap my fingers around it and fall to my knees, ready to take it as deep as I can down my throat, but Aldrin catches me.

“No,” he says. “I have waited too long to fuck you again.”

He lifts me and deposits my ass on a shallow shelf, pressing his body over mine until I am pushed tightly against the wall. I have no purchase at all, so wrap my legs around his hips instead. My breasts crush against his chest, and I savor the sight, and the feel of his hip bones digging into me. Aldrin grabs his cock, positions its head at my core, and we both watch it intently as he guides it home. 

I let out a whimper as his hardness slides into me, stretching and filling me up to an impossible depth. 

“Louder,” he demands. “I want to hear you scream. I want you to test my sound shield.”

He pulls almost all the way out of me, then slams back in to the hilt. My whole body jolts under the impact and pleasure explodes within me. I let out a strangled cry. Gods, it feels so good. Like I am on fire. Alive. Like I have come home after being lost at sea for a long time.

“More,” he snarls, then slams into me again. 

I scream, tearing my nails down his back. Aldrin rams into me again and again, harder each time, moving with impossible speed. Those footsteps approach again, so close they must be just outside the door.

“Where is the Lady Keira? How did we lose her?” a voice asks, and it sounds like they are standing right next to us.

Aldrin doesn’t miss a beat, pumping in and out of me so hard my body jumps, and a clay pot falls from the wall to crash to the ground. I let out a long moan as he fucks me hard, more footsteps approaching and another person standing just outside the door.

“She was right here a moment ago. Search every room for her. I bet the Lord Protector will give us a decent bonus if we catch her doing the wrong thing,” another voice snickers.

“I want a fucking promotion,” the first guard snaps. “Or at least something I can use as blackmail against her.”

Aldrin grunts rhythmically like some sort of predator as he drives his massive cock into me, rough and hard enough for me to see stars. Deep enough to hit that spot. To light every inch of my being. More pots crash around us, and I moan and scream and whimper with every exhale. It is a wonder they cannot hear us.

The door handle shakes, and the thrill of near discovery almost has me climaxing. I tighten my legs around Aldrin while he hammers into me. A smirk grows on his face as those burning amber eyes soak up every second of my blissful expression. 

“This door is locked. Do you have the key?” a voice says, inches from us. He bangs on the door, as though to indicate which one.

“Yeah, let me try it,” the other man says. “Do you think they are fucking in there?”

Both men laugh viciously. “That would ruin her image for the war. Good blackmail material.”

Aldrin gives me a wicked grin, then lifts my ass from the shelf.

I widen my eyes at him. “Oh gods, Aldrin, no!” Horror runs through me as he transfers my weight against the door, never pulling out of me.

“Yes,” he growls, pausing. “Tell me yes.”

“You dirty bastard,” I groan as keys jingle at the door and a strange thrill runs through me. “Okay. Fuck yes.”

Aldrin moves again, his hard cock slamming in and out of me, in and out, my entire body jolting with each impact. His wards hold, and the door somehow doesn’t move or make a sound.

I moan almost continually, and Aldrin makes a deep, throaty sound as keys continue to jingle in the keyhole next to us. As the guards on the other side try one after the other, muttering to each other as they do. They are completely oblivious to us.

The tension builds within me to an explosive point, and I cry out as my body seems to convulse and clamp and shudder around Aldrin’s cock.

He continues to slam into me while I climax, until I am limp around him, and it is his turn to lock up and groan with release. I feel him tremor within me, and then we are both still, panting and gripping onto each other, unable to move.

“My damned key doesn’t work,” one man says. Gods, it sounds and feels like he is speaking right in my ear.

“Don’t worry about it. I doubt she went into a locked supply cupboard anyway,” the other guard replies. “I’m fucking pissed we lost her. I have gambling debts up to my ears.”

Laughter bubbles out of me, and it tips Aldrin over the edge and into hysterics with me. It courses through me until I am crying with it. Aldrin’s chest heaves as the sound bursts from him, and somehow we both end up curled up on the ground in fits of mania around shattered pottery. 

Aldrin composes himself first. “Fuck, that was good. I told you it would be.”

A huge smile splits my lips as I raise my eyebrows at him. “I can’t believe you threw me up against the door they were trying to open!”

“You enjoyed it. Though I do need to track those guards down and destroy them for wanting to blackmail you,” he says, eyes darkening. Heat enters his gaze all over again as it roams over my naked body. “You know, we might not get another opportunity like this anytime soon. Maybe we should make the most of it?”

“Do you ever tire?” I say, throwing a wave of air across the ground to sweep up the shards of pottery, then crawling over his naked body, pressing his chest down with a hand so he lies beneath me.

“Of you? Never.”


Chapter 18
Keira


Irise with the sun, pulling on a frilly white blouse, a cream cotton corset trimmed in gold, and white skirts parted for riding. I glance at myself in the tall mirror I share with the other women, inspecting my armor. The mask of a priestess dedicating herself to her temple, not a wanton creature, leaving the king for a fae lover.

Armies stand for the facade I wear, but if they learned the truth? They would abandon me to my fate in a heartbeat.

Horns blast through the keep, the sound long and low, repeated three times, announcing an approaching army. My heart stops, and I lift my narrow skirts and run out the door. 

I reach the top of the battlements, panting hard. Caitlin stands at its center point, wearing her usual attire of narrow-cut britches, a long tunic and boiled leather armor that covers her entire chest and back, with panels extending over her hips. The bow and quiver of arrows strapped to her back make me feel naked in comparison. 

“Is he here?” I gasp. “Has Finan’s army arrived?”

Caitlin frowns at me. “Yes, and no.”

She points to the rolling lands that sprawl beyond the fortress, hedged on both sides by the craggy bases of the mountains. There is a black column darkening the horizon, but it doesn’t stretch on for leagues as his entire army surely would.

Far ahead of it and galloping fast is a cluster of horsemen, perhaps two dozen, with white banners trailing out behind them.

“My guess is that King Finan has arrived with a small force for negotiations, and Prince Niall is in that band at the forefront, probably planning to speak a few words of sense before his brother comes in and derails the entire thing,” Caitlin says.

Gwyneth approaches, the metal plate of her full suit of armor clanging with each step. She gives me a curt nod, then places a hand on the bulge of Caitlin’s belly, right where the laces of her leather bodice are stretched and the seam distorted.

“How easy it would be to shoot the king from here and avoid hearing his bullshit,” Gwyneth muses.

“Gods, I would love to be the one to fire the arrow.” Caitlin glances up at her. “But it would only make the war worse.”

We stand in muted silence as we watch that advance party grow closer, until individual riders resolve and the clumps of grass the horses’ hooves kick up become visible. The purple capes billowing behind them, the royal guard’s trimmings and badges on their armor—it all makes my stomach roll and sends ice-cold dread through my blood as it triggers the traumatic memories of my time in the royal palace. I grip the rampart so hard my knuckles turn white.

The riders only slow as they enter the range of our archers.

Caitlin gives the call, and they nock arrows and aim, holding the threat. It isn’t until the royal party reaches the immense gate that now barricades the way into the North that my father and Aldrin crest the top of the stairs and join us. My father’s face is flushed, and his lips are pressed into a thin line. Aldrin smirks at his back. The exchange tells me they have been training together again to break through my father’s block.

“Whatever he says, do not show any weakness and do not back down,” my father murmurs into my ear as he stands by my side. “We show a strong, unified front.”

The soldiers pull up to a sudden stop, their mounts prancing beneath them. The man in their center captures my attention immediately. He is lean of build and short in stature, with a thin golden circlet molded around his elaborately engraved steel helmet.

My heart stops as he pulls it off his head, and blue-black curls tumble out. My eyes show me Finan, right there beneath me, and it sends me into a spiral of panic. Then I register the harder, gaunter lines of his face and the seriousness of his eyes. Prince Niall is before us, white flags flapping around him.

“I come here in peace, to speak with the Lord Protector Edmund and Lady Keira.” The prince’s words echo out.

“I am listening if you wish to speak.” My father uses a wield of magic to project his voice. “But there is no Lady Keira. Not anymore. The Mother of Magic Keira stands beside me.” My father takes my elbow and leads me to the edge of the parapet, where we can be seen.

Niall’s eyes scan us for a long moment, then he leans toward the man beside him and they exchange a few words. The druid Murdoc is with him, the king’s adviser. It is hard to read their expressions from such a distance, but their bodies seem so rigid. 

“King Finan has accepted your request to meet for negotiations for a peaceful resolution,” Niall shouts. “He hopes to reach terms and avoid war.”

I glance at my father. “Did we request a negotiation with the king?”

“No, we did not.” He frowns down at the prince. 

“Niall and his games.” Caitlin tosses her head. “That one is as wily as a snake.”

“He is clearly desperate for these negotiations, but he couldn’t suggest them to the king himself,” I muse. “Finan is hostile toward Niall having any political involvement. He has to pretend we requested them, then subtly encourage it.”

My father flicks a wrist to project his voice again. “We are glad to hear the king has accepted our request for negotiations.”

The tension melts from the prince’s shoulders. “The king will arrive and have his pavilion erected by midday,” he calls up to us. “I will return to personally escort you to the meeting.”

Niall turns his steed and canters away, his guard immediately moving as one with him.

We look to each other with varying levels of confusion.

“At least the king is willing to talk,” Gwyneth mutters.

“I fear we won’t like what he has to say,” my father replies.

“We won’t.” A sickness rolls through me, turning my stomach and sending bile up my throat.

“I demand to be at this meeting.” Aldrin’s simmering eyes are trained on me.

My father doesn’t miss a beat. “Absolutely not.”

Caitlin places a hand on Aldrin’s arm. “They have mustered armies over rumors of fae men in our protectorate. We cannot shove the proof under their noses and expect them to negotiate with us.”

“What if this king snatches Keira during the negotiations and races her back to his main army?” Aldrin brims with restrained aggression. “I need to be there to make sure that doesn’t happen. None of your other soldiers will fight for her like I will.”

My father’s temper flares. “I will be there to protect her.”

“I am right here,” I snap. “And I can speak for myself.” My father glares murder at me, but I don’t balk. “Aldrin comes to this meeting and shows the king that we have loyal fae backing. We hold this fortress as a show of force to the king—why not truly intimidate him? The truth will be revealed soon enough, anyway.”

There is a pause, then my father takes a step closer to Aldrin, their faces inches apart as he asks in a deadly low tone, “And who exactly do we say you are to Keira?”

The unspoken undercurrent is clear to all of us. Who do you think you are to her? What promises have been made between you?

Aldrin gives a self-satisfied smirk and opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “We will tell Finan that Aldrin is my bodyguard. He doesn’t need to know the truth,” I blurt out, because I cannot handle the hostile tension between them.

“Which is what, exactly?” my father spits. I glance over his shoulder at Aldrin, who raises an eyebrow at me.

“Which is something we haven’t worked out yet, because you won’t allow me to speak with him for more than a few moments.” I poke a finger in his chest.

Literal fire burns within my father’s eyes as they narrow on me. “You can’t be seen together. It will⁠—”

“Ruin the war effort. Yeah. I get it.” I want to grab him by the shoulders and shake him.

Caitlin grabs our father’s arm and drags him away. “We need to call a war meeting and discuss strategy with the other lords and the countess.” She slaps Aldrin on the arm and gives him a grin as she tugs our father past.

“And I suppose you are planning on coming to these bloody dangerous negotiations while pregnant?” My father pinches the bridge of his nose.

“I am the commander of your army,” she hisses back. “Of course I am coming.”

His voice reaches us as he disappears down the stairs. “You girls are going to put me into an early grave. All these years I thought Diarmuid was the troublemaker.”

Aldrin leans against the railing, watching me. His dark hair is pulled back into a knot and the breeze brushes strands of it across his face. “So…what exactly are we?” A smug grin splits his lips.

I glance over my shoulder to see that Gwyneth has disappeared. “Lovers?” I tease.

His face turns serious, and he moves toward me with lightning speed, tipping my chin up and forcing me to look into his amber eyes as he towers over me. His humor is gone. “We are more than lovers.”

“Why don’t you tell me what we are, then, if you know everything?” I breathe.

His stare doesn’t break away from mine. “I know what I want us to be. I have told you already.” He trails his thumb over my lips. “I want to hear it from you.”

A shiver runs down my spine. “I want everything from you, Aldrin. Your heart, your soul, your life. I want to be there for every happy moment and hold you through each struggle. I never want to be parted from you again. But I can’t make you promises when the future is so uncertain, when we cannot even be seen together. When I don’t know if he will win his war and take me again.”

Aldrin grips my shoulders tightly as his eyes darken. “I won’t allow him to win, Keira. Not even if I have to put a realm into desolation and murder a king.”

I sigh. “I know you will.”

“I badly want to kiss you right now, but…”

“But you would probably end up with multiple arrow shafts protruding from your body for the third time since entering this realm,” I finish for him.

“Yeah. That.” Aldrin doesn’t take his eyes off me. “I would marry you right here, right now, if you pointed me to an officiant.”

I put my hand on his chest. “Aldrin…”

“Why not?” he asks, eyes ablaze.

“I want to do it properly. Not when my father hates you and my grandmother is still potentially murderous, and my former bethrothed is trying to kidnap me because he thinks he has a claim to me. I don’t want to marry with an army on our doorstep.” A tear rolls down my face. “Especially not when we would have to keep it a secret.”

“I don’t care about them. I just want you.” His thumbs brush over my cheeks and I almost crumble into his arms. The urge to cave and give him what he wants is incredibly strong.

“I care.”

I untangle myself from his grip and pull him to the stairs that lead down from the battlements, toward the meeting room. We almost don’t make it to the war council. The temptation to find another closest and rip each other’s clothes off almost overcomes us.

The meeting almost erupts into yelling chaos multiple times as we move pieces around the great map sprawled out across the table and reevaluate our situation. 

“Perhaps the king has heard of our stand here and is balking already at the idea of war,” Countess Lynna suggests, not for the first time.

“Or he plans to snatch Keira and retreat,” Aldrin grumbles.

“He cannot! To break the oaths of peace during a negotiation would not be tolerated!” Lord Bradford cries.

“Just like disrespecting the sacred vows of a Mother of Magic?” my grandmother bites out, and the lord falls silent.

“I know Finan better than anyone here,” I venture. “He is the most unpredictable person I have ever met. We can’t anticipate his whims, but Lord Desmond is a rational schemer. He plans several moves in advance and wouldn’t do something as rash as kidnapping me. It would turn the people against him. Not all the lords have pledged their support to the king, and they still need those in the midlands and the South of Strathia placated to have a path open for their retreat to Sunbright City.”

“And you’re sure you will not marry the king?” Lord Tomas asks in a high-pitched voice. “It could avoid a war.”

Every single person around the table shoots him a dark look, and for a moment I think Aldrin is going to launch himself across the table and end him. He would have to get there before my father, who wears a similar expression.

“This war is about more than just a marriage proposal!” my grandmother spits. “It is about the autonomy of every priestess. Of every lord and lady being able to control their own destiny. You will never suggest that my granddaughter marry that mad king again.”

Lord Tomas holds up his hands, jowls flapping as he speaks. “Okay. Okay. I thought it prudent to ask.”

I am so sick of his snide comments and digs to get a reaction that makes him feel like a big, powerful man. As I open my mouth to tell Lord Tomas as much, the heavy double doors swing open, and we all whip around.

Klara and Silvan all but carry Drake into the room, lifting him under each arm. He can hardly walk on his own. Aldrin leaps from his seat and grabs Drake, depositing him in a chair at the table, then squatting before him. 

“Do you have the answer?” Aldrin says softly, and Drake nods, almost tipping forward. 

My father stands abruptly and his seat clatters as it tips over. “What happened to you, man? Were you attacked?”

“By the gods, I will set the executioner on whoever harmed him,” my grandmother chimes in. “These fae are under my protection!”

I rush from my seat and pour a cup of water for Drake from the side table, not trusting the precision of my air magic as Aldrin does. I tuck the cup into Drake’s hand. “He is suffering from severe magic depletion,” I toss over my shoulder. 

Already Aldrin, Klara and Silvan are channeling their healing powers into Drake. His eyes finally focus, and he groans, rolling his neck and making the joints pop. 

“I feel like the entire Wild Hunt rode over the top of me,” he mumbles. “I sat in the same position for a day and two nights.”

“What did you find on your travels?” I urge him.

“Where did he go?” My father’s angry rumble sounds right behind me. “I did not give any of my soldiers permission to leave this fortress.” 

Drake laughs at that. “Physically? I never left my chambers. I sent out my consciousness to the winds and traveled across your realm until I found your enemy and took a good look at their approaching army.”

“Fae can do that?” Countess Lynna asks with awe.

“This one can,” Drake retorts.

“It is rare in our kind,” Klara adds, looking down at her husband with pride.

“Drake. Give us your report,” Aldrin cuts in.

My heart races as Drake takes a sip of his water to stall. His eyes find mine, and there is sadness in them. “Two forces are approaching—the smaller one that is almost upon us for the negotiations, maybe a thousand soldiers strong, and a second that appears to be a week or two away, with around ten thousand soldiers. I saw seven banners, including the king’s, but I picked up bits of conversation that alluded to them recruiting more.”

The room turns deadly silent. No one even dares to breathe as we take in those facts. My blood turns to ice and my chest constricts painfully around my pounding heart. It feels like a wild animal is trying to claw its way out of my ribcage.

Lord Adalwolf breaks the silence. “How many soldiers do we have?”

“Six thousand,” my father says. “Near half their number.”

“We have control of the fortresses.” Caitlin points to our current location on the map with the tip of the dagger she was spinning in her hand. “We have intimate knowledge of the terrain, and our soldiers are all fighting for the survival of their homes and families. Those facts make a huge difference. A warrior fights harder when they have more to lose.”

“More of my fae warriors are on offer if you will have them.” Aldrin stares down each person in the room. 

“I have already said it once. I can guarantee the conduct of the fae Aldrin speaks of,” Caitlin says.

“As can I.” I rise from Drake’s side and return my seat at the table. “We need the help the fae are offering. If we want to trust them in trade agreements, we must also trust them to enter our realm.”

“And how do we know these fae won’t betray us once they are here?” Lord Tomas argues, spit flying from his mouth. “That they won’t do and take what they like when we are at our most vulnerable?”

“It is a risk,” Lord Adalwolf mutters.

Aldrin stands and leans over the table, every muscle in his thick arms rippling. “Do you think we high fae can’t enter this realm at will? That we can’t open every single portal whenever we want and waltz through? I am asking permission because we want an alliance. I will only summon fae to this war who are loyal to me and will do my bidding.”

“And how can we know you won’t betray us? You were just pulled out of Lord Edmund’s dungeons after all, were you not? Harboring any resentments?” Lord Tomas’ eyes dart around the room as he tries to gain the support of the others. “What’s to say you won’t betray us?”

I scowl at him as dozens of retorts fly through my mind, but Countess Lynna’s gentle laugher throws me off balance.

“Can you not see it, Tomas? Are you truly that blind?” A thrill dances in her large eyes as she examines Aldrin, and there is a pretty pink flush across her cheeks that makes her look much younger than a woman in her late thirties.

“See what?” Tomas’ head turns from Aldrin to Lynna and back.

“Lord Aldrin is in love with the priestess Keira.” She spreads her arms wide. “I thought we all knew this and were too polite to say anything.”

My lips part, but all words die on my tongue. My stomach tumbles as heat floods my face, and it only worsens as my father shoots me a dark look.

Aldrin sends me an apologetic smile, but his eyes blaze as they drink me in. Lynna’s smile widens as though it is all the confirmation she needs.

Tomas stares at Aldrin as though he has never seen him before. Maybe he believed the fae to be unfeeling, or wasn’t able to humanize them enough to expect emotions and vulnerabilities from them. “Love hasn’t stopped a man from betraying people,” he says. “Especially when he realizes he won’t get what he wants.”

“Ah, but my dear Tomas, you don’t know how the fae love.” Lynna’s eyes turn distant, as though she remembers her own fae lover. “Even in unrequited love like this, they will stop at nothing to protect the one they love. It is why they have a brutal, vicious reputation. They kill and die for their love. They live their entire lives worshipping them, even if they never get that love back.”

Lord Tomas opens his mouth, but the countess waves him off.

“And yes, some become crazed and feral, and take a woman to lock her away, but it seems Aldrin here has had ample opportunity to do that and hasn’t. It means he will never betray Keira, and never do a thing that would bring her grief, like stealing her away and abandoning her family to this war. Does that sound familiar, Lord Aldrin?”

Aldrin gives her a smirk, but doesn’t look the least bit embarrassed. “You’re missing a few details, but close enough.”

Lord Adalwolf chuckles darkly, running a hand over his bald head. “So that explains why Edmund here looks like he will burst a blood vessel whenever Lord Aldrin is in the room.”

I think I will die. Combust into flames right here from the sheer mortification of these people discussing my love life. They have no idea how much truly lies between us, and I have to wonder if they would take it with the same knowing laughs if they knew the truth.

“Back to the matter at hand. Please,” my father growls. “Before I do burst a blood vessel.”

I shuffle awkwardly in my seat, and Caitlin leans in to whisper in my ear. “You are playing the part perfectly, by the way. Don’t let them catch the truth of you both until they are committed to the war, by deed as well as word.”

Lord Bradford props his elbows on the table, interweaving his hands and examining me over them. “As much as I hate to disturb this most entertaining development…” he says with a huge grin, earning a playful smack from Lynna. He grabs her offending hand, then kisses it. “My dear Lynna, men have gone to war over such a strike between houses.” He drags his gaze back to me and Aldrin. “As I was about to say before Lynna’s most vicious attack, I would like to vote in favor of Lord Aldrin recruiting more fae soldiers for this war, if we do not reach an agreement of peace with the king.”

Intense hope floods me. We might stand a chance, if they learn to trust Aldrin. I’m too scared to speak, to stop the momentum of this moment.

“I also vote in favor,” Countess Lynna quickly adds. “Peace or no, I hope you stick around for diplomatic discussions, Lord Aldrin.”

“It seems we need the fae, and I’m curious to see what they can do in a battle,” Lord Adalwolf agrees. “I also vote in favor.”

My grandmother raises her hand. “I vote in favor.”

All eyes turn to Lord Tomas. He looks like he has bitten into something sour. “It’s not like it matters what I vote for.”

“The motion passes, then,” my father says, returning to the table. “Assuming we cannot resolve the issue with the coming negotiations, Aldrin will have more of his fae soldiers pass into this realm and join us in this war.”


Chapter 19
Aldrin


Our party rides in bleak silence as we cross the no-man’s-land between Fort Blackrock and the royal pavilion. I don’t understand the need for taking horses such a short distance, but the humans seem to think mounting these smelly, unpredictable creatures is a sign of status.

My warhorse bites at me every time I mount it to ensure a burst of panic ripples through me, reminding me who is in charge here. I have never missed Kai more, despite the kelpie’s insanity.

Our procession is led by Naomi on her great elk, with Edmund at her side, the might of the High Priestess and Lord Protector combined. Keira, Caitlin and I are directly behind them, with the lords and countess following in our shadow.

I keep Keira close to my side, not daring to show a hint of the terror I feel at losing her. Last comes an entire host of guards from each house, including all of my people. 

It feels like we are marching to a battle. It may very well erupt into one.

Two royal guards dressed head to toe in deep purple velvet blow long, low notes from twin horns as we approach, and similarly attired guards pull back the flaps of the pavilion. Prince Niall steps out, flanked by soldiers in full armor, with a druid in fine brown robes at his side. 

At the sight of the prince, Keira rides forward and takes a position beside her father. I grind my teeth, unable to stop her or join her. As far as anyone outside that war room knows, I am Keira’s fae bodyguard alone. Not the man she wants to spend her life with. Not when she still needs the title of Mother of Magic to protect her.

“High Priestess. Lord Protector. Mother of Magic Keira. Do you pledge to come in peace for negotiations with King Finan?” Prince Niall asks. 

The druid steps forward, holding long golden chains with an egg-shaped vessel hanging from them. Smoky tendrils of incense escape the decorative container, smelling musky and floral, with herbal notes. 

“Speak no word of mistruth, as my magic will make it known,” the druid says. 

I narrow my eyes at those vapors and notice the unnatural way they move and writhe, reacting to each word spoken. A spell of intentions, aided by the concoction within that vessel. A druid’s magic is different from my own. Older. More primal and raw. Taken directly from the earth and trees. 

“I pledge that we come in peace for negotiations with King Finan,” the High Priestess says, then Edmund and Keira repeat it word for word. 

The smoke continues its lazy dance, moving in time to their words but not really changing. If it detects sinister intentions, I suspect it will thrash. Such magic can be powerful before the ignorant, but easily manipulated by someone who knows what they are looking at. It reacts to a person’s bodily signals, after all. 

After examining the smoke, the druid murmurs a few words to the prince. 

“King Finan also pledges peace during these negotiations,” Prince Niall says. The smoke jitters ever so slightly. He is unsure.

“I would hear it from his lips,” Edmund demands. 

“Then you will be left wanting.” The prince turns on his heel and strides into the tent. “Please, follow me if you will.”

Tension ripples through each of us as we dismount. I lean in and whisper in Keira’s ear, “Do not trust this Finan. You may have known him as a prince, but the crown of a king changes a person.”

“And you have to restrain yourself from violence,” she whispers back. “He will provoke you.”

“I cannot make any promises,” I grumble.

Edmund stalks into the tent, with Caitlin hot on his heels. I size up the guards lining the entrance, noting the longswords strapped at their backs and the daggers at their sides. They wear segmented body armor and skirts of chain mail.

“The king will not tolerate any weapons in his presence,” a guard declares. “Leave them here.” 

“We will not go unarmed while the king’s guards possess weapons,” Caitlin snaps.

“Just do as you are told,” Edmund says over his shoulder as he pulls weapon after weapon from his person. “We don’t need swords when we have magic.”

I pull my sword off my back and place it on the table, then unstrap multiple throwing knives from my thighs and along my ribs, ten in total. 

The guard raises his eyebrows at me. “Do you have enough weapons?” 

“It’s never enough when surrounded by humans that want you dead.”

The guard’s eyes fly up to my peaked ears and he cowers back a step.

Keira places a single knife on the table, with two large rubies on the hilt and flowers adorning the handle in gold wire. The dagger that belonged to my mother. The one she won in a bargain from me. It warms my heart to see that she carries it. The sentiment doesn’t last long as we are all but pushed into the pavilion by the lords behind us, waiting to get in.

The interior of the pavilion is immense and stupidly opulent. Every inch of the ground is covered by intricately patterned rugs so this king doesn’t have to suffer the inconvenience of stepping on dirt. There are cushioned chairs arranged in a circle for the meeting, with small tables between them, holding golden cups and jugs of wine.

In the corner is a desk with curled-up maps piled on it. Through the gap in a set of curtains, there is a proper bed with furs and pillows tossed across it. No wonder it has taken them so long to travel here. The king isn’t willing to give up any of his luxuries.

In the center of the pavilion, a slight man paces back and forth with agitation. Tight blue-black ringlets bounce around his face, and the mental image of this ridiculous man sleeping with rollers in his hair each night flashes in my mind.

Keira’s breath hitches. I want to put out an arm and hold her behind me, to protect her from all of this, but a guard would not touch her. It is the hardest thing to not stop her as she steps out from behind me. 

The mad king’s ice-blue eyes fall on Keira and focus. He stops pacing.

“My king, on behalf of the Mothers of Magic, I thank you for agreeing to these talks regarding one of my priestesses.” The High Priestess bows lightly to him. Edmund, Caitlin and the lords who have entered do the same.

The king completely ignores them and stalks straight to Keira. She freezes on the spot and jolts as Finan places his hands on her arms and looks her up and down, then stares into her face. Keira stands so still I wonder if she even dares to breathe. I grind my teeth as every instinct screams at me to break his filthy hands for daring to touch her again. He has lost that privilege.

“They have not hurt you, have they?” Finan’s voice is raw, and his eyebrows meet in the middle.

“Who do you think was hurting me?” she mutters.

“The fae. The ones that took you.” His voice breaks.

“Finan, can we all sit and talk about this?” she pleads. “Can you promise me you will listen?”

The mad king looks like he will refuse to let her go, but finally removes his hands from her in an exaggerated motion. I find myself able to breathe again.

“For you, I can do anything.” He smiles and dimples form in his cheeks. I am already thinking up a hundred different creative ways to kill him. My fingers twitch with the need to end him.

“Can you?” Keira murmurs.

“Priestess Keira, allow me to escort you to a seat.” I can’t help the hint of roughness in my voice as I take her elbow and lead her away.

“And who are you?” The king’s lips twist in a snarl as his eyes fall to me, then to my fingers that touch her, like he has any right to be protective. 

By the gods, I want to tell him that Keira is mine. That I am the man she loves, the one she left him for and fucks with passion. It takes everything in me to school my features into a neutral mask.

“Aldrin is my bodyguard,” Keira says levelly. My false identity, straight out of her mouth, hurts like an arrow through the chest, despite the necessity of the lie.

Finan’s eyes narrow on me, jealousy still sparking within them, but then he notices my pointed ears. His face turns slack with fear, and he backs away, staring at me like I am a monster. Within heartbeats, he is paces away from us, abandoning Keira to the perceived threat. He doesn’t try to protect her or fight for her, only to save himself.

This pathetic king is a big enough man to march an army across the kingdom for Keira, to risk other people’s lives and homes, but he won’t lift a finger himself.

“He is fae! It is true!” Finan practically squeals.

“It’s okay. Aldrin is here at my request,” Keira insists.

“Guards!” Finan’s voice is high-pitched as his eyes dart wildly. He whips around to the lord who sits in the circle of chairs next to Prince Niall. “Lord Desmond! Why aren’t you doing something about this fae?”

Lord Desmond folds his arms. “Calm yourself, Finan. We know they are working with the fae. This was inevitable. Why don’t you sit down, and we’ll ask them about it,” he says through clenched teeth, as though explaining something to a wayward child.

Lord Desmond’s black eyes are cold as they fall upon the king. A long scar cuts across the left side of his forehead and down his cheek, just missing the eye. He is a distinguished-looking man, with shoulder-length gray hair half pulled back and a short-cropped beard.

He turns away from the king, dismissing him, and continues to speak with Edmund in hushed tones. It tells me everything I need to know about the balance of power here.

Prince Niall rushes over and grips his brother’s arm, trying to lead him away. “How about we get the negotiations started? Come and sit on your throne, brother.”

Finan flicks his arm aggressively, tossing Niall’s hand off him. He deposits himself in the largest seat with a high back, a sullen expression on his face. Again, he leaves Keira with me, a dangerous monster in his eyes. 

Everyone else takes their seats, but I opt to stand behind Keira’s chair, my hands twitching with my readiness to draw up my power.

We all wait for the king to start the proceedings, but he sits there, one leg hanging over the arm of his throne, inspecting his cuticles with a brooding expression.

Lord Desmond lets out a long breath. “I shall begin this, then. We have an army marching to meet you any day now, with the combined might of all the lords of Strathia. If they reach Fort Blackrock and you have not surrendered, King Finan’s force will obliterate you. We will remove every single lord and countess from their seat of power in the North and gift your lands to nobility who are loyal to the crown. I promise you, there will be slaughter as we sift through which of your people deserve blame for these events.”

Everyone in the room reacts, muttering beneath their breaths or raising their chins and straightening their backs, but no one interrupts him.

“The Mothers of Magic will be encouraged to select a new High Priestess, and the headquarters will be moved from the Appleshield Protectorate to the Sanctuary of Magic in Sunbright City, where the royal family can have a greater watch over them.”

Keira stiffens. I want to rage and scream at the lord, to shake him for the audacity of such threats. I bunch my fists instead, clenching and unclenching them. 

“The people of Strathia won’t tolerate you having such a heavy hand within the temple! There would be open rebellion,” the High Priestess snarls, and for once I appreciate the venom of the old spider.

“Oh, won’t they?” Lord Desmond’s deadpan expression doesn’t change. “Then why have they already backed your king? As far as they are concerned, both the priestesses and the protectorate have failed in their duties by allowing fae to walk these lands. By letting them live.”

He flicks his head in my direction, but I don’t react. I keep my simmering glare upon him. It would be so easy for me to drag the life force out of him with the reverse use of my healing magic.

Both Naomi and Caitlin lean in toward Edmund, and they exchange a few words. The slightest wisp of magic tells me they have erected a sound shield, but most of the humans don’t notice it.

“What are your terms?” Edmund finally says, his fingers tapping with agitation against the arm of his chair.

“It’s not much, really, despite the treason of the North.” Lord Desmond smiles. It’s a horrifying sight, all teeth and the promise of death.

Lord Adalwolf pales and Lord Tomas sways in his seat, looking like he might pass out, but Countess Lynna smiles viciously right back at him.

“The king demands that the North disband their armies,” Lord Desmond continues. “That the seat of the Lord Protector is passed on to a more trustworthy noble…my son, Lord Frederick, in fact. I will oversee these transitions with a token force. The fae trespassers must be executed immediately and the Lady Keira released from their grasp. Then, all will be forgiven.”

Rage boils in my blood. Those demands would devastate Keira’s family. Lord Desmond intends to sow division between Appleshield and their allies. To show the lesser nobles of the North that it isn’t too late for them to back down.

The king leaps out of his throne, crown askew, and stalks the few paces to Lord Desmond. “And Keira returns to the palace with me, to become my wife!” he yells, pointing a finger at the man.

“We have discussed this,” Lord Desmond says in a low, clipped tone. “You cannot force a woman to marry you.”

“Force?” The king tosses his head. “Force her to marry me?” he repeats, tone incredulous. He throws out an arm toward Keira, but doesn’t look at her. “She loves me. She has always wanted to marry me. The fae stole her from my palace.” 

Lord Desmond’s stony gaze falls on Keira. “What does the Lady Keira have to say?”

Keira doesn’t stutter or waver in the slightest. “I left the palace on my own accord, without the involvement of any fae. I choose to become a Mother of Magic. I do not consent to marry the king.”

I could combust with pure rage at these monsters trying to take away her basic human rights. I would start by making the air in Lord Desmond’s lungs expand until they burst. Turn the air in his blood into solid shards and rip his body to shreds from the inside. I would delight in his murder for enabling the mad king and seeking to profit from it.

And Finan himself?

I would enjoy making him scream and regret the day he was born.

Edmund sits forward in his seat, the image of barely contained fury. “These are the facts, my king. Lord Desmond.” Edmund holds up a hand and starts counting off his fingers. “A woman and her father have the right to decline a proposal of marriage without the threat of an army marching upon them. Any priestess can devote herself to the temple without interference or an army marching on her. And we know that not only are your forces at least a week away, but half of the noble houses of Strathia have not aligned with you. That is a lot of potential enemies at your back, should you antagonize them, and they turn to our side. It would be a shame if your line of retreat to the palace were cut off.”

Lord Desmond has the audacity to laugh. “Do not expect help from the midlanders or Southerners, Edmund.”

“Why not? Are the common people not in full riot over the outrages to the temple?”

“Do not DARE talk around me like I am not your king!” Finan explodes, lips curling and eyes wild, throwing dark looks between Edmund and Desmond. “I should have my guards set on the both of you!”

Keira jumps in her seat. Prince Niall rushes to his brother, murmuring soft words to him. King Finan stalks past him, and I move in a flash as he goes straight for Keira. I stand in front of her, blocking her body. 

Keira stands and puts a gentle hand on me. “Let me try to speak to him,” she whispers.

I begrudgingly take a step to the side.

King Finan gets right in her face. “You will return to the palace with me. You will do as you are told and put this little rebellion behind you. Everything will be forgotten, and your father can remain the Lord Protector. Just come home with me.”

His tone is somehow aggressive and pleading all at once. Keira looks at him with those huge doe eyes, rosebud lips parted and face pale. I want to tear him away from her.

“My king, we have already set out terms,” Lord Desmond cuts in.

Finan turns swiftly toward him. “By the Soul Ripper, I don’t care about your gods-damned terms, Lord Desmond! I want my betrothed back.” He returns to Keira and hisses, “Don’t you ever say I don’t fight for you.”

“I will not marry you!” She takes a wobbly step back from him, closer to me, and I place a steadying hand on her shoulder. Her heart races erratically beneath my touch.

The king’s eyes flick from her face to my hand on her. “You do not mean that. We are meant to be together. Our whole lives have been building toward this. The fae who kidnapped you has enchanted you. They have turned you against me.” Finan’s head moves wildly around until he spots the High Priestess. “Remove the enchantment on her!” 

“There is no such thing as a fae enchantment.” Naomi stands, the tendrils of her long white hair dancing upward on a phantom breeze. Her voice echoes and overlaps with a neat trick of air magic. “There is no spell on Keira. She makes her own decisions.”

Finan points at his druid adviser. “Murdoc. Remove the spell! NOW!”

The man wrings his hands. “As the High Priestess said, there is no such thing as a fae enchantment that can make her act against her will.”

Finan whirls on Keira. “You will come with me, or I will slaughter everyone who comes between us and harbors you. Innocents will die and it will be your fault. Your family. Your people. Your fellow priestesses. EVERYONE. WILL. DIE.”

An immediate change ripples through Keira. A current of air flows around the three of us. It is almost as though I can hear her in my head, whispering, demanding. Hold back, that voice seems to say to me. This is my fight.

“I do not belong to you, and I never have.” Her voice booms through the pavilion. “You do not get to take whatever you want.” 

The torrent of air around us churns faster, pulling in sheets of parchment and obliterating them in a vortex with us at its center. It howls. The rugs beneath us whip up and are tossed around. A storm of hot air crackles through it and small embers incinerate anything that gets drawn in. Incoherent voices yell around us, banging against the transparent barrier at its outer edge.

Finan grabs Keira by the arm and drags her the few paces between them, pulling her against his chest. “I should just take you now and kill your people here. They won’t be able to stop me before I reach the palace.” He pulls a knife from his side and moves it toward Keira’s belly. “If I can’t have you, no one else can. Especially not fae.”

It all happens so fast, in a blink of an eye, but I am faster.

In a heartbeat, roots explode out of the ground, tearing through carpets and running up the mad king’s legs and arms, holding him in place. I swing an arm around Keira’s waist and pull her into my chest, angling her body away from the king. I wrap my free hand around his narrow throat and lift him from the ground. My roots binding him give just enough that they don’t snap at the motion.

“I should kill you right here, like this,” I growl at him. “Snap your neck and prevent a war.”

The king’s eyes widen and tears stream down his face, even though I’m not actually choking him. The roots more than support his weight.

“Maybe I should leave you with the same bruises that I found on Keira’s throat when I entered this realm.” I flex my fingers, squeezing enough to hurt, then squeezing more.

His body shakes with fear. “Please,” he gasps. “Please⁠—”

Keira shivers against me, and it only incites me further.

“Release your hold on the king,” a voice booms.

I peer through the storm toward the murky image of Edmund and Prince Niall at the edge of the barrier. It is the voice of the prince that reaches us, on the air wielded by the Lord Protector. “Our forces have this pavilion surrounded. It will be a bloodbath if you kill the king.”

I throw my head back and laugh. “What are your measly human soldiers compared to the fae warriors I have stationed out there?” I lean right into the king’s face. “You will never touch Keira again, or I will kill you. Are we understood? Not. A single. Finger.”

The king nods vigorously and I let go of the pathetic creature, my vines retreating and taking his blade with them.

I glance down at Keira, still pressed against me. “Are you okay?”

Finan starts laughing. The uncontrolled hysterics bubble out of him, and he collapses to his knees, doubled over. Tears run down his face. When he glances up at Keira and myself, his eyes are feral.

“You are fucking him, aren’t you? You are fucking that fae beast.” He continues cackling madly while we all stare at him. “Is that what you were doing, in the Otherworld? Rutting fae while I gallantly waited for you to return?”

“And what were you doing in the capital? How many mistresses do you have?” Keira spits. “I broke it off with you before I went to the Otherworld. I never asked you to wait for me.”

Finan roars with laughter, hardly able to breathe or pull himself off the floor. “She doesn’t even deny it.”

Disgust is painted across Keira’s face as she looks down at him. “No wonder they call you the mad king, Finan. No one is going to believe your stories.”

The storm flares brighter around us, tiny tongues of flames dancing through it. Beyond, the people are in pure panic, but we can only see their silhouettes now.

Keira turns to me. “I can’t believe I allowed such a pitiful man to hurt me.”

“Never again.” I take her chin in my hand and stroke her face before taking a step back from her. “You need to drop the barrier, dear heart.”

Abruptly, the storm falls. Utter havoc is strewn around us. Not a single corner of the pavilion is left untouched. Wine is splattered everywhere and the people stare at us with pale faces, hair matted and clothes in disarray. 

“You saw the knife he pulled on her?” I demand.

“We saw the knife,” Prince Niall concedes, his tone defeated, his eyes darting to his brother, unhinged and still laughing on the ground. “Perhaps we should adjourn this meeting for tomorrow…to cool off a bit?” His pleading eyes dart from person to person.

King Finan stands suddenly and dusts himself off, then turns on his brother. “Always playing the diplomat, Niall, and it has gotten us nowhere. The terms are set. They can take them, or we will bring them war.”

The king saunters toward the exit of the tent, then turns back to Keira.

“I will get you back, and then we will forget any of this happened.”

King Finan walks out, leaving us in stunned silence. All I want is to charge out there after him and finish the job of choking the life out of him.

“It is safe to say we will not agree to your fucking terms, Desmond,” Edmund snarls in the other man’s face.

Lord Desmond glowers back at the Lord Protector, then sidesteps him. “I don’t care to hear from Appleshield. We already know you are traitors to the crown. Tomas, what do you say?”

The little lord shrivels under that black stare, but doesn’t say a thing.

“Lord Bradford? Lord Adalwolf? It’s not too late for you to return to your king’s side.”

“You want me to ally with that fucking mess?” Lord Adalwolf spits, and Prince Niall cringes. “I’d rather burn with the rest of the North.”

Lord Desmond glances between the lords, pointedly ignoring the women of power in the room. He audibly grinds his teeth. “It is decided, then. The North is in full revolt and desires war, and that is exactly what I will give it.” He turns on his heel and stalks out of the tent.

Keira collapses against my chest and I all but hold her up by the shoulders. She closes her eyes and presses her cheek against me, as though my arms are the only safe place in the world for her. Everyone is too busy arguing to notice the moment of intimacy between us. Everyone except the Countess Lynna, whose eyes brighten and smile widens at our display.

I think she sees hope in us.


Chapter 20
Keira


Igrip the edge of the parapet, trying to breathe through the nausea. To drag in each gasp of air slower than the last. Bile rises in my throat, but I will not vomit. My body shudders with the effort. Aldrin’s hands are pulling back my hair and rubbing my back in slow, soothing strokes. He is the one piece of calm standing strong within the storm of my mind.

War.

We are going to war.

How did it come to this?

The image flashes in my mind of Finan’s face twisted with fury, his eyes crazed. I can’t get his snarled words out of my head. Innocents will die and it will be your fault. My brain stutters, unable to get past the shock of today’s disaster of a negotiation.

“Slow it down, Keira,” Aldrin murmurs in my ear. “Slow your fretting thoughts down. Focus on your breathing. The way your chest expands with each inhale and every long breath out. On what you can feel, see, and smell. Is the stone of the parapet cold beneath your touch? Gritty as the mortar crumbles away? What can you hear? The boots of the soldiers scurrying on the lower ramparts? The calls of the birds?” He kisses the side of my neck, just beneath my ear. “You are safe here.”

I cradle my head on the parapet wall and do exactly as he says, focusing on each sensation around me until the thoughts slow and my heart rate lowers bit by bit.

Aldrin’s strong hands massage the tight muscles of my neck and shoulders, and with each deep stroke of his thumbs, it feels like he untangles the knots of my thoughts as well. I probably shouldn’t let him touch me like this out in the open, but no one can see us on this turret top, and I am so incredibly sick of hiding the love between us. I almost want to be caught.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he says gently.

I turn around in his arms, and they loop around my lower back. “How do people do this? Stomach the decision to go to war?”

Aldrin sighs. “For some people, it is easy. They are fueled by their greed or the sense of superiority that a successful conquest gives them. They only think of their own needs and see soldiers as tools meant to die for the glory of their ruler. For others like us, guilt can eat us alive. We only choose war when there are no options left. When to decline the call would put our people at greater risk, and to accept and win benefits us all. Now you understand why I hesitate to start a civil war to win my throne back.”

He lifts my chin with a long finger and forces me to look into his amber eyes.

“This war is larger than you or me.” Aldrin leans in and places the softest kiss on my lips.

Footsteps ring in the stairwell that leads to the rooftop. Aldrin takes a step away from me as my father and grandmother approach. I expect them to turn murderous at the sight of us alone together, but for the first time, they don’t glare at Aldrin or comment on it. The dynamic between us all has shifted.

Despite the warmth of the late summer night, a shiver runs down my spine.

My grandmother’s gaze searches me. I must look like a miserable wretch to her. “Enough of that, girl.” Her cold, bony hands grip mine and squeeze them. “You don’t have the luxury of self-pity. Get up, dust yourself off and harden your heart to Finan so he will never make you feel like this again. I know you thought you could convince him to stop this war, that you knew him so well you should have been able to reach him, but the boy has gone mad. The prince you knew is gone. I don’t think he ever really existed. Some people have multiple faces.”

I bite my lip. “Finan always knew the right thing to say to break me down and make me feel worthless. He always convinced me he was the only good thing in my life. It is easy to see through it now, but gods, it is hard to resist that reaction he trained in me to question myself. I would be a mess if I didn’t know what it truly meant to be valued by a man.” I give Aldrin a small smile. He has saved me in so many more ways than he realizes.

He stiffens. “I should have killed him when I had the chance.”

My father stares at Aldrin as though he has never seen him before. I don’t know what he is searching for, but a weight falls from my shoulders to see that there is no longer malice in his eyes.

“You don’t owe the boy a damned thing, Keira,” my grandmother continues. “But our soldiers need to see you strong and ready for a fight. Their morale depends on it, and they want to protect you and every woman you stand for from the mad king.” Her long white hair ripples in the breeze as her gray eyes bore into mine. “Have faith in yourself.”

“We will give Finan’s army the fight of their lives.” I say. “They haven’t seen what we can do with our magic.”

My father pulls me into a tight embrace. “I’m sorry you have to endure this. You did well in the meeting today,” he says into my ear, then pulls away. “Remember, war is inevitable with a mad king, just like Aldrin said. The catalyst doesn’t matter.”

I laugh, shocking myself and everyone around me. “The meeting was a disaster! I almost set Finan’s entire pavilion on fire, and there was no negotiation of terms before Finan and I tried to destroy each other.”

My father grins and his emerald eyes sparkle. “But you made your father damned proud standing up to him. Not to mention, you put on a good show for our allies. They needed to see that you would fight for yourself and what this family is capable of.”

My grandmother huffs out a breath. “I don’t think I have ever been more terrified in my life than when he pulled a blade on you.”

Aldrin puts a hand behind his head, and a sheepish smile grows on his face. “I don’t think I helped to de-escalate the situation by threatening to kill the king.”

My father slaps him on the back. “Son, if it hadn’t been you promising violence, it would have been me.” He puts his arm around Aldrin’s shoulders and leads him to the staircase. “Now tell me, what did it feel like to wrap your hand around his scrawny neck and threaten to snap it?”

Aldrin laughs. “Good. Really, bloody good.”

My heart swells as I watch the two of them disappear down the stairs. 

I take a glance over the parapet before I follow them. Levels of ramparts and watchtowers sprawl out beneath me, from the foot of one mountain all the way to the other.

The lower courtyards and the walkways above the immense gate are a hive of activity, soldiers moving back and forth in their emerald-and-bronze uniforms. Caitlin and Gwyneth rush between them, their voices carrying to me as they bark orders. 

Massive cauldrons are being set up along the lower battlements, to be filled with hot tar that will be poured on the enemy if they attempt to scale the wall. Great catapults are being erected atop watchtowers. The sound of hammers striking nails rings out in the night. 
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For days, we prepare for war, while Drake and Zinnia take turns spying on the progress of the approaching army. There are countless meetings to plan our defensive strategies, but they are brief. 

I venture into the killing field beyond the fortress, where Aldrin has planted ash trees in a neat row at the foot of each mountain. They will be a weapon the fae can tap into with their spring magic during the battle. 

I pass Hawthorne as he pours raw magic into a juvenile tree, helping it grow, and he smiles at me. The tree beside him is barely a sapling. I place my hands on its flexible trunk and reach for the coiling, churning dam of raw magic deep within me.

I close my eyes to focus.

It is like taking hold of a bull by the horns, a beast of unshaped and chaotic magic, threatening to spill over in every direction.

The fight has me panting, especially as my power wants to destroy the tree, not feed the spring wield of growth already sown into it. It feels like my soul pours into the sapling as the liquid fire channels out of me. I am being burned from the inside, scoured clean, but it doesn’t hurt. The tips of the tree shoot upward as the trunk widens within my grasp.

The dam of my power cracks and magic rips out of me as I lose control. My legs turn weak from the effort of pulling back. A second source of magic abruptly joins me in the channels inside the tree, curling around my essence and separating it. Where my power thrashes with claws and teeth out, this source is as calm and controlled as a mother’s caressing hand.

I open my eyes. Cold sweat drips down my spine. 

Hawthorne peers into my face, strands of auburn hair escaping his topknot and falling into his kind eyes. “Are you okay?” he asks gently, averting his gaze and indicating the tree. “It’s easy to lose control for someone learning how to do this.”

“Yeah, I’ll survive,” I say, and he gives me the tiniest smile, then returns to his work. What makes such a reserved and gentle man choose to become a soldier?

I’m taken aback when I find the ash sapling now has a trunk as wide as my waist and is three times taller than me. I fuel the growth of two more trees without needing to be rescued again, then I stumble back toward the fortress on shaky legs. 

“What happened to you? Did you lose in a fight against a tree?” Drake calls out as I pass, the bastard still pouring magic into a sapling while cracking jokes. 

Klara jogs over to reach me, pulling leaves out of my hair. “I heard the druids are collecting medicinal herbs for healing potions. Apparently, they cast some sort of incantation over them. I tried to pry information out of that one over there.” She flicks her hand toward a druid, who glares at her. “But he won’t talk. I heard your brother is a druid. I want to learn their tricks.”

Pain builds at my temples and I rub my hands over them. “I can ask Diarmuid, but the druids are protective of their secrets.”

Klara scoffs, tossing her lilac braids. “Secrets don’t help the sick or injured. That kind of knowledge should be free-flowing.” 

We stop short when we reach the monstrosity Aldrin is working on.

Stretching from mountain to mountain, a massive furrow is being torn through the ground just before the fortress. It slowly widens before my eyes, making the ground shudder.

Aldrin’s eyebrows slant downward as he stares into it, his hand held open before him with his fingers curled inward. Sweat glistens on his face. Silvan stands beside him, and a handful of other fae are dotted around the crevice, drawing back the earth inch by inch. 

I near the edge and glance in. It is deep enough for a person to struggle to get back out, perhaps even breaking bones on the fall into it.

“Aldrin? How do we cross?” I ask. 

He turns to me with unfocused eyes as he drags himself back from the clutches of his magic. He calls a halt to his people, then stalks to me with the single-minded focus of a predator. Moisture is torn out of the very air, creating a curtain of mist swirling around us.

I rarely witness his magic of a spring storm.

Aldrin wraps a fast arm around my waist and tips me backward, leaning over me and pressing a long kiss to my lips. I am flooded with his warmth and distinctive scent of masculine sweat and crushed vegetation. My head swims as his lips press against mine, parting them ruthlessly and slipping his tongue inside to claim my mouth. I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him closer to me.

My hands run over his chest, down his back and across his ass. I need more of him. I want his fingers all over me, inside me.

His mouth curls into a smile against mine at my passion, then he is pulling away from me again. I find myself utterly breathless in his arms, staring at him wide-eyed like a startled doe.

He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Did you want something? Other than falling into my arms?”

“I—uh…” My train of thought is completely lost.

“We want to cross this damn ravine you have created without falling into it.” Klara walks through the mist, breaking the moment.

Aldrin puts me back on my feet, and by the time we both turn to her, she and Silvan have finished erecting a bridge of roots to span across it.

“I forgot for a heartbeat that we weren’t alone,” Aldrin whispers into my ear, his breath tickling the delicate skin there and sending shivers down my spine. “Using so much magic always makes me revert to something more primal.” He bites my ear, then pulls away and shrugs, a smirk on his face.

Before I can compose myself, Aldrin turns back to his gathered people and starts instructing them on the sharp spikes of roots they are to pull into the base of the furrow.

I cross the bridge in a daze and take Klara to Diarmuid. He has a production team of druids and priestesses cleaning and chopping herbs, ripping bandages from sheets of fabric and stirring cauldrons while incanting spells over them. The space is set up with rows of pallets ready for the injured.

The gravity of it makes my head spin.

Days pass where we labor from sunrise to long after sunset to prepare Fort Blackrock for war. I work with many others to weave layers of air shields over the arrow slits and notches of the battlements to protect our archers against enemy fire. I sway on my feet as I drag out the last drops of my magic reserves.

“These shields won’t hold for long without plinths to amplify and store the magic,” Silvan grumbles, his hands shaking ever so slightly from fatigue.

“It’s better than nothing,” Aldrin mutters beside me. “We can station Mothers of Magic to replenish them during the battle.” He stretches, cracking his neck.

The night is hot and dry, but it’s not the reason sweat runs down my spine. In the far distance, illuminated by the full moon, the camp of King Finan’s army blackens the horizon. It stretches on and on, as far as the eye can see, with hundreds of small fires lighting up patches of the gloom. It is enough to twist my stomach with sickening anticipation.

Gruff curses drag my gaze away from that imposing sight to my father on the far end of the battlement. Red sparks fly out from the fire crystal in his hands. Light flashes as heat and embers burst from it, and a wave of hot air caresses my face despite my distance from him.

Within a heartbeat of the crystal exploding and before its full force expands, my father’s quick wield catches the magic and draws the raw power back into himself, his hands turning a deep crimson as his true form is partially exposed.

Anyone else would burn alive.

I glance nervously at the pile of fire crystals beside him, contained in a large cauldron with visible heat waves rolling off it. The completed crystals are coated in a layer of charcoal to preserve them. They are black balls that could fit in my hand, with cracked veins that glow red and yellow.

The soldiers who will run the specially made catapults built for those crystals will have to wear blacksmiths’ protective clothing during the battle.

I shudder—I don’t want to imagine the destruction those fire crystals will cause when fired upon the enemy. The pain of being burned alive when they detonate in the field below. So many of the soldiers in Finan’s army had no choice in joining this war.

Approaching footsteps and warring voices draw my attention, and I drop the air shield I am weaving for the second time. The many strands of interlacing magic quickly unravel and dissipate. I lean against the parapet as my head spins, and I close my eyes for a moment.

“I will not allow it, Caitlin. It is not just yourself you put at risk,” Gwyneth snaps, her voice rising in volume as she gets closer.

“You will not allow it? Since when do you give me orders?” Caitlin says shrilly. “This battle is to protect my sister! You cannot forbid me from fighting for her freedom. This is a battle for all women, our daughter included.”

“Our daughter is the reason why you can’t fight,” Gwyneth growls. “Don’t you get that?”

I peel open my eyes as Caitlin and Gwyneth stop before my father, who makes a beeline for them.

“Can you talk some sense into her?” Gwyneth pleads.

My father scowls at her, a muscle ticking in his jaw. Before he can say a word, Caitlin turns on him.

“I am not planning to throw myself in the middle of the fighting or gallop out the front gate in some valiant charge. I am the commander of the Appleshield forces. It is my job to lead them in battle, and I plan to do it from the top battlements. My pregnancy is not a disease or disability.”

Gwyneth whips her head to my father and snarls, “Edmund! Stop her. Please.” I want to stalk over there and shake her.

He folds his arms over his chest, aligning himself to stand at Caitlin’s side. “While I do not like the idea of my pregnant daughter fighting in a battle, I think she makes perfect sense. The enemy will scale the lowest battlements first if they make it up the wall, which means Caitlin will have the opportunity to organize a retreat if needed from her position. How can I tell her not to risk herself, when I plan to fight on those lowest battlements myself? It is her choice.”

Gwyneth seethes, her eyes darting from my father to Caitlin and back, then she storms off down the wall.

“I didn’t think you’d have my back,” Caitlin mutters.

My father places his hands on her arms and grips her tight. “When do I ever not back my children?”

She shakes her head, then her gaze flashes over his shoulder to me. He didn’t back me when it came to Aldrin.

“Just because I am supporting you in this, it doesn’t mean I like it,” Father says. “If the battle goes the wrong way and you call a retreat, I want you off the wall and leading the first charge back north. You will not clash blades with the enemy.”

Caitlin throws his arms off her. “People keep trying to take away my agency because I am pregnant. Why would you be any different? My baby will be no safer if I hide away and Lord Desmond takes the North.” She turns on her heel and stalks away.

“I can’t seem to win with you girls,” my father grumbles, shooting me a dark look. I wonder if he is acting more like the crazed, possessive fae he accused Aldrin of being. 

Long, low horns sound from our army’s camp, and I rush over to the other side of the battlement to view them, my heart racing with anticipation. The tents of our forces stretch out across the grassy fields, split into their houses and flanking either side of the wide road running up to the fortress. 

A band of warriors on foot approaches Fort Blackrock from the highway. Many fire orbs float around them and the orange glow illuminates their pointed ears. There must be at least forty of them, ethereal in the dim light with long hair in elaborate designs of braids, parts of their scalps shaven and many glimmering tattoos on faces that are all sharp angles. 

Potent relief uncoils a deep, heavy knot within me. These fae are a beacon of hope. I have seen them fight and I know what they can do. 

As they pass through the camp, human soldiers gather to line the road and watch them. When they approach the Appleshield Guard, cheers rise up. Countess Lynna’s guards escort the fae, as they arrived through her land’s nearby portals.

Aldrin snakes an arm around my waist, a huge grin sweeping across his face as he looks down at his followers. “Cyprien took his gods-damned time in traveling here.”

He practically drags me down the flights of stairs, and all at once we are on the northern field right as Cyprien’s band reaches the fortress. Aldrin lets go of me and barrels forward, catching Cyprien in a powerful embrace that almost has both men staggering. They wrap their arms tightly around each other and let out choked laughs that I suspect hide half-sobs as they slap each other on the back.

“Gods, Cyprien, I have bloody needed you.” Aldrin holds the man at arm’s length to inspect him.

“Why didn’t you summon me sooner, you bastard?” Cyprien lightly slaps Aldrin’s cheek, cocking his head to the side and giving him a hard stare, then they are embracing again. The orb light gleams off the golden beads in the many thin braids of Cyprien’s black hair, pulled back in a leather thong and shaved on both sides.

I can’t help the smile that creeps onto my lips. Nothing should keep those two men apart, not politics or the laws of two realms.


Chapter 21
Keira


My heart clenches painfully as I watch the enemy amass beyond the range of our catapults and archers. Rows upon rows of footmen line up from the steep foot of one mountain to the other, slotting their tall shields together to create a wall.

Behind them, great teams pull forth huge catapults on wheels, constructed of levers, cogs and counterweights, all dwarfing the people.

I count ten of the monstrosities. 

My blood turns to ice as they position the catapults right behind the shield wall. The team places stones into the counterweight of one machine, loads the bucket with a stone the size of a large melon and cranks the wrench. There is a pause, then they fire. 

Everyone on the battlements seems to freeze and watch that missile as it arcs across the brilliant blue morning sky. Even my father’s shouted orders fall silent. I clutch the edge of the battlement as I wait for it to hit. It is all I can do to not duck and hide.

A single stone cannot break the wards of hardened air protecting the ramparts. I know this, but I can’t drag my eyes away. The missile begins to fall, and it is immediately clear it won’t reach the wall of Fort Blackrock. I let out a long breath as it slams into the huge furrow Aldrin created in the battlefield. The void is full of sharpened stakes, and a couple snap under the impact.

I turn to Aldrin, whose eyes are focused on the ravine as he flicks his wrist and slowly repairs the damage to the roots. 

The boom of hundreds of shields and footsteps moving in unison jolts through me, alongside the rattle and screech as they move the catapults closer. They have been testing them and perfecting their position all morning.

“Aldrin, I’m terrified,” I admit. 

“Anyone would be stupid not to be,” he says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Sometimes, it’s the wait before the battle that is the scariest part.”

Before I can answer, heavy footsteps approach. We turn to see Cyprien stalking toward us. His thick eyebrows are slanted downward in a dark frown and his sharp features are drawn with severity. The long braids and ropes of his black hair swish with his agitated steps. 

His gaze narrows on me. “Why am I just hearing now that your father tortured my king, my brother, and now we are allies with him? That it is all forgotten?”

I recoil at the accusation in his harsh tone. “Cyprien, I⁠—”

“You were supposed to protect them from your people!” He throws out an arm to indicate first Aldrin, then Hawthorne behind him.

I lose my temper. All my fear and rage at my current circumstances crashes down on me at once. “I tried to protect them! I am one woman against the rest of my realm!” My hair explodes into dancing whipcords of fire, and the look of pure shock on Cyprien’s face is enough to tell me my ears have transformed into the long peaks of a fae.

Aldrin lets go of me as though burned, and guilt stabs through me. I immediately clamp down on my passion and force that glamour back into place. It would be incredibly dangerous if this army thought I was anything other than a human priestess with some fae blood. If they saw my primal form without glamour, they would run in the opposite direction, screaming for their lives instead of trying to save mine.

Cyprien closes the distance between us and gives me a searching, scathing look. “Did I just see pointed ears and a primal form? What are you, Keira? What other secrets are you hiding?”

“I am human,” I hiss back.

He cocks an eyebrow at me. “I don’t think I believe that.”

“Easy, Cyprien,” Aldrin says. “I will explain later. When there are fewer humans around. We need to ally with them, whether we like it or not.”

Cyprien whirls on Aldrin. “You expect me to work with this Lord Protector after the way he has treated you and not destroy him like he deserves?”

Aldrin shrugs, but I see the pain that flashes across his face. He has not forgotten. “Yes, I do. The old spider of a High Priestess as well.”

“Old spider?” I whirl on Aldrin. “That is my grandmother.” I don’t know what hurts more, the insult to someone I love or the fact that it’s justified.

“Who tortured him and all our people!” Cyprien roars. 

“Do you think I don’t know that?” I yell back. “Do you think I didn’t try everything I could for them?” I shake with the raw emotion pouring out of me.

“We need them, Cyprien.” Every muscle in Aldrin’s body is coiled tight and his lips are twisted downward. “And not just so Keira can walk her realm freely. If we open the portals between worlds, what will stop this mad king from bringing an army of humans into our court for his perceived retribution? He definitely won’t allow the trade or migration we need to fix the slow death of our realm. Think of the bigger picture.”

Cyprien grabs Aldrin by the shoulders and shakes him twice. “They tortured you, Aldrin.” His voice breaks. “And I wasn’t here for you. I had no idea you needed me.”

My father strides over to us and glares at Cyprien, meeting him eye to eye. “Are we going to have a problem here?” he growls, pushing me behind him and showing a side of him I only see with his soldiers. “Are you in or are you out? Because in case you haven’t noticed, we have an army on our doorstep and cannot have division here on the battlements.”

“You could start with an apology to Aldrin, Father,” I grind out.

My father and Cyprien drag their burning eyes away from each other. 

“An apology will do precious little to change what he has done,” Cyprien says, and I turn a dark look on him.

My father considers Aldrin for a long moment, then sighs. “I am sorry for the pain and suffering I inflicted on you and your people—that I did not see you for the man you are. I do not regret my actions, or the fact that I would dirty my hands to protect this realm and any woman in it from a fae kidnapping or invasion. For my daughter, there is no atrocity I won’t stoop to.” He turns the full intensity of his withering gaze on me, but my spine only straightens, and I raise my chin. “One day, Keira, I hope you have a willful daughter, and then you will understand the lengths to which you will go to protect her.”

My father turns on his heel and walks away, but stops to look over his shoulder at Aldrin.

“Don’t expect an apology from my mother, because you won’t get it. She has always fought viciously and unapologetically for her family.”

Cyprien suddenly pulls Aldrin toward him and crushes him in another fierce embrace. Aldrin presses his forehead against Cyprien’s, and I look away from the pure emotion on their faces. I don’t know how these two men were estranged for years.

My eyes flick to Hawthorne, who stands multiple paces away, out of the line of fire. He grimaces under my examination, and mouths the word sorry at me, his shoulders hunched in. He must have been the one to let slip to Cyprien the way they were treated here. 

“Cyprien, tell me the truth of it.” Aldrin’s voice pulls my attention back to him. “How bad is it back home? Titania’s reign. The corruption that is turning the edges of our land to ash and black voids. Are the low fae dying in larger numbers?”

Cyprien runs a hand over his face to wipe away the sheen of sweat that has formed there. “The High Chancellor has become even more ruthless now she believes you are as good as dead. Somehow, she knows you are in this realm and is convinced you cannot return without being slaughtered by the Assassins of Belladonna. She is so confident that you will not be returning that she has told the people you have been killed at their hand. Of course, she blames it on the Winter King.”

I shudder at the very thought, gripping Aldrin’s arm tightly. His scowl deepens, and his muscles tense under my fingers as he says, “She is a fool. The people will see her for the liar she is the moment I return to reclaim my throne. What of the corruption of the lands itself?”

Cyprien lets out a long breath. “The sight you showed me at the Dividing Cliffs at the border with Winter, near the Frozen River Fortress, hasn’t worsened. There are still huge rifts in the ground, filled with black voids where the matter of the realm has collapsed completely. The low fae still suffer the rot, but it hasn’t worsened. Titania has made it difficult for me to travel the realm to inspect other sites, but I suspect it will be the same. We still have time.”

A loud crack drags me back to the sight of the enemy just beyond the parapet.

The battlements tremble beneath my feet and a fine dust of mortar trickles out from the wall. I check that there are no more catapults about to fire, then glance down over the edge of the fortification. A large stone sits at the base of the fort, a pale dust imprint marking where it hit low on the wall. 

A sinking feeling consumes me as I notice their catapults are nowhere near our missile range. Somehow their technology outranks ours. I glance at the wall of shields and the banners behind them, making out the crown on a purple background of the king’s army and the black viper on a white background of Lord Desmond’s forces.

There is one I do not recognize: a golden flame on a red backdrop. It tickles something in my memory, but I can’t place it. One thing I know for certain is that that banner does not belong to the houses of Strathia. Lord Desmond has commissioned mercenaries from another kingdom of this realm.

Both Aldrin and Cyprien join me, scrutinizing the view.

“Why hasn’t their army attacked yet?” I ask. 

Aldrin points a long finger toward the left of their force. “They are building siege engines. These catapults are to prevent us from going on the offensive before they are ready. It will be days before they attack.”

My gaze follows the line of his finger, and suddenly my stomach bottoms out. I pull a spyglass out of the deep pockets of my skirts and take a closer look with trembling hands.

They have already erected the skeleton of a huge siege tower, tall enough to reach the lowest battlements. It sits on two rows of enormous wheels, a dozen in total, with ladders reaching into its rear.

I have read countless texts on warfare, and enough about siege engines to know the entire structure will be heavily shielded on three sides, protecting the people inside from arrows, with a long drawbridge at its top. They will bring the structure as close to the furrow as they can, then drop the bridge onto our battlements. It will function as a staircase up our wall, and enemy soldiers will stream out of it when it is in place.

My blood runs cold, but I cannot drag my eyes away. 

There are other construction works around the siege tower—ladders to scale our walls and great shields that fifty soldiers could carry overhead while running toward the fortress. They erect bridges to span the furrow.

I suck in my breath and snatch the spyglass away. “Are we just going to sit here and wait for them to build weapons to use against us?” 

Aldrin shrugs. “There’s nothing we can do about what is behind enemy lines.”

I take in the scene again, and an idea comes to me. I catch my father’s eye and beckon him over.

“Those catapults.” I point to the wooden monstrosities that are constantly in motion, flicking stone after stone with teams of engineers scurrying around them. “I want to destroy them. Tonight, under the cover of darkness.”

A wicked grin appears on his face.
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The time disappears with preparations and planning, then I find myself mounted on a warhorse, waiting for the iron gate to be slowly reeled upward, inch by painful inch. The cogs of the great pulley system squeal in protest and the chains creak.

My heart pounds at the racket.

It seems loud enough to wake the enemy, but their catapults still fire with a rhythmic grind, high-pitched soar and crack. Each time a stone hits the wall of Fort Blackrock, my horse prances nervously. I don’t know how the other soldiers around me seem so calm.

We are arranged in four parties, only mine comprised of humans on horseback. The rest are fae, their light armor and swords glimmering in the moonlight—not that they will use either in this scurry.

“Are you sure you are up to this, Keira?” My father glances sideways at me, his huge stallion raising him even higher above me. “There is no shame in staying in the fort. You are no soldier.”

“I am now,” I say. “This is my fight.”

“This is your fight.” He agrees.

The gate cranks a quarter of the way open, up to the height of my horse, and through it, trickles of falling stones and mortar are visible each time a missile strikes the wall and shakes the entire thing.

“Listen up, everyone!” Caitlin’s voice booms from the battlements above us. My eyes fly to her. She has a hand on her small, protruding belly and Diarmuid at her side. “Your job is to focus on bringing down those catapults, and that alone. We will be watching the enemy and will call a retreat as soon as they put together a force to harry you. Tonight’s mission is not to kill the enemy. It is not to fight any forces they send at you. It is to destroy even one of those catapults and damage their morale.”

A cheer rises from the crowd. My eyes slide to the party to my left, with Aldrin at its head. He gives me a curt nod, and those amber eyes remain trained on me. There is a vulnerability within them—fear of having me on the battlefield—but he would never hold me back. There is pride shining within them, too. 

My heart lurches at the sight of the imposing figure he cuts: tall, his broad shoulders accentuated by the long, triangular spikes at the tips of his segmented shoulder guards. His bronzed chest plate gleams under the stars, rippled with muscles molded into it that reflect the sculptured body beneath.

It is enough to make my armor—a boiled leather corset sewn with metal disks, and a skirt of leather straps—seem basic and plain.

Aldrin gives me a half-smile, then tips his head toward the opening gate. I swing around and find it almost halfway up. My heart skips a beat at the enemy army visible beyond, the long arms of their catapults moving in the dimness like dancing spiders, and the hint of a shield wall in front of them.

“Everyone, you know your places!” my father roars. “Wait for my command.” He holds a fist in the air and turns to Aldrin. “Grow the bridge.” 

Aldrin walks out in front of our force and raises both his arms, muscles rippling with the motion. The rustling of moving roots and groaning of wood are the first indications of his magic, before huge spears whip out of the gash and knit together. Dozens of tentacles rapidly interweave until a platform grows across the void, spanning it at a width enough for five riders abreast. 

“Charge!” my father booms.

The fae race out of the fortress at speeds I can hardly track in the gloom. I kick my steed and lower my body as we humans gallop out behind them, led by my father.

The gate shudders and creaks as I race beneath it. A rain of pebbles and dust falls upon me as stones hit the wall. The thunderous sound rings in my ears and I inhale a lungful of gritty, bitter dust. I blink rapidly to get it out of my eyes. I pray to the gods that one doesn’t strike above my head and crash down on me.

My horse’s hooves hit the bridge, and to Aldrin’s credit, it doesn’t move or shake. I make the mistake of glancing down at the drop below. Hundreds of wooden spikes reach up toward me and a muddy sludge coats its bottom. I don’t have time to fear falling into its depths.

The surface of the shield wall ahead ripples in waves as the soldiers in it register our charge. They arrange themselves to stand taller.

I focus all my attention on my father, his red mane of hair flowing behind him and froth flying from his stallion’s mouth as they race across the fields at breakneck speed. I push my horse harder, staying on his heels, with the Appleshield Guards Brandan, Liam and Aiden flanking me.

“Shields!” my father bellows.

I weave threads of hardened air to form a protective dome around us, one that defends against arrows fired at us, but allows our projectiles to pass through. I grit my teeth with the effort of holding onto it and forcing the shield to follow us. The men flanking me pour their raw magic into my weave, in the way we practiced for half the day, and the strain within me eases.

We fly across the night, closing the distance between ourselves and our enemy. Horns blast within their midst and a high-pitched sound wails overhead as sporadic arrows are let loose from beyond the shield wall.

The soldiers shift again, and the metal tips of spears poke out of the wall, glinting in the moonlight. I want to laugh at the ridiculousness of it, like we would send such a small number of soldiers to clash against that force.

A thrill pounds through me, making me feel alive and empowered. We are so close to the wall of the enemy that I can see the dints in each shield and the sneers on stubbled faces. 

My father raises his hands before him, gripping his moving stallion with his thighs alone, and his entire arms glow with red light as he forms a fire crystal within his hands, large enough to fill both palms.

Jolts of fear cut into me—there are so many ways this could go wrong. He takes that fiery ball and tosses it into the air with an overarm throw, then collects its trajectory in a gale of air, blasting it with force toward his chosen catapult behind the enemy line.

Right as we reach the throwing range of the shield wall’s spears, my father banks hard to the left and we all follow him in a crazed dash away from the enemy. Behind us, the thunder of an explosion rumbles through the air, and hot waves race out in its wake.

I dare a glance back at the catapult. The arm has snapped and fire licks at the structure, but it is mostly intact. People run toward it and try to put out the flames with their cloaks.

Our party banks hard again and we charge back toward our enemy. This dance of loops makes us an incredibly difficult target for their archers. As we gallop toward that front line again, I notice small gaps in the shield wall as the soldiers ready to throw their spears at us.

Multiple blows could crack my air shield, or they could take out our horses if they catch us.

I pull my bow from my back, gripping my horse with just my legs, and loose arrows at them. It is a feat most of our cavalry can’t manage, but I have fine-tuned the skill on my hunts. I don’t bother aiming for the small gaps between the enemy shields; my cover fire tightens them up anyway and aborts their attempts to hurl those spears at us.

My father forms another fire crystal, smaller this time, and as our horses tear even closer to the enemy, he throws it and guides it straight into the center of the partly broken catapult. Wood shards explode out from it and the team working on it are tossed like dolls. 

We do not slow our gallop as we turn sharply away from the enemy. This is when we are the most vulnerable, with our backs to them.

Another rumble shakes the ground, and I turn briefly toward Aldrin’s band, who stand behind an immense wall of roots pulled from the earth. Beyond them, a rip has opened in the ground around the catapult, and roots thicker than my torso erupts from it like a tentacled sea monster and drag it down, crushing the structure in their grasp.

A horn blasts from Fort Blackrock and my father leads us in retreat. I ride low on my warhorse, my entire body moving in rhythm to the fast pounds of its hooves striking the ground, sounding like the beat of war drums. My heart hammers painfully to the same song.

Crashing rumbles through the night. I glance over my shoulder to see the enemy’s shield wall part, an attack force racing through on horseback. Friendly arrows fly overhead as we near the fortress to dissuade the pursuing enemy.

Caitlin’s form is visible high above us, firing arrow after arrow, with hundreds of guards following her. The fae overtake us in the retreat and speed across the bridge of roots and in through the open gate. 

Dread turns my blood to ice as the enemy warriors gain on us with their fresher mounts. With the cracking of so many hooves against the ground and their cries and jeers, they sound like a pursuing thunderstorm.

My father does not slow as he reaches the bridge and pounds across it. Liam is a heartbeat behind him. I don’t question whether it can take my weight also as I gallop over it with Aiden and Brandan flanking me. We cross it in moments and race toward the slowly lowering iron gate. 

Almost immediately, more hoofbeats hammer on the bridge. I make the mistake of glancing behind me. A horde of a hundred mounted warriors races toward us, swords drawn and ready for blood. Far behind them, the soldiers of the shield advance forward. They are planning to slide in through the gate behind us and hold it open for the larger host. Lord Desmond must think very little of us.

I get a final glimpse of my siblings on the wall before I race beneath the gate. Their faces are masks of concentration, and their arms are held high. Diarmuid’s mouth works as he chants a druid incantation. Caitlin’s bow is forgotten, and a snarl peels her lips back from her teeth.

I pull my horse to a stop in the courtyard and whip around in time to witness the bridge pulverized to dust with the enemy still on it. Pride fills my chest at my sibling’s display of autumn magic.

The enemy falls into the ravine, screaming as they are impaled on spikes or crunching as they hit the bottom. Some make it across, but the Spring fae on the wall send huge stakes of wood out of the ravine to skewer their bodies, humans and horses alike. Our soldiers working the wrench system on the gate allow it to drop in freefall for the last ten feet.

It hits the ground with a bone-shuddering impact.

I shake with the adrenaline of the fight as I look around at our people gathered by the gate. Aldrin is here, striding toward us with a huge smile on his lips. Cyprien, Drake, Klara, Silvan—they are all here.

A huge cheer tears out of the amassed crowd. Everyone is laughing and slapping each other on the back. Human soldiers gather around the fae, calling out praises to them and shaking their hands with huge, awe-filled grins on their faces.

So many fuss around Aldrin that he struggles to make his way to me. Everyone wants to get a few words in with him and many reach out to touch him, as though he is a god walking among mortals. Finally, they have witnessed his might and appreciate what it is worth.

I am frozen in place, the jovial moment far too surreal compared to the death and destruction I just left behind. My father swiftly dismounts, then slides his arms around me, lifting me from my horse and crushing me in an embrace. He swings me around in a full circle and speaks into my hair. “I have never been more proud of you.”

He places me down on shaky feet. I glance over to Aldrin, who is practically being mauled by a group of well-wishers. My father follows my stare.

“He didn’t do half bad tonight either.”

I raise my eyebrows at him. “Father, are you growing fond of Aldrin? Will you allow him to merely exist unharassed now?”

“I know that bastard does more than merely exist around you, Keira,” he growls. “But yes. He is growing on me like a bad rash. One I suppose I can tolerate if it doesn’t kill me from sheer annoyance first.”

I want to say more to him, but Diarmuid and Caitlin race down the stairs and engulf me in a group hug. Over my brother’s shoulder, I glimpse Aldrin approaching my father. They exchange a few words, Aldrin’s eyes sparkling bright.

My father grabs his wrist and raises it high in the air. “Tonight would not have been a success without this man!” he yells above the roar of the crowd, and they explode with cheers for both men. “He and his people destroyed many catapults and dealt a great blow to enemy morale.”

I want to wrap my arms around Aldrin and kiss those beautiful lips, right here in front of everyone, but they cannot know about us yet. The heated look Aldrin gives me as he looks my body up and down tells me that his mind has gone to the same place. He holds my eye and flicks his head toward a narrow alleyway between the main body of the fortress and a tall, freestanding watchtower. 

I raise a single eyebrow at him. He cannot be serious. 

His eyes darken, and a smirk grows on his lips as he flicks his head at it a second time.

“This calls for a celebration! Who else is thirsty for wine and music?” my father calls over the crowd, to more cheers. “Gwyneth. Let’s make this happen. Open the casks!”

The crowd funnels toward the bonfires of the army’s camp sprawled to the north of the fort. Diarmuid and Caitlin speak excitedly to each other over my head, but I only have eyes for Aldrin, who is a statue amid the moving crowd. He winks at me, then turns and walks down that damned alleyway. 

I glance around. Most of the crowd has thinned and moved toward the camp, but many remain in this clearing. I bite my lower lip. My heart races with the anticipation of having Aldrin’s hands all over me, but my mind fears discovery. Would they notice if we both disappeared down the same alley?

My feet are moving before I make a choice.

The second I step into the pitch black, large hands grab me and pull me in.


Chapter 22
Keira


Aldrin pulls me down that alleyway, then pushes me up against the rough wall, one hand slipping down the neckline of my leather bodice, working on the laces. He kisses his way down my neck, toward the cleavage that is exposed.

“I was fucking terrified seeing you on that battlefield,” he bites out. “But I have never been more turned on in my life.”

He presses his body hard into mine, the evidence of his arousal digging into my stomach. His fingers flick over my nipple as he pulls a breast out of my armor. I moan, throwing my head back. 

“Aldrin…”

“Yes?”

“Won’t they see us?” I glance at the distant opening of the alley, where people walk past.

“It’s very dark in here. Did you see me when you walked in?” His tongue replaces his fingers on my nipple, swirling around, and I cannot think straight.

“I can hardly see you now,” I murmur. 

“Then what are you worried about?” His voice is muffled. “They are so loud out there. They won’t hear us if we are careful.”

“No wards?” My back arches as he cups my other breast.

“No wards. Maybe I want a little more danger tonight.”

I gasp. “I’m starting to think you enjoy the risk of discovery.”

He stands and places both his hands on my face. “Maybe I do.”

I run my fingers through his hair, grabbing a handful and forcing his face to mine as I kiss him. I become lost in those sensual lips. They devour mine hungrily, with brutal force. He bites my lower lip. As I let out a gasp, he catches my mouth and slips his tongue inside.

My hands trail down his chest, but I want to feel skin, not armor. I unlace his chest plate and shoulder guards, tossing both to the ground along with his tunic, then run my fingers up and down the perfect ridges of his abdomen. A maddening desire to taste him fills me. I drop to my knees, kissing a line down his stomach, then licking around the grooves of each hard muscle. 

I stop when I reach the waistband of his pants and untie the laces over his bulging crotch with shaky hands.

“Gods, Keira, you will be the death of me,” he groans, looking down at me. 

I place both hands on his hips and force him backward until he leans against the opposite wall of the narrow alley. With a quick thrust, I pull his pants down and his erection springs out just a couple of inches from my face. 

I glance up at him, a huge smile forming on my face. “What would you like me to do to it, Aldrin?”

“Don’t tease me.” He tosses his head back, his powerful arms bracing it on either side.

“Do you want me to lick it?” I lean forward and run my tongue up the length of it, rolling it over the tip before pulling away.

He lets out a guttural sound, lost amid the laughter and cheering from outside the alley. They seem so close, but so far away.

“Do you want me to put it in my mouth?” I smile, because I intend to completely unravel him.

“Oh, gods, yes,” he mutters, and I take it into my mouth all at once, sucking it in so deep it hits the back of my throat and my eyes water.

It is so huge, I wrap my hand around its base, working it in tandem as I tighten my mouth around it, sucking and running my tongue along it.

A deep sense of satisfaction fills me as low groans escape Aldrin’s throat and his powerful body shudders with each pull of my mouth. He runs his hands through my hair, gripping it hard as I savor every inch of his cock. 

Aldrin lets out a choked shout as he spasms in my mouth and his hot seed rolls down my throat. He is breathing hard, and though I can hardly see his eyes, I know from the downward tilt of his head that he is staring at me.

“Stand,” Aldrin demands, and I immediately do as I am told. 

He puts a gentle hand on my throat and pushes me back a few steps to the wall. “I am going to show you how crazy a fae can be, and you are going to follow my every instruction,” he growls into my ear.

Shivers run through me as he places his hands on either side of my leather bodice and tears open the lacing completely, then rips off my tunic beneath. His hands immediately catch my breasts spilling out, while he weaves air magic to pull down my tight leather pants. He raises me up as they come off my legs, then slides his bare cock against my exposed core, testing how wet I already am for him.

I writhe, trying to direct it inside me.

“You dirty, wicked thing,” he murmurs in my ear. “Willful as always. I’ll have to put an end to that.” 

He grabs both of my wrists in his hand and pulls them above my head, then ties ropes of hardened air around them. Another rope snakes around my waist. My chest. My hips. Then my entire body is pinned to the wall, just above the ground, holding me completely at his mercy.

“Remember my oath,” he whispers in my ear, his hand sliding down my naked body until his fingers play and tease at my core. “I cannot tie you up unless you want it.”

A moan slips out of me. “I want it.”

Aldrin sinks to his knees and grabs each of my legs, placing them over his shoulders. His bindings hold me tight in position as he widens my legs further and his breath dances across my inner thighs. His tongue rasps out, licking the entire way up my slit in a leisurely motion. 

Sparks of pleasure explode from my most sensitive parts and shivers run through me, hot and cold.

Aldrin takes another slow lick up through my core and I think I will combust from the anticipation. A soft breeze flickers across my breasts, firming into something that feels like hands, caressing their fullness, rubbing my nipples in circles. More touches of air form, sliding up my thighs, across my belly, and layering kisses across my neck.

All those bindings of air tie me up so tight, it feels like another version of him holds me in place, stretching my legs wide to give the other better access.

The sensation of his magic combines with the sweetness of two of his fingers sliding into me and curling within my depths. Reaching that spot that makes me whimper at how good it feels.

Long, low moans fall out of me as his tongue works harder on my clitoris, rolling it in circles repetitively. I rock my hips against his face, needing more and more friction as sensual lightning ripples through me in waves. Pressure builds within me, tightening my core, my chest, my entire being.

It is all too much.

The pleasure increases with each swirl of his tongue, each writhe of my hips, with his mouth pressed hard against my most intimate place. It causes sweat to break out across my breasts as they are stroked and pinched by his magic.

The tension builds to an unbearable force, pushing me to the precipice of climax until my whole body shakes and I fall right off the edge into release. Pure pleasure ripples through me in wave after wave, causing me to thrash in his grip as I gasp and groan, all while he continues his wicked torture to wring the most of it out of me.  I ride it until my mind floats in ecstasy and my body turns limp.

But he doesn’t stop.

His tongue continues to swirl over my most sensitive parts, his fingers thrusting and curling deep while his magic caresses my body. That most carnal delight grows and grows, pitching even higher, until it is utter torment. My heart feels like it will give out from the intensity of it. I climax again and my entire being shatters, and still he doesn’t let up.

I thrash my head from side to side as he drags me higher up that mountain. As the pleasure borders on pain, and I fight against the bindings that I don’t really want released. I want him to stop, but even more, I want him to continue and take me to heights I’ve never reached before.

When release crashes into me a third time, I scream, and my vision completely blacks out. I am washed away by bliss so extreme I no longer know my name or any of my worries. All I know is soul-deep satisfaction.

I think I like it when he becomes a fully crazed fae.

Aldrin doesn’t miss a beat. He puts my feet back on the ground and turns me to face the wall, his bindings still holding me up because my legs no longer work. “Hold on, dear heart. I’m going to fuck you senseless,” he says savagely.

He presses me into the rough surface of the wall he has cushioned with air, my face flush against it, then adjusts my hips to where he wants them and parts my legs. Aldrin’s arm wraps around my waist as he lines up the head of his cock with my entrance, then he thrusts into me.

I muffle a scream as the stretch of my inner walls shoots bliss through me. It is utter perfection. Then he rocks his hips. They collide with my ass as the length of his erection slides in and out of my core. I jolt against the wall with each pump, pressed firm into it as his broad chest cages me against it.

“Do you like that?” he demands.

“More. Harder,” I whimper.

He laughs, thrusting harder and harder in and out of me, the drag and slide of him creating delicious friction within me as our bodies pull apart and come back together with explosive energy. Aldrin’s hand glides down my stomach until his finger trails maddening circles around my clit, lighting me up.

He grunts rhythmically, right in my ear, as he pounds into me from behind. The sound is animalistic. Our bodies slap each time they come together. His hardness reaches a place so deep within me, it drives me higher each time it slams home.

The tension builds to such an intense point within my chest that I wonder if my heart can take it. My inner muscles convulse around his cock as it pulls and drags across them with delicious friction, and I spiral into an orgasm so hard I forget where we are.

I scream out as my entire being knows nothing but acute pleasure and the hard planes of the man wrapped around me, cock pumping into me, finger dancing across my clit. Aldrin’s body shakes and he groans, deep and throaty, as he shudders within me, finding his own release.

His arms hug me, pulling me from the wall to his chest, slick with sweat, then he kisses my hair.

A group of drinking soldiers stand near the entrance of the alleyway, and they glance over their shoulders into it.

“Someone is having a good time in there,” a man says, and the rest laugh.

“I wouldn’t mind dragging a wench down there myself,” another retorts.

“Good luck finding a woman to go down a dark alley with you.” 

“At least she wouldn’t be able to see how ugly you are in that darkness.”

“You’re one to talk.”

The group laugh again, but move away from the head of the alley. The entrance is far enough away that I cannot recognize their faces. They wouldn’t be able to see us at all.

I turn to face Aldrin, to tell him how bloody amazing that was, but he wraps his arms around me and kisses me tenderly.

“Can we stay here for a bit longer?” He places his hands on either side of my face. “Can I just hold you? We don’t do enough of that anymore, and the fact that I cannot touch you in front of other people is killing me.”

My heart lurches at the rawness in his voice. At the need that goes beyond the sexual. 

“Yes,” I whisper. “Of course.”

He tucks me into his broad chest, my cheek against the bare skin there, and wraps his arms tightly around me. The regular thudding of his heartbeat is soothing, and I am enveloped in his scent—sweat mixed with herbal and floral notes.

We stay like that for the longest time, even after the drinking soldiers move on from the clearing before the wall. Aldrin kisses my hair, again and again, twirling the curls around his finger. 

“I miss this.” I nestle into him. His grip on me tightens. “I want this all the time. The consequences be damned.”

Aldrin says nothing. He brushes the hair back from my face and kisses my skin.

After a long time, we dress in the darkness, but are drawn back into each other’s arms. I find myself curled up in Aldrin’s lap while he sits on the ground, his back to the wall. 

“I have decided something,” I murmur.

“That sounds dangerous.” I can hear the smile in his voice, and try to playfully slap his chest, but almost miss him entirely in the inky dark. Aldrin grabs my wrist with lightning speed as I laugh. “I cannot see you properly, but I can still sense you. What have you decided, Keira? That you will become my wife? My queen?”

Breath whooshes out of my chest all at once.

I turn in my seat so I am straddling him, and gaze into his eyes. There is a vulnerability in them, one I can just make out in the dimness.

“I was going to ask you to live on Appleshield lands with me for a short time after this war, before we plunge into the next to get your crown back.” I run my hand down his cheek, enjoying the rough pull of his stubble. “But I like your idea better.”

I kiss his lips lightly, but he pulls me back. “Do you mean it, Keira? Will you become my queen?” There is a note of desperation in his voice, and gods, I wish I could see every expression that passes over his face.

“Yes, Aldrin. I want to marry you. I think I fell in love with you the moment I stepped out of a portal and saw you dripping with someone else’s blood. My need for you has only grown with each day since.”

The words are hardly past my lips when he drags me into a crushing embrace, his arms shaking slightly, his cheek pressed against mine. There is a wetness between our faces, and I don’t know if the tears are mine or his.

Every muscle in his body turns tight. “There have been so many times when I thought I would not get to keep you. Keira, I am never letting you go again. Do you understand me? Never.”

I kiss the side of his head. “Never let me go, Aldrin. After the first battle, when the North is truly committed to this war, I am not keeping our love a secret any longer.”


Chapter 23
Aldrin


We destroyed six catapults out of twenty on that first raid. It was a cause for celebration, until the enemy assembled and dragged out replacements within a day.

The next raid a few nights later was less successful. They had buckets of water and sand ready to douse Edmund’s flames, and guards on alert at each catapult to cut down my attack with roots before they could reach a reasonable size. Despite this, we destroyed two more catapults. Our latest raid was at the crack of dawn this morning, and the timing caught them out.

I grip the edge of the battlements and smirk down at the sight of those catapults lying in ruins behind the enemy’s wall of shields. Smoke curls out from two of them, and another three are piles of rubble, half engulfed by the earth.

It is a shame that Keira’s family isn’t skilled enough with autumn magic to quickly pulverize wood that has been long dead. It is easier for Edmund to use his fire.

Cyprien stops by my side. “Only you would look upon an enemy army and smile.”

“We did good work out there this morning.” I examine his stern features and the rigid straightness of his back. “Thank you for joining me in this war. You don’t have to, considering I am no longer your king.”

Cyprien glances at me, annoyance deepening his frown. “You are still my king. More than that, you are my brother, and I would not stand by and allow anyone to mistreat my future queen.”

A hard lump forms in my throat at the title he gives Keira. It is everything I have ever wanted. 

“It’s a shame people must die before you can claim her,” Cyprien mutters, then frowns and leans further over the battlement. “There. Do you see it?” He points.

Large columns of the enemy move like ants within their camp, but it’s the slow crawl of their four siege towers that catches our attention. Many of the soldiers collect not far behind their shield wall, and teams come together to lift the ladders and bridges they have been building for the last week.

Icy claws run down my spine. I spin on my heel and race for where Edmund and Caitlin are speaking with their heads together.

“Edmund!” I call out, and he looks up immediately. I tip my head to the army beyond. “You need to see this.”

“The enemy is mobilizing.” Cyprien strides over to us. “You need to call your forces to their stations now.”

Both father and daughter pull out spyglasses and examine the host beyond.

“So, the first battle will be today. Get your people ready, Aldrin. I will work out the rest.” Edmund says.

“And Keira?” I ask, but I am afraid of the answer. It feels like a wild animal is clawing out of my chest.

Edmund runs a hand through his unruly hair. “You know my daughters, Aldrin. There is no keeping them away from the fighting, and it’s not right to. Keira will be an asset on the battlements. She will be with me, with our personal guard around us. You know I will do everything in my power to protect her.”

I am incapable of words as my throat dries out.

Edmund and Caitlin turn and bark orders at the surrounding guards. Horns blow in short blasts, ringing throughout Fort Blackrock.

“I estimate we have an hour before the battle begins,” Cyprien mutters.

The fortress falls into ordered chaos as hundreds of soldiers funnel up the stairs to join those already on the battlements. I search for Keira, wanting a few last words before I part with her, but she is nowhere to be seen. 

I push through the crowd of bodies moving in different directions along the wall, struggling through the onslaught. I grab people by their collars and pull them from my path.

A man with a black beard poking out of his helmet is more intent on staring at the army in the distance than where he is going, and I shove him aside before he can slam into me. Another swings around so quickly that her quiver of arrows smacks into my chest. 

It is difficult to resist the urge to push all of them out of my way with a blast of air magic. I physically lift the next inattentive person who almost slams into me, grabbing him around the shoulders and placing him down hard next to me.

In the gap left behind him, Keira stares up at me in shock, with those hazel eyes and that beautiful face crowned by a mane of red-and-gold curls. She keeps her distance, and it kills me. Even now, moments before a battle, we have to keep the love between us hidden.

Someone pushes into Keira from behind and she stumbles into my arms, looking up at me with a pale face.

By the darkest realm, I am so sick of worrying about politics.

I lean down and kiss her hard on those soft, rosebud lips. Keira melts into me, her lips sliding against mine. I want to feel the curves of her body. My fingers roam for them, but I can’t get access through her armor. I have to settle for her mouth and tongue instead.

All too soon, she pulls away from me.

“I’ll see you on the other side of the battle, dear heart,” I murmur.

She nods, but I have to pry her fingers off my chest plate.

Behind her, the Countess Lynna and Lord Bradford gawk at us, both in armor and chain mail. I wink unapologetically at them.

Keira seems to shake herself and squeezes my hand. “On the other side of the battle, my heart.” Then she disappears into the crowd with the lesser nobles, pulled swiftly away by all the other bodies.

It is the hardest thing I have ever done, leaving Keira to her fate in the coming battle. Every part of my being wants to hide her safely away. To command my people to grab her and run hard for Appleshield, despite what she wants. To force her to fight at my side, where I can personally protect her.

But those aren’t my choices to make.

She is her own person and has a right to fight for her kingdom. Keira should be placed where her strengths lie, not where I want her.

I make my way to my team’s station, on the lowest battlements that hug the foot of the western mountain. Below us is a steep drop of craggy rock, with spindly trees and vegetation growing in every nook and cranny. They connect a path from where I stand down to the great ash trees we grew to line the battlefield, their roots crisscrossing beneath the entire land.

Drake, Silvan and Klara are already in position with others, giving me an assortment of grunts as acknowledgement as I reach them.

Drake slaps me on the back. “It’s about time you joined us.”

“Who’s ready to show these humans what a real battle looks like?” Silvan shocks us all by smiling, and the sight is truly terrifying, all sharp teeth and viciousness.

“Silvan, please remember who the enemy is here, and don’t take out the Lord Protector or High Priestess instead,” Klara says, as though the thought of managing Silvan’s bloodlust gives her a tension headache.

“Damn, now I’m tempted,” Drake says, earning a dark look from Klara.

“No one is taking out any of Keira’s family members.” I point at Silvan, then Drake. “Because it will make her sad, and I’m not letting any of you assholes ruin her day.”

“What? Like this impending battle and war isn’t already ruining it?” Drake spreads his arms wide. “I can make it look like this King Finan did it, then our hands are clean.”

I give him a simmering stare, but can’t help the amusement that flows through me. “I mean it. Now get to your fucking station.”

More of our people funnel in until there is a force of thirty fae at my disposal. I direct half of them to the great bolt launchers stationed along this entire wall, built of metal and capable of swiveling on the spot. Piles of bolts tipped with pointed heads lie beside them, each as long as my leg, and my people sort through them.

They channel their magic into the metal shafts. A power that is the opposite of healing, something hungry that sucks the life from a body. These bolts will shatter upon initial impact, and the shrapnel will be guided into as many bodies as possible.

On the far side of the fortress, where its battlements and towers colonize the foot of the eastern mountain, Cyprien is visible, barking orders at his force of fae.

We wait and wait. The sun moves out from behind the mountain as the enemy army organizes themselves. Their shield wall has dissolved, and long columns of soldiers face us, stretching back toward the horizon like three black smears across the earth. 

It is what prowls between those columns that turns my blood cold. Huge beasts that are barely restrained by leashes held by multiple soldiers. They are pitch black and the size of horses, snarling and rearing on two legs.

“What in all the unholy realms are those?” Drake curses beside me. “They look like the monstrous hounds that ride with the Wild Hunt of the Shadow Court.”

A shiver runs down my spine at its mention. “Some sort of war dog,” I mutter back, regretting not having a single human on this wing to question.

A distant horn blows a long, low note, and that enemy mass marches. The pound of near ten thousand boots striking the ground and as many sets of armor clanging with each step reverberates across the mountains. It echoes and intensifies until it is almost deafening. Then they bang their swords against their shields and chant.

The enemy catapults cease firing the moment their line of soldiers passes them. I have become so used to the crack of stones hitting the fortress and the ground constantly shaking beneath my feet that this stillness is eerie. It’s like the whole world holds its breath, waiting for the hammer to hit.

The enemy suddenly charge into the killing space before the fortress, screaming as their lines turn chaotic. Teams of soldiers race ahead, holding great wooden bridges above them to span the furrow. Volleys of arrows erupt from our battlements, peppering down into those bridges and the army beyond. 

“Fire the bolts! Aim for the bridges!” I roar, raising my arm. “Make it rain stones on the main army! Activate the trees!”

Our collective magic rises. Bolts pierce right through the bridges, shattering as they penetrate and destroying the teams of soldiers beneath them, but more simply pick up the bridges and carry them spans closer to the furrow, until they die too. Fire crystals errupt from catapults on the main wall, incinerating the bridges, but the enemy’s army keeps advancing, bringing more and more with them.

I raise my hands in the air, drawing up my earth magic, combining it with Silvan’s and Klara’s and plunging it into the rock beneath us. I tap into each vein of organic matter deep within it, taking control of its substance and pulling, carving, separating it, until boulders roll down from the mountainside.

After a sheer drop three stories high, those heavy weights splatter the warriors they fall upon, rolling with momentum through the enemy force and leaving long smears of red in their wake.

The sight is disgusting.

It raises bile in my throat and threatens to make me double over and retch off the side of the battlement, but I don’t have time for that. We are just getting started. More of the enemy are pushing through the channels we carved out of their ranks moments ago. They are like swarming ants.

I breathe hard, gripping Klara’s hand on one side and Silvan’s on the other to improve our connection, then cleave more boulders from the mountainside. They boom loudly as they strike, and screams rear up in their wake. 

Sweat drips down my face and stings my eyes, and I remove a slick hand from Silvan’s to wipe it away. That is when I realize the enemy have taken the boulders and are heaving them toward the furrow, to create a place to cross. 

“For fuck’s sake,” Silvan snarls at my side as he makes the same realization.

I take in a long breath to steady the anger rolling through me, prickled with the intensity of fear. Keira is on that wall. If they scale it, they will find their way to her. I cannot let that happen.

Both Silvan and Klara look at me.

“You know what to do,” I growl. “The same thing we did at the Battle of the Frozen Peaks in the Winter Wars.”

“These bastards are going to give me a damned headache,” Klara grumbles.

“Be glad if that is all you get. They are about to be pulverized.” Silvan spits over the rail.

I ignore them, selecting a huge boulder closest to the ravine, within the mass of the writhing army. It is a horror to witness. Not a single bridge has made it there yet, and the front line is being toppled over into the void as the army behind pushes forward. Skewered bodies are visible on the tallest of the spikes within.

No doubt Lord Desmond thinks this is another way to bridge the gap of the furrow: by filling it with the bodies of peasants. 

I grind my teeth. I cannot think of them as people.

I send my awareness forth through every living thing in the soil, running beneath all those marching feet. How easy it would be to pick them off one at a time by thrusting sharp roots through their bodies, but that would be like trying to clear a beach of sand by plucking it away grain by grain.

I reach a boulder and surge my raw power into it. The entire mass shatters into shards. In the same heartbeat, I unleash the force of a tornado right in its center, thrusting those projectiles in a rapid arc. I am vaguely aware of each piece of shrapnel cutting through flesh and splattering blood. I jump to the next boulder, then the next, exploding them with the same force.

My consciousness snaps back to my body when I am done. I am left shaking and gasping in deep lungfuls of air. My vision blackens in and out as the world spins around me. Glancing down at my hands, I notice my knuckles are white from the death grip I have on the wall. It is the only thing holding me up.

“We need to take a break.”

Klara’s voice seems distant. She speaks truth, but how can we stop when an enemy force is storming us? When people I care about will fight for their lives if that mass makes it up our walls?

“Aldrin, did you hear me? You will become drained of magic.” 

I stumble backward from the wall and stare at her, struggling to comprehend what she is saying. All around us, the repetitive thwack of the bolt launchers sounds. I take a long swig from a canteen of water, then pass it to her and she drinks. Strands of lilac hair are plastered to her forehead with sweat.

The position of the sun catches my eye. It has moved significantly since the battle broke out. What felt like minutes has been hours.

I turn toward the druid who stands in the furthest corner of this platform, away from the action, watching everything with wide eyes. “Send word to the healer. We need magical replenishment.”

The woman rushes away, and soon a team of Mothers of Magic and druids arrive to transfer their raw power into me.

“Aldrin!” Drake calls, staring out over the battlement. “Gods! Aldrin. Look at this.”

I run to him.

I took my eyes off the battle for what felt like a few heartbeats, and it has changed. 

They have unleashed those beasts, larger and more vicious than a Cú Sídhe of my court. The black hounds tear through the enemy’s ranks. Their huge feet trample over their own soldiers and their jaws snap at them, but they do not slow their pace. In a single leap, the hounds glide over the top of the furrow and land smoothly on the other side. Then they race their way up the vertical face of the main wall of Fort Blackrock, as though gravity has no hold over them. 

My heart stops as pure fear for Keira floods me. It sends a wild panic rippling through me, making my mind spiral. I can’t drag my eyes away.

Those snarling beasts jump straight through the shields on top of the wall, designed to stop the high impact of stones projected by catapults and unable to prevent creatures from striding through.

Chaos immediately explodes on the lowest battlements as soldiers race to engage with the hounds. The intensity of the arrow fire from the walls into the enemy horde halves, then the crossbolts stop firing from Cyprien’s position opposite us. Hounds leap over the cusp of the wall there to attack them.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” Drake grinds out as he peers over the side of our battlements. He turns wide eyes to me. “They are running straight up our wall.”

“Prepare to engage the enemy!” I scream, drawing the enchanted sword from my back. I glance over the edge, then quickly rear back. “Five war beasts approaching. Protect the healers’ retreat!” 

Fae abandon the bolt launchers, useless at close range, and draw swords and axes instead. Feral growls reach us right before the huge forms leap over the wall’s parapet. They are horrible masses of black fur, with large paws tipped in long claws and snarling mouths filled with great teeth.

A beast with foam spilling from its jaws lunges at me.

I fall to my knees and skid across the stone pavers under its form as it arches through the air. I hold up my sword and slice it through the soft underbelly with all of my might. Blood coats me, and organs slop out behind me. The trajectory of the beast has it sliding across the floor.

Another one charges at me, hot on the first’s heels, and I dive to the side and swing my sword in a killing blow in the same motion, removing its head. The impact of both blows and the essence of life my sword drags from their bodies charges the enchantment in the blade, feeding raw power into me and topping up my reserves.

I am vaguely aware of Silvan dancing across the parapet itself, base jumping in the air and doing backflips as he attacks and retreats, slaughtering a beast before it crests the wall. Klara touches the fur of a single beast, drawing its entire life force from it in a heartbeat. The thing crumbles at her feet, a ruined husk. Her healing magic is the strongest I have ever seen.

A handful more hounds escape over the top of the battlement. The seasoned warriors behind me make fast work of dispatching them, their swords and axes ringing out as they strike through flesh.

I rush to Drake’s side and help him draw up the roots and branches of all the vegetation and trees along the craggy mountainside, growing them into thick claws and trapping the beasts advancing with them. With a quick flick of our wrists, those cages contract instantaneously, crushing the victims within. They let out high-pitched wails that cut off as soon as they start.

I am panting hard as I glance around at my warriors. We haven’t taken a single injury, despite how we are slick with blood and gore. “Back on the bolt launchers,” I order them, and they run to obey.

My eyes flick to the main battlements of the fortress, right over the gate, but there are no beasts left upon the wall and a pile of their smoldering ruins sits at its foot. Edmund must have had a blast, dispatching them that quickly. He is probably laughing maniacally up there, covered in his enemies’ blood.

“That was…anticlimactic,” Drake says.

I survey the battlefield, my heart sinking. “No. It was a clever distraction.”

The enemy has spanned the furrow with bridges in multiple places. Foot soldiers race up to the wall, carrying long ladders to scale it. 

I thrust my power outward, ripping down the mountain and hopping through the trees flanking the battlefield until I take hold of those roots within the furrow.

Mine is not the only presence there.

I recognize Cyprien and Drake and many others as I grow woody spikes and thrash them at the ladders on the wall. The flimsy structures snap like twigs and humans fall from them, screaming as they hit the ground. I command more roots to swipe away the bridges and slam into the enemy trying to lay more.

An uneasiness settles deep within the pit of my stomach.

Something is wrong.

Those siege towers hang back behind their entire army. With them in place, they wouldn’t need to cross the furrow to reach the top of the wall. At the towers’ apexes are bridges that unfold to span the distance and grip onto the parapets. It cannot be the catapults launching fire crystals into the fray that hold them back. Built from sheets of iron, the towers would not burn.

It doesn’t make sense.

A horn blows a long note from the enemy command, calling their retreat. The foot soldiers turn and flee, leaving behind their ladders and bridges. As the swarm pulls away from the fortress, they reveal hundreds of bodies discarded at the foot of the wall, within the furrow and across the battlefield. There are so many humans there, dead for little purpose.

“Why are they calling a retreat already?” Silvan growls. “It’s hardly past noon.”

Waves of shock ripple through me. In this sort of siege warfare, this dance is played from dawn to dusk, day after day, until one side breaks.

“I have no idea.” I scan the distant camp as though it will give me answers. Great masses of foot soldiers collect before it, with thousands of stragglers running toward that perceived safety.

I open my mouth to say something, but all thought flies from my mind as the ground rumbles and shakes ferociously beneath our feet. A thunderous roar follows, increasing in intensity until I am deafened by it. Explosions blast in fast succession. The entire world tilts as the ground rolls and moves and my shoulders strike the pavers. 

The mountains are falling, stone by stone. Or perhaps they are erupting. But that booming comes from underneath us. A detonation below the ground. 

An avalanche of fist-sized rocks rains down upon us, striking me multiple times before I pull my senses together enough to throw up an air shield. I sense my people’s magic adding to it, reinforcing that protection, which buckles as larger boulders fall on us. 

The battlefield shudders for an eternity. Every time I think it has stopped and try to get to my feet, more aftershocks rattle us. Dust fills my lungs. It suffocates me and makes me cough and gag. Pain shoots through my spine. I am utterly disorientated, unable to see through the black plumes surrounding us.

Smoke hits my nose. Not that of a wood fire, but the fumes of something more toxic, with the oily aftertaste of chemicals. I have never smelled anything like it before.

A single thought races through my mind. Keira. She has to be okay. She must be alive. I don’t want to exist in a reality where she isn’t with me.

I send out that thought, reach for her in the way she said she did for me when we were realms apart, and it is as though I can hear her heart pounding in my ears. Those are her emotions, the utter confusion and blood-chilling fear, but they are not laced with pain, and that is a thing I can accept.

I cannot see the fortress through the screen of dust and smoke, so I whip up a volley of air magic to thrust it away. My mind freezes up at the sight that awaits me. It refuses to accept it as truth. 

The entire main gate of Fort Blackrock and the battlement above it have been blown away, and there is a huge, gaping mouth into the North in its place instead. One of the main towers on the eastern mountain slowly topples to the side and crumples into a pile of blocks right before my eyes. Entire regions of the western battlements have collapsed inward, reduced to half their original height. 

Leading right up to the foot of the fortress, beneath the battlefield, is a tunnel that has been blown open. They dug deeper than even our furrow. Black smoke churns from where its head meets the wall.

The enemy distracted us for a week with their catapults, and then this battle, while their miners dug beneath our fortifications, filled the hole with explosives and blasted away the North’s greatest defense.

I run a hand through my hair as I stare at the devastation. Keira is right there, in the middle of it. Her panic floods into me, poisoning my blood and freezing my body with terror. She is too far away for me to save her. I have never felt more helpless in my life.

For a few heartbeats, there is utter stillness across the battlefield. Then the enemy’s low horns bellow again, and their soldiers charge forward. It is a thing of brutal savagery. No neat front line is kept. No ordered columns. The foot soldiers carry dozens of bridges with them and those siege towers roll toward our defenses, now wide open.  

Horror floods me. It snaps me out of my stupor. “Muster your power!” I roar at my band. “Forget the bolt launchers! Grow fortifications of roots across the gap in the wall!”

I throw everything I have into those wields, tearing up roots from the soil and weaving them into a makeshift barrier. It is not enough. No matter how much power we throw into it, or how many roots we pull up, it will not keep the enemy out for long—but it will give the Northern forces a chance to retreat.

I don’t care if I drain myself completely of power and energy. If we get stuck here behind enemy lines, weak and vulnerable. I only want a chance for Keira to get out.

Where are you, Aldrin?

The whisper of her voice echoes in my head, as though from a great distance. It is laced with terror.

Get out, Keira, I urge her. Run. I will find you.

I do not tell her that it will be in this life, or the next.

Promise me you will live, Aldrin. There is so much love, so much fear in that murmur, that I crumble and make her that promise.

The distinctive brassy horns of the Appleshield Protectorate bellow sharp, short notes over and over, calling the retreat. We had every advantage, and somehow, we lost this battle. 

I glance at my people. Sheens of sweat coat their faces, colorless and streaked with mud. Some already sway where they stand. We could stay here and hold the gate for a few more moments, but our deaths would not save the humans we have aligned with. They would not protect Keira from future battles. She needs my sword at her side.

I draw my blade and turn to my people. “We fight our way out and live to battle another day.” 

There is no shame in a necessary retreat, and no honor in a needless death.


Chapter 24
Keira


My father pulls me by the arm down a flight of stairs leading off the battlement. 

“We have to go back,” I yell at him, trying to yank myself free. “I can still fight!” My voice is hoarse, my throat filled with dust and the smoke of that black powder. I should have known those mercenaries were parading under a false banner. 

“Enough soldiers are fighting at the wall so the rest can retreat.” He doesn’t let go, placing a strong hand on my head and forcing it down as we run along another line of battlements. Arrows whistle over us, flying in both directions. Our archers face off with the enemy’s counterparts, who hide within the siege towers that have crept close.

The battlements shudder as an immense bridge from a siege tower falls on them. A storm of soldiers in royal purple streams out of it, their swords flashing as they fight our warriors. The ring of metal hitting metal chimes out over the crashing of boots on stone and the roar of voices.

My father curses and spins me around, racing us away from the fighting. The far side of this wall has collapsed, but an intact staircase leads down to the ground on the north side.

“Fighting here is a death sentence,” he shouts. “These soldiers make that sacrifice so the rest of us can live to see the next battle. You do not put your most valuable resources on the front line.” A steady stream of people rushes down the steps, and he cuts us into their line. 

“Am I more valuable because I am a lord’s daughter?” I snap back, knowing I am being irrational, but this argument is the only thing keeping me together.

“No—because you have immense magic. Now stop fighting me.” He tugs me along.

The horns blast again, still calling the retreat. Caitlin’s figure is no longer up there on that highest of towers, watching over the battle. She at least had a direct line of retreat. Gods, I want to reach out to Aldrin again, but he seemed so weak, and I don’t want to distract him.

The ground beneath us shakes, and the middle portion of the staircase ahead caves in. A dozen people tumble from it, screaming as they fall toward the road below.

My magic explodes out of me, reaching to every one of those people, catching them in outstretched hands of cushioning air and lowering them gently to the grass. With my father’s help, I save half of them—but our magic is depleted and stretched thin. The rest crumple on the road with twisted limbs, alongside so many other bodies.

The horrors build up until I think my heart will explode. Cries of pain, of fear, are all around me. Part of me wants to lie down and curl up in a ball. The rest wants to let loose in a fury of violence and death, destroying this enemy that dares to hurt my people. I wish I had that much power.

My father continues to tug me downward, even though the stairs are gone and people push frantically past us to climb back up to the battlements. They form a choke point as more fleeing soldiers from above try to get down. My father drags up great blocks of stone with an air wield and uses fire to melt them in place, repairing the stairs.

He forces me down until my feet are on the grass. The smell is pungent here. The chemical taste of the smoke is far more intense, infused with the tang of blood. So much blood.

Our army that was waiting in the reserves beyond the north of the fortress now meets the invading force trying to cut their way through the missing gate. Thousands of bodies clash at that single point. I do not envy the horrors they face there, slashing into each other and slipping on all the blood spilled. It is enough to raise bile in my throat and turn my legs to jelly, but my father forces me to race on, pulling me by the arm.

We circumvent the mass of our army by taking a western route around them, and the horrible realization hits me that as soon as our forces on the wall falter, the enemy will do the same. 

My father pulls me toward the pavilion for the injured. He spins me to look at him, placing his hands on my shoulders. 

“You will escort the injured, the priestesses and the druids to Windkeep Stronghold. Take Diarmuid with you and half the available Appleshield Guard. Caitlin and Gwyneth will take the other half. Slip through the forest lands where the bulk of the enemy’s army cannot follow you. Tell your sister to take a different route. We will split up the rest of the war council—we cannot have all our leaders in one place where they can take us all out at once. It will be impossible to retreat this entire army in one body.” 

I nod, and he pats me on the shoulder.

“Be safe, Keira, and take care of your grandmother. She is more fragile than she seems. You will have a head start, but understand, Lord Desmond will pursue us the entire way to the stronghold.”

“What are you going to do?” My voice breaks, because I know the answer.

He glances back over his shoulder, toward the battle. “I’m going to lead our army out of this mess.”

“Take Aldrin with you,” I plead. “Find him and bring him with you.” I almost fall apart at the mention of his name. I am so afraid for him.

“I’ll do my best. I can promise you that.” My father stares at my face like he is trying to remember every line, and it breaks something within me.

More explosions sound, but not those huge impacts that rocked the earth earlier. Something else.

“Father, those mercenaries—they marched under false banners. They are the Explosion Brothers from across the seas. They have black powder bombs and muskets. I have read about what they can do.”

“Muskets?” he asks, rubbing his chin. “I have never seen a musket. Or black powder, for that matter.” He glances over his shoulder again.

I push his hands off me. “Go. They need you.”

“Know that everything I have done is because I love you.” 

“Don’t say goodbyes!” I burst out. “Just meet me at Windkeep.”

He lingers, then turns on his heel and leaves.

I rush through the flaps of the canvas medical tent to the overwhelming sight of the injured laid out on stretchers, bandaged and bloody. Druids and Mothers of Magic rush around them in a flurry, and I find the rest of my family among the healers.

It takes too long for us to pull the injured onto horses; many of them need to be tied in place. Each time I hear the rumble of explosions, my heart rate spikes. Panic ripples through me that we will lose our window of time to get out. It is no relief when we are finally on the move, because our pace is too slow.

Most of us are on foot.

There aren’t enough horses.

The roars of the battle chase us across the rolling hills that lead north. The sounds fade, but I swear they are imprinted in my head and scream at me from there instead.

My boots chafe against my ankles as I run with our host across that never-ending field of grass that gives us no cover at all. I hold the lead of a horse that carries an injured man, with a line of other horses tied to his. I thank the gods that the druids and priestesses have always insisted on walking everywhere, because these healers on foot don’t slow our progress. There must be two hundred of us altogether. 

My breaths come out hard and shallow. Sweat drips down my back as the mild sun bears down on us. The people fleeing beside me are pale and wide-eyed, their lips cracked, showing signs of dehydration. We cannot stop here.

The forest becomes visible as a dark band in the distance, an oasis of hope.

Lord Desmond’s army won’t be able to reach us in there. It is too dense. They might not try to chase us, with the majority of our army forced to take the grasslands around these woods.

We race for the treeline like the Wild Hunt of the monstrous Shadow fae are on our heels. I glance over my shoulder. The horizon has turned black with the armies behind us. Lord Desmond has breached the North. It is only a matter of time before their advance units on horseback scout out these plains. Anxiety ripples through my entire body like lightning, and my heart leaps erratically.

I maneuver myself to jog beside Caitlin’s mount, ignoring the squelch of blood in my boots and the sting of my torn flesh. At the midpoint of her pregnancy, she was easy to convince onto a horse. 

“Do we cover our tracks leading to the forest?” I grunt out. “Is it worth the time and effort?”

“No. I don’t believe they will follow us in,” she says. “We are too few.”

“They will have scouting parties to ambush us on the other side of the forest. Especially if they guess Father has sent his daughters ahead of him,” I huff.

“Then we need to make sure we are not caught.” She frowns down at me. “This forest is vast. You take the western hunter’s trail, and I’ll take the central one that leads to the hidden priestesses’ sanctuary. I’ll take those who are more injured with me, and they will benefit from the stopover. It’s a shame it doesn’t have any portals.”

My mouth dries up, but I force the words out. “I’ll head straight to Windkeep and will bring reinforcements from the city to escort you out of the sanctuary.”

I squeeze her hand. We leave so much unspoken between us.

Our two parties split when we reach that blessed line of the woods. The entrance is overgrown with branches and moss, and we require local soldiers to guide us through. A foreign pursuing party could become lost here, as the path seems to disappear completely at times.

I force us forward until the sunset turns the sky orange and pink through the canopy. Until the injured sway in their seats and even the able-bodied look ready to collapse. We make camp in a small clearing by a gurgling creek, interspersed by narrow trees offering protection from the elements.

The healers use the last of their energy to pull down the injured from their horses onto beds of packed leaf litter. We have nothing more than our cloaks for protection and warmth overnight. No tents or sleeping rolls, and precious few medical supplies.

I select lookouts from the guards with us and send others to pick large stones out of the creek, which I heat with the dregs of my fire magic to keep the wounded warm while they sleep. I check on my grandmother multiple times, but despite the paleness of her skin and the way her hands shake, she insists on changing the bandages of the injured.

Full dark has hit by the time I sit on my cloak and eat my ration of bread. I peel off my boots and stockings. My feet look horrendous, swollen and speckled with blood. I try to wipe them with a wet cloth, drawing in sharp gasps with the sudden stinging pain each time I pass over an open wound.

“You know, this is your first command post.” Diarmuid sits beside me, dropping a full water skin in my lap.

“It is the first of many things,” I say as complete physical and emotional exhaustion washes over me. I shake as the memories of today crash into me. All that death and pain and destruction, all for one man’s pride and another’s greed.

Diarmuid takes one of my feet in his hands. “Let me fix this for you.” 

“Surely there are other people who need you more than me,” I grind out. Even his softest touch hurts.

“I have already seen to them.” He rubs a poultice into my flesh, which burns with fire and ice. I try to drag my foot back, but he grips it tightly around the ankle and holds it in place, muttering beneath his breath.

“How do you have healing magic when we descend from the Autumn Court?” I ask.

“I don’t,” he says softly. “The poultice has healing properties and I accelerate it by adding raw magic.”

I close my eyes, and the sight of faces splattered with blood flashes beneath my lids. Of soldiers in my house’s colors pierced with arrows and falling from the wall. Run through by enemies’ blades right in front of me. I see the battlements crumble a level below me and all the people on them freefalling into plumes of black smoke and tumbling masonry. I will never, never, forget the looks of pure fear in their wide eyes and the lost screams from their open mouths. 

I drag in a sharp breath and my eyes fly open again. Severe shakes overtake me. “I can’t believe we left our father there, to that enemy horde with their explosives.” My voice breaks. “I left Aldrin. Diarmuid, I left him. I don’t know if he is still alive.” Each breath tears out of me painfully as my chest constricts. 

“I know. Gods, I know.” Diarmuid shakes with shock, too. His hands have gone still on my feet, and they are so cold. “How did we lose this battle?”

“We underestimated the enemy. But they have played their hand, and we won’t make that same mistake again.”

A deep pit of despair is widening within me, trying to drag me under, but I cannot give in to it. My people need my leadership, and if I fall apart, none of us will survive the flight to Windkeep.

I pull the pieces of myself together and truly look around. So many injured soldiers, moaning softly or slumbering so deeply they look dead. Many of the druids and priestesses hold their heads in their hands or are curled up beneath their cloaks with barely audible sobs escaping from them.

I grip Diarmuid’s hands. “I don’t think even an enemy army ten thousand strong could take down our father. You have seen his fae form? The man is practically pure fire.”

My brother grunts. “It explains the temper.”

That brings the ghost of a smile to my lips. “He will not lose hope from this setback, and neither should we. We lost the first battle, not the war. It is far from over.” I squeeze his hands, then replace my stockings and boots, and stand. “You should try to get some sleep. I’m going to find our grandmother. That’s her son out there, defying the king’s army.”

Diarmuid says nothing. He follows me through the darkness until we find her sitting with one hand on the chest of a sleeping patient, staring blankly ahead. I squat down and peer into her face. She jolts as though her thoughts were disturbed. 

“Come and rest.” I take her bony hands in mine. The skin there is paper-thin and cold. “Diarmuid will give you something to help you sleep.” 

She doesn’t protest as I lead her to a soft patch under a tree and lie her down on the moss, placing multiple fire-infused stones around her shivering body. Diarmuid gives her strips of some sort of bark to chew on, then takes some himself. I refuse his offer, mentally promising to watch over them both. My grandmother ends up resting her head in my lap while I stroke her hair, sitting with the tree trunk at my back. Diarmuid snores lightly at her side.

Long after I think she has fallen asleep, she speaks. “I know your father is a man in his sixties—not that he looks a year over thirty-five—but to me, he’s still my little boy. That tiny child who always had a mischievous smile on his face while he got up to all sorts of trouble. You have no idea how many times he set the place on fire with his tantrums.”

A small smile forms on her lips, then it falls immediately.

“And I left him behind, to all that death and destruction. To thousands of bloodthirsty warriors who want him dead.” Her voice is soft and frail, with no emotion at all in it, but her silent tears soak through the fabric of my pants. “When he was younger, we all rode into battle together, where Ronan and I could have his back. Then I grew old and frail, and your grandfather passed on. It is a terrifying thing, being stuck on the sidelines while everyone else fights.”

I stroke her hair and let her talk and talk. Eventually, she falls asleep. My grandmother, with her steely resolve and the temper of a wildcat, is so small and helpless in stature. She has little magic, apart from her flicker of lightning, and her body has failed her enough from age that she can no longer wield a bow. Her sharp tongue and position as High Priestess give her a presence that is larger than life, but when she is asleep, my grandmother is a tired old woman still fighting for her family.

I don’t think she will ever stop.

I must fall asleep against the tree, because I wake with a start, hunched over my grandmother with pain shooting up my neck. We leave the camp with three fewer people who succumbed to their injuries in the night.

I miss Klara, who could have saved them. We spend another day and night in the forest and five more people don’t wake up the next morning.

On the third day, we reach the edge of the trees, and I send scouts on horseback into the meadows beyond to search for the enemy.

Thoughts of Aldrin fill my mind. I can hardly breathe when my fears get the best of me and throw up images of him lying dead in a ditch. Or in chains, taken by the enemy.

It is almost as though his presence unfurls within my mind, reaching out a hand to me. Warmth, love and strength wrap around my mind and pick me up. The vaguest sense of an enquiry whispers to me, a wordless question that seems to ask if I am in danger. 

It can’t possibly be Aldrin. There is no way I can feel him in my head. Maybe I have lost my grip on my sanity under all the pressure.

That question sounds again, more urgent this time, but I can’t quite grasp it. I bask in his essence that feels like the heat of the sun across bare skin. I am afraid, I think at it, then visualize the open fields we need to cross and the injured people with me. A calm resonates through me at the stroking touch of that presence. I feel Aldrin, alive and uninjured, but fleeing on foot while a distant army pursues him.

The connection or delusion snaps as my scouts gallop toward me and slide off their mounts just under the tree cover. 

I rush toward them. “What did you find?”

Fynbar, a soldier local to this area, speaks first. “The main army is nowhere to be seen. There is an enemy attack force scouring the land far to the west, but they were heading away from us. We have a window to get to the city if we move quickly.” 

I glance back at the injured and the healers. Dark shadows ring their eyes and mud splatters their blistered feet.

“We don’t have a choice.” I turn around to face the bulk of my charges. “The injured are to share mounts, doubled up. I want soldiers on horseback who can fire a bow and arrow while riding in case the enemy catches up to us.”

There is a flurry of activity as we get moving. Guilt rolls through me as I take a horse of my own, but my archery skills may be needed. I convince Diarmuid to ride behind our grandmother.

We race across the hilly plain that stretches out in all directions, our band a long train behind me. It would be easy for the enemy to storm through on fresh mounts and cut down those tired souls at our rear.

A cool breeze runs across the meadow, making the long grasses move in synchronized channels. I shiver uncontrollably from the bite of the wind and the dread of being so exposed here.

Our progress is a slow crawl, as the scouts call a halt and scan the grasslands each time we near the crest of a hill, where we would become visible for miles.

Fynbar rides at my side. “We could reach Windkeep before nightfall. It’s on the other side of that thicket.”

“Is there nowhere to take cover or stop to rest? These people look ready to collapse.” I toss a glance over my shoulder, fear curling within my stomach.

He doesn’t get the chance to reply.

The enemy’s horns blow long, high-pitched notes, reverberating through the plains from the south. My heart stops as I swing in my saddle. A warband darkens a not-too-distant hilltop. There are so many mounted warriors that their number disappears behind the hill.

My blood freezes. There is nowhere to hide, not even in that scraggy thicket ahead that is sparse enough for horses to gallop through. With most of our people on foot, we cannot outrun them.

We have to fight.


Chapter 25
Keira


“Keep moving!” I yell, racing my mare across the line of people. “Archers! To our back! Give us cover when that force reaches us.”

Another high-pitched horn responds to the first. A stab of panic jolts through me. That horn came from the west. Two warbands are closing in on us. 

I turn wide eyes toward the guards, who stare at me with ashen faces. I pin Fynbar with a look. “Tell me about the landscape here. Are there difficult places to traverse where we could lose them? Forests, ravines, swamps?”

“We are close to the Deadman’s Marshes, are we not?” an Appleshield Guard asks.

“They are called that for a reason,” Fynbar snaps.

“Can you get us through them?” I ask.

“I know the way, but it will be difficult with a hundred people. They have to follow us exactly, or they will be lost. And I cannot account for the ghouls that might come for us.” His voice wavers.

“You will lead us that way,” I demand.

We run for our lives across the landscape, but still move too slow with much of our number on foot. The enemy’s horns bellow again and again, calling and responding from both directions.

They move in on us until the pounding of hundreds of hoofbeats is almost deafening. We are three-quarters of the way through the field when the western warband erupts over the top of a hill and charges for us. There are dozens of warriors on horseback, the metal of their armor and drawn swords glinting in the afternoon sun.

Time seems to slow to an impossible crawl.

Each of those snarling faces beneath their helmets becomes visible. I hold on to my steed with my thighs alone and nock an arrow to my bow, steadying my aim as they fly toward us at a gallop.

“Archers. FIRE!” I scream, releasing the arrow at the enemy. 

The host moves so fast that we only make a handful of hits, and none are deadly. I explode the grasses beneath their warhorses, creating divots in the ground and toppling two of their beasts. Mothers of Magic hit them with gusts of wind or attempt earth magic to trip them up, but none are trained in battle. We are all depleted and terrified. 

Right when I fear they are going to trample over us at breakneck speed, the band swiftly banks, missing a collision but forcing us off our trajectory, back to the east. The enemy does a loop and charges us again, feinting at the last possible moment and forcing the direction we run in.

They are herding us like sheep, straight toward that much larger force. 

I grind my teeth. If I don’t think of something, they will capture us and kill anyone who isn’t of interest.

They are looking for hostages.

Perhaps for me personally.

I gallop to my guards at the front of our pack. “Get us closer to that thicket. I want the enemy near the trees when they loop around.” I turn to the bulk of the priestesses and druids. “On my signal, everyone is to channel their raw power into my wield.” I don’t stop to analyze their already drained expressions or the shaky gait of their running strides. The fact that they may not have much left to give.

The next time we are charged and herded, our guards pull us back toward that thicket. When the enemy loops around us, their number is brought to the edge of the woods as they turn their warhorses around to prepare for another assault. Some brush under the branches of the ancient trees.

I draw every last drop of my magic and throw it into the soil beneath my feet, sending the wield hopping from grass root to grass root, until I reach those trees. I split my powers, capturing five, then ten tall, pines, pouring my essence into them.

“NOW!” I bellow. 

Liquid fire sears through me as all that raw power from so many sources floods into me, then straight down the path I have wielded, gathering in those trees. I am burning with the tempest that rages into me. My whole body shakes with the intensity of keeping it together. Of not combusting under the pressure. 

It all happens in the blink of an eye. The horsemen are turning rapidly before the thicket, their mounts kicking up chunks of grass and mud. Their lips peel back from their teeth in sneers and mocking laughter.

Then I trigger my wield. 

Ten massive trees explode with such force that sharp splinters the size of spears fly toward the enemy. Bodies are impaled with multiple projectiles and so much blood sprays out of them that, for a split second, they are shrouded in a red mist.

I focus on that flying shrapnel, grasping and guiding it with air weaves into more bodies until all that is left of our enemy is a pile of broken bodies on the ground.

Someone vomits behind me. A handful of my people slow their run, staring at the carnage in shock.

“Keep moving!” I scream, my voice savage. “There is another warband on our heels!” They jolt, then run with newfound energy.

Adrenaline rushes through me. It is the only thing keeping me on this horse, not contemplating the horror of what I have just done. I sway in my seat. Too much power. I used far too much power.

That horn sounds again. They are so close.

The Deadman’s Marshes are just ahead. A huge expanse of gray water stretches out to the misty horizon, dotted with tiny islands of scraggy grass, but no land seems to connect them. I glance at Fynbar with panic.

“There are sandbars just beneath the water, for those who know where to look for them. There are larger islands where we can camp tonight.” He grips his reins with one hand and holds his side with the other, where blood stains his shirt. I suddenly realize that this man is one of the injured, and I have been pushing him hard.

“Take us in,” I say.

The smell is the first thing to hit me. It is like many, many creatures have come here to die. Each time my horse pulls a hoof out of the shallow water, it drags up mucky sand and large bubbles. The people around me struggle to wade through the thick mud, swatting away flies. 

“The path gets easier the further in we go,” Fynbar says beside me. “We should split our party across the two paths to confuse the enemy. It will make it harder for them to follow us. Galvyn also knows the way.” He tips his head towards another injured soldier, who has a bandage wrapped around his head and one leg in a splint.

I glance over my shoulder at the ranks of the enemy racing across the plains behind us, and the frantic bottleneck of my people waiting to pass into the perceived safety of the marshes. 

“It will help with that too.” Galvyn’s voice is hoarse.

“Yes. Let’s do it.” I jump down from my horse. Both men give me a confused look, but I quickly pull over two fatigued Mothers of Magic and boost them up onto the mount. There will be no galloping around and loosing arrows on horseback while we are in this bog, and they need the ride more than I do.

The mud is so much worse when standing in it. Freezing ankle-deep water slips into my boots and all kinds of bugs float on its surface, some attempting to climb up my legs. The long grass is razor-sharp, whipping painfully across the narrow bands of skin exposed at my calves. We move on anyway, fueled by fear.

The enemy’s pounding hooves and barking shouts only grow in volume. 

Finally, the path splits and the two local men divide our party. Our progress speeds up. Another glance behind me shows the last of my charges stepping into the marsh, with the enemy half a mile away and gaining on us.

I reach for my magic, but I am completely drained. I will not be able to throw up any air shields to stop their arrows.

The warband gallops to the edge of the marsh and comes to a sudden halt, surveying us. Their leader rides to the edge of the water, examining it. To him, our party must look as though we are randomly spread out across the marsh, instead of following two paths of sandbars. He pulls the longbow from his back and nocks an arrow to it. My heart stutters and stops as he aims and fires, once, twice, three times.

I release a breath as the arrows fall and none of my people are hit. One arrow lands in a sandbar, most of its shaft poking out of the water, and two others disappear into deep pools.

It seems like the enemy stands there for an eternity, our fates sitting on the tip of a blade. Then the leader shouts out commands I cannot decipher. They gallop away.

“They will attempt to race around the marshes to catch us on the other side,” Diarmuid says from behind me. I jump, not realizing he crept up on me through the line.

“Or they will wait to ambush us just before Windkeep Stronghold,” I say. “It is clearly our destination from here.”

Dusk falls and the tide lowers enough to reveal islands of mud. Both parties led by Fynbar and Galvyn combine on a large expanse of rock, reeds and yellow lichen. I sigh in relief as I step out of the squelching mud and onto solid sheets of slate. The stench of decay is stronger here and a chilly breeze curls around the open space, freezing my soaked legs and making me shiver. 

I make the call for us to spend the night on this forsaken island. I attempt to wash the mud from my feet in a deep pool of water and gasp when I find a steady stream of bubbles gurgling to the surface, uninterrupted. As I look around, I notice they are everywhere.

Fynbar squats beside me. “They say the bubbles are the deadmen’s screams. That during the night, the ghouls crawl out of the waters and eat the flesh of the impure.”

I give him a sidelong glance. “Has anyone seen these deadmen? What do they look like?” My mind whirls with the possibilities of creatures that could be attacking unwitting travelers. Could there be low fae living here that we don’t know about?

“Nonsense.” My grandmother stalks over. “Tales to stop people getting lost in the marshes and drowning.”

“Then where do you suppose the bubbles come from?” Fynbar says defensively. 

My grandmother flicks her wrist at the bubbles. The tiniest spark of lightning leaps from her fingers and the air above the stream suddenly catches fire. The flame flickers blue.

Fynbar pulls back. “What trick is this?”

“None,” my grandmother says. “The marshes leak flammable gases. I merely set one stream aflame.”

Fynbar walks away, muttering under his breath about spirits, and my grandmother gives me a feline grin.

“I needed something to lighten my mood.”

“You shouldn’t toy with him. He has been very useful,” I chide her, but my heart isn’t in it.

We make camp. Many fall asleep on beds of cut reeds and use their cloaks for blankets. I stare out into the distance. Those same blue flames light up the marsh in hundreds of locations, flickering and dancing like spirits. They must have been there the entire time we traveled, but the shadows make them visible.

“No wonder they call these the Deadman’s Marshes,” I mutter to Diarmuid and my grandmother. “The smell, those flames…”

I am still speckled with mud and my skin itches all over from the bites of gnats. My head hurts and my throat rasps from dehydration, but I’m too afraid to drain the dregs from my canteen. There is no fresh water nearby.

But we are alive, and that is an achievement.

“They say there was once a great battle here, and the waters of the marshes rose up from the tears of the widows and claimed the bodies of the dead,” Galvyn offers with a shrug. “That the fallen are wrathful and hungry for vengeance.”

“They say that about all marshes.” My grandmother gives him a dark look and he grins at her.

Diarmuid stands and puts a hand on Galvyn’s shoulder, but he speaks loud enough for everyone to hear. “I can assure you, we druids examined these waters as soon as we made camp. Our enchantment allowed us to reach our collective consciousness into the waters and we did not find any monsters, or undead soldiers, or frankly anything larger than a carp.”

Galvyn dips his head low in thanks. 

Despite the druids’ assertions, I set guards on watch, just in case any of Lord Desmond’s followers decide to creep into the marshes with a local guide to ambush us. I take the first watch and hardly sleep for the rest of the night. Slate is a horrible surface to lie on. Its angles dig into my back and the coldness of the stone leaks into my body.

In the deep despair of the early hours, I allow myself to think of Aldrin. It feels like my soul is being ripped apart whenever I contemplate that he could be dead. That I might have to carry on in a world without him, one that would hold no joy for me. I picture the tenderness in his eyes as he gazes down at me. When he declares he will fight for my freedom, no matter what.

I let tears silently roll down my face during the darkest part of the night. When dawn breaks across the sky, I pull myself together and slam on the mask my people need to see. 

We make it out of the marshes and navigate through thicker woods. I creep to the edge of the treeline with Diarmuid, Fynbar and Galvyn, and scrutinize the empty lands rolling between our position and Windkeep Stronghold. There is no cover at all.

“The enemy could be lying in wait for us,” Fynbar grumbles.

“If they are willing to risk a confrontation with Lord Adalwolf’s forces.” Galvyn scratches at the stubble on his chin.

I glance between the two men. “Is the captain of the city guard likely to ride out to protect a ragtag group of refugees? What sort of man is he?”

Both soldiers shrug.

“Never met the man,” Fynbar replies. “I rarely visit the city.”

I stare at the city again. A lone hill serves as the foundation for Windkeep, with two great walls snaking around it. Spires and peaks are visible over the top of the fortifications, but little else. The immense gate is shut and there are no travelers on the road that leads to it. They know there is an enemy army marching on them.

“I can’t see that we have much of a choice,” Diarmuid says into the silence, his dirty druid’s robe fluttering around him in the breeze.

I rub at the ache building in my temples. “We will leave the injured hidden in the forest. Those of us who can fight will ride hard to the city and bring back a much larger force to collect them.”

“Assuming the captain of Lord Adalwolf’s guard listens to you.” Diarmuid’s tone is bleak.

“We have thirty Mothers of Magic and the High Priestess. If he doesn’t listen to us, the people of his city will force his hand,” I bite out. I am so tired of men in power who lack empathy.

We make quick work of mounting our advance force and hiding those to be left behind. We break through the tree cover at a dead gallop. The fields fly past us as flocks of sheep scatter at our approach. My heart hammers wildly as we eat up the distance between the forest and the city, hope daring to soar in my chest.

A great pounding and crashing erupts from the forest behind us. I glance back as enemy warriors dash out of the trees to our far right, closer to the city. Fear spikes in the pit of my belly and sends fire racing down my nerves. The mass of that horde keeps spewing out of the trees, their number blackening the field until a hundred riders gallop for us. 

We won’t make it to the city in time.

We charge straight for that closed gate, regardless.

Froth flies from my mare’s mouth, but she doesn’t slow her pace. My entire body moves in unison with hers. Horns bellow from the city’s watchtowers. Fynbar pulls a horn from his side and answers the call in a coded message of short blasts. 

The pursuing enemy horde parts into two groups, one gaining on us to the right and the other dashing forward and preparing to cut us off from the gate. 

“Ride straight for the city!” I scream. “Prepare to engage with the enemy!”

Diarmuid shoots me a wild-eyed look. The hardened soldiers around me merely draw their swords and grit their teeth. The only way we will survive is if we can break through that front rank before the rest of the enemy closes in behind us. I will not allow us to be trapped between two forces.

I pull my bow from my back as dread runs icy claws down my spine. I examine the warband that charges straight for us. The detail of the Explosion Brothers’ crest becomes clear on their shields: two muskets crossed over at the barrel. Definitely not the banners they flew in the battle of Fort Blackrock.

Many of the enemy have their arms raised with muskets pointed at us. My heart freezes at the sight, at all the unknowns of the range and damage of such a weapon—but they haven’t fired yet.

I grip my mount with my thighs alone and loose arrows in fast succession, throwing an air wield behind them to propel the missiles past a natural range with immense force. They find their marks in shoulders and chests, throwing warriors from their horses to be trampled by the riders behind them. They hadn’t raised their shields yet, not expecting my arrows to reach such a distance.

Then they fire their muskets.

Black smoke curls around the enemy as dozens of tiny metal balls race toward us. I throw all the power I can draw at once into a hasty air shield around my people. Diarmuid’s magic threads into it alongside my own, but it’s not enough. The first bullets hit and shatter great cracks into the shield, allowing a handful of others to penetrate.

One whizzes right past my ear. The trajectory of another slices a gash through Diarmuid’s arm. The Appleshield Guard in front of me falls from her horse as blood sprays from her chest.

I glance back at our attackers as they raise more muskets at our flank. Then I notice the bags of black powder that hang from their saddles. A cruel smile curls on my lips when I remember reading that it is highly flammable.

“Diarmuid,” I call. “The black powder. Set it on fire.”

For someone who calls himself a pacifist, he doesn’t hesitate. Not when he knows what they will do if I am captured. We shoot out small, highly targeted fireballs. Guns explode in hands, severing fingers and forcing the Explosion Brothers to drop them.

A few of our blasts hit those bags of powder in the front line and miniature explosions erupt from them, engulfing men and horses in flames and sending body parts flying.

It has a domino effect as the horses behind rear up and drop their riders or trip over the sudden pile of bodies. We have taken out a dozen of their number, but there are still more of them than us.

Arrows whistle by as Appleshield Guards fire on the enemy finally in their range. Another horn bellows, and my gaze is dragged to the city wall. The gate is halfway up, and behind it a column of horsemen line up five abreast.

Help is coming, but they won’t reach us before both enemy hordes crush us between them.

The band behind us closes in. The second unit that originally veered around to cut us off from the wall turns toward us and charges at a front-on dead gallop.

“Arrow formation!” I scream, and my guards move to obey. “l will raise an air shield before you!” 

My whole body shakes as I drag out every last drop of magic from my reservoir and throw up rectangular shields of opaque air before each guard. They reach from the tops of my soldiers’ heads to the hooves of their mounts.

It is incredibly difficult to hold the wields while racing on horseback and ensuring they move with us, but Diarmuid helps me. We are defenseless while we work, so Diarmuid and I move into the center of the formation.

We collide with the frontal enemy at high speed, the tip of our arrowhead formation allowing us to tear through their ranks, parting their number. Every jarring impact of their swords on our shields ripples through me, and I cannot stop every single strike, just most of them. Sweat beads on my brow from the strain and my vision dims at the edges.

Screams and the high-pitched screech of metal sliding against metal deafen me, both sides swinging blades and cutting each other down as we pass. Blood sprays in clouds and its metallic tang fills my nostrils.

One moment we are engulfed on three sides by snarling enemies wearing royal purple and attempting to cut us down, then the next we have pushed through to the other side of the warband. 

I drop my wield, struggling to breathe. Almost immediately, Fynbar slides to the side and drops off his horse. I catch a glimpse of him clutching his stomach, blood pouring from where it has been sliced through, and then he is gone. 

Everything within me screams to turn back and go to him. That he might still be alive. That we could save him. But a stomach wound and a fall from a galloping horse is a death sentence.

A glance over my shoulder shows the same force banking sharply and following us, joining the other band already in pursuit on our flank. Ahead, hundreds of cavalry stream out of the open city gate. I lean forward over my horse as it swallows up the distance to Windkeep at breakneck speed. 

Arrows whistle overhead as we near the outer wall, landing among the enemy. The column of the Windkeep Guard parts in two and channels around us. The warriors hardly glance at us as they race for the enemy. Relief crashes hard through me, and I am thankful for the Appleshield colors and crests on the uniforms of my guards—they screamed our identity and saved our lives.

The two forces collide behind us with the clash of metal and screams of soldiers and horses alike. I focus only on the yawning mouth of that gate and the salvation beyond. We slow to a painful trot as more soldiers stream out around us, and then I am leading my steed into the city with my band of guards. I dismount, calling out to the guard to be ready to ride out again.

Windkeep’s Captain of the Guard strides straight to me, looking me up and down. “Lady Caitlin Appleshield?” he asks.

I raise my chin and look up and up at the impossibly tall man. “I am the Mother of Magic Keira, the second daughter of Appleshield. We need your help.”

“Help beyond cutting down the enemy on your back?” He gestures toward the fields outside the gate. I flick my eyes in that direction, to where the royal warband flees from the city guard, the grass littered with their bodies.

I turn back to him. “Yes. The High Priestess, a group of Mothers of Magic and druids are all hiding within those woods, alongside our injured. They need an escort to bring them safely into the city. I didn’t have enough soldiers to do it on my own.”

The captain’s face pales at the word of all those priestesses in danger. “You will have my aid as soon as my soldiers finish dispatching this rogue band.” He turns on his heel and immediately barks orders.

I accept a canteen of water as healers flood us. When three hundred city guards stream back into the city, smiling with triumph and splattered with gore, their captain glances at me and orders them right back out again.

“We have encountered a few bands of the enemy’s raiding parties since Fort Blackrock fell. My watch is always at the ready.” He rides next to me as we leave the city, insisting on personally escorting the High Priestess. 

“Do you have news?” I choke on the words.

He shakes his head. “Very little. Only one pigeon from your father, informing me of the retreat. You are the first to arrive.”

We do not encounter any other raiding warbands as we reach the forest and extract my charges. Our progress back to the city is slow as the injured are carried in carts. A shiver runs through me as I consider them. Had I decided differently, there is no way those people would have survived the mad dash we made across these plains with the enemy on our tail.

I negotiate for scouts carrying pigeons to be sent out to look for Caitlin’s party, and as soon as she is found in the late afternoon, an escort of two hundred guards leaves immediately to bring her to the city safely.

Another night passes, and by dawn I am pacing the wall again with Caitlin at my side, staring out to the south, where Aldrin, our father and our entire army are fleeing for their lives. 

Time passes slowly. Despite the crispness of the autumn morning, I am covered in cold sweat. Some instinctual part of me tries to reach out to Aldrin, to feel the warm embrace of his presence, but there is nothing. Alarm bells ring in my head and anxiety sparks throughout me, but how could I have expected anything other than this?

The horizon darkens like a shadow has fallen over the ground. I squint toward it, almost convinced it is a trick of the eye, but it resolves into moving bodies with banners held high and the tips of spears glinting in the watery sunlight. My heart freezes as they march toward us, the green, gold and bronze of their ranks announcing their identity. A tear rolls down my cheek when the Appleshield banners become decipherable.

Caitlin turns to me and laughs. “They made it! They actually made it!”

I throw my arms around her and pull her into a hug, the hardness of her protruding belly between us. 

My smile slips as I notice a band of soldiers galloping far ahead of the main army, with a dozen people on foot keeping up with the horses. A fae escort. My blood turns to ice and my legs become weak.

Something is wrong.

I race down the stairs that hug the outer wall and into the open square that will receive them. The party gallops inside within moments, and I push through the soldiers that race for them. My father is in the center of that group, his emerald eyes wide as he tosses his head around. 

“Healers! I need healers!” he roars as his mount prances nervously beneath him. Those frantic eyes find me as I reach him. “Where are the druids and priestesses?”

It is in that moment that I realize my father is riding in tandem. That he holds a limp figure against his chest. There is so much blood across the man’s wounded face that his features aren’t easily recognizable, with bits of flesh blown away and an ear half gone.

But I would recognize him anywhere.

The angles of his beautiful face beneath the gore. The set of those wide shoulders with his distinctive armor of spiked plate across them. Those horns that appear whenever he uses large amounts of magic, now broken on one side, and the streaks of black war paint beneath the blood.

Time seems to stop. My father’s mouth still moves as he shouts for help, but I can’t hear him anymore. All I can see is Aldrin on the brink of death. I gravitate toward him like an invisible string yanks me there.

My hands shake as horror floods my brain. My heart twists as his eyes flicker open, falling on me for a heartbeat before rolling back into his head. I am flooded with agony like I have never known before, but there is also a burning up the side of my face and ear. Like his wound is my wound. I reach for him and his blood drips on my hand before I touch him. Then I am clutching onto Aldrin for dear life while my vision blurs with tears.

It cannot end like this.

I will not allow it.

I don’t want to win this fight against Finan if Aldrin dies in it. That price is too high.

“Take him to the hospital.” The words leave my lips before my mind stops reeling enough to process them. “They are all in the hospital.”

Time speeds up all over again and there is utter chaos around me. People shouting and running in a hundred different directions. I grab the horse’s reins and lead it toward the hospital. Leaving Aldrin’s side right now is the hardest thing I have ever had to do. 

My father’s guards part the crowd for us and we race through. Cyprien materializes at my side. He is speaking with agitation, eyes absolutely feral with tears in their corners, but I cannot hear him over the buzz in my head. Finally, some words make it through.

“Klara can’t heal him,” he seems to repeat. “None of our fae can.”

“What happened?” I choke out.

“Close-range musket fire. They have laced the bullets with something that affects our magic.” His voice breaks. 

I blink and we are at the hospital. Cyprien and Drake pull Aldrin down from the horse as two druids race out from the pillared portico of the building’s entrance, carrying a stretcher. Aldrin lets out a weak groan as they lay him in it and carry him away. I chase after him, but I can’t get to his side. There are too many soldiers helping to bear his weight and healers clustering around him.

It isn’t until they get him into a pallet in the crude hospital that I can reach him and hold his hand. Aldrin screams as they pull out the shrapnel piece by piece from his flesh. My heart breaks all over again. I desperately hold the pieces of myself together, because he needs me. I will not leave him until he opens his eyes again.

He has to live.

I will accept nothing else.


Chapter 26
Aldrin


Imust be dead, because there is an angel peering down at me, with a halo of fire burning around her. I try to hold on to that image, to soak in that face of the most beautiful woman I have ever beheld, but I slip away into blackness instead.

The next time I open my eyes, she is there again, tears streaming down her face. I want to reach up and brush them away, to kiss those rosy lips and tell her there is nothing to be so sad about, but my body doesn’t obey me.

I fall and fall into a haze of pain.

Fire licks up the side of my face, raging and burning and utterly consuming me. There is nothing else in my existence, just that agony and the angel looking over me. Cold hands grip my head and turn it to the side. I groan as the motion antagonizes my torturous wound. Claws slice up my scalp and down my throat. I am left panting from the simple movement.

And then they start their work on me.

Sharp metal forceps pluck away my very flesh and small scalpels slice my skin. The sensation drags on and on, until I wonder if I ever truly made it out of that dungeon. If my reunion with Keira was a fever dream. My entire body goes rigid with each little stab into that most tender wound. Then it shakes uncontrollably. I try to swat those punishing hands away, but I am as weak as a newborn babe.

They pin down my arms, but someone strokes one of my hands. It is a gentle, loving gesture. Not one that belongs in a dungeon. 

“Hold still, please,” a distracted voice orders. “We need to remove the shrapnel. It is preventing your healing.”

Those words trigger a memory and I try to grasp it. 

Running across an open field at the back of one human army while another pursues us. Throwing everything I have at them, tearing their ranks apart as I rip open the ground beneath them. Spearing soldiers with hardened root spikes. Whipping up storms.

But then a legion of horsemen gallop at us from the side, and they hold the most peculiar weapons. Like a crossbow, but the miniature bow and string are missing, and there is no sign of an arrow, just a long, metal tube. 

Muskets, the humans call them.

I swing my sword at those riders as they appear out of nowhere, my magic near spent, and they pull the triggers on their contraptions. Smoke and sparks explode out of the barrels as metal balls fly from them.

I remember falling and falling, agony ravaging my face, along with the screams of soldiers going down around me. Then I am dragged away. Lifted onto Kai’s back and limply knocked around as he gallops wildly. Except the kelpie didn’t come to this realm, and the arms that hold me are from behind.

I get a sudden reprieve from those needles prying and stabbing into my face and the hands holding me down. I lie there, gasping and shuddering. Oblivion threatens at the edge of my awareness, but I pry open my eyes. I want to see that angel again. 

“Keira.” My lips form the name without thought, sprung deep from within my subconscious.

That beauty with curls of red-and-gold hair tumbling around her pale face is all I can see. A smile tugs at my lips, but the movement is painful.

“You’re alive,” I say, and it means everything. Absolutely everything.

The chanting of druids fills my ears, those voices overlapping, singing in a language I do not understand. There is magic in that song. It is foreign to me, a more primal power that draws from the planet itself. I open my eyes again to witness a ring of druids in their crude brown robes around me.

Edmund is there, between me and them, running a hand through hair that is so similar to his daughter’s. His presence makes me wonder again if I am being tortured, but Keira is here, and she wouldn’t allow that.

“I have removed the bullets, but I need to disinfect the site with alcohol and put a poultice on it,” that first voice says.

My hand is squeezed and Keira looks down into my eyes. Her face glistens with tears, but I can’t remember why she is crying. “We are almost done, Aldrin, then you can sleep.” Her other hand runs soothingly across my hair, but she is careful to avoid the side of my face that aches like the skin has been torn from it.

When she pulls away, I brace myself.

Liquid fire pours across my flesh and I scream a guttural sound. My body tries to thrash, but multiple people hold me down. Then fingers press something cold and rough to my wound and it is a different sort of pain, reaching deep within. I am vaguely aware of bandages being wrapped around my head as I black out.

I drift in and out of consciousness, and Keira is always at my side for the few minutes I am aware. The room is cast in long shadows and silvery light when I come fully awake. Keira is curled up on an armchair that is pushed next to my large bed.

“Why don’t you join me in the bed?” I ask.

Her eyes fly open, widening with shock. I reach over to her, but the entire world spins around me and I collapse into the pillows. 

“Aldrin?” she whispers.

“Yeah.” It is all I can manage as throbbing pain engulfs the left side of my face. I move a tentative hand up to the bandages, but I don’t have the nerve to touch them. “Where are we?”

“Windkeep Stronghold.” She rises from the chair and hovers over me, her eyes scanning up and down my injury, searching, while a gentle hand rests on my chest.

“Why aren’t you in the bed with me?” I say again. There is far too much space between us.

“I am afraid of hurting you.”

I lift a hand to cup her cheek and stroke my thumb across the line of her jaw. “Don’t be.”

She climbs in so carefully, trying not to rock the bed. The slight movement is enough to cause pain to flare momentarily, but I need her close. I hold her in my arms, her head resting on my chest and her body curled up against mine. 

“Gods, I have missed you,” I murmur into her hair. “I was so afraid for you.”

“You were afraid for me!” Her head juts up and her eyes flash as she stares at me. I grit my teeth at the sudden pangs from the movement. Horror pales her face. “I’m so sorry, Aldrin. I knew I’d hurt you if I got in the bed.”

Keira tries to pull away, but I force her back down with the arm wrapped around her. “Stay.”

She is silent for a long time. “When my father rode through the city gates like a madman with you limp on his horse, I thought you were dead. In that moment, I wanted to be dead, Aldrin. Nothing has meaning without you.”

My fingers curl in her hair. “It will take a lot more than that to kill me.”

“It was a close thing.” A shiver erupts across her body. “Our alchemist looked at the musket bullets they pulled from your wound. The Explosion Brothers have stumbled upon an alloy that prevents fae healing. One rich in iron and other minerals. I don’t think they even know it. You were lucky we had so many druids together in one place. That we had a different source of magic that wasn’t affected by the alloy. None of your people could heal you.” Tears roll down her face. I want to reach down and kiss them away.

“Don’t cry, Keira. Not for me. My heart couldn’t handle it.” I stroke her back tenderly, from the tops of her shoulders down to her hips until she soothes.

“There was a part of me that knew something was wrong while we were apart,” she says. “Sometimes when my mind reaches out for you, it is like I can feel you reaching back. I cannot hear words, but I can vaguely sense their meaning. If the moonstone bracelet and the pendant you cut from the portal can connect us in this way, maybe we should utilize them for communication across our forces.”

I pause for a long moment, her words strangely twisting something within me, making my heart stutter. It is too much to hope for, and I am afraid to even consider it. 

“Your father took my pendant when I was in his prison and never gave it back.” That truth hangs heavily in the air between us.

Keira’s lips fall open. “Then what does it mean, Aldrin? That I can feel you in my head, in my heart? That impressions of your emotions curl within me alongside hints of your voice?” 

I don’t say anything.

My chest tightens until I cannot breathe.

“Aldrin?” she pushes. “Could…could we be mates? Is that not a thing true of the fae? That they have mates out there, living with the other half of their soul? That they can speak within each other’s minds?”

My hand stills on her back as my muscles turn rigid. “It is incredibly rare for a fae to find their soulmate. So rare it borders on myth.”

“Wouldn’t we know if we are mates?” Keira brushes the hair from my face. “Isn’t the bond revealed when they join their bodies?”

“There is more to it than that.” My heart rate kicks up at the hopeful look on her face. A different sort of pain slices through me. “Mates need to endure a true trial together for their bond to unlock.”

“I am so sorry, Aldrin.” Keira curls into my chest again.

I don’t know if she is apologizing for my injuries, the trials we have already been through together, or the fact that none have unlocked a mate bond between us. A small part of me asks if those trials were enough.

I lean down and kiss her hair, despite the sting from the motion. “What we have between us is enough. You will always be enough for me. We don’t need to put the pressure of a mate bond on it.”

Keira nods, her cheek pressed against my bare chest. We fall asleep wrapped around each other.

When I wake again, Keira is on the other side of the room, whispering with Cyprien while a druid unwinds the bandages from my head. I suck in a sharp breath when the fabric sticks to a small region of my wound and is ripped away, but most of the pain is gone. 

The druid gasps at what he sees beneath the binding. He drops the bandage and rears back. I realize it is Keira’s brother caring for me.

“That hideous, is it?” I say with amusement.

“No. Quite the opposite.” Diarmuid quickly bundles up the fabric, a smile quirking his lips then fading away. “I knew the fae recover fast, but I wasn’t expecting…” He waves a hand over my face.

“He means half your face was missing the last time we all saw it.” Cyprien stalks over, inspecting me. “The humans didn’t believe me when I said it would grow back just as pretty.” Only Cyprien could make that sound like an insult. He turns to Diarmuid. “We fae only scar if our magic is suppressed during the entire recovery of a wound.”

Keira turns sharply to him. “But Hawthorne has a long scar down his face. How is that possible, unless⁠—”

Horror creeps over her features at the realization. Unless someone did it on purpose. Unless someone tormented and abused him. It is not my story to tell.

I gingerly run a hand over my face, the flesh smooth and intact except for a few long, scabbed gouges across my cheekbones and temple. My fingers linger there, then reach for my ear. Diarmuid grabs my wrist fast enough that I remember he is more fae than human.

“Don’t touch that yet. It is still…growing back. Regenerating? I don’t know the right term. I haven’t seen anything like it. The tissue is still very flimsy.” He swallows nervously, looking from me to Cyprien, as though wondering what sort of monsters they have let into their lands. “It looks like only the entry wounds of the shrapnel will scar.” He splints my ear, then packs up his tools and leaves the room.

Cyprien descends on me. He grabs me by the shoulders, fingers digging in painfully, and shakes me twice. 

I swat his hands away. “Don’t you know I’m on my deathbed?”

“This isn’t a joke, Aldrin!” He grits his teeth. “You were on your deathbed a few days ago. If those humans didn’t pull that metal out of you, if their native magic hadn’t worked on you—” His vise-like hands clamp tighter on my shoulders. Part of me wonders if he wants to put them around my throat and finish the job. “I thought we were going to lose you. The Spring Court needs you to save her. I need you!” 

Cyprien’s lips pull back in a snarl, but he removes his hands from me and balls them up into fists. Shakes overtake him, starting from his hands, moving up his arms, until they consume his entire body.

I sit up and pull him into an awkward hug. “I’m okay. Truly, I am. Thank you for saving my ass.”

Cyprien jolts, then drags himself away from me. “That’s the thing. I didn’t do anything. Again. I was on the other side of the army when those damned Explosion Brothers descended upon us with their muskets. Edmund pulled you onto his horse and galloped you all the way here. All I could do was run at his side. I should have been protecting your back. I should have been the one to save you.”

Pain ripples across his features. I don’t know how to fix his guilt—for not supporting me during my exile, for not being there when I was tortured in a human prison, and now this.

I force him to hold my eye. “You were busy fighting the enemy army to protect my woman. That is more than a man or a king could ask of you. This is not your battle, but you are here at my side anyway. Don’t get hung up on the small details.”

Cyprien swallows, then ducks his chin and pulls away so I cannot see his expression. My eyes glide to Keira, who watches us, hugging her middle.

“I thought your father would have relished an opportunity to be rid of me,” I say.

She laughs bitterly, and the sound is music to my ears. “I guess he has mastered the near-murderous rage that normally consumes him when he is around you. I would say his biggest weakness is his overindulgence of his daughters, and that he wouldn’t want your death to hurt me, but I think he actually likes you.”

My eyebrows shoot up, then a slow smile curls my lips.

“Does your father always torture people he actually likes?” Cyprien snaps at her. Keira’s back straightens, her chin rising. “Am I the only one here who has not forgotten that?”

“Easy, Cyprien.” I give him a hard stare.

“Why should I hold my tongue when I speak the truth?” He spins around to me, gold beads clinking in the many thin, black braids he keeps pulled back in a leather thong.

“Trust me, I have not forgotten.” A deep scowl fills Keira’s face. “Nor have I let him. It will be a thing that always tarnishes our relationship, but I know my father. He will spend the rest of his life trying to make it up to me. To Aldrin. A man can make mistakes.”

Cyprien’s lips twist. “And you, Aldrin? Are you happy to play nice now that it is more convenient?”

I let out a long, tired breath and run a hand across the uninjured parts of my face. “Honestly, I get it.”

Two sets of eyes flare wide at me in shock.

“I understand why he went to such lengths. I have never been a father, but I was an older brother. There was no limit to the atrocities I would have committed if Lorrella was in trouble. If I thought a fae had become crazed and was going to hurt her. You know this, Cyprien. You would have done the same for her. I would destroy everyone and everything for Keira, too. I would become consumed and do things I never thought I could. Maybe this war and the threat of the mad king has made me insane, but I am glad there are others who will fight for Keira as fiercely as I will.”

Keira doesn’t hesitate. She closes the space between us and leans over me to place a featherlight kiss on my lips, as though she is afraid to hurt me. When she pulls away, those hazel eyes are large and bright with emotion.

“Thank you. For everything,” she whispers.

I run my thumb across her cheek. “You never need to thank me for fighting to keep you safe.”

Behind her, Cyprien looks like he has just been slapped. He stalks for the door, pulling it open roughly, but pauses to look over his shoulder. “You are still a brother.”

I know exactly what he means. You are still a brother to me. He disappears before I can reply, most likely to return to the hospital to help the human healers.

Keira sits on the edge of my bed, stroking my hair back from my face. “I have never seen Cyprien cry, but I think he came pretty close after they finally got you into the city.”

Guilt floods me, but instead of wallowing in it, I scoop an arm around Keira’s waist and lift her until her legs straddle my hips on the bed. Her arms reach out and grip the headboard behind me. I send out a quick air wield to lock the bolt over the door, then place my hands on either side of her face and kiss her deeply, hungrily.

Like I almost died, and touching her again is a precious gift I never expected to have.


Chapter 27
Aldrin


Ilose myself in the kiss’ intensity. Our lips slide against each other with passion and our tongues caress. I press the softness of her body into me, reveling in the way she wraps around my chest and hips.

The sweet scent of her clean hair floods me. I bunch up her dress to get beneath it and my hands run across the curves of her thighs, her ass, her stomach, all skin on skin. Then they dip in, toward the center of her, at a leisurely pace.

A tightness coils within my stomach, and my blood turns to fire as my heart pounds savagely. My cock hardens, then throbs. I forget all else.

I need to touch her.

To see if she is slick and wet for me.

Right as my fingers almost reach the heat between her legs, Keira pulls away, breathless, cheeks rosy. “You’re still injured. You need to rest.”

She tries to shift off me, but I hold her hips in place. A scowl forms across her beautiful face, but I don’t care. Her movement has brought those ample breasts right in line with my face. In a fraction of a heartbeat, I have the buttons of her neckline undone and my face pressed against them, kissing my way from one to the other. I pull the fabric open and glide my tongue across the peak of one nipple.

A shuddering gasp slips from her and her back arches, pressing her breasts even closer to my face. I ignore the aching pulse of my ear. The higher my arousal pitches, the less I feel it, anyway.

“Aldrin,” Keira moans. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t.” My hand grazes up her bare thigh, flicking away the lacy fabric of her undergarment. I smile wickedly as my fingers slide across her damp core and slip inside of her. Those inner muscles clamp down around them immediately. “You want me as badly as I want you.”

“Of course I do.” Her touch roves across my chest, exploring each divot through the fabric of my tunic. “But I don’t want to reopen your wounds.”

I curl my fingers deep within her, again and again, rolling her clitoris with my thumb. “Are you sure this isn’t what you want? Or would you prefer my cock instead?”

“I—I…” She closes her eyes and throws her head back. “I want it all, but⁠—”

A spell comes over me as I watch every line of her face, her body, with rapt attention, as she takes the pleasure I give to her. Her lips part and the flush across her cheeks grows with the ecstasy on her features. Her hips move and buck as she rides my fingers. Each breath makes her chest heave and those breasts shudder.

I will never get enough of this.

Of having any part of me inside her, giving her this high. It is the sweetest addiction, making her a panting, moaning mess. The tension in Keira’s body increases until she becomes whipcord tight, then it shatters all at once as she climaxes around my fingers. Those inner muscles convulse around me in that way that drives me mad.

When the shudders rippling through her finally end and her eyes open, I take those two fingers out of her and put them in my mouth, sucking the taste of her off them. Keira lets out a low moan.

My cock is so hard and stretched it is almost painful. She tries to climb down my body, opening her mouth and sticking out her tongue, ready to take me deep inside, but I pull her hips back up again.

“Fuck me, Keira.” My voice sounds feral, even to my own ears.

“Aldrin, I’m worried⁠—”

I place a finger on her lips. “Be as gentle or rough as you like. Just fuck me.”

Keira places a hand on my chest and forces me to lie back on the bed. A pinch of pain radiates from my ear as it connects with the pillow, but I don’t let it show. I will combust if she stops now.

In seconds, Keira pulls her dress clean over her head and tosses it across the room. All that stunning, creamy skin and those sweeping curves are revealed, pure artwork to my eyes. I press my fingers into the flesh of her thighs to see the deep, sensual indentations they make.

The sight makes all rational thought fly from my mind.

She shimmies to remove the rest of her clothing, then all of mine. I can’t help reaching out and stroking every bit of skin I can get my hands on as she moves, running my hands up and down her body.

Keira straddles my hips again, fisting me to line my hardness up with her entrance, but I place a hand on her stomach to stop her. “Wait, Keira. I want you completely exposed.”

She raises an eyebrow. “I’m not wearing any clothing, Aldrin.”

“The mask,” I grunt, as she slowly pumps my cock. She makes it hard to think straight. “Remove your glamour. I want to see all of you.”

Her hand stills as her body turns rigid. “I don’t want to. I’m…as stupid as this sounds, I’m afraid of it.” Her eyes flick away from mine.

“I know.” My thumb finds her clitoris and rolls it in slow circles to stop her from overthinking. I relish in the small jolts her body makes. “This is a safe space. Just you and me. Drop the glamour and let me fuck your most primal side.”

To prove it is nothing to fear, I allow the thin, branching horns of my primal form to grow like a crown of twigs upon my head. Keira groans and her hand tightens around my cock, her thumb circling over its head and shooting waves of pleasure through me.

“Gods, these turn me on,” she breathes, running her fingers along the horns in a way that sends shivers down my spine.

I let out more of my primal side. Thick, black streaks akin to war paint appear across my cheekbones, down my neck and over my bare chest. My fingers turn black, but I hold back the claws that form in the heat of battle, because I want to touch her without restraint.

“Drop your glamour, Keira, even a little bit.” I run one hand down her face, never ceasing the motion of the other between her legs. “Accept your primal self. It will lift your block on your magic.”

She holds my eye, fingers tracing the lines of the war streaks across my chest, as she releases that tightly checked hold, bit by bit. Those sharply pointed ears are the first to show, making my stomach tumble at the fact that she is as fae as I am, even if she denies it.

Next, the tips of her hair become bright whipcords of burning fire that dance from yellow to orange to red. I grab a chunk of it and curl it around my wrist, roughly pulling until her lips meet mine, because I know there is no heat in her hair unless she summons her fire magic into it.

Every freckle across her body explodes into a glittering mass, like hundreds of stars are born on her skin. They reflect the fire raging within her.

“Fucking beautiful,” I growl in her ear. “You are breathtaking in every form.”

She smiles down at me, actually smiles, and it is everything. My heart swells until my entire chest aches.

Then she seats herself on my cock.

I throw my head back at the feel of that tight pussy clamping around me, taking all of me in, as a wave of sudden carnal bliss crests within me. There is pain in my ear at my careless motion, but it is an afterthought.

She leans down until her face is all I can see. “You stay still and let me pleasure you. I will stop if you threaten to open your wound. Understood?”

Her commanding tone does sinful things to me. My mouth dries out and I have to swallow multiple times before I can reply. “Yeah.”

Keira’s hips rock, gently, lovingly, passionately. The slow pull and tug of her core as my cock glides in and out of her is something completely different from the hard, brutal sex we have had in the past. It draws out the sensual intensity of every thrust, each building on top of the last in leisurely, teasing surges.

The roll of her hips has those generous breasts jiggling and pressing together, and I become fascinated by their movements. With each downward thrust, I delight in the way her curvy ass seats itself on my hips and thighs, loving the softness and fullness of it. The way her fingernails dig into my chest where she holds onto me.

Tension coils tighter and tighter within me as the pleasure grows to an almost unbearable point, ricocheting through my entire body like liquid fire. Then her core tightens around me, and she tosses her head back, spine arching as her body shudders. A strangled cry peels from her lips as her inner muscles spasm around me. As she comes on my cock.

The ecstasy on her face, the fact that I can drive her to that point—it is the sexiest thing I have ever known.

It shatters me in the best kind of way, and my entire body stiffens as I am thrown off a precipice, spiraling down the intense bliss of my release.

I am left panting hard, sticky with sweat, and half blind as my vision turns white. Keira laughs. The sound is of elated, full of relief, and I drag my arms around her waist and cradle her against my chest, her legs still wrapped around me. We lie like that for a long time, feeling our heartbeats slow against each other’s chests.

I could die a happy man right here, like this, with her. But nothing short of our entire lives together would be enough for me. I can’t deny it was a relief when I discovered that her life span would be as long as mine.

Keira pulls back just enough to brush a light kiss across my lips, then she jerks up, reaching over me. “Dammit, Aldrin. Your ear is bleeding!” Her light touch grazes the bandage, causing the skin to sting, but her movement has put her bare breasts in my face again.

I place light kisses across her skin, anywhere that I can reach. “I don’t care if the entire cursed thing falls off right now.”

She sits back on her haunches, smirking down at me. “Is your lust ever satisfied? Or is it a bottomless pit?”

“Oh, you satisfy it very well, but then you go and stoke it up again almost immediately.”

She climbs off me and gets out of the bed. I leverage myself up as she dresses with agitation, her primal form slipping away and the glamoured mask of the woman I first met replacing it. I love both versions of her, but I rarely get to glimpse her rawer, less controlled side.

“Where are you going?”

“To get a healer to check your wound.”

My smile widens. “Maybe you should help me bathe first. As injured as I am with this nicked ear, I couldn’t possibly do it alone.”

Her hands freeze on the buttons of her long, thin dress, still leaving much of her cleavage exposed. “It’s more than a nicked ear! I saw how you looked when you rode in.”

“It was more than a cut ear. It hardly hurts anymore. Come back to bed.”

I endure her changing the bandage before she agrees to lie down beside me, curling into my side.

“Thank you,” I whisper into her hair.

“For what?” She squirms until she is peering up at me, her head nestled on my shoulder.

“For allowing me to see and touch your primal form. For feeling safe enough with me to show that vulnerability.” I tighten my hold around her waist.

A silence stretches out while her nose crinkles. “Aldrin, why do fae have primal forms?”

I let out a long breath. “It’s a legacy from the gods. The fae gods that created us by breeding with humans, not the ancient ones. The Tuatha Dé Danann have primal forms that take shapes of the elemental magic they were born from. My ancestor was of the trees and beast spirits. That’s why I grow a crown of twigs and take on stripes and claws when I tap the depths of their magic within me, or their rage. Your ancestor was of fire and decay. We make a formidable pair—the new life of spring and the death of autumn for rejuvenation.”

Keira lets out a choked laugh. “I hate that my power is death. I would prefer the power of life, like yours.”

“They are much the same.” I wrap a fire-red curl around my finger. “One without the other would lead to chaos or ruin. All things that live must die to pave the way for the next generation. There is good and evil in magic that is born of life and of death. Only fae with the strongest of Tuatha Dé Danann blood have primal forms.”

“Do you ever wonder what happened to them? Why they abandoned our realms?” She turns those doe eyes on me, and I swear the ghosts of fires burn within them. “I have been thinking a lot lately about the Tuatha Dé Danann wanderer Nissien, who sired my line. Why he came to your realm when the rest of his kind had forgotten it.”

“I try not to ponder the gods who turned their backs on us.” I let the words hang, drawing idle lines on her arm. After an age, I let the thoughts darkening my mind slip out. “Sometimes, I wonder if the sickness in my realm originates from their world. If something plagues them. Something hungry. They sealed shut all the portals after their last visit, but if you touch the moonstone, there is an inexplicable pull of one’s magic into it, like there is a vacuum on the other side.

“When feeding raw power into the gods’ portals, it all disappears like it never existed and a person cannot retrieve it. We have been forbidden from opening the portals to the gods’ realm by the Tuatha Dé Danann themselves, but it must still be possible, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. I believe they are trying to protect us, their children, and it is a warning I will heed at all costs. Perhaps Nissien’s visit was to check how we fared without their guidance.”

A weariness drags down my soul.

I can hardly battle the monsters in my own court, much less take on the demons of the gods.

Keira shifts beside me. “I thought the fae created the portals⁠—”

I let out a deep laugh. “We may be more powerful than humans, but we do not have that much magic! We can open them at will, manipulate their paths and destroy them, but we cannot create them. The stone itself is from the realm of the gods. The fact that you have so many here shows how much they favored humans and this land. I suspect your order of Mothers of Magic started out as a cult to worship the gods, and in return they created the sanctuaries with many portals.” I tug on the lock of Keira’s hair. “Besides, you need to stop referring to fae in third person. You are one of us, whether you like it or not.”

A frown pinches her features. “Can I not be both? I cannot belong to the culture I was raised in and spent my entire life a part of, and belong to the culture of my blood? Must I reject one for the other?”

I let out a rough sigh. She is right.

“You can identify as whatever you want, Keira. Both. Neither. It is up to you to decide. I’ll support you, so long as you don’t make my entire race the villains in your story.”

“Never, Aldrin,” she whispers. “Never again.”

“Can I be completely honest with you?” I ask softly.

She raises her head to look into my eyes. “Always.”

My heart rate ramps up as I choose my words carefully. “I don’t want you talking about us fae in third person, I don’t want you to reject your fae blood, because I want you to be my queen. To embrace being a fae queen. It is not much I offer you—a crown in exile while I am hunted by my enemies—but I am a selfish man, and I want all of you.”

Keira kisses me lightly on the lips. “You are far from selfish, Aldrin.” Her smile grows. “I want to be your lover, your queen and your life partner. I want all of you and to give you everything I have. We will fight those enemies together and win back your crown, because your people deserve a just ruler as much as you deserve your birthright.”

My stomach tumbles. I pull her in to me and kiss her hard in a bruising of lips. When Keira breaks away, she is breathless.

“No more hiding what we are to each other, Aldrin. I don’t care if every lord, countess and foot soldier has a problem with it. I won’t hide the fact that I am madly, desperately in love with you anymore.”

I cup her cheek as a thrill ripples through me. “Marry me, Keira. Become my betrothed.”

A tear runs down her cheek and I catch it with my thumb and brush it away. “Of course I will, Aldrin.”

We fall asleep mostly naked and curled up around each other. It is the closest to paradise I have ever come.


Chapter 28
Keira


It feels wrong to be up here, in this beautiful palace of marble that overlooks the city of Windkeep Stronghold, while chaos unfolds beneath us. Lord Adalwolf’s residence is one of opulence, with mosaic artwork inlaid in the floor, gold trimmings adorning the ornate stucco vines on the walls and many gurgling indoor fountains.

Immense glass windows reach from ceiling to floor in this audience chamber that sits at the highest point of the city. They are needed. At this height, the severe winds could blow a person right off a courtyard garden or out a window on a bad day. 

I ignore the war council members as they funnel into the room and take their seats at the broad oak table in the center of the space. I focus on the view below as tension ripples through my shoulders, making me clench and release my hands as I itch for action.

The city sprawls out in all directions in an intricate maze of roads and squat, white buildings with flat roofs. The streets are over-packed with the soldiers of our army, many setting up their tents in parks or wherever they can find a strip of space. But it is not this chaos that has my anxiety rearing its ugly head.

Beyond the city, past the fields and woods, huge channels of black smoke contrast against the bright blue of the morning sky. Villages are being razed to the ground. How many deaths do those bonfires represent? How many homes, businesses and livelihoods are destroyed? All for one man’s wounded pride. Because Finan couldn’t handle my rejection.

“Shall we begin this session of the war council?” my father says.

I turn from the window to the full table, noting only my grandmother is missing. I join them, taking a seat at Aldrin’s side and slipping my hand over his on top of the table, squeezing it a moment and sharing a glance with him before letting it go. Only Countess Lynna notices our exchange and her black eyebrows raise almost to her hairline.

“It is obvious the mad king’s forces are taking the eastern route to Appleshield, burning the villages as they go.” Lord Tomas’ pudgy cheeks ripple as he speaks and spittle flies from his lips. He throws out an arm toward the east, as though we all haven’t noticed the sight out that window.

My father pinches the bridge of his nose. “Can we wait to hear what Drake and Zinnia discover?” he says, tipping his head to indicate both fae.

“It shouldn’t take long to throw our consciousness out to the enemy.” Drake gives the room his classic cocky smile, the one that reaches his eyes and crinkles his silver face tattoo of a tree. “Not with that army being so near.”

He unbuttons his cloak and drapes it across the ground, preparing to prop himself against a corner where two pillars meet. Zinnia does the same, but as she moves to sit on the floor, Lord Adalwolf launches out of his seat and grips her arm.

“What are you doing? You can’t sit on the ground!” A red flush of embarrassment creeps up his face and over his bald scalp. “You’re my guests. It would be a dishonor!”

He is so flustered that he doesn’t notice the dark look Zinnia shoots at his fingers around her arm. Her eyes flick to his face. “We need to sit somewhere that won’t have us falling and hurting ourselves when we leave our bodies.”

“The chairs! At the table! Take mine if there isn’t enough, but don’t sit on the ground like a beggar.” Lord Adalwolf all but drags Zinnia to a seat beside Cyprien and pushes her into it, despite how she looks like a riled-up cat. Then he shoots an anxious look at Drake to make sure he does the same.

It is almost comical to witness the bear of a man so stressed, especially when little seems to fluster Lord Adalwolf. I struggle to hold back a grin.

Drake pulls out a chair, his eyes glittering as they land on Aldrin. “Will you protect my honor while I travel?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you don’t fall flat on your face, though a knock to the head might do you some good.” Aldrin smirks at him.

“I’m not sure I should trust you.” Drake dumps himself in the seat. “Keira, make sure he doesn’t put a bruise or two on my pretty face.”

I roll my eyes at him. “I don’t think he would risk Klara’s wrath like that.”

Drake shrugs. “I don’t know about that. He’s been on the pointy end of her rage enough times. It’s you he doesn’t want to disappoint.” He cracks his neck from side to side as he gets comfortable. Everyone around the table stares at our exchange with wide eyes.

“Stop mouthing off, Drake, and get to work,” Aldrin cuts in, flicking his wrist and looping air wields around both Drake and Zinnia, tying them to their chairs so they cannot fall forward when they leave their bodies.

“Shame you can’t put a gag on him.” Cyprien drums his fingers on the table as he considers Drake.

“Don’t tempt me,” Aldrin shoots back.

Lynna claps her hands together and lets out a loud cackle, her entire face lighting up and making her look younger than her late thirties. “Oh, Keira, I can see how you became fast friends with these ones! And maybe a little more with⁠—”

“Can we get back to the war we are planning? Please!” my father cuts in.

Lynna shoots me a mischievous glance, as though we are two young girls with juicy secrets to share.

The silence stretches out as Drake and Zinnia lower themselves into trances. The only sound is Caitlin crunching on an apple on my other side. First, their bodies slouch, and then their heads loll to the side. All the tension leaches from their muscles and Aldrin wields more ropes of air to stop them from sliding out of their chairs.

“Are we supposed to just believe whatever these fae say?” Lord Tomas feigns a whisper to Lord Bradford, glancing sidelong at the pair, as though he has forgotten both Aldrin and Cyprien are at my side.

A black rage flashes to a swift boiling point within me, bursting out all at once. I stand rapidly, almost toppling my chair to the ground, and slam my hands on the table. “Enough, Lord Tomas! I am sick of hearing your constant slurs and disrespect toward our allies.”

A smile grows on his face, like this is the reaction he wanted. “And why is that, my dear? Have you perhaps become over-involved with one of the fae?”

His eyes slide to Aldrin, and it only pitches my fury higher. I want to murder anyone who makes him feel even slightly uncomfortable, the consequences be damned.

Aldrin places a calming hand on my arm and motions for me to take my seat. We have work to do before I derail this entire session with that particular announcement.

“What purpose would we have in lying to you?” Aldrin sounds bored as he crosses his arms in front of his muscular chest, his biceps rippling. “Did we not prove our loyalty to this alliance on the battlefield already?”

“I don’t know how fae minds work,” Lord Tomas says.

“Clearly,” Cyprien grunts.

“It’s funny, Tomas—I don’t remember seeing you on the battlements during the battle,” Aldrin growls. “Perhaps you’d like to take a place beside me in the next? You can question my loyalty after you fight at my side.”

“Lord Tomas, don’t antagonize our friends here.” Countess Lynna rolls her eyes at him, happy to disregard his constant prejudice.

It is Lord Bradford who leans in toward the smaller man, frowning deeply. “Would you insult any of our other allies in this manner? Are battles not fought over lesser slights? You are either with us all or against us all, Lord Tomas. Like it or not, you have chosen your side in this war, and it is in partnership with these good fae.” He turns to Aldrin, sunlight dancing across the silver strands in his dark hair. “Do not mistake Lord Tomas’ attitude to reflect those of the rest of us.”

A deep red shade turns purple across Lord Tomas’ face and his mouth works as he stammers. I realize it is not Lord Bradford’s words that elicits this reaction in him, but the simmering death glare that Aldrin pins him beneath—narrow-eyed, unblinking, brimming with violence. I forget just how imposing he can be, dark eyebrows slashed downward and lips pressed into a thin line.

“Do I need to throw you out of this meeting, Tomas?” my father cuts in. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have a voice in this war if all you use it for is to sow discord.”

A deep satisfaction fills me as the lord jolts at my father’s words.

“It is a deception.” Drake’s distant murmur cuts through the tension in the room. We all lean in toward him. 

“They burn the eastern villages to draw our attention.” Zinnia’s toneless voice is a little louder. “Three warbands. A party of thirty soldiers on horseback in each.” 

My heart clenches painfully as sorrow floods me. The people of those villages have no training, weapons or warning, and the townships are so far apart in that region that they would have no chance of grouping together.

“The main army is attempting to pass us without our detection,” Drake intones. “To take a strategic position and wait in the North, then muster more forces from the South. Many in their command are speaking of it.”

“Do you know where they are heading?” My father’s knuckles turn white where he grips the edge of the table.

“No.” Drake’s eyes move rapidly beneath his closed lids, as though he is scanning something. “A fortress. One that is both near and unoccupied. In ruins.”

My father glances at Lord Adalwolf, then to me.

“Wenchwick Hold,” I say, and Adalwolf nods in agreement. “It has to be the remnants of Wenchwick Hold. The outer wall and the moat are still intact, even if the main building is not.”

“It was never repaired after the fae destroyed it and slaughtered the human occupants in the Great War, if I remember correctly.” Lord Tomas tries to send Aldrin an accusatory glare, but shrivels up as soon as their eyes meet again.

A strong temptation overwhelms me to pluck the apple out of Caitlin’s hands and throw it at his head, but she is constantly hungry because of her pregnancy and I wouldn’t deprive her of food.

“Sure. Hold us personally responsible for something our ancestors did five hundred years ago.” Aldrin turns his back on the man, facing me. “How long would it take the enemy to get there? The last thing we need is a pincer attack between two forces.”

“It’s a three-day ride from here, unencumbered.” I glance at Lord Adalwolf, who agrees.

Aldrin doesn’t take his eyes off me. “Drake, where is the army now?”

“Recouping, just south of here,” Drake murmurs. “They will take a route that swings far to the west, circumventing the city, believing we look east.”

“It is settled, then.” My father drains the wine from his goblet. “We travel north to harry the main army and pick them off before they can reach Wenchwick Hold.” He slams the cup back down and the sound echoes through the room.

“We do not have enough soldiers! They bested us when we had an entire fortress.” Lord Tomas glances around the room, and my stomach sinks as others mumble their agreement.

“They merely outsmarted us,” Caitlin snaps, pointing at him with the blade she is using to cut her apple. “But they have played their hand now and we know what we are dealing with. There will be no time for them to tunnel or set up explosives if we catch their tail immediately.” 

Icy dread runs through me at the idea of another battle. 

Aldrin and Cyprien whisper beside me, then Aldrin ventures, “We can pledge more fae.”

Cyprien scrutinizes each person around the table before elaborating. “When I left my realm, Lord Cedar agreed to muster one hundred fae to cross into this land to join the war, held in reserve. If we force a battlefield of our choosing, I can meet you upon it with reinforcements.”

“And what would this Lord Cedar want in compensation for his help?” Lord Bradford asks.

“Lord Cedar is a shrewd businessman.” Cyprien raises his hands out to his sides. “The mere opportunity to negotiate with humans would be enough for him. Besides, he will take any opportunity to get himself back into Lord Aldrin’s graces.”

The gazes of the lords and countess fly straight to Aldrin, as if realizing for the first time that he is a powerful man in his realm. My heart flutters at some of the appraising looks he receives.

“If you are inviting in more fae, make sure they have water magic.” My grandmother’s voice has us all turning in our seats as she enters the room late with a druid in tow. She pins a hard gaze on him. “Tell the council what you told me.”

The druid wrings his hands as his eyes dart from one noble to another. “I have been testing the muskets and black powder taken from the enemy. We found the guns do not fire when the black powder in their barrels gets wet. The same applies to their bombs. It is very interesting alchemy.”

“That is enough, Goddrick.” My grandmother snaps her fingers at him and points to the door. “We will find you if we have more questions.”

She takes the empty seat beside my father while the druid scurries out.

“Now, Aldrin, you spoke of bringing in more fae?” she says. “There are hidden portals to the fae realm a day’s ride from Wenchwick Hold. They can be used to get the new recruits into position before the battle.”

We spend an age mapping out battle tactics. How we will harry the enemy until they fall into the exact valley we select for the fight, carefully planning the three attack forces we will squeeze them between and the line of retreat to the south we want to force them down.

A heavy fatigue falls upon all of us as the meeting draws to a close, the details of our next attack firmly set. Many start to rise as my father finally clears his throat. My heart begins to race, because I know exactly what he is going to say. It was a passionate conversation with him, to say the least, to get him to accept and agree to this.

“There is one last order of business. A solidification of our alliance and future trade prospects with the fae of the Spring Court, but more importantly, a match of the heart against all odds.” My father runs a hand through his hair, then sends a doting glance my way. “I would like to announce my daughter Keira’s betrothal to Lord Aldrin.”

The room explodes with voices all speaking over the top of each other. My mind whirls at the sudden onslaught and I struggle to process the tone of each one.

Some priestesses offer well wishes. Lords Bradford and Adalwolf air concerns about how such an announcement will affect the war effort and morale of the soldiers, while Caitlin, my grandmother and Cyprien yell at them. Tomas looks like he might burst a blood vessel while Countess Lynna is a mess of tears and huge smiles.

My gaze darts from one side of the room to the other. I try to follow each thread of conversation, to think up replies and retorts, but I fail drastically. My breaths come in short, rasped gasps.

Aldrin grabs my chin and forces me to look into his eyes. “Block out the noise, Keira. We only need each other, and no one else’s approval.”

He kisses me hard on the lips in front of everyone, the moment stretching out until I can only sense him. His taste, earthy scent and warmth. My heart rate slows by the time he pulls back slightly and smiles.

“You have no idea how long I have wanted to do that in the open.”

My heart flutters and swells with love at the nearness of him. At his sheer boldness and constant display of devotion. My head is still spinning when he turns to the room, now dead silent. They all stare at us.

“This war is not about Keira, and you all know it,” Aldrin announces. “Our army has not amassed for one woman, so it doesn’t matter whether she dedicates her life to the temple or to me as my wife. Sure, it started with your mad king trying to force a woman to his bed, to steal her from the Mothers of Magic, but the true crime you are fighting against is whether a king can kidnap women. It doesn’t matter if they are daughters, wives or priestesses, or whatever else he might desire. Keira will not live half a life because of that man. Your own High Priestess proves that a Mother of Magic can also have a husband and a child, and hold titles.”

Many of the people around the table nod, but a few still look conflicted. I glare at them, so sick of this. “I will not allow Finan to dictate my life, not even indirectly.”

“If you are concerned about what we will tell the troops,” my father cuts in, “it will be that King Finan cannot march into the North and take whatever he pleases. Lord Desmond has already threatened to steal land, and the rape and pillage has already begun. That is what we are fighting against.”

“And most importantly…” Caitlin slices another apple with a throwing dagger, popping a slice in her mouth before she continues speaking. “No one has the right to tell a woman who she should marry and when. I’m sure you agree with me, Lynna. You too, Tomas. I’m sure you wouldn’t want anyone outside of your household forcing your daughter into a marriage or complete servitude of a temple.”

“I doubt anyone inside my household could convince Amelia to do anything she doesn’t want to do,” Lord Tomas grumbles.

“Caitlin, I never knew you were such a romantic.” A coy smile fills Lynna’s pretty face and my sister shrugs in response.

My father stands, pulling on his cloak and buttoning it up. “My daughter’s engagement is not open for any further discussion. This meeting is adjourned.” Others stand, collecting maps and murmuring in hushed conversation.

“Hold on. Hold on!” I stare at them with disbelief as they turn to me. “What about the villagers to the east? We cannot leave them to their fate. Those lands are being pillaged and raped and burned, are they not, Zinnia?” 

“They are.” Her voice is flat.

I shake with rage. “Finan does this in all our names. Those people should not be left to his torment. It is our job as nobility to protect them.” I can’t help the snarl that curls my lips as I take in each person. Lord Adalwolf has the decency to look embarrassed, considering they are his people.

“We are short on soldiers as it is, Keira,” Lord Bradford says gently.

“A band of thirty soldiers taken from our ranks won’t make the difference to us in the next battle. But if they ride across the countryside and recruit local hunters as they travel, it could mean survival for those villagers. It could stop the slaughter.” I turn to Lord Adalwolf. “Take them from your city guard. There are more than enough soldiers here to hold the walls after we leave.”

“I will see that it is done.” Lord Adalwolf says.

As the war meeting breaks up and the members funnel out of the room, my grandmother comes to my side, taking my hand in hers and squeezing it. There is such a contrast between our skin. Mine is smooth and freckled. Hers is a maze of wrinkles and blue veins that stick out.

“You remind me so much of your grandfather, Ronan. He would have sacrificed resources to protect the villagers as well.” Her eyes glaze over. “You inherited his good heart, Keira. Never let anyone corrupt it.”

“Do you still miss him?” I ask, glancing over at Aldrin and wondering how anyone could continue living after the love of their life has passed on.

“Every single day. My son and grandchildren may not be Ronan’s direct bloodline, but his nature is potent in all of you, because he raised our family to be like him.” She gives me a sad smile.

There is some of my grandfather’s blood in me, because my mother descends from his cousin’s line. It is common when a lord takes the child of a magic pregnancy that the child later marries back into their father’s family to pass on his blood to the next generation.

“He is a good man, despite being fae.” My grandmother shatters my thoughts. Shock splashes through me when I realize she is looking at Aldrin, who crouches between Drake and Zinnia, wiping a damp cloth across their faces to help them return to their bodies. “Does he make you happy? Treat you well?”

“He does. Can you not see it?” I ask incredulously.

“I can, which is why I accept him as a match for you.” She lets out a long breath. “Thank you for proving me wrong. That not all fae are evil. Deep down, I knew this, but it was the only way I could handle the trauma of what Nissien did to me. He was a good person in his own way—good to me, at least—until he wasn’t. That broke my trust for all of his people, because I couldn’t reconcile the two sides of him. I have spent my entire life struggling with fury and bitterness because he forced me to kill him, a man I loved so viciously. One who was trying to protect me, but in the most toxic sort of way. Some nightmares can never be put to bed.”

Her hand tremors lightly in mine. I place my other hand on top of it. “Don’t make Aldrin pay for the sins of another man.”

“I won’t. Not anymore.” My grandmother pulls away and stalks from the room.

I am left watching Aldrin as he gently pours wine from a goblet between Drake’s parched lips while his eyes slowly blink open. I am flooded with love for this man who fights for his people with brutal ferocity, and is also capable of such gentle kindness.


Chapter 29
Keira


We leave Windkeep Stronghold in pursuit of Finan’s army the next day. The long column of our force exits the city gates and travels five warriors abreast across the meadows beyond, like a dark snake marring the landscape. Even the birdsong has disappeared under the indistinct rumble of so many boots striking against the road and the clamor of their plate armor.

Caitlin’s horse whickers as she rides up beside me, my own tossing its mane. “Are you ready?”

I glance to my father and Aldrin at the head of our troops, wearing matching scowls as they look out to the west, where our enemy tries to sneak past us to Wenchwick Hold. There is such little evidence of their march from our position.

“It is hard to leave them when I know they will be riding into battle again.” I clench my reins hard. “They will be on the enemy’s tail by nightfall.”

“And we will meet them on the battlefield with the fae reinforcements Cyprien musters. If our plan is to succeed, if we want to trap the enemy in our pincer attack, we must part from the main army now.” Caitlin rests a hand on her swollen belly. An extra panel has been sewn into her boiled leather armor to accommodate the growing baby, and it now has two rows of buckles across her torso.

“Let me say goodbye.” I spur my mare forward and dismount before she completely stills as I reach Aldrin.

A huge smile grows on his face, lighting up his amber eyes as he holds open his arms and I race straight into them. It feels like coming home. I wrap my arms around his neck and he squeezes me so tight I can hardly breathe, but all I need is his body close to me and his scent embracing me. Aldrin’s lips crash against mine, forcing my mouth open and sliding his tongue inside.

I feel like I am falling and falling, my heart swelling so much it almost hurts.

I don’t care that we are on display as the entire army crashes past. My fingers slip into his hair, half pulled back in a knot, and across the clean-shaven skin of his cheeks. He manages to get a hand under the boiled leather skirt of my armor and squeezes my ass before we pull apart, panting.

I place my hands on his chest and peer up into his face. “Stay safe, Aldrin. My heart couldn’t handle it if you were injured again.” I run my fingers along the lines of his breastplate, all the way to the tips of the spikes on his shoulder guards, becoming very interested in the fae runes engraved in them. “All I want in this life is you. To love you and live for you, without some villain coming along to tear us apart.”

Aldrin tips my chin back up. “I will give you more than that, dear heart. We will conquer these enemies, in this realm and my own, and you will live a life befitting a queen. You already hold my heart in your fist, but I will give you my titles, my wealth and my power. You will want for nothing and never doubt your value.”

I choke out a half laugh, half sob. “Your heart is enough for me, though I do like the promise of the blood of our enemies.”

Tearing myself away from him when we both march toward so much death is one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.

“I will find you on the battlefield,” I promise, still gripping his hand.

Aldrin runs his calloused fingers over my palm. “I will find you on the battlefield, dear heart.”

I glance up as trotting hoofbeats approach us, expecting Caitlin to be hovering over me like a storm cloud. Instead, my father stares down at us with a slight frown pinching his features and glassy eyes he tries to blink away. He came from Caitlin’s direction.

“Come on, Keira. It is time for you to go,” he says gruffly. “Your display is going to make my hardened soldiers weep for their own partners.” He dismounts in a smooth leap and pulls me into a bone-crushing hug that makes me feel like I am five years old again. “And take care of your sister.”

All three of us turn to Caitlin, spans away, where she is in a yelling match with Gwyneth, the words not quite decipherable.

“Gwyneth, back to your station!” my father commands across the distance, and the Captain of the Protector Guard jolts straight, gives Caitlin one last scathing look, then rides off. Caitlin runs a hand across her face to mask her expression, composing herself.

I give Aldrin one final peck on the lips, disentangle myself from his hands and mount my horse. My heart flutters wildly with fear and the anticipation of loss. When I turn back, my father and Aldrin have already returned to the head of their army, disappearing into the distance.

“Are you okay?” I ask Caitlin.

Hard emerald eyes flick to me. “Other than my murderous rage? Sure. Why wouldn’t I be pissed off that my life partner decided to fight me instead of kiss me on the eve of battle?”

I give her a sidelong glance as we trot our mounts side by side, my heart aching for her. “Do you want to talk about it?”

She huffs out a long breath. “It’s always the same old argument, Keira, and I tire of it.” Caitlin gallops ahead of me, and I give her the space she needs.

Our band of five hundred cavalry waits for us, their armor and the tips of their weapons glinting under the sun. Caitlin is already laying down her orders by the time I join them.

“We have selected the strongest riders and best archers to join us in this covert mission,” she says, and many of the soldiers straighten under her praise. “It is going to be a hard ride over difficult terrain, much of it done at speed. Our task is to skirt around both armies and get ahead of them.”

Her narrowed gaze drifts over the warriors, and several shrink under it.

“We will be taking detours to put enough distance between us and the royal forces that they will not notice our presence. It will be hard going, and we only have two days to do it before we must meet Lord Cyprien and the newly recruited fae at the portals near Wenchwick Hold. Then we have a day to ride at breakneck speed to get to the battlefield at the exact right time. If any of you believe you are not up to the job, raise your hand now.”

There is a fierce determination in the eyes of all the men and women gathered before us, and not a single one of them wavers.

“We ride for the North!” I call out. “We will allow no king to pillage our lands!”

“For the North!” they chant in response.

We ride at a dead gallop through the rolling meadows that surround Windkeep Stronghold and skirt near the rocky base of the Stony Mountains, where we are forced to slow our pace. The early autumn sun still has enough bite to bake down on us and make the thick layers of armor suffocatingly hot. Heat radiates off all the slate around us.

There is nothing to break the fierce wind that flicks dust and small stones in our eyes, and the uneven ground covered in small boulders and sliding gravel threatens to make our mounts lose their footing at the speeds we are forced to travel. A low mist that rolls off the mountain and coats the ground makes for an especially difficult ride, and my heart is constantly leaping and thrusting.

Caitlin calls for us to make camp long after the sun has gone down, not allowing us fires to cook our food in case we are discovered. I am not unpracticed in spending long hours in the saddle, but even my muscles ache. Fiery pain stretches up the insides of my thighs, my rear is completely numb and my lower back aches.

I find Caitlin stretched out on her bedroll, staring up into the kaleidoscope of stars above.

“One thing I could never get used to in the fae realm was looking up at the night sky and seeing the stars were all wrong,” I murmur as I sit beside her.

“There is something comforting in being able to see our constellations. It means I will always be able to find my way home.” Caitlin’s eyes flick to mine. “Are you sure you want to leave our realm behind for Aldrin? I can understand some of our father’s fears. We cannot reach you there. We cannot go to war for you if you are in another world entirely.”

I place a hand on her shoulder. “I have never been more sure of anything in my life. My destiny was always to leave my home, like yours is to stay and protect Appleshield. But I love Aldrin, and I love his people and his court. This is my calling. And you will be able to open the portals, Caitlin. Bit by bit, we are removing the blocks on our power. When we succeed, you will be able to do it as easily as any other fae.”

“I will miss you,” she chokes out. “I will miss seeing you every day and having each other’s backs, even for the small things.”

I place a hand on her shoulder. “I will visit.”

Caitlin sits up sharply, then groans, throwing a hand to her lower back.

I pull a tub of druid-enchanted healing salve out of my satchel and unscrew the lid. “Are you sure you are not pushing yourself too hard? The babe must be so heavy now.”

Caitlin turns and gives me a hard look. I throw my hands up in the air.

“Okay, okay, I won’t question what you are capable of, but please let me help you. I know your muscles must be aching as much as mine.”

We enter the privacy of her cramped tent, and I apply the salve to her lower back, massaging it in, then she does the same for me, dissolving my aches. I made sure every one of our cavalry was gifted the salve so we would be fresh by the time we clash with the enemy, despite our ride.

We rise with the sun the next day and are forced through a bog with thick, squelching mud and insistent flies. The water is only a few inches deep and not lethal with the wrong footstep like the Deadman’s Marshes, but it slows us down with each sluggish pull of the horses’ hooves through it.

I sigh a breath of relief when we reach the thin woods beyond. We fly through them at a gallop, the wind in my hair as it streams out behind me, darting between thick trees and leaping over fallen logs. I never feel quite as alive as when I am riding at an insane pace through the woods like a wild thing.

We burst through the other side as the sun is setting, casting the sky in long streaks of pink and orange. Beneath the dying rays, a ring of moonstone portals glow with a white vibrancy, throwing spots of light across the stony landscape in a rainbow of colors. Thick mists roll out of the portals, and through them, high fae march into our realm.

My stomach tumbles at the sight. Then I recognize the thin black braids of a tall fae man, tied in a thong running down to his shoulder blades, his scalp shaved on the sides. Cyprien has arrived.

Many of the amassed fae turn sharply toward us as we cascade out of the trees like an assaulting force. Ripples of magic burst around them. Their commander barks out a few words and they calm immediately.

I trot my horse right up to Cyprien. “You actually did it!” I laugh, watching fae warrior after fae warrior steam into my realm.

“I made a promise, did I not?” He glances up at me, then back to the portals.

I slide down from my mount just as two embodiments of flames in humanoid form duck to pass under the top arch of the portal. They must be at least eight feet tall. “And fire sprites! Gods, Cyprien, I could kiss you.”

He cringes. “I would prefer it if you did not.”

Caitlin joins us as kelpies stream out of another portal in their half-horse, half-fae form, with pale blue skin scattered with scales and pelts of navy or bottle-green hair. I recognize Kai in their number and wave like a fool at him across the space.

The tree nymphs enter next, and a murmur goes up from the column of human cavalry behind me. I scan their ranks. Most faces are lit up in awe, and some in fear, but there is no hatred. We only selected soldiers who were comfortable fighting alongside the fae. Those who were the most open to Aldrin and his high fae army and their training of humans.

Shouts ring out from the fae, and I whirl back around to them. A dozen have their hands pressed against the moonstone of one of the portals, a vibrant white light streaming from their palms. With a great effort, they drag the blocks apart, and flying nymphs with buzzing butterfly wings extend the top of the arch higher in the air.

I draw in a sharp breath as my blood races, and I turn wild eyes to Cyprien. “What are they doing? They are going to break it!”

Cyprien smirks at me. “The portal will not break. They are widening it so someone…larger can come through.” I open my mouth, but he holds up a finger. “Ah, don’t ask. I don’t want to ruin the surprise. You will see what I have brought you.”

My breaths come hard and fast as they open the portal impossibly wide. The mist rolls out in even thicker waves, then is penetrated first by two long, thick golden horns, followed by gold-and-white scales. Next is a huge maw with rows of sharp teeth, a long neck and immense wings. I don't know if the ground shakes with each step the beast makes, or if it is my body trembling violently.

A dragon. Cyprien brought us a dragon.

It is the size of a peasant’s house, maybe larger. The creature unfurls its huge wings, tipped in claws, and snakes a long, barbed tail around itself as its head swivels around the clearing, taking stock of all of us little fae and humans that it could crush so easily beneath a foot.

It sniffs the air, then freezes. Massive, swirling eyes snap to me, then the dragon paces forward and lowers its neck until we are at eye level. I swallow hard under that gaze, cold sweat breaking out across my body. I try to take a step back, but Cyprien holds me in place with a hand on my arm.

You have the scent of Aldrin, the true king of the Spring Court fae, all over you, the dragon rumbles in my head. Are you the king’s mate?

“I—ah—I…” I turn to Cyprien for help, but his self-satisfied smirk only widens.

Does this one have a name, Lord Cyprien, or is she a simpleton? the dragon asks rudely.

I turn sharply to it with narrowed eyes. “I am the king’s betrothed!” I snap, and it blinks at me, uncomprehending. Betrothed is, after all, a human term.

Cyprien exhales a long breath. “Ezekiel, this is Lady Keira, the king’s consort.”

I do not like that word. I like it even less when Cyprien slaps my back and walks away to help the other fae as another dragon, this one black and iridescent, gets stuck within the arch of the portal.

The golden dragon, Ezekiel, stares at me for a long, unnerving moment, and I try to stay as still as possible. He sniffs me again, the intake of air into his nostrils so sharp I can fill the drag of the air pulling at me, then he makes a chuffing sound.

Lady Keira. You will ride into the battle seated on my back, as Aldrin does.

I open my mouth to protest, to ask a million questions. Is Aldrin truly bold enough to ride a dragon into war?

Ezekiel flaps his powerful wings, kicking up a torrent of air and dust, then he launches himself into the air, our conversation over. All I can do is gape at him, my stomach bottoming out.

I am crazy enough not to pass up the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity of riding a dragon.


Chapter 30
Aldrin


It has been three days of brutal bloodshed. Three days of next to no sleep while harassing the enemy across this landscape of rolling hills and open fields. Of slaughtering their flank.

Absolute chaos rains down around me as swords strike flesh, as enemy soldiers run and our people cut them down on foot and horseback. I could laugh at the fools who believe they are escaping us toward their salvation at the ruins of Wenchwick Hold, but I am too fucking livid for that.

Instead, I throw out hardened platforms of air, leaping across them and base jumping until I reach the thick of the enemy’s tail. I send that magical royal command throughout the battlefield for all my Spring Court warriors to muster to me, and a cloud of fifty high fae base jump through the air alongside me to rain death below.

I land in front of a man who staggers to a stop. Gripping my sword with both hands, I thrust it deep into his shoulder where his armor panels meet. Blood gurgles from the wound as I rip my blade back out, and I am turning to stalk my next victim before the man hits the ground.

I become lost in the motions, my people fighting around me. Swinging my sword to remove a soldier’s head from his body. Kicking another to the ground with a blow to the stomach and curling my fingers to drag up a coffin of roots that completely engulf him, fisting my hand so they constrict with crushing force.

People stream all around me in an array of house colors. A woman in Appleshield green and bronze gallops past, hanging low in her seat and slicing through the warrior I had marked as my next victim. I swing low to cut the ankles of another, and when his back hits the ground, I stand and thrust my sword clean through his chest and into the earth beneath.

Abruptly, the crowd thins around me, until the enemy is gone. Then I am surrounded by my army, racing in their pursuit. I grind my teeth. That is the problem with stopping to slaughter the enemy’s tail. They keep moving out of my reach.

There has been so much death, but it is not enough. Each one of these humans is a threat to Keira. Here to kidnap her. Harm her. Force her to marry a mad king. It sets my blood on fire and has rage rippling through my every muscle.

My bloodlust is far from sated.

This butchery has merely whetted my appetite.

A horn blows behind me, deep and long, and it sends a wave of reaction through the foot soldiers and cavalry surrounding me. They slow to a stop. I stride through the crowd to the front line, surrounded by a halo of my Spring Court fae, roughly pulling people out of my way.

The black mass of the enemy is getting away from us, funneling down a large decline in the landscape that leads into a natural bowl. My fingers twitch with the need to pursue them like a savage storm of death and fury, but this is the plan we agreed on.

That horn bellows from behind once more and we form our ranks. The front line of attack is my command post this day.

Edmund gallops past on horseback, sword raised. “Cavalry! With me!” he yells, crafting an air wield to project his voice. “Take your positions!”

The ground thunders as those on horseback circle around the bulk of our mass and line up with Edmund. Satisfaction fills me when Lords Bradford and Adalwolf join him, alongside Countess Lynna. I have little respect for nobility who send their soldiers to war but don’t join the fight for their lands and people.

At the front line, I pace up and down the bulk of our army. “SHIELD WALL!” I roar. “Assemble your ranks!”

The bodies slot into their places before me, row upon neat row, lining up their shields to overlap. This is a human invention, one I had never seen before coming to this realm. I must admit, it would be utterly terrifying to come up against this unprepared. The front row forms a solid wall that reaches from the warriors’ knees to their chins. The row behind them lifts their shields to create a roof that protects the heads of both rows, and the third holds spears over their shoulders, ready to throw.

To the enemy, it would indeed be like attacking a metal wall.

Our horns call out a third time, but there is no response from the other side of the valley. The enemy still swarms down the decline, pooling in the vast, level ground at its depths, as their numbers are slow in racing back up the other side.

This is our chosen battlefield, if we get the timing right.

We have set up a pincer attack between the two sides of this valley, to squeeze the enemy between, but the other half of our forces is yet to arrive. The only other exit is a narrow channel clogged with trees at the base of the bowl, leading back to the south. A choke point we intend to force them down.

I strain my eyes, desperately hoping to see the glint of spear tips on the far hill, but it is empty save for weeds. In the distance, the ruins of Wenchwick Hold look down upon us like a silent, gloomy specter, just out of reach. It is little more than broken shards of towers, lone arches and a stout wall on a rocky incline.

Edmund’s horse prances as his agitation bleeds into it. He pulls away from his unit and canters over. That burning green gaze lands on me. “Your man, Cyprien. How reliable is he?” His features are demonic beneath his helmet, which reveals only his eyes and mouth in harsh angles, with multiple metal horns and spikes rearing up from it. A long ponytail erupts from its crest.

“As reliable as your daughters, who are with him. He’ll be here on time,” I say, with confidence I don’t feel. It is always risky to split an army.

Edmund’s scowl deepens. “It is past time!” He throws out an arm toward the battlefield, which is disappointingly devoid of spilled blood. The enemy is cresting the rise now, a handful reaching the top, but the vast majority are still stuck at its bottom. “The most important element in warfare is timing.”

I roll my shoulders to release the tension building there. “We still have time, Edmund. You need patience.”

His lips peel back in a snarl, but then I see it. The ripple of fear that dances across his face and disappears just as quickly. The terror of a father not knowing where his children are in a slaughter. It is the same beast that has been clawing within my chest, fueling my murderous wrath.

I have no idea if Keira is safe.

If she was attacked on the road when she and Caitlin skirted their force around both armies to meet Cyprien and the fae he recruited from my realm…the thought is more chilling than the thousands in the horde before us, hell-bent on our destruction.

Worse is the knowledge that Keira will join me in this madness. In the vicious hacking and slicing of battle. The stench of fear, the screams for mercy, the red-drenched soil. The constant terror of your life or limbs being torn from you by the enemies all around. I cannot protect her from it. I won’t even have her at my side during the carnage.

This scares me most of all.

“How do you do it?” I move closer to Edmund, snagging his attention from the enemy. “How do you fight a battle not knowing where your daughters are within it? The idea of Keira out there somewhere is driving me to insanity.”

“You and me both.” His voice is husky. “But I would never willingly hold them back.”

We turn back to the enemy scaling that slope. They look like ants.

“Edmund, why did you not train your son to ride to battle with you?” I give him a sidelong glance. “How did you end up with warrior daughters instead?”

He scratches his chin, but doesn’t take his eyes from the horizon. “Diarmuid is a gentle soul, and this sort of mindless slaughter would destroy him. Caitlin was born with my mother’s fire in her heart, and I don’t think any man could hold her back from picking up a sword, so it made sense to teach her how to use it.

“Keira is a complex combination of the two. When she lets someone into her heart, she gives them the power to raise her up or destroy her. She is both stronger and more fragile than she appears. I would give up everything I have to protect her: money, titles, land. Her heart has been shattered once before by the mad king, and I will not allow any man to hurt her again, so tread your path carefully, Aldrin.”

Edmund kicks his horse and rides back to his unit, leaving me to stare after him. Despite everything this man has done to me and my people, I can’t help the respect that blooms within my chest. He doesn’t force his children into molds that would break them.

I stalk to my position in the front line, taking the shield Silvan holds out for me and slotting it in line with the others. It is fucking hot in here, with so many bodies pressed so closely together, and it reeks of the sweat of soldiers waiting to clash with the enemy. The shield over my head rattles against mine as the soldier behind me trembles.

No one warns a new recruit how the wait before the attack twists a warrior’s gut with sickness and sets their nerves on fire. It can be worse than the fight itself.

A horn bellows in the distance, low and drawn-out. It has my stomach somersaulting and my heart racing.

Keira made it. Cyprien is here.

For a moment, I am so overtaken by sharp waves of relief that I don’t care about the reinforcements, only her. It crashes through me like icy buckets of water have been tossed over my head.

I send out my awareness fast and hard toward her, stroking against her mind like a gentle caress, and am rewarded with the pleasure of her soul embracing mine. There is ordered chaos around her as they advance to the crest of that hill. I pull away—she cannot afford the distraction.

Hundreds of enemy soldiers reach the top of the far rise, then freeze. Their lonely silhouettes break all at once, racing back down the slope and into the valley, clashing with their own forces. Anarchy breaks out as those who have seen the other half of our army attempt to shove past their own people, and many go down, crushed beneath friendly boots.

The horns of the North blow a rapid command.

“SHIELD WALL! Advance your march!” I roar, and they comply. It is an art form, to move in unison like this without disrupting our formation. A thousand others around me accompany each step forward, making the soil reverberate beneath our boots.

We slam our short swords against the inside of our shields and the echoing crash that bounces around the valley could almost bring down mountains. A distinct ripple of fear runs through the enemy far below, many turning to look up at us and fleeing from our advance.

Then the warriors pick up their chant. “The North! The North! The North!”

Edmund raises his sword in the air, his horse rearing on two legs and making him look like he belongs in a gods-damned painting. Then he charges his unit forward. Froth flies from the horses’ mouths as they race down the hill. They slice down our enemy, blood spraying in beautiful crimson arcs, the hooves of the warhorses striking and trampling those beneath them. 

A spike of jealousy cuts through me as we make our slow descent with careful footing.

“This formation takes too long to get to the good bit,” Silvan growls at my side as we advance down the slope. “I need to cut someone.”

“That makes two of us,” I grunt. “Pool your magic with mine and follow my lead. Let’s break the ground.”

Drake shoots me a devious look from my other side. “It would be my fucking pleasure.”

“Yeah. Nothing would make me happier.” Silvan smiles. It is disturbing.

I link my magic with Silvan’s and Drake’s, thrusting it deep into the soil. I take charge of our brimming power, leaping across roots and through organic deposits in the earth, until my awareness reaches the center of the valley. Hundreds of boots stomp over it, but I continue searching, because I want to make a bang. Literally.

“There! Right fucking there!” Drake yells, and tugs our joint power to the left.

A wagon loaded with black powder sits in the mud, abandoned with a broken axle. It is nowhere near Edmund and his unit, making it a perfect target.

I am vaguely aware of my physical body marching towards the enemy, separate from my consciousness. Of the bodies pressed behind mine, pushing me forward, and the weight of the shield on my arm. We are minutes away from meeting the army, and I am impatient for death.

As one, we thrust our magic deeper into the soil, tearing the earth apart with such force that a ravine suddenly rips open. The liquid fire of my raw magic burns through me and flows from my body to the growing rift, fueling it with my power.

The wagon slams through the broken ground to shatter at the bottom, igniting all that fragile black powder. The earth shakes wildly around it, penetrating to the depth of my soul through my wield. Hot rushes of fire expand outward, incinerating the soldiers unfortunate enough to be running past, and tossing bodies into the air.

Sweat drips down my face as I hold the wield for a little longer. The press of enemy troops pushes those in front of them unwittingly into the ravine in their panic, filling the space with thrashing bodies. As they try to climb out, I release my hold on the magic. The land snaps back into place, crushing hundreds within its depths.

A deep, throaty laugh brings me completely back to my body.

“This is what I am talking about!” Drake yells.

Another handful of minutes, and we will be on the enemy. They are a damned mess, most with their backs to us, attempting to flee. Edmund’s unit is spread across their tail, cutting through them like butter.

“Prepare to engage!” I roar, sending my voice across the front line of the shield wall with an amplifying air wield. “Spears at the ready!”

A cry echoes through the battlefield, and my gaze snaps to the peak of the far ridge. Thousands of warriors on horseback charge down into the valley with lances at the ready, holding streaming banners in Appleshield colors. Kelpies gallop alongside them, standing out with their blue coloring, and I know Kai is in their number.

My heart tumbles as a wave of fae warriors pushes forward after the cavalry. Fire sprites that look like huge, burning torches, tossing fireballs into chaos. Forest nymphs riding the lumbering forms of spriggan. A whole score of high fae in Lord Cedar’s colors.

And then the dragons arrive.


Chapter 31
Aldrin


Cyprien, the mad bastard, recruited dragons.

Their wide wings block out the sun as they circle over the valley. Thick scales glitter across their bodies, with many horns and long whiskers erupting from their heads. Two are black iridescence, another a forest green and another a deep scarlet, but my eyes fall upon a monstrosity of white wings, golden scales and a barbed tail.

Ezekiel.

He is my dragon, as I am his fae, sworn to each other in friendship. Promised that we will never meet on opposite sides of a battlefield. I have won wars with him at my side.

Ezekiel swings low over the writhing enemy, spitting long channels of his venom into the crowd before swooping back up. A soldier straddles his back, long red hair streaming out behind them while they loose fiery arrows.

I blink at the sight.

Surely not.

The pair swoop again, and golden highlights shine in that curling hair.

Keira is on the back of my dragon.

Most fae are too terrified to even approach a dragon. If I wasn’t already madly in love with her, I would fall head over heels right here and now. I could spend a lifetime watching her kill from the skies, but those dragons send the enemy running, right into my shield wall.

We slam into them with such an intense impact my entire body rattles. I thrust my short sword between the gap in the shields, straight into the gut of a man with broken, yellowed teeth. As I twist the blade and yank it back, the soldiers behind me throw their spears. The long row of missiles curve through the sky and land in the backs and bellies of the king’s forces.

The shield wall pushes forward as one, over the top of dying men and women. The next adversaries fall to my blade, splattering my face with hot, sticky blood. Their sneers twist into grimaces of pain. Their faces all meld into one as I kill more than I care to count.

I fall into a rhythm, merely another part in a huge, moving war machine. I lose all track of time in this close crush of bodies. My entire existence boils down to each stab of my short sword and every block of an enemy’s blade.

I thrust my magic into the roots of the grass before me, growing and hardening them. I stab the woody spears through the boots of soldiers I cannot reach with my sword. They scream and attempt to tear their feet from the ground, but the roots run up the panels of their armor and into the flesh accessible between the cracks. At a single thought from me, those roots tear outwards, ripping multiple people to pieces.

A huge brute of a man pushes in before Silvan, swinging an ax wildly at his head. Silvan raises his shield to meet it and the ax hooks over its top edge. The human attempts to pry it from his grasp. This is how humans break a shield wall—but he has picked the wrong victim. A human cannot match the strength of a fae. Silvan lifts his other hand and shoots a thick shard of ice through the human’s throat.

On and on we fight.

I am coated in blood.

It runs down the gaps in my armor and splatters in my mouth each time I roar my fury. That metallic tang sits on my tongue and fills my nose. I don’t want to focus on the other scents as seasoned soldiers lose their dignity. We advance ever forward, but despite all the bodies piling up, it feels like we make little progress.

I scream a guttural sound, pouring all my raw frustration and need for destruction into a wield. I throw out a pulverizing wave of pressurized air magic. It crests over our foe with brutal force, shattering bones and turning flesh into a red mess. Dozens of bodies litter the ground before me, and we have a heartbeat of reprieve before the king’s force charges again.

I laugh at them. “Who is next?”

After moments, or maybe an eternity, our shield wall disintegrates under the sheer onslaught trying to escape the channels of fire, plasma and lightning the dragons breathe into the valley, and we enter the true battle.

I toss my shield to the side and draw my magic-imbued sword from my back. With each body I hack into, with every soul I take, a fraction of their life force is sucked into my sword.

A churning mess of enemies and allies surrounds me, but as I strike my blade into the ground and release all the pent-up power, it is my foes alone who are struck down. Raw, intense earth magic turns their bodies to wood and leaves, leaving silent screams on their lips.

Explosion after explosion rocks the ground, and I almost lose my footing. Many around me fall. There seems to be a pause, a collective intake of breath by the entire valley, as more tremors run through the ground.

My heart stutters to a stop at the sight of channels of smoke churning out of a black smear across the valley, with dead people and scattered wood around it. Then I notice Edmund galloping through it, laughing maniacally. The bodies beneath his horse are clad in royal purple.

The Lord Protector turns his mount sharply and charges for another wagon deep amid enemy ranks, burning any who dare to stop him with streams of fire. He is utterly crazed, alone and surrounded by hostile forces, crashing through them like a wolf among lambs.

Like the demigod he is.

Red light glows in his upheld hand as he forms another fire crystal, then tosses it into the wagon. I duck right as the black powder detonates and the entire world trembles.

All at once, the enemy breaks and flees through that channel at the bottom of the valley that leads south, into the forest.

As I run in pursuit, two sets of hooves pound toward me from behind. I spin to find an Explosion Brother almost on top of me, his arm outstretched with a musket pointed at my face, and Kai galloping behind him, desperately trying to catch the human.

The kelpie’s brown eyes widen, and his face and bare chest turn a deeper shade of blue as he throws icicles from the palm of his hand, but they don’t make their mark before the Explosion Brother pulls the trigger on his gun.

Bullets fly toward me, but this time I am ready for them. I will not fall under this contraption again. I throw out a hard sheet of air, enough to push the bullets off their course and send them whizzing over my shoulder. In the next moment, Kai’s icicles hit their target, and the man falls off his horse and under Kai’s hooves.

I could hug the kelpie. Gods, I could kiss his scaly face, but there is no time for that.

“Don’t get wounded,” he growls at me in greeting. “I’m not carrying you off yet another battlefield.”

I run at his side. It is a struggle to keep up with the sprint of his horse’s legs.

I barely halt when we reach a row of a hundred men on one knee, their muskets aimed at our advancing lines. I drag moisture out of the very air and rain a spring storm down upon them, the droplets hard and heavy. The signature of Silvan and Klara’s magic curling with mine tells me they are nearby, just as Cyprien materializes at my side.

The empty clicks of the Explosion Brothers’ guns send a wave of satisfaction through me, doubling when panic crumples their faces. Charging Northern soldiers cut them down before they can reach for their blades. I grin wildly, racing past the massacre.

I move through this vale of blood, death and smoke with nothing but violence on my mind. The storm of my creation streaks rivulets of water down my face and into the gaps of my armor, washing everything clean. It is freezing, but does little to dampen the fire in my soul. Beyond the shower, other high fae crouch on the ground, pulling up great geysers from the water table to deactivate the black powder.

The enemy’s horn blows the retreat as thousands of their number race down the narrow channel toward the forest. I laugh and laugh and laugh. Here, surrounded by ancient trees with roots and branches thick with age, I am at my greatest strength.

I blast out a wave of my power, sending that royal command throughout the battlefield for all my Spring Court fae to muster to me. To chase the fleeing enemy. My people answer my call. A hundred high fae warriors. Kelpies, fire sprites and nymphs, all slaughtering humans with sword and magic alike.

Their violence is a delight to my soul.

Three dragons crash to the ground, which reverberates as they land and crush humans carelessly. Their gazes land on me. One is a towering form of blue scales and spines. Another is a scarlet beast. The last to land is my golden friend, largest of them all.

Aldrin. King of Fae. It has been too long since we have met on the battlefield, Ezekiel rumbles in my head, looking away only long enough to snap up a passing human and swallow them whole.

“This is my preferred rendezvous, covered in the blood of enemies and with the anticipation of victory.” I stop before him. His head is the size of my torso. “Do you have my woman with you?” I crane my neck to find her.

Ezekiel chuffs, his brown eyes turning molten. She had the scent of you all over her. Thought I better protect this prize.

He shifts so I can get a good view of her. Keira waves at me from where she is perched between the ridges of his back, then scurries to slide down his front leg, which is as tall as her. She races toward me, but all I can do is examine every inch of her for injuries.

The moment she crashes into my arms, I forget the surrounding slaughter. The wails, the stink of fear, my earlier bloodlust.

All I will ever need is her.

I crush Keira into an embrace, tucking her against my chest as I throw up a shield of hardened air and churning storm clouds around us. Embers race within the tempest as Keira thrusts her own magic into it and her arms tighten around me.

I tilt her chin up with a single finger, searching her face for pain or tears, for any internal battle—but all I see is the thrill of the fight in her rosy cheeks and dancing eyes. I kiss her hard, my lips devouring, my tongue slipping in and caressing hers hungrily.

“I was scared for you,” I say, pulling away long enough to speak, then crashing against her mouth once more.

“Don’t be,” she breathes, pulling her lips away from mine for far too long. I trap her mouth again. My hands run up and down her body, across her waist and hips, skirting across her ass that is irresistible in these tight pants.

“Gods, I feel like I can’t breathe when I am not with you, Keira. You take half my soul with you each time we are apart.” I put my forehead to hers, our noses touching. “Are you ready for more? To make our enemy bleed?”

“Yeah. I think so.”

“And you don’t feel sad for them?” I probe. “You don’t feel sickness to the depths of your soul at the mindless carnage?” Her devastation at the brutal deaths of the Assassins of Belladonna as we fled my home city comes to mind. The way she couldn’t grapple with the needless waste of it.

She shakes her head. “I’m sure that will come later. All I can think right now is that they would kill my entire family and kidnap me if we don’t fight. Every single one of them.” A shiver runs through her body, but it is anger, not grief, that twists the lines of her face.

I drop our magic defense to find the enemy skirting far around us, shooting terrified glances at the dragons. I take Keira’s hand and lead her toward Ezekiel. “Mind carrying two of us?”

Always with the useless questions, Aldrin. Why do you think I landed here? he snaps, like he wouldn’t bite my head off, literally, if I assumed to mount him. The chieftain of the dragons has always been prideful. They belong to no fae court.

Drake rushes to us, slicing down a human on his way over with a casual swing of his sword. He glances from Ezekiel, to me, to the other two dragons. “By the Soul Ripper, Aldrin, we are not doing this again, are we?” His eyes are wild.

“Scared of a few scales, are you?” Silvan growls as he climbs onto the red dragon.

“Yeah. One of those things almost ate me last time.” Drake points at the sky with his sword, toward a black dragon. It must be Miryth up there.

“That one didn’t like your tongue,” Silvan calls over. “I suggest you keep your mouth shut.”

“Grumpy bastards,” Drake mumbles, and Klara slaps him across the back of the head, giving him a dark look.

Ezekiel huffs beside me, and it sounds a lot like laughter.

“I am doing this,” I growl. “You can do as you like.”

Still clutching Keira’s hand, I race up the golden ridges of Ezekiel’s tail, picking up momentum to take us to his back and carefully skirting around the barbs.

“I will join you on a dragon, Drake, and protect your back.” Klara leads him toward the blue dragon, talking to it in hushed tones to ask permission.

“You’ll probably toss me in its gullet and find a younger husband,” he retorts, and a half-smile curls my lips. He always makes his damned jokes when confronted with an emotion he can’t handle.

Klara whirls on him and curls her fingers into the chest plate of his armor. “If you die here, Drake, I will march into the afterlife and drag you back by the ear. I will be livid if you make me a widow.”

I straddle Ezekiel’s shoulders, holding on to his spikes and trying to ignore the fact that this is equally as terrifying as riding a horse. At least he is likely to catch me if I fall. Maybe. Dragons are temperamental bastards.

I guide Keira until she takes her place in front of me. She grabs her bow and quiver of arrows, preparing for the next wave of attack. I start to weave straps of air around her to keep her in her seat, but find she has already put some in place.

A squeak erupts from Keira’s lips as Ezekiel launches into the air and she fumbles for anything to hold on to. I wrap my arms around her chest and hold her tight, despite how my stomach dips and my nerves flare.

I don’t let go of her until we are above the sparse treeline and her heart rate slows. Mine crashes so hard against my ribcage it feels like it will shoot out of my chest.

I give Keira the space she needs to nock her arrows and let them loose on the enemy below. It is a marvel to watch the flames dance across her fingers and up the arrow shaft without burning it to cinders.

Warriors flee and fight beneath us in a jumble of house colors, their number spreading far through the forest. The mere shadow of the dragon falling over the humans is enough to send them into a frenzy of fear. Ezekiel swoops down low, spraying clusters of the enemy with his venom before soaring back up out of their reach. It is dizzying, but I keep the contents of my stomach down, despite how it revolts. Keira sends a look of pure exhilaration over her shoulder.

Cyprien rides up on a black dragon beside us, with Lilly straddled behind him, and both give me a nod. As we fly over the sparse forest, I grasp the life force of immense trees and spear their thick branches into the fleeing army, swiping roots across the ground and crushing dozens in a single wave. 

I search their number for the men I need to kill. My hands twist with the fierce desire to inflict pain on the mad king or Lord Desmond. To command the trees to pulverize their bodies. To force the earth to swallow them whole.

It becomes an obsession.

Every other hostile life I snuff out as I leave a wake of crimson on our trail holds no gratification for me any longer.

Edmund races past us, standing on the back of the other black dragon, almost entirely in his primal form except for his face. He laughs maniacally as he explodes trees within the enemy’s midst and throws out hundreds of sharp, woody projectiles from them. His fireballs shoot out alongside the flaming breath of the dragon.

I can’t help smiling at the insane bastard. He is all Tuatha Dé Danann craziness unleashed.

Possessive. Feral. Bold.

He has to suppress his true nature every other day of his life to be the good and just lord. The compassionate father. Today, he can be as crazy as he likes.
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We attack the army for days across the northlands until they pass out of the ruins of Fort Blackrock and into the midlands. I drain my power multiple times on that mad pursuit. The army is severely fatigued when Edmund makes the call to stop their march.

I stand between him and Keira on the cracked pile of stone blocks that was once the pass of Fort Blackrock. Much of the fortifications hugging the mountains still stands, but the strategic defense of the thick iron gate and battlements above it are nothing more than rubble and ash.

Black soot marks everything, and its scent, mixed with the acrid tang of black powder, still hangs in the air.

“Are you sure about this?” I glance between Edmund and Keira. “We can slaughter that entire army if we continue our pursuit. Maybe even kill the mad king.” My fingers twitch to do exactly that.

Edmund turns rabid eyes on me, the ghosts of flames burning behind the green. “Don’t think I’m not tempted.”

Keira places a hand on my arm, forcing me to look at her. “If we fight into the midlands, the rest of the kingdom will rise up against us, assuming it is an invasion and a grab for the throne.”

I place my hands on either side of Keira’s face and look deep into her eyes. “Say the word and I will help you conquer this kingdom. Hell, I’ll bring in enough fae that you can own the entire realm if you desire it. Whatever you want, Keira, I will give it to you.”

Edmund raises an eyebrow at me, but says nothing. He is probably thinking the same thing.

Keira lets out a long sigh. “I want peace. I want time with you where no one is trying to kill us or tear us apart.”

A group of priestesses converges on her, and she is drawn away from me.

Edmund puts an arm around my shoulders and leads me behind them. I will never get used to this casual intimacy from the man who was once my captor.

“What do you plan to do next?” I ask.

“Rebuild this fortress and hope the mad king has learned his lesson.” Edmund pauses. “Prepare for another war.” 

Those words hang heavy in the air, and I cannot deny the necessity of them. We triumphed. We gained a victory and bested the mad king’s army.

So why doesn’t it feel like we are winning the war?


Chapter 32
Keira


The immense bonfires illuminate the entire field on the northern side of Fort Blackrock, stealing the chill from the air and chasing away the shadows of night. A shiver runs through me anyway, and Aldrin pulls me closer into his side, placing an arm over my shoulders and wrapping his cloak around the both of us.

“I am thoroughly enjoying the fact that I don’t have to hide how attracted I am to you.” His voice is a low rumble in my ear, and he nips it for emphasis.

I slap him on the chest, hard enough he almost topples backward on the log we sit on, throwing out a hand to catch himself. “You need to hide it a little! People might have a coronary. Humans are not as free-spirited as the fae.”

He laughs. The orange glow of the fire dances across the sharp planes of his face, making them seem more angular and severe. “That sounds like it is their problem.” He takes a lock of my hair and curls it around his finger, giving it a playful tug. “Now tell me, why do humans feel the need to burn people alive on the autumn equinox?”

“The wickermen are not people!” I laugh at him. “They are monuments.”

Aldrin raises his mug of apple cider toward a wickerman that hasn’t been set alight yet. A few nymphs stand before it, staring and unblinking, their heads tilted to the side. “Some of my people are very confused. I think the tree nymphs might be planning a rescue for that one.”

“But…” I frown in their direction, trying to decipher if he is serious. “The wickermen are only hay and corn husks shaped into the form of a giant. Should I go talk to them?”

“And what are the nymphs, if not branches molded into a living form that can change shape? Maybe they think this is a ritual to bring life to the wickermen.”

I rise, determined that someone needs to tell them this is only a ceremony of symbolism. We build men as tall as a castle’s turret and place rings of autumn leaves and sacrifices of our harvest around them in offering to the gods. The true, ancient gods of rule, creation and destruction, like the Life Creator and Soul Ripper. Not the Tuatha Dé Danann who bred the fae. We burn it all under the full moon, to send our gifts of thanks to their realm.

I take a single step away from Aldrin before he grabs my arm and tugs me back, making me fall into his lap.

“I’m toying with you, Keira.” His arm slides around my waist.

The smoldering look he gives me as he peers down into my face sends hot flushes through my body. His lips kick up slightly as he very clearly imagines a hundred different ways he would like to haul me away and take me, but as he opens his mouth to speak sensual promises, I cut him off.

“Aldrin?”

“Mmhmm.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, placing my hands on his chest.

“I haven’t done anything tonight you need to be grateful for. But I can toss you over my shoulder and have you moaning your appreciation within five minutes. I can use my fingers. Or my tongue. Or my cock. Your choice.”

I fist his tunic as my stomach muscles tighten and heat pools between my legs, enjoying the way the fabric bunches to reveal more of his chest.

“That—umm…later.” I blink as my brain malfunctions. It takes a few heartbeats to get my thoughts back on track. “I meant, thank you for fighting for me. This isn’t your⁠—”

He puts a finger over my lips, stopping my words. “If you say this isn’t my war, I am going to be furious. Your people are my people. Your fight for freedom is my fight. I have a vested interest in this kingdom. It is you. I will not tolerate anything or anyone that makes you unhappy.”

I bat his hand away. “I understand that, Aldrin. But surely you think all this bloodshed is avoidable when I fully intend on returning to your realm with you and fighting for your throne. That in being your queen, I will have no need of this kingdom or my ability to walk freely in it.”

Aldrin leans back in his seat, arms behind his head, as a huge, cocky smile transforms his features. Those amber eyes, sparkling with devious light, don’t leave me once.

“What?” I say, feeling self-conscious. “What?”

“I love it when you talk about being my queen. For the longest time, I didn’t think you would choose it.”

I grip his shoulders and lean in so close our noses almost touch. “Well, you better get used to it. I want to be at your side, always. I don’t care for a crown or title. I only want you. If you are adamant about this foolhardy mission of saving two realms single-handedly, I want to be there every step of the way.”

“Foolhardy?” His eyebrows shoot up. “If I recall correctly, you were just as determined as I. So much so that you almost married a monster.”

I can’t help the cringe that runs through me, or the turmoil of emotions that chase it. I look away, but Aldrin grips my chin and forces me to look back.

“Never thank me for my utter, all-consuming devotion to you. Expect it. Expect nothing less.” He kisses the top of my head and wraps his arms around me tightly, pressing me into his chest. “Even if it means devastating realms for you. Destroying kingdoms. Killing men and women who were forced to raise their swords against you by a mad king.”

I turn and look up at him. “What happened to avoiding unnecessary bloodshed? Isn’t that why you never wanted a civil war in your court?”

“That was before I lost you. I have never experienced such desolation as when you walked through that portal. I will not know it again.” He sighs as I stare at him like he has grown a second head. “I will not willingly force a war on my people, but I will no longer back away from it if that is the only option. Titania will break my realm if she is not removed from power. Some evils are unavoidable, like the war we now fight.”

“Do you itch to get back? To fight the battle to save your people?” I brush away a strand of dark hair that has fallen into his face, my fingers dancing lightly across his cheek and jaw.

Aldrin’s eyebrows pinch. “My people need more than a battle for the throne and a change in power to be saved. It will take years, decades, maybe even centuries, to correct the corruption that is killing our lands. A year or two in this realm won’t make a difference. Not when Cyprien has reported that the situation hasn’t worsened. The fae need us to win this war. For humans to migrate to our lands and hopefully birth fae children. It is near impossible for high fae to reproduce among ourselves with the magic dying.”

“And there aren’t enough high fae to channel their magic into the lands to save it?” I ask.

“Not enough willing high fae,” Aldrin grumbles. “It would mean living in the forests, mountains and meadows, instead of the comfortable cities.”

A silence falls over us as I listen to the steady beat of his heart and enjoy the warmth and safety of the cocoon his body and cloak form around me.

The festival of Mabon is in full swing around us. The voices of soldiers singing, accompanied by flutes and pipes, float to us from multiple different groups, melding into one instead of clashing. Where bonfires rage with flames licking high above the wickermen, people hold hands in rings and dance around the offerings. Their laughter is a salve to my soul.

It almost makes me forget all the bloodshed of the last battle, a month ago now.

News reached us that the bands of warriors and hunters we sent out to protect the villages to the east of Windkeep Stronghold were so successful, they killed all of Lord Desmond’s brutal warbands.

We haven’t heard anything from the South since our army forced them out of the North, but Lord Desmond is surely mustering support for our next clash. It has given us enough time to repair this fortress that protects the North from the rest of the kingdom. A feat that would have been impossible without the fae.

Stone was dragged up from the roots of the mountains by the Spring Court high fae. Some was shaped into blocks to repair the battlements and parapets, but the walls were left as the jagged, unshaped sheets of slate that were pulled from the earth and forced into place. Instead of mortar, dragons and fire sprites melted the stone to magma, fusing blocks and sheets together.

Watching the fae and dragons work together to raise the blocks into the air with a system of ropes was incredible.

The iron gate is completely gone, and in its place, thick trunks and branches of mature trees close the passage into the North. It reminds me so much of their Watchtower Trees. Only a person with immense spring or autumn magic could open that gate. It is a temporary fix until the threat of war has passed.

My thoughts are dragged back to the present as the bonfire before us whooshes higher with an audible rush of air. Aldrin calls out a greeting to the fire sprite that feeds the flames before it moves on. I become captivated by a group of huge fire sprites that meander through the revelries, touching the bonfires that fizzled out before truly catching and reigniting them with vigor. It is fascinating how their footsteps leave the dried grass unscathed, yet they could burn a forest to the ground if they chose to.

Aldrin’s grip around my hips tightens. “They really like this festival.”

“What?” I turn to him.

“The fire sprites,” he replies. “They love burning things. Fueling a flame to see how high it can grow. This is a ceremony centered around fire.”

“I never thought of it that way,” I say, but a dragon swooping overhead snatches my attention. It lights up the final, largest wickerman. The column of its fiery plasma breath illuminates the dark sky with blinding blue light. I have to blink multiple times before the aura it leaves on my visual field disappears. A cheer erupts from the soldiers it passes over, many raising their mugs of alcoholic cider to the sky.

My heart expands rapidly at the sight of humans and high fae mingling freely, laughing and dancing together, playing card games or music. The one benefit of fighting a battle as allies is that it swiftly brings down barriers between people. If a soldier can trust another to have their back in a slaughter, they can form a bond that is hard to break.

Caitlin plonks down on the log beside us, handing me a mug of cider. Her face is flushed prettily from dancing and a huge smile curls her lips. “Drink for me,” she says. “The druids insist I can only have the non-alcoholic cider for children because of the babe.”

A heartbeat later my father joins us, deep in discussion with Cyprien, Drake and Klara. The three take nearby tree stumps for seats.

“I still can’t believe you recruited dragons, Cyprien. Dragons! You are as insane as the Tuatha Dé Danann. That is something they would do.” Drake sloshes his drink over the rim of his mug as he sits heavily, then pulls Klara into his lap. Their display of affection makes me feel a little less self-conscious about being wrapped up in Aldrin’s arms.

“And why not?” Cyprien leans forward, frowning at Drake. “Ezekiel’s clan has always been loyal to us. Besides, it is satisfying to witness the enemy’s terror at the very sight of them on the battlefield.” A wicked smile curls his lips.

“Are there dragons in the Tuatha Dé Danann’s realm?” I ask.

“That is where the dragons originate from—the realm of our gods,” Aldrin says. All eyes turn to him. I hold my breath, and I’m sure Caitlin and my father do too; this is the first time we are hearing of this. “The dragons of my world are merely a shadow of those from their home realm. Tiny and powerless in comparison. Dragons need the connection to their realm to thrive, just as we fae do, otherwise they fade with time and each passing generation. Some of Ezekiel’s ancestors were as big as castles and powerful enough to shatter worlds.”

“There! That is another reason why we shouldn’t ride gods-damned dragons!” Drake cuts in, pointing at Aldrin. He turns to Cyprien again. “I can’t believe you recruited dragons!”

Cyprien’s eyes dance with mischievous light. “I can’t believe you weren’t swallowed whole by one.”

Drake’s protests are drowned out by our chorus of laughter. It feels so good to let go and make light of the horrendous shadow of war that hangs over us all.

“The two of you must have nerves of steel.” Klara’s purple eyes bore into me, then my father. “I have never known of someone meeting a dragon for the first time and not weeping in terror⁠—”

“I know I did,” Drake mutters.

“—let alone leaping on their back and flying straight into battle,” Klara finishes.

“I may have lost my head in that battle,” my father concedes, right as Hawthorne arrives with a jug of cider and tops up our mugs.

“I can drink to that!” Aldrin calls out, and everyone holds up their mugs and cheers.

“Wait. Wait. The one irony I can’t get past,” Caitlin shouts over the top of them, “is that Drake is literally named after dragons.”

We erupt with laughter. Giggles bubble out of me long after the others have finished. There is a lightness in my soul that I haven’t felt for a long time.

Drake spreads his arms wide and shrugs. “What can I say? I’m a complex man. And a smart one, if I may add.”

“Can’t argue with that.” Klara agrees.

My father leans in closer to me, his gaze darting between me and Caitlin. “Have either of you seen your brother?”

“He said he would take the druid’s vigil and be born again with the dawn,” I murmur back.

Caitlin rolls her eyes. “What does that even mean? And why do they need to climb to the heights of a mountain to do it?”

I scan the steep rocks and rough peaks of the mountains cast in the heavy shadows of night. It must be cold and lonely up there, but I guess that is the point. “I think they do it for quiet contemplation or reflection. I don’t know. The druids are too secretive.”

“I would have preferred him to stay close,” my father grunts. “In case the enemy attacks.”

My heart skips a beat. “Do you think it’s likely?”

He runs a hand through his hair. “I have no idea what they are planning. Our eyes and ears in the South have gone quiet.”

Cyprien crosses the space before the bonfire and takes a seat beside Caitlin. He stares at her, frowning profusely for a long moment, before finally speaking. “I apologize for bringing up women’s business, and I hope you don’t mind the intrusion, but I—you see, I thought it would be prudent if—I don’t want to make assumptions, but I arranged…” His words trail off to silence and he seems at a complete loss for how to continue.

“You arranged what, Cyprien?” Caitlin narrows her eyes at him, not understanding his discomfort.

Klara stalks over. “He brought a fae midwife into this realm for your impending labor. You will be due in less than two months.” Her purple eyes run across Caitlin’s large, rounded belly. “Considering the sire of the child, it would be better to have healers of both races present.”

“Keep your voice down,” Caitlin hisses, glancing around frantically. “That is a well-guarded secret for good reason.”

I place a comforting hand on her lap while she closes her eyes and composes herself. “No one can hear,” I whisper. My heart breaks at the look of dread and panic on her face. At the thought of who she fears will find out the race of their child’s sire.

Caitlin lets out a shaky breath. “Thank you, Cyprien. It is very kind of you.”

He gives a curt nod, then gets up and stalks away. It must be triggering for him, considering his own wife died in childbirth. Aldrin’s sister. 

We lose ourselves in the revelries as more fae and humans join our group. Silvan and Liam compete over who can create the most impressive ice figure. Caitlin, my father and Aldrin become engrossed in a discussion about our family’s orchard production with limited magic.

I find myself in the middle of a fae card game, losing badly and struggling to keep up with the rules that I swear Drake keeps changing, while Hawthorne gives me helpful tips.

The clopping of dozens of hooves striking the road announces the arrival of a party. A ripple of unease runs through the celebrations. I jump to my feet as sickly sweat erupts across my body. Aldrin and my father race toward that sound. I completely freeze up. My breaths catch in my throat and my chest constricts, making it hard to breathe.

My first thought is that we are under attack. That Lord Desmond snuck behind us and struck our rear. Then the clouds over the full moon part and reveal the profiles of the riders.

Two dozen women in white cloaks and riding skirts. Mothers of Magic. The fact that they traveled on horseback instead of by foot means their message is urgent.

By the time I join the congregation, the priestesses are surrounded by guards with swords half drawn.

“He has the personal protection of the Mothers of Magic!” a priestess roars from where she stands in her stirrups, but the soldiers don’t back down. My eyes dart between our guards and the priestesses with disbelief, until my attention lands on the man in their midst. His hood obscures most of his face and the angle he stands at hides his identity from me.

“What is the meaning of this?” my grandmother yells as she pushes her way through the ring of Appleshield Guards. “Stand down immediately!”

“I’m not so sure about that, Mother,” my father says as he and Aldrin glower at the man, close enough to see his face.

I maneuver around the cluster, reaching my father’s side at the same time as my grandmother. She lets out a soft curse.

I completely dissociate, my brain refusing to process the truth in front of my eyes.

“Hear what he has to say. I implore you,” the priestess continues. “We have brought him into these lands, through the priestesses’ portals, because he offers his help to us. I have his word through a blood oath that he has not come here with intentions of deception or harm to the North.”

“Dismount from your horse, NOW,” my father bellows at the man. The soldiers around him take a step forward, but he holds up a hand to halt them.

Before I know what I am doing, I close the distance between us and gently remove the hood from his face. Blue-black curls spring out. His pale skin is covered in a sheen of sweat that glimmers under the moonlight. There is a hard set to his jaw, and those icy blue eyes that are so similar to his brother’s are blazing not with fear, but with determination.

“Prince Niall,” my father hisses. “You have some nerve coming here.”

The clang of armor plates clashing as the guards take another step toward him sends spikes of anxiety through me.

Prince Niall drags his gaze away from my father, back to me. It is like we speak a silent language in those tense few moments, as he swallows hard and ripples of vulnerability pass across his face. We were always allies, sacrificing ourselves for the greater good of the kingdom.

“You know me, Keira,” he finally whispers. “You know what I fight for. We have always been able to trust each other.”

“Father, I think we should hear him out,” I call out over my shoulder.

“You will want to hear what I have to say.” Pain flashes in Prince Niall’s eyes and is gone a moment later.

My father pulls me back, then grits his teeth as he leans in toward Niall’s face. “The crown has slaughtered its way across these lands, bringing war to our doorstep and pillaging innocent villages. You said your brother merely needed a show of force to back down, yet we have engaged in battle with him twice! Too many of my people have died at the whims of the crown. Why should I listen to you now?”

Prince Niall doesn’t even flinch. “Because I am not my brother. I would right his wrongs.” 

“We will discuss this in the war room, with a full council present,” I snap at both men. “I am sure Prince Niall risked himself journeying behind enemy lines for a reason.”

I don’t wait for a response. I bark orders at the surrounding Appleshield Guards to summon the council and they scurry to do my bidding.


Chapter 33
Keira


The war room is deep within the bowels of the fortress, one of the many chambers in the outer structures that wasn’t destroyed. The only furnishings are a huge, round table and many chairs.

I shiver uncontrollably, my teeth chattering, and tell myself it is because the unadorned stone of the walls, floor and ceiling seems to suck all the warmth out of the air. Not because of the icy dread pumping through me.

My father drags himself away from his staring match with Prince Niall long enough to glance at me, then clicks his fingers. The cold fireplace prepared with wood instantly roars to life.

The door crashes open and Aldrin walks in, Cyprien on his heels. My heart tumbles at the sight of his tall, broad, menacing form. So many would cower away from the man in whom I find safety. His eyes narrow as they land upon Finan’s brother, then a small smirk forms on his lips. 

Aldrin runs a hand across my shoulders as he takes a seat next to me, then leans forward over the table, a feral gleam in his eyes. “Prince Niall, how is your brother doing? He seemed quite…unstable the last time we met. Tell me, did he raise a sword during the battle? Or did he loathe the idea of getting bloodstains on his pretty clothing?”

I send Aldrin a dark look, but he merely shrugs at me.

Prince Niall goes rigid, but he doesn’t speak until each person sits down. “It goes against my every instinct to be here, behind my brother’s back, advocating for something that isn’t in his best interests, but the situation has gotten too far out of hand.”

“I could have told you that after the first battle,” Caitlin spits. “You didn’t need to come here and ruin our party for that tidbit.”

“Tell us what you have come here to say. We will listen to you in full before we make any judgments.” My tone is hard, and my father raises an eyebrow at me, as though to say, Speak for yourself.

“Yes. I want to hear what the boy has to say.” Countess Lynna waves a hand in his direction, while Lord Bradford nods at her side.

Prince Niall draws in a long breath. “The king is not well. Half the time he doesn’t speak sense, and the other half his utter fabrications contradict each other, as though he cannot keep up with his own stories. My brother has lost his grip on reality. After his forces retreated from the North, he started visiting each noble’s estate to rally those who didn’t initially take up the call to arms.”

Lord Adalwolf curses, then gulps down the contents of his mug of cider, slamming it on the table. “Well, that answers that question, then.”

Niall collects his thoughts. Cold sweat rolls down my spine. My grandmother clacks her fingernails rapidly across the tabletop, looking like she wants to devour the prince whole.

“The king speaks of a great fae horde, tens of thousands strong, who have invaded these lands,” Prince Niall says. “Of how they torment and enslave the humans in the regions they occupy, dragging women back to their realm by force.” 

“The only one attempting to drag a woman back by force is King Finan.” Countess Lynna snickers, sending me a wink.

Niall stabs a short finger against the table. “Don’t you understand? He has turned this into a war of survival against a foreign race. Against our oldest enemy. It is now a righteous crusade. It doesn’t matter that he tells each lord and countess a different story. Sometimes the fae army is made up of vicious goblins. Other times, they ride on the backs of thousands of dragons. He tells them the Lord Protector leads the army of fae, or that he has been killed by them. The kingdom is being united against you.”

I fist my hands in my lap. “What do his generals say to all this? Do they contradict him?”

“Surely, if they march on us, they will see that we are all human. That the fae are the smallest part of our army.” Lord Tomas looks from Niall to my father and back. “They will turn back, won’t they?”

Prince Niall taps a finger against his cheek. “I was there at the battle of Wenchwick Hold. All they will see are those dragons and fire sprites.” He rubs his temples before continuing. “Finan’s generals have lost their leash over him. They allow him to spread his rumors and falsehoods. When the war is over and the Southern lords realize this isn’t a fae invasion, the blame will land solely at my brother’s feet. Lord Desmond will still get the war he wants. Finan’s generals don’t stop him, but they also don’t speak a word in support during his mad ramblings.”

The prince falls silent, and it is as though the entire council holds its breath. I have a hundred questions, but I cannot articulate a single one as the gravity of his words slams home.

A deep scowl twists Aldrin’s features. Our eyes connect and hold for a long moment as he runs a soothing hand up and down my thigh. I can do this, with him at my side.

“Are we simply supposed to believe you?” Irritation ripples through my grandmother’s bony frame. “Tell me, why did my Mothers of Magic bring you here without notifying me first?”

Prince Niall’s lips press together in a thin line. “You are a hard woman to contact, High Priestess Naomi. Your Mothers of Magic in the capital have been helping me. They have proof of everything I have said. Letters from the Southern houses demanding that the Lord Protector execute the fae trespassers or they will declare war on House Appleshield. Transcripts of the discussions between the king, his generals and the noble houses, signed as accurate records by the lords themselves.”

“Why are you here, personally? Why not have the priestesses negotiate on your behalf?” my father snaps. The flames in the fireplace flare up with his agitation. “Are we still supposed to believe that you are trying to help us?”

The tendons in Prince Niall’s neck stick out.

“You suspect a military coup, don’t you?” I whisper, and all eyes fly to me. “You think Lord Desmond is going to make a bid for the throne?”

Prince Niall’s features crumple slightly, showing the first cracks in his mask of calm. “You are losing this war. The North may have won the last battle, but an infinitely larger force is coming your way in the next months. You will be crushed, and my family will be destroyed with you unless we change tactics. Lord Desmond and the other generals ignore Finan’s demands, and there are many secret meetings without him.”

He lets out a long, shaking breath.

“Lord Desmond will unite the entire kingdom under his righteous war. He will gain immense power under this guise, then he will take the throne for himself. Think of what life would be like under his brutal iron fist.” Prince Niall tips his head at Caitlin. “There will be no female Lord Protector after Edmund.” His eyes slide to Lynna. “Any countess already in power would be forced to marry a man of his choosing and have her power and titles transferred to her husband.”

My heart sinks as the despair of his words drags me down into darkness.

Prince Niall doesn’t let up. “The wealth of any estate would be his for the taking, and he would lay false charges to execute its lord without a second thought. The commoners would be little better than slaves, thrust into poverty. If you thought the ways of my father and brother were backward, they were saints in comparison.”

“That…is a very bleak picture,” Lord Bradford mutters.

“Again, why are you here, Prince Niall?” my father rumbles. “I suspect you have a purpose other than to give us this grim news in person.”

“Is it to intimidate us?” Lord Bradford’s tone is ice cold. Many of the others around the table have glassy eyes and vacant stares.

“You have a plan,” I say, biting my lip. I almost don’t want to know.

“We need to dispel the hysteria that the fae are here to conquer us. Without it, Lord Desmond has nothing.” Prince Niall pauses a moment. “There is a secret library in the palace with ancient texts and Living Memory Scrolls on our joint history with the fae. The truth of it, created by humans before and during the Great War. Each has a magical signature declaring its authenticity, and their facts cannot be denied. Both Keira and Diarmuid have seen this hidden collection.”

The people around me suck in sharp, audible breaths. Aldrin gives me a significant look, raising his eyebrows. I shrug an apology. Somehow, I forgot to tell him about this little detail. We haven’t exactly had much free time.

“Why did the royal lines keep these resources hidden?” Lord Bradford cuts in.

“I have witnessed similar Living Memory Scrolls in the fae lands.” I glance at Aldrin. “Our people lived in harmony for centuries before the Great War. We all know the scrolls cannot be altered or falsified. The memory is taken in its truest form.”

Prince Niall rubs at his chin. “I have witnessed many of the Living Memory Scrolls in the palace and read the texts when I was a child, before they put locks on the hidden room. What Keira says is true, and we have hundreds of items to use as proof.” He swallows hard, seemingly steeling his nerves before continuing. “I propose an expedition into the palace to retrieve as many books and scrolls as we can, and to use these to lift the human prejudice toward the fae. The Mothers of Magic could visit every lord, countess and military camp to spread this evidence and give testament to the true state of the North.”

My head hurts, the pain beginning at my jaw and temples, then radiating throughout my entire skull. There are too many moving parts in this war, and it is overwhelming.

Aldrin takes one look at me, then creates an air wield to pour me a cup of water from the jug in the corner of the room and float it over to me. I pluck it out of the air and sip at the cool liquid.

He leans in close and murmurs in my ear, “This could work.”

My father pinches the bridge of his nose. “How do you suppose we retrieve these books and scrolls from the hidden library? We can’t just walk up the front steps into the palace.”

A hint of a smug smile plays on Prince Niall’s lips. “I suggest we enter the library the same way Keira left the palace the night she fled. Use the portals.”

“Impossible!” Lord Tomas bellows. “Everyone knows those portals are broken.” 

“They are not. I traveled through them,” I chime in. “They require a lot of raw power, infinitely more than portals of the priestesses’ sanctuary, because the destinations are so far apart.”

“I volunteer to escort a party into the library myself,” the prince says. “I know where the fae texts are and I can redirect any guards we may stumble upon.”

My grandmother narrows her eyes at Prince Niall, examining him with interest, like she has discovered a new toy. She will want those texts for the priestesses.

“And what guarantee do we have that this is not a trap?” she asks.

Prince Niall sighs. “Because I need you as much as you need me. To save my life. To save my brother. I can give you a blood oath if that is what you need.”

“I think King Finan is beyond saving at this point,” Lord Tomas scoffs.

“You need to accept that truth, Prince Niall,” my father urges.

The prince’s mouth opens and closes several times. The blood drains from his face and he closes his eyes for a long moment. My heart sinks as a sickness rises within me. He loves his brother. He always has. It is his first instinct to protect his family, but to save Finan, he must betray him.

I am not the only one who has been gravely wounded by Finan. He has been eating away at his brother for a long time.  Niall knows what he needs to do, but cannot say the words.

My father leans forward, putting a hand on Niall’s shoulder and staring into his face. “You must declare yourself king on the grounds that Finan has lost his sanity and is no longer fit to rule. I will pledge my support for you if certain conditions are met.”

Niall nods, then pulls himself together. “It has taken me far too long to find the courage to make the hardest decision of my life. I will declare myself king when the timing is right. My only condition is that Finan is not killed, if it can be helped. I want him imprisoned in a castle with royal comforts. He is still my brother.”

“That may add complications to your reign,” Lord Bradford says gently. “He could become a rallying point for any future rebellions.”

“I don’t care!” Niall yells, slamming a fist on the table. “This is non-negotiable.”

I catch my father’s eye and mouth a single word. A name. Caitlin’s eyes widen in recognition. He thinks for a heartbeat before acting.

“We have conditions of our own,” he says. “I will pledge the support of the Appleshield Protectorate to your claim, but I ask that you solidify the alliance by a marriage to my youngest daughter, Brianna.” 

Niall doesn’t hesitate. “I can gladly agree to that.” The hint of a rosy flush creeps up his neck and across his cheeks. “There will be a royal wedding as soon as I am seated on the throne, if Brianna agrees to it. I will not force a woman to marry me or risk her before my position is established.” 

Caitlin snorts. “I don’t think you need to worry about whether she will agree.”

My whole body explodes with light-hearted tingles, and I cannot help the smile of pure joy that creeps across my face. Brianna has been in love with Prince Niall for years and he has always shown tenderness toward her. She has our mother’s charm and political mind and will be brilliant as Strathia’s queen.

Aldrin leans in and whispers in my ear, “You understand the irony here, right? I’m not the only one who sees it?”

I turn toward him. “What?”

He raises his eyebrows at me. “Your father literally chased me out of his lands and later imprisoned me for the crime of suggesting we solidify an alliance with a marriage.”

“Mmhmm. Makes him a hypocrite, doesn’t it? I’m sure you’ll give him a hard time about it for years.”

“Oh, I have vast plans.” Aldrin leans back in his seat, resting both hands behind his head. I don’t know how he can joke about this sort of thing. From the brutal look on Cyprien’s face, he has made the same connection and is livid.

My father stares at Niall, unblinking. “My final conditions are that the North and its leadership will remain unchanged under your new rule, and that a trade agreement is made with the fae of the Spring Court.” He glances at Aldrin and motions for him to speak.

“I want human and fae diplomats in both realms as soon as you take the throne.” Aldrin crosses his arms over his chest. “They will immediately draft trade agreements. I want merchants to cross between realms freely in the first human year, and a policy drawn up to allow migration of all in the first five human years. I am not saying people will come and go as they please, but that a person can apply for a license to travel and receive a background check before it is given. The crossings can be closely monitored and controlled against mass influxes of people, if that is an issue. Some may prosper in the business of tourism with such an agreement in place.” His eyes flick over to my grandmother. “Perhaps it could become another role of the Mothers of Magic: guiding humans on their pilgrimage to the fae lands.”

My shoulders tighten. If Aldrin achieves this feat, and Titania takes the credit for the influx of wealth it will bring to his lands, it will be even harder to remove her from the throne. Deep respect for him blooms in my heart. He has always put the needs of his people above his own.

The room explodes with a fury of voices, some demanding exclusive rights to the fae trade and Lord Tomas calling for caution.

Prince Niall looks Aldrin in the eye. “I agree.”

We spend hours poring over the details. Niall will maintain his position in the royal court until the timing is right, but he is already our pledged king.

My head spins with the developments of the night as I walk through the dark, dank corridors of the fortress with Caitlin, back to our shared room so I can change my clothes and strap on my weapons. We will steal those texts and scrolls tonight.

I find myself jumping at shadows. There is something eerie about the usually busy stone passages being completely empty. Every little sound is echoed back to us, mostly the scurrying of rats and dripping of water after the rain.

Caitlin suddenly grabs my arm and places a finger to her lips. I hear them, then. The voices.

My grandmother’s floats to us first. “So, you have decided to marry off your youngest daughter at just seventeen.”

There is a long silence. “Eighteen. She will be eighteen by that time.” My father sighs. “I don’t like it, but this was an opportunity that could not be missed, for both Brianna and this family. Niall is not his brother.”

“No. He is not. And King Willard is no longer alive to torment his son’s bride.”

I move to step into the junction between corridors, to let them know we can hear them, because it isn’t right to eavesdrop. Caitlin wraps an arm around my middle and presses me against the wall next to her. She even has the audacity to shush me.

The footsteps stop, and it sounds like they are just around the corner from us.

“Somehow, of all my daughters, I feel Brianna will be the only one who won’t hate me for the choices I have made of late. Caitlin bites my head off every time I suggest caution about her riding into battle, claiming I am trying to steal her agency. I only want to protect the babe. And Keira? I don’t know where to begin to heal the wounds between us. I was so afraid when Aldrin arrived a second time to steal her away, and I acted rashly.”

My father’s voice breaks, and he sounds more vulnerable than I have ever heard him.

“I thought it was hard when we had twin toddlers running around the castle setting things on fire, and a baby constantly crying,” he says. “But trying to guide and protect adult children is so much more difficult. Every decision has greater weight and huge ramifications for the rest of their lives. Sometimes, I want to go back to simpler times, when their daddy was invincible in their eyes and knew everything.”

My grandmother lets out a half-choked laugh. “I know the feeling, Edmund. The gods know we have had our differences. Your daughters may be angry with you now for being the overbearing, overprotective father, but trust me, they do not hate you. It is the hardest thing to take a step back and allow them to make their own choices. Every adult needs to make their mistakes and learn how to pick themselves up.”

My heart feels like it is going to shatter. I want to rush out and hug our father, but this moment isn’t about me. Caitlin’s eyes meet mine as tears form at their corners. Her lips are downturned. She has become as emotional as me in her pregnancy.

“But those mistakes could bring down a kingdom.” Our father’s voice is muffled, and I wonder if he rests his head against his mother’s shoulder, like I have seen him do when he thinks they are alone. No matter how old we get, our mother is always our soft place to land. “And must they be so willful?” he practically growls.

I have to choke down a laugh when Caitlin’s head whips toward the voices, an outraged scowl pinching her features.

“Oh, willful, is it?” my grandmother mocks. “Well, Edmund, that is rich coming from you. You almost put me in an early grave so many times.”

“Mother, I’m convinced you’re going to outlive us all. The Explosion Brothers could place a bomb beneath your feet, and you’d walk away from it unscathed.”

She lets out a huff of breath. “Women need to be strong-minded in this world. Remember that the next time they challenge you. It doesn’t make our lives easier as parents, though.” Her voice is growing distant. They must have continued walking again.

“Why did I always think Diarmuid was going to be the one who would give me the most trouble?” My father laughs. It is hardly audible. “Suddenly, drinking too much and gambling doesn’t seem like such a big problem.”

From the look on Caitlin’s face, she is considering creeping after them to hear more. I grab her arm and lead her in the opposite direction.


Chapter 34
Aldrin


Iwait with Keira on the lowest battlements to meet the others who will join us on this mission into the palace library. She looks almost unrecognizable with her glamoured appearance; her skin, eyes and hair are all shades darker, but the shape of her features is the same. It still makes unease roll through me to bring her straight into the lair of an enemy hellbent on kidnapping her.

The festival of Mabon is in full swing, despite the early hours of the morning. The wickermen have burned down to shapeless bonfires. Most of the soldiers are still in their cups, playing instruments and dancing, or sitting in groups. 

Silvan joins us, then Cyprien, both folding their arms over the wall and staring out to the same view. 

“Lucky jerks, still lazing about,” Drake rumbles from behind me. He double-takes when he sees Keira. “What have you done to your face?” Klara stares at her with open concern, while Zinnia grunts at me then takes her place along the wall.

I lean in close to Keira. “I told you that you were unrecognizable.”

She just rolls her eyes at us. “Not to the guards.”

“Is this everyone, then?” Edmund says as he joins us with Prince Niall and the council members.

“Yes,” I say. “Better to use a smaller group and slip under the guards’ notice.”

Edmund leads us down from the fortress to the ruined side of Fort Blackrock, where the battle took place only months ago. The earth is still rippled from the explosions, torn in places by magic, and peppered with boulders. He takes us into a discreet cave that looks like a slash within the mountain, creating fire orbs as we enter the inky darkness. 

Freezing water drips from the ceiling into my hair and down my back, making me shiver. It is like sparse rain. Without thinking, I wield a moving air shield to cover the entire group and water slides off its edges. Prince Niall stares at it with wide eyes, then casts an alarmed look at me and my people. I forget the humans of the South aren’t used to casual magic.

The portal stands alone within a cavern: a twisted arch of smooth moonstone, dull and drained of magic. I stride up to it and place my hand on the frigid stone.

Prince Niall joins me, examining the plaque beside the portal. “This will lead us straight into the palace. Do you have enough fae here to activate it? We can summon priestesses if you need them as well.”

I give him a cocky smile as I pour raw power into the portal. It lights up like a beacon, the stone and the very air around it vibrating from the sheer amount of power. Thin mists roll out from the gateway.

The prince’s mouth hangs open and his face pales. He turns to the other fae, clearly realizing how much power we hold between us.

“We should move quickly,” Keira orders. She has been given the command of this expedition. “The portal on the other side will be lit up just as brightly.”

I wrap my hand around the prince’s bony arm. “I will escort you personally, Your Highness. If this is a trap—well, I won’t be very happy.” I don’t hide the threat in my tone. He visibly swallows a lump in his throat, but doesn’t resist as I tug him toward the mists. 

There are twin expressions of intense concentration on Silvan and Zinnia’s faces, then the air shimmers around us. “The invisibility shield is in place,” Silvan says.

Keira marches up beside me at the front of the column. “We cross as one.”

“Aldrin,” Edmund calls out to me. “If they take my daughter, I am blaming you personally.”

“If anything happens to her, I’m not leaving the palace until it is rubble beneath my feet and she is in my arms again,” I call over my shoulder.

“Good. I expect nothing less.”

Keira leads us through the portal and that eerie place between worlds. It is a landscape of nothingness and blinding white light. I practically drag the wide-eyed prince with me, a blade at the ready in my other hand, just in case it’s needed.

We step out to the other side and no attack comes. I scan the vast space of the library, but there is no movement. We are located at a four-way crossroads of aisles that stretch as far as my eye can see, their ends engulfed in deep shadows. An upper level overlooks our position with a continuous balcony, cast in deep shadows. There are so few fire orbs here.

Guards could be hiding anywhere. 

I turn and pull my magic out of the portal, closing it back down.

“We need to move fast,” Prince Niall whispers to Keira. “Academics could still be awake and in the library.”

Keira leads the way with Silvan at her side, guiding the invisibility ward around us. She turns down a wide walkway that takes us past aisle after aisle of books.

Our footsteps are mere scuffs across the stone floor, but they feel too damned loud, as do our breaths and the hammering of our hearts. Each aisle is headed by a bust of a human on a tall pedestal. My heart skips a beat each time one resolves out of the gloom and I expect to see a soldier instead of marble. 

The library is musty and heavy dust irritates my nose, as though this place is rarely used. What a waste of resources, especially if it’s not open to the public. 

We make a sharp turn down an aisle labeled as fae history texts. Every single tome looks brand new. None of the spines are cracked or faded. I run my hand along a row and the leather is still firm.

Silvan removes his invisibility ward from around us as soon as we all cram into that small aisle, and Zinnia forms a different kind at its mouth—an illusion that shows the aisle undisturbed. If a guard walks past, they will see the books and the wrought-iron door at its end, but not us. She can project a perfect image of a place if she concentrates hard enough. 

“You should hurry,” Prince Niall urges. 

I pin him with a hard look. “You wait here.”

I turn toward the wrought-iron gate as Keira breaks its wards and opens it. We follow her down a spiral staircase, each soft clang of boots upon metal making my jaw clench. 

The small room below is in pitch blackness, and each of us lights a fire orb. Thick dust motes hang in the air, and it is all I can do to hold in a sneeze. The floor-to-ceiling bookshelves are crammed with texts, with many tall piles littering the floor. There is an entire cabinet of Living Memory Scrolls encased in quartz tubes, brown parchment visible within.

“We can’t take all of them,” Drake grumbles.

Keira hands out canvas bags, some with straps to loop over our backs and others for our shoulders. “The scrolls are the priority,” she states. “Scan the books and grab anything that looks important. We will only get one shot at this.”

I make quick work of breaking the ward on the glass cabinet housing the scrolls and piling them into bags. The protective tubes are heavy, but at least they are not fragile. When each bag is full, we wrap them tightly with twine to stop the scrolls from moving and clinking. Then we work on the books.

When we are carrying as much weight strapped to us as we can manage and still fight, we climb back up that spiral staircase. I am the first back up to the aisle of fake texts. I only take a few steps before I stiffen, my blood turning to ice. 

A man in brown robes stands at the head of the aisle, staring at the invisibility ward. The king’s druid adviser. Zinnia is a statue right before his nose, one hand clutched to the prince and the other on a dagger.

Cyprien comes up the steps behind me, and I throw up a hand to stop him. We all freeze, standing on a knife-edge, not daring to breathe in case he might hear us.

The druid pauses for a long moment before his lips curve up at the edges and he takes a step into the aisle, through the ward. 

“Ah, I thought I saw a weave of magic here that was unnatural to this world,” he says softly, triumph on his face. “I had been wondering when you would come. You can imagine my delight when you set off the triggers I had placed here.”

He glances over each of us, seemingly unfazed by the fact that we are reaching for our weapons. 

The prince steps out in front of the druid, blocking his body from us, and glances back at me. “Let me talk to him.” There is a note of desperation in his voice.

“Don’t let me delay you.” The druid’s eyes connect with mine as he waves an arm at the people behind me.

“What are you doing here, Murdoc?” Niall’s voice is low and deadly. “Is this a trap you have set for us? Have you alerted the royal guard?”

Murdoc raises his eyebrows. “And why would I do a thing like that? I assume you are here to take and distribute the truths from within that cellar. We druids have been trying to achieve that feat for generations. I have been attempting to nudge you toward this misdemeanor for months now, with little comments here and there.”

Both men stare at each other.

“You won’t tell anyone that I have been here, working with these people?” Niall asks.

A hint of a smile plays on the druid’s face. “I never saw you. There is one request I will make. Leave that door unlocked and the wards down, so my order can have access to whatever texts you leave behind.”

I stalk to the druid and tower over him. “Why would you help us? You could easily raid that room, then inform the king about Niall’s deception.” 

“And which king is that?” Murdoc asks, flicking his eyes to Niall. “Because there are two brothers who have a right to the throne of Strathia. One is enlightened and competent, and the other will be the ruin of all of us. Not to mention the third man making a grab for the crown.”

Alarmed voices ring out through the library. The marching steps of heavy boots striking the stone floor and the clash of segmented armor panels make my blood run cold. Someone has alerted the guards.

I narrow my eyes on Murdoc. The thin man would be easy to kill. I bet I could crush him with my bare hands.

“I swear it! The portal lit up as bright as a beacon, just ten minutes past!” A squeaky voice reaches us just before a small academic rushes past, wringing his hands as soldiers flank him. 

Plans run through my head. Murderous plans.

We could easily kill those guards, kill the academic, then disappear through the portal, but I am loath to harm people just doing their job and being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

I glance back at Keira and know I would do it anyway.

Before I have the chance to grab him, the druid slips out of the aisle and walks down the passage. If he betrays us, I am going to be livid.

I use hand motions to give silent orders to Zinnia and Silvan to erect the invisibility wards around us once more, and we step out of the aisle as a group. I need to see what is happening. To be able to react immediately.

“Give him a chance,” Keira breathes in my ear.

It takes everything within me to prevent myself from launching into the attack. She has the command here, not me.

The academic stands before the portal we opened, his short, flabby arms waving rapidly in multiple directions. “I was on the top level, up there. I had fallen asleep on my notes and a bright light woke me. The entire portal was glowing intensely,” he says in a frantic rush while the guards scratch their heads. “I swear it. The portal opened!”

My heart hammers and my fingers itch for my sword.

“I thought these portals were broken,” one guard provides.

They all turn toward the clicking of Murdoc’s footsteps down the walkway as he approaches them. It feels like they see right through our ward, staring in our direction, but none of them react to our presence.

“Druid Murdoc.” The head guard tips his head toward the stressed academic. “What do you have to say on this?”

“The portals are broken. They were damaged during the Great War and not even the fae could open them,” the druid scoffs. A hot wave of relief crashes over me. “Perhaps you should get more sleep, Stevenson. Preferably not in the library.”

“Then what did I see? You can’t say it was nothing!” The little man puffs himself up with anger.

Murdoc lets out a long-suffering sigh. “I was simply practicing a magic wield described in a text I was reading and it got away from me. The power unraveled in a flash of light. No monsters or fae are lurking in this library.” The druid pulls a guard aside, deeper into the library toward us. “If you could escort Stevenson to his rooms personally, it would be appreciated. The man has stopped taking his medication, and this isn’t the first time he has hallucinated. I want him seen safely to his bed. You may need to get a little forceful.”

Murdoc leads the guards away while the academic continues to protest. Niall lets out a long, harsh breath that I feel in my bones. Keira gives me a mischievous pinch and a knowing glance. I don’t have to kill anyone for her this night.

With painstaking slowness, we creep back to the portal, carrying our prize. We pass through it, leaving Niall behind in the palace, then close it after us.

Edmund pushes himself off the wall and stalks straight for us. “What happened? Were you seen?” he barks.

Drake and Klara both fall to the ground, laughing in uncontrolled hysterics. She slaps his arm. “I thought this idiot was going to give us away. I think that is the longest he has ever gone without talking.”

“It was a damned struggle,” Drake manages. “Especially when that druid turned up. I was ready to strangle him. You didn’t help, Klara. You were literally shaking with silent laughter.” 

Keira breaks out into giggles while Zinnia gives them all death stares. “That bastard saw through my ward. How did he do it? I don’t like it.”

Edmund looks at us as though we have gone mad. Perhaps we have.

“It was a close call, but we got the books and scrolls,” I tell him.

“Which druid discovered you? Why didn’t you take care of him?” Edmund’s gaze burns into me.

Keira steps forward. “Druid Murdoc⁠—”

“Druid Murdoc discovered you? And you let him go?” Edmund grinds out, clearly trying to keep a rein on his temper.

“Oh, I considered ending him.” I grin at Edmund. “But I didn’t need to kill the man. It turns out he wants Niall to become king.”


Chapter 35
Keira


Ienter the war room with a huge yawn cracking my face and a steaming mug of coffee in my hand. The musty scent of old parchment immediately hits me, as dozens of the tomes and scrolls we stole last night are spread out across the table.

Only my father glances up from the pile. Caitlin, Lynna and my grandmother are all immersed in Living Memory Scrolls. Bradford and Tomas argue over a passage in a book. Diarmuid sits there, lost in thought, a tome open in his lap.

I take a seat beside my father. “Did you even sleep last night?” I give his ruffled hair and crumpled clothes a pointed look. 

“Somewhat,” he replies gruffly. “Is there more coffee where that came from?”

I sigh and walk out of the small room to ask one of the guards on the door to request coffee and breakfast from the kitchens. When I return, I truly look at my father. There are shadows in his troubled eyes and his skin is incredibly pale.

“It’s not easy reading, is it?” I murmur. “Not when we humans have held the conviction for generations that we were the righteous victims. That the fae were horrible monsters that never belonged in our realm. It proves that there is good and evil in all races, and the former always greatly outweighs the latter.”

“Yeah. And the little detail that for the last five hundred years, we humans have been the aggressors.” He runs a hand through his hair. “I regret the way I treated Aldrin and the other fae when I found them in this realm.” There is so much emotion in his eyes, and he is about to say more, but approaching footsteps draw our attention.

“I am glad to hear it,” Aldrin grumbles as he sits at my other side. “It’s a fucking start, at least.”

“I still think it is lacking. He tortured you, for gods’ sake,” Cyprien snaps. My father flinches. “Why does everyone conveniently forget about that?”

“What are you reading, Edmund? It must be powerful.” Aldrin leans across the table, tone taunting.

My father takes my coffee and drinks a long swig of it, almost completely draining the cup. 

“I went to the kitchens for that!” I protest.

“I need it more than you do.” He sits back in his seat. “I am reading a text called The Descent into the Great War. It starts by depicting the black-market trade of fae flesh. Not only was it utterly gruesome, with fae locked in pens awaiting their fate and their cellmates butchered like cattle right before them, but the ruling class of humans did nothing to stop this trafficking. The king himself secretly encouraged it. When the fae took matters into their own hands, the Great War broke out.”

He drums his fingers on the tabletop before continuing.

“The fae themselves were not completely innocent, and a minority had gained the reputation for the whole when they went berserk over a human, claiming her as theirs and dragging her back to their realm. Often these fae would kill the human’s family and anyone else who got in their way.”

Aldrin scratches at his stubble. “Tensions had reached a boiling point right before the war broke out, and instead of these issues being policed correctly on either side of the veil, prejudices festered instead.”

My father flicks through the pages to find a specific chapter. “Right here was the most eye-opening part for me. When a specialized fae force entered the human realm to take down the flesh trade by whatever means possible, it was a spark on dry kindling that set the entire kingdom on fire. But the war wasn’t fae versus human like our histories would have us believe. It was messier, with multiple forces and both races fighting on either side. The separatists who wanted the portals closed against those who didn’t.”

I keep nodding at his words, despite how they dredge up the pain of the Living Memory Scrolls I witnessed in the library of Aldrin’s palace.

“You already knew this?” my father asks me, his eyebrows shooting up.

“The royal library in Aldrin’s court is open to all,” I say gently.

“And you didn’t tell me?”

“I tried. You weren’t ready to hear it and wouldn’t believe a word from my mouth. That is why these texts and scrolls are so important. Our people can’t dismiss them.”

My father’s expression shutters at that truth.

“What else is in there?” Aldrin probes. “We have very little in my library from the human perspective.”

My father shakes his head. “It’s not a flattering account of Strathia. The human king had no power of his own, and he was jealous of the fae’s magic to the point of hatred. Their superiority of power was a threat to him, and he wanted to rid these lands of fae. He declared war as an excuse for the mass slaughter of fae, in many cases locking in those who tried to flee by placing great armies before the main portals. The king thought that all those fae bodies could be sown into the land and consumed by the people, and it would give us humans all the magic we needed to power our technology. It worked, for a few generations.”

A heaviness hangs over my soul as we remain silent, each lost in our thoughts.

The cracking of Cyprien’s knuckles is the only sound until he finally breaks the silence. “What is the plan here, with these texts?”

“We read and witness enough of them to get an understanding of the topics they cover,” I begin, “then create bundles for the priestesses to bring to each lord’s manor or castle or war camp. Each bundle needs to cover the fae flesh trade, the truth of the Great War, and hopefully an account of fae and humans living peacefully together.” 

“I think this scroll in particular will help you with that.” My grandmother’s voice is hoarse. When I turn to her, I am shocked by the tears that roll down her face.

“Naomi, you are not crying over suffering fae, are you?” Aldrin asks with mock scandal, and she gives him a hard look.

I pull my chair out from the table and approach her, eyeing the scroll as if it is a viper on the table. Grounding myself with a deep breath, I place a shaky hand over that living memory.

I stand within the body of a much taller fae man, inspecting the orchards at Appleshield Castle, gazing at the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, her black hair rippling down to her waist. Fionola.

“You can’t get attached to a human woman, Elrond!” Frode’s face flashes before me, concern etched across his features.

A growl peels from my lips. “I am well aware of the sacrifices I will make for Fionola.”

I hold the precious weight of my infant son in my arms. I teach him to fight with a sword as he is suddenly an adolescent. Tears run down my face without end as I place my hand on the cold surface of Fionola’s gravestone.

I drag in a shuddering breath and pull my shaking hand away from the flashes of Elrond’s memories. I witnessed them countless times in the Spring Court. Our ancestor made two copies of this Living Memory Scroll, and both were stored in royal libraries that this family could not access.

I stare into my grandmother’s eyes. “You understand the truth now.”

“I do.” She wipes her tears away with a handkerchief she pulls from a pocket. “And I think the time of secrets and lies is over. No more hiding the past. No more lies about the magical pregnancies.”

Caitlin stands up abruptly, her chair clattering to the ground behind her. “Revealing the true parentage of those born by the magic will cause chaos. Many people will be hurt by the truth, and we don’t know how those conceived of magical pregnancies will be targeted.” Her hand shakes as it rests on her protruding, rounded belly. 

“Gwyneth will make her own choices, and it will reveal the depth of her character.” My grandmother stands and holds Caitlin by the shoulders. “Some battles are worth fighting. Many of the nobles are either born to the magic or have a parent who was. It is the best way to force their hand, in self-protection. I wouldn’t urge you to agree to this, Caitlin, if the house of Appleshield wasn’t fighting for its survival. We need all the allies we can muster.”

My eyes dart between them as horror crashes through me. “Shouldn’t it be her choice? Revealing that information about her child? Caitlin should have a say!”

“It is the right thing to do, Caitlin.” Lynna stands and takes her hands. “I say this as a mother of a child also conceived by the magic.”

Caitlin’s lips turn downward, but when she speaks, her voice is steady. “Our grandmother is right. I cannot hold back this vital piece of information that could unite our people because I am worried about rejection by my life partner. If Gwyneth cannot see past her prejudice and love all aspects of our unborn daughter, then she doesn’t deserve to raise her at my side.”

My heart breaks, even as Caitlin’s back stiffens and chin raises, as though she is preparing herself for war. My father looks devastated for her.

“It is decided, then,” my grandmother says. “I will release all Mothers of Magic from their oath to never speak of the details of their pilgrimage to the Otherworld.”
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The day disappears within a heartbeat, and we continue working into the night, recruiting Aldrin’s inner circle and Mothers of Magic to comb through the texts. I spend another day hard at work, until a headache creeps in and digs its claws into my temples. There is a purple dint in my finger from the quill I have been using to write notes.

Aldrin places his hands on my shoulders and leans in from behind, his breath tickling my ear. “You need to rest. I have an idea of how to get you to unwind.” His voice is so low my stomach drops with anticipation.

I allow him to pry me from my chair and drag me into the nearest empty room, where we tear off each other’s clothes and make love like it is the first and the last time. War does that to a person.

Afterward, as I take a walk alone, I hear raised voices drifting down a staircase that leads to the battlements. I recognize Caitlin’s furious growl and it makes me stop abruptly. She rarely loses her grip on her emotions.

Something propels me up those steps and into the fresh air. I charge into the guardhouse, scanning the wall for her. Caitlin and Gwyneth are in the next guardhouse along, but their argument carries easily. I take a step out toward them, needing to know what is upsetting my sister, when a soldier I didn’t notice pulls me back by the wrist. 

I whirl on him, ready to explode because he dared to stop me. Then I realize it is Liam. I have fought beside this Appleshield Guard too many times during the fae hunts for there to be many formalities left between us.

“Let them fight it out,” he says, holding up his hands, his blue eyes trained on me and the breeze ruffling his golden hair. “No good will come from you interfering.”

I let out a long breath.

“Why didn’t you say something earlier? You know what the fae did to my family!” Gwyneth’s roar floats to us on the wind, and we both cringe. “To my baby sister! And now you are saying my daughter was sired by them!”

“It’s not true. The fae don’t take human children and leave changelings.” Caitlin’s tone is hard and every line of her body is rigid. Gods, this is a difficult conversation to watch. “I’m sorry for the trauma your family has gone through and the pain you still carry, but it’s not true.”

Gwyneth’s tall form towers over my sister and she gets right in her face. I draw all of my magic to the ready, because if she dares to strike Caitlin, I will toss her off the battlements. A gust swirls around me and my hair rises from my shoulders. 

“Easy.” Liam puts a hand on my arm, then whips it back quickly as though burned. “By the Soul Ripper, you are terrifying when you do that, Keira.”

Gwyneth doesn’t raise a hand, but I don’t like the way she snarls at Caitlin. “Are you telling me that the fae didn’t take my sister and leave a changeling in her place? That when we left that babe out in the elements overnight as an offering, with the hope that they would swap the babies back, we instead left my sister to die next to the portal?” Her voice breaks. 

Tears spring to my eyes and my chest aches for her family, but it doesn’t excuse Gwyneth’s aggressive behavior toward my sister.

Caitlin doesn’t back down. “Yes. That is what I am telling you. I know it’s hard to hear, but it is the truth. If we are going to raise this child together, you need to get past this trauma. Past your hatred of the fae. I will do everything in my power to help you, but you need to want it first.”

Gwyneth rears back multiple steps. She shakes her head and her long braids fly around her shoulders. “No. No, it’s not the truth. It’s bad enough that you let these fae monsters into our realm to fight this war, but to open the portals and allow hordes of them in as they wish? To have their baby? No. This isn’t something I can support.”

“She is not their baby,” Caitlin snarls. “She is ours.”

I want to thrust myself between them and ferociously protect my sister from those verbal blows, but it is not a thing I can stop. This is her battle, and all I can do is help her pick up the pieces at the end.

“I can’t stay here and watch you raise that thing into another monster,” Gwyneth yells, pointing a finger in her face.

“You had better GET OUT of the North, or so the gods help me!” Caitlin screams, her hair exploding into whipcords of fire and thrashing around her, releasing a storm of embers. Even her eyes are nothing but flames burning within the voids of their sockets.

Liam jolts beside me, then wraps his arms around my waist and holds me back as I try to race to my sister. “Give her space,” he whispers in my ear. “Let her do what she needs to do.”

Gwyneth cowers, stumbling backward as Caitlin slowly stalks toward her. “You are stripped of your title as the Captain of the Protector Guard and forbidden entry into the Appleshield Protectorate for life. Leave now. I never want to see your face again.” She turns on her heel as Gwyneth collapses to the ground, and with each step she takes, her primal form slips away.

Liam lets go of me as Caitlin reaches us. I wrap my arms around her, drawing her into the guardhouse. Her entire body shakes and choked sobs escape her lips. When I glance back at the battlements, Gwyneth is gone.

“Are you okay, Commander?” Liam’s voice is gravelly, shocking us both. He doesn’t pull away from Caitlin or call her a fae beast. He offers her his canteen of water.

Caitlin takes a long sip, then looks him in the eye. “Congratulations on your promotion, Liam.”

“Promotion?” He stares at her.

She thrusts the canteen into his chest. “Yes. Captain of the Protector Guard.”

He falls back into his chair, face pale with shock. He is a good choice for the job. Loyal to a fault and thrives every time he leads a task force.

Caitlin rushes toward the staircase, and when I catch up with her, she is sitting on a step with her head held in her hands. “I knew this would happen. Deep down, I knew.”

I stroke her hair and hold her for as long as she needs me. It has always been the other way around between us, where I am falling apart and she lifts me up. When she is ready, I lead her back to her rooms and have a guard send a discreet message to our father. 

Caitlin doesn’t shatter to pieces in the way I have in the past. She doesn’t put herself to bed, become a shaking mess or cry for hours.

No—she rages.

She rants, swears and paces.

Screams incoherently and tosses her bed coverings to the ground. Objects fly across the room, shattering on the wall. I find myself passing her new things to break so she can let it all out. She apologizes to me again and again for her explosive outbursts, and I assure her it is okay. She needs it.

After what seems like hours, Caitlin pulls herself together, straightens her clothes and insists we return to the war room.

“Are you sure you don’t need a break?” I ask for the tenth time as we walk there. “You can take as much time as you need.”

“I need a distraction,” she grinds out.

That night, when we are all beyond fatigued and bleary-eyed, the door to the war room slams open and our mother stands in the entry. Despite the dust upon her neatly tailored riding clothes, she looks every part the Northern matriarch. Her dark eyes scan the room, falling upon the Mothers of Magic, the lesser nobility and the fae.

“Everybody out.” Her tone is hard as she pulls off her kid leather gloves. “I need a few private moments with my family.”

The priestesses and nobles alike scurry out. Aldrin rises with the rest of the fae, but I put my hand on his arm.

“Where are you going, Aldrin?” my mother snaps. “I said family is to stay.”

The door closes and her posture softens, especially as her eyes fall on Caitlin’s miserable form between Diarmuid and me.

My father gets up and surprises my mother with a passionate kiss on the lips. Her eyebrows shoot up, then her arm slowly snakes around his waist. 

“Thank the gods you are here,” he rumbles. “I have desperately needed the backup. Facing an enemy horde is one thing, but one family crisis after another? I don’t know what I’m bloody doing.” He gives a pointed look at me, then Caitlin.

“Really?” Diarmuid laughs. “We hadn’t noticed.”

“Don’t you talk.” I reach around Caitlin to pinch his arm. “You’re missing in action half the time.”

My mother tidies the ruffled strands of my father’s hair, then sharply tugs a lock. “Am I correct in believing that you promised our youngest daughter to marriage without consulting me first?” She tugs another handful of hair and my father winces. “To a rebel king, none the less?”

“Oh, don’t tell me I have just recruited another woman to be angry with me.” My father laughs, batting away her hands.

A true smile curves her lips. “We will discuss it later. Brianna is thrilled.” When she turns to Caitlin, her expression becomes pinched, her features stretched tight with worry and lines forming on her brow. “Let us retire to your chambers, Caitlin. I have heard you have raged”—she shoots me a dark look for encouraging it—“but have you talked about and processed what has happened?”

Caitlin’s hands shake from the sheer amount of emotion she has held in all day, and I help her to her feet. I put an arm around her shoulders and lead her toward the door. Silent tears roll down her face before we reach her chambers, which I have already cleaned.

Our mother has that effect on Caitlin. She is the one person my sister will expose her vulnerabilities to without feeling like she is a burden, or that she should be strong and keep it together.

Another day passes before the ancient fae records are sorted and ready to be brought to each lord and countess as evidence. Our procession of Mothers of Magic and druids gather around, loading a wagon with the books and scrolls. I watch them work with Caitlin at my side.

“Gwyneth left. Her rooms are empty.” Her voice is flat. Emotionless. There are deep shadows beneath her eyes from lack of sleep and her auburn hair hangs limp and unbraided. “All I feel is intense relief, like an immense weight has been lifted from my shoulders. Is that bad? To feel only that after sharing five years of our lives together?”

“It means you made the right choice.” I hold her at arm’s length. “I’m sorry this war brought out these truths. That all of this happened because I left Finan for Aldrin. I’m sorry that you always fought for me so I could be with the man I love, but it has destroyed your relationship.” A single tear rolls down my face.

Caitlin laughs bitterly, the sound a shock. “Don’t you see, Keira? It has nothing to do with you or Aldrin or the fae. Gwyneth destroyed our relationship the first time we had a true trial. A relationship like that is doomed to fail.”

Diarmuid comes to Caitlin’s side and pats her back awkwardly, then helps her into the carriage, where our mother and grandmother wait. Aldrin pulls me into his arms and kisses me passionately, not caring who sees us. Well, we at least make sure we aren’t displaying ourselves in front of my grieving sister.

I thread my hands through his hair as he wraps his arms around my waist. All I know for the longest moments are the taste of his lips, his tongue moving against mine and his masculine scent of earthy vegetation.

“Are you sure I cannot convince you to stay?” he rumbles as he kisses a path along my neck.

“I have to be where I am most useful, coordinating the spread of these texts, and you have to stay where you are most useful, defending this pass.”

“Hmmm. I don’t have to like it.”

“No,” I say, pulling back. “You don’t. What could it take? A week? A month?”

He lets go of me reluctantly, and then all at once, the congregation is ready to move. I take my position at the front, beside Diarmuid, and lead the long procession of priestesses in white gowns and druids in brown robes out of the fields that contain our army. We are all on foot, so the journey to the portals at the sanctuary near Mossmount Pass will take the entire day.

I glance back at Fort Blackrock just before the road north passes around the foot of the mountain. Aldrin’s tall figure watches over me from the battlements. He raises a single hand in salute, and I raise mine back at him. It sucks the warmth out of my day to leave him behind.

The winding road takes us through those all-too-familiar rolling meadows, the long grass now yellow at the end of autumn, rather than the green of the last time I was here. I can’t help constantly scanning the horizon for those enemy warbands that pursued us across this landscape after Fort Blackrock fell and we made our mad dash to Windkeep Stronghold. Diarmuid, too, keeps glancing over his shoulder.

“Do you feel it too?” I ask.

“I can’t shake the horror of expecting an army to resolve out of these hills at any moment,” he murmurs.

“I know!” A shiver ripples through me. “I feel the same, even though every last enemy was hunted down months ago.”

We travel past the outskirts of the forest we hid in. Most of the trees are bare of leaves. Ice forms in my stomach, making it twist painfully. If this war had started in autumn, we would not have had cover within those woods. 

The sun sits heavily on the horizon when we reach the nearest priestesses’ sanctuary, at the base of Countess Lynna’s estate of Mossmount Pass. It is nestled in a tiny valley between the roots of two mountains, with a dark shadow already cast over the site.

Multiple tiny waterfalls trickle down the slate walls of the pocket, collecting in a freshwater lake and gurgling out in a shallow stream. The water is ice cold as we pass through it, seeping into my boots.

The sanctuary is quiet and peaceful.

Multiple priestesses work in vegetable patches, harvesting pumpkins, while smoke rises from the chimney of a large log building, accompanied by the scent of fresh bread. My stomach rumbles in anticipation. The temple sits in the heart of the space, a hybrid building of stone blocks, living trees and artful leadlight windows.

Our entire party fits in the entrance of the valley. My grandmother practically leaps out of the carriage, barking orders. After a few heartbeats, she grabs me by the elbow and leads me away. “We need the portals powered up and ready to deliver priestesses before full dark. We don’t have any time to lose.”

Sweat drips down my face as I exhaust myself opening portal after portal with a team of people, all pooling our raw power together. A production line forms at the wagon as I work, some unloading the books and scrolls while others package them into travel bags.

Seven groups of priestesses hand-selected by my grandmother collect their bundles and disappear through the active portals. I watch them solemnly as they travel through the coiling white mists.

“You feel you should be the one who risks herself to get the information out there, don’t you?” my mother says as she materializes at my side.

“I do.”

“But you know you cannot do everything.”

“I know,” I whisper. It doesn’t help the guilt rolling through me. 
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Weeks pass in a blur as Mothers of Magic visit countless sites. The chill of early winter is heavy in the air when my mother shakes me awake one morning. Pale light seeps in through the open doorway, melting the light frost that coats the ground. I untangle myself from the blankets and furs, rubbing the heels of my hands across my eyes.

“Did something happen?” I ask groggily.

“It is time for your sister to return to Appleshield and birth her baby,” she says curtly.

My mouth hangs open. “She hasn’t gone into labor, has she?” 

“I am trying to prevent her from going into labor in a war camp, or in this sanctuary, where we risk letting the enemy in each time a portal is opened.”

Realization slams into me. “You want to take her home against her will?”

Her eyes dart away from mine. “We will convince her to cooperate.”

I throw on my clothes and follow her out to the portal that leads to the Appleshield sanctuary. Placing my hands on the cold moonstone, I force the liquid fire of my raw magic into it, resisting the tug as the portal pulls more and more from me. Diarmuid feeds his magic from the other side, and our power bumps against each other and fuses. The air vibrates with a low hum as the portal finally opens.

My heart will surely shatter into a million pieces, sending Caitlin away like this, when her journey is as dangerous as mine. I pictured myself at her side when she went into labor, wiping her face with a cool towel and holding her hand. At least she will have our mother.

“I am not ready to leave.” Caitlin’s voice breaks as my mother and grandmother lead her between them. “I can’t just walk away from Keira, from this war, when I don’t know if she will be okay.”

I move to my sister and take her hands in mine. They are swollen, along with her legs. She couldn’t fire arrows or ride a horse now. “You have done enough in this war. I have so many protectors that one more won’t make the difference.”

Tears roll down Caitlin’s face. “I can’t leave you in your darkest hour. I just can’t.”

“And what use will you be on a battlefield, so heavy with child?” My mother’s voice is stern. “You may need to walk away now, to make sacrifices to protect your child, but that doesn’t set the tone for the rest of your life.” She takes Caitlin’s face in her hands and peers into her eyes. “There are many kinds of mothers, and all are valid. Those like me, who live only for and through their children, but give up their past identity and self. And those who accept that it takes a tribe to raise a child and don’t need to take on every last responsibility themselves. Who work, like your grandmother did, or charge into battle like your father, and accept the help of the community around them.”

My mother brushes the hair from Caitlin’s face, and I think I am going to cry.

“You have plenty of time to decide what kind of mother you will be, and I will be at your side supporting you, but right now you need to come home and birth this baby. She is coming in the next weeks, maybe the next days, whether you are ready or not. I guarantee you, there will be battles to fight after you have recovered.”

Caitlin nods. “It is so easy to feel diminished and powerless.”

My mother takes her hand. “It won’t always be this way.”

As they approach the portal, I realize a woman follows behind them. She is the fae who is both soldier and midwife, who Cyprien recruited for Caitlin. 

I wrap my sister in a long embrace, rocking from side to side, before passing her to our brother. Then she steps through the portal with our mother, our grandmother and the midwife. A wave of anxiety rushes through me, making my knees weak.

Diarmuid is immediately at my side. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I’m just so scared for her.”

“I’m scared for both of you,” he says gruffly, threading his arm around my shoulders and pulling me into his side. “Come. Let’s go have breakfast before the priestesses return from their missions and we need to open the next set of portals.”

I allow him to pull me away, despite how I want to race after Caitlin.


Chapter 36
Keira


Iam startled awake the morning after Caitlin left as a heavy weight crushes down on me. My eyes fly open to inky darkness, but I can just make out a face hovering over mine. Panic rears within me as I jolt, then try to fight them off, but I can’t move my arms. I am pinned beneath the blankets. Hands press my shoulders into the mattress and a knee cuts painfully into my chest, with a man’s weight behind it.

I recognize the scent of his perfume, and thrash wildly, kicking and bucking, trying to flip him off me, but it is no use. Fear blooms within my chest.

Deranged laughter cackles out of my assailant, ending in a high-pitched note. He leans down and speaks into my ear.

“I told you I would get you back.”

My blood turns to ice at that voice, as his fingers curl painfully into my flesh. At Finan, forcing himself on top of me in my bed. A maddening horror whips through me, making my frantic thoughts whirl faster and faster until I can’t hear anything over the top of my own internal screams.

No. No. No.

This was not meant to happen.

He was supposed to be out of my life. 

Never able to touch me again.

“Are you happy to see me?” he purrs softly. My sudden stillness has him dropping his guard, moving slightly and loosening his grip on me. 

I reach my legs up and kick him hard in the stomach through the blanket. The impact of my bare feet hitting his breastplate reverberates through my bones, but he jolts back far enough for me to scramble out from under him. I grab the dagger from under my pillow as I roll.

“Don’t you dare touch me!” I growl. “I should kill you right here for everything you have done.”

His eyes widen on the blade, then flick to my face. Betrayal flashes within that ice-blue gaze, and a primal rage is born within me, because he expected me to welcome him.

I come to my senses and pull on my magic. My hair rises as a breeze circles around me. I reach for the trunks of the small pine trees that grow as support beams in the walls of this cabin. They bow toward us threateningly. I could easily pull a splinter from one and kill him with it.

Tongues of flame ignite across my fingertips and dance there, ready to burn him alive. Is it better for the war effort to kill him or capture him?

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a deep voice says from the doorway. 

I slowly turn my head to where a guard in royal purple holds a knife to Diarmuid’s throat.

My entire world condenses down to those two figures, illuminated by bright moonlight. My brother stands completely still, his eyes wide and his lips mouthing an apology. I stare at him as I let my magic go. I would sacrifice everything to ensure he lives.

A blow cracks across the side of my head. I collide into the wall and fall into a seated position on the ground. Diarmuid’s cry rings out, but I am too stunned to move. 

“You told me you wouldn’t hurt her!” my brother screams.

Finan crouches down in front of me, peering into my face. A single black ringlet falls between his eyes. “Do you see what you made me do?” He runs a tender hand down my cheek, making my skin crawl, then slaps my face hard, venom spilling from his lips. “I should punish you for making this war necessary. For taking that fucking fae to your bed.” His features calm again. “But I’m in a forgiving mood. I have already taken my anger out on…others.”

A slow smile curls his lips. The exact expression that once made my stomach tumble and heart flutter now makes me sick.

“Who?” The single word escapes me as I picture another attack on Fort Blackrock.

He grabs me roughly by the arm and tugs me to my feet. “Oh, you will see.” He laughs. “Should I ruin the fun, Jaxon?” He looks to the guard still clutching my brother, then whips his head back to me. “You see, it was incredibly easy to get to you after a Southern lord tipped me off that the priestesses visited him and were spreading lies. I left the Mothers of Magic in the capital no choice but to bring us here, especially after I slaughtered my way through their sanctuary.” He tsks. “No guards at all in these places.”

“We shouldn’t need guards, you monster!” I yell. “No one thought you’d descend to such atrocities and sacrilege. Are you not at all afraid of the gods’ wrath?” I shake with rage and the need to smite him with my power. But I am not faster than that soldier with his knife at Diarmuid’s throat.

“I AM THE KING! Appointed by the gods!” Finan grabs me by the throat and shoves me against the wall. “And you will learn how to speak to me properly.”

“My king, the potion,” Jaxon says nervously, glancing over his shoulder. It is only then that I notice the screaming and wailing coming from outside this room.

Finan grabs a vial from his pocket and uncorks it with his thumb. I struggle against him, jerking my chin up and clamping my teeth. Finan is the same height as me, and not a whole lot wider. I throw out my elbow to knock the poison from his hand, but he uses his grip on my throat to smash my head against a wooden beam.

The impact jars my brain, and my vision turns black for a heartbeat. I stomp on his foot, then raise a knee that feels disconnected from my body and slam it into his groin, but it meets his damned armor again.

When he shoves my head into the trunk of the pine a second time, my magic takes hold of it, tearing its branches out of the wall and whittling their tips down into sharp points, bringing an entire cage around us, its barbs pointed at him. On the third and most brutal impact of my head against the wood, pain sears through me so intensely that all coherent thought escapes me and I drop the threads of the magic.

The metallic taste of blood hits my tongue.

Finan’s fingers bite into my chin as he grabs it and yanks my head toward the doorway. “Have you already forgotten about poor Diarmuid?”

The guard slashes the skin of my brother’s neck and blood trickles down it. My heart stops until I realize it is a shallow wound.

Finan leans in closer to me until I can smell the wine on his breath. “Maybe you don’t care about him as much as I thought, and we should kill him now. OPEN. YOUR. MOUTH.”

My shakes intensify and I let out a small sob as I stare at Diarmuid. He looks so young and terrified, his skin bleached of all color, making his many freckles stand out. Too young to die or be brutalized.

I close my eyes hard, tears stinging their corners, and I open my mouth. Humiliation floods me, but there is little I wouldn’t do for my family.

The liquid burns as it goes down. Finan doesn’t release his chokehold on me until the bottle is drained, then he wipes a drop of the poison from the corner of my mouth with his thumb. “Now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” he whispers in my ear.

I feel dirty.

Vulnerable and helpless.

Worst of all, I have allowed myself to fall within the control of this insane man once again. I can see no way out, especially as an oily barrier forms around the well of magic within me, like the numbing of an essential limb.

I don’t get the chance to panic at the loss of the one thing that empowers me, because Finan pushes me out the door of the hut with his hands on my shoulders, and I behold the source of those screams beyond.

The sanctuary is in absolute chaos. Multiple cabins are on fire. Women run in different directions as soldiers in full armor chase after them and cut them down with longswords. Splatters of blood arc through the air. Druids on their knees try to block the swipe of blades with their bare hands. Some Mothers of Magic fight back with their power, but none were prepared for this, and we are greatly outnumbered.

One woman is being pulled by her long, blond hair by a soldier who laughs as her heels dig into the ground to fight for purchase. I shiver at the thought of her fate.

So many bodies are scattered across the ground, and I whimper as I am forced to step over them. Lifeless eyes, staring but unseeing, become burned into my mind, along with the sensation of stepping barefoot into the warm pools of their sticky blood.

In my mind, I scream and I scream and I scream.

I reach for Aldrin and push the vision of everything I see. Everything I feel. I tell him over and over that Finan has taken me. To come and find me. I don’t know if he will hear me cry for him, but I can hope. It is all I can hold on to as my magic slowly slips away.

The lack of the power I have known my entire life feels like I am suffocating. Like I cannot drag in a full breath, only shallow pants that surely won’t sustain me.

I focus on the back of Diarmuid’s head and the glimpses I get of his face, and try to slow down the whirlpool of my mind at the chaos around me. I block out the cries of women and grunts of men. The metallic taste of blood on my lips and the scent of ash and burning flesh. 

Most of all, I watch the blade at my brother’s throat with trained focus. The moment it slips away, even for a heartbeat, I will make a move.

I am not completely helpless without magic.

Finan clutches the base of my skull and turns my head, forcing me to look at the carnage. “This is your fault,” he murmurs close behind me. “Their deaths are on you, Keira. I shouldn’t have had to go to these lengths to get you back. Not when you belong with me.”

“Tell yourself whatever you need to, Finan,” I spit at him. “You are a murderer. An abuser. A kidnapper. I never belonged to you. We didn’t even commit to an engagement.” I thrust my elbow back sharply, connecting with his arm hard enough to make him swear and drop his hands from me. I wait for a blow to come from behind, but he seems to pause in his conviction for a moment.

The victory is short-lived when a crowd of guards surrounds us, and Finan grabs my wrist and drags me through the portal. My vision blurs from unshed tears as I leave the priestesses to their fate. 

We step out into another sanctuary that is as still as a graveyard. There are bodies tossed everywhere, like discarded ragdolls. Their eyes stare and their limbs are thrown at odd angles. These women were innocent. They gave their all for this kingdom.

I can’t help the bile that rushes up my throat. I pull away from Finan’s weak grasp and fall to my knees, vomiting into a bush. From the corner of my eye, Jaxon whirls with the knife still at my brother’s throat, instinct telling him my fast motion was an attempt to flee.

I could break away from Finan. I could try to run, but all the hand-to-hand combat training I have had throughout my life can’t help me against this many guards. Besides, I can’t stop retching, emptying my stomach until there is nothing left.

Finan’s fingers dig into my shoulders as he tears me to my feet. “Get up. I know you have seen worse than this on a battlefield.”

He doesn’t understand, because he hasn’t been on a battlefield. This is different. So, so much worse.

I am led through the underworld that has become the sanctuary, the rushing of blood in my ears the only thing I can hear. It is not until we reach the edge of the gardens of tall, lush trees and carefully sculpted bushes that the sounds of a city waking up reach me. The clopping of hooves and boots on pavement. The low murmurs of voices and the scratch of metal on stone as the rollers on shopfronts are dragged open. 

A royal carriage awaits just beyond the tall wall that surrounds the priestesses’ sanctuary in the capital city. It is a ridiculous-looking thing. So much of it is coated in gold—the spokes of the wheels, the axles, the frame of the cabin itself. The rest is in that deep purple I hate so much. The golden crown painted on the door turns my stomach.

A guard rushes to open the door for us, and Jaxon climbs in first with Diarmuid in tow. Another pair of armed guards enter before Finan pulls me in with him. I have lost the will to fight him. In this dark mood, he wouldn’t be above beating my kind, gentle brother within an inch of his life just to antagonize me. 

Cold sweat drips down my back.

This cannot be my reality.

Being Finan’s prisoner again, forced back into the oppression of the royal family. 

Finan talks to me for the entire brief carriage ride to the palace, making promises of the life he will give me, but the words rebound off my mind. This is not the life I want. Aldrin will never allow it. My father will storm this city to prevent it. I tell myself these things again and again as a sense of doom falls over me like a heavy black cloud.

We are yanked from the carriage and hauled through the palace. I stumble along the dimly lit corridors, desperately holding in the hysteric sobs that grow within me. The pressure builds to such an unbearable point that I struggle to drag in a breath through a closing-up windpipe.

Only Diarmuid’s constant presence keeps me sane. The long glances he gives me. The squeezes of my arm or hand whenever he can reach out to me. They say, We will get through this together.

Our party stops abruptly in a small, opulent hall with gilded walls and a great marble mosaic of a huge multi-pointed star beneath our feet. Finan grabs my chin tightly enough that it hurts and tears my gaze up to meet his blue eyes. They sparkle with predatory delight and a half-smile curls on his face. Then, quick as lightning, he forces a crushing kiss to my lips before I have a chance to rear back.

“I will see you tomorrow. Perhaps you will be more reasonable by then.” There is such arrogance in his words that I want to slap him. He turns and walks away.

I am still glaring at his back when a guard grabs me by the arm and tries to pull me along. I stumble and trip, caught by surprise, but he catches my fall. 

“Don’t make this harder than it needs to be,” the man mutters. “I have orders, you see.”

He drags me toward one corridor leading off the small hall, and when I toss my head to look for Diarmuid, he is being dragged in the opposite direction. I cry out his name and try to reach for him, but I am overpowered as more guards converge on me.

I desperately scramble to summon my magic, but there is an impenetrable barrier around it. All my abilities are at my fingertips, but I can’t access the reservoir of raw power to fuel them.

“Let me go, you bastards!” Diarmuid yells as he frantically wrestles with the guard’s hold on him. “At least have the decency to imprison us together!”

His fight unleashes something feral in me. I stomp on the foot of the man who restrains me, then elbow him in the face. Dipping low, I kick another in the kneecap who throws out his arms to catch me. I take two running steps toward my brother, who thrashes at the multiple captors restraining him. One punches him in the face and it sets my blood boiling.

I plan the leap I will take to barrel into two of the guards, dislodging them from Diarmuid, but a guard from behind grabs me around the waist and slams me into the wall. The breath whooshes out of my lungs as my body rebounds off the stone, and I am left spluttering and wheezing. 

My vision turns black as I struggle for air and my ears ring while my mind turns completely blank. I blink multiple times before the sensations of the outside world crash back into me. Diarmuid is further down that corridor, blood dripping from his nose.

If we could just get free, then we could…we could…do what? Go where, with a dozen guards on our heels?

“Please. Don’t separate us.” My voice is hoarse.

“I told you. We have our orders,” the first guard says.

I fall into a daze as I am dragged away from my brother and thrust into a dimly lit apartment. I stand just beyond the door, swaying on my feet and ready to drop, but a pair of maids already wait in the room, startling me when they move.

They take my hands, leading me with soothing words to a bathing chamber and into a brass tub filled with lukewarm water. It immediately turns pale red as dried blood diffuses from my skin into the water in swirling patterns. I hardly notice the maids as they scrub me with hard-bristled brushes, dress me in a nightgown, then tuck me into bed. 

Sleep swallows me up, the darkness of oblivion wrapping tightly around me. Perhaps I will wake up and find none of this really happened.


Chapter 37
Keira


Iwake with a start, coated in cold sweat. Predawn light glows in the cracks of multiple shuttered windows. I sit up sharply and whip my head around, not understanding where I am. Then the memories of last night slam into me with such ferocity that it knocks the breath from me. 

I stagger out of the four-poster bed that has delicate curtains tied back across the frame. My bare feet sink into a soft fur rug, and within a heartbeat, I’m at the windows, pulling back the shutters, one after another. The windows all have thick bars on them. There is no escape for me here.

I frantically open the drawers on the chestnut dressing table and the buffets in the dining room, and rummage through the wardrobe, but there is nothing I can use as a weapon. No bone hairpins. None of the knives are sharper than a butter knife. I can’t even find a vase or heavy book to throw at someone’s head. 

This room is of pure opulence, with purple velvet couches, crystal chandeliers, and intricate tapestries and paintings on each wall. There are multiple gold-veined marble fireplaces, completely cold without pokers or logs. It is all useless to me.

The purpose of this apartment is abundantly clear. This is no dungeon, but I am still imprisoned.

The door bursts open and multiple guards peer in to leer at me before a team of servants rush inside, led by an older woman with gray-streaked black hair severely pulled up on her head.

“Lady Keira. My name is Marjorie, and it is my honor to get you ready for this day.” The head servant looks me up and down. “You look like you have seen better days. It will not do.” She takes me by the shoulders and forces me into a seat at a vanity table. I’m too tired to argue. “Where is that breakfast cart? You—make sure she eats something.”

I shove food I cannot taste into my mouth. A flurry of women set out beauty products across the bench of the vanity table, while others pull out clothes. The tangles are worked out of my long hair. Multiple servants labor to pile the curls high on my head. I stare blankly into the mirror as dozens of pins dig into my scalp. The updo stands almost a foot high, gleaming with strings of pearls. Then they apply powders to my face. 

“Don’t you worry, dear. We will make you pretty for today. All you need to do is smile.” Marjorie waltzes past, patting my shoulder before shouting at more servants.

The way I look is the least of my problems. I need a way out of here. My mind whirls through possibilities. I need to talk to Prince Niall. Maybe Murdoc could use his position as head druid to help me. I have to get my magic back and find my brother, then we can open the portals. 

Perhaps if I starve myself, if I hide my food so they don’t suspect it, then they can’t drug me again. But it will take time for the effect to lessen. There is no way out. None that I can think of. I bite my lip as my mind hits a wall.

“Stop that.” Marjorie slaps my arm lightly with a fabric fan. “You will ruin the color we put on your lips.”

A young servant takes my hands and makes me stand, then they pull layers of clothing over my body. A slip, a corset with boning that hardly allows me to breathe, and wide skirts with hoops. Then a heavy gown that is far too formal for parading me around the palace. Maybe the king is planning to hold court. If he thinks I’m going to play along nicely, he will be rudely surprised.

Marjorie walks around me in a circle, swatting bits of fabric into place, then she motions to her servants. They carry in a full-length mirror so I can examine myself. The dress is white. I don’t know what game Finan is playing, dressing me in the colors of a priestess. Perhaps he thinks I will renounce the Mothers of Magic before his court.

The sight before me is hideous.

There is dark rouge on my cheeks and my lips are painted pink, both contrasting badly against the fiery strands of my hair. The dress is of heavy silk, with plumes of lace draping over it. A series of thick, puffy frills encircle the sleeves that reach to my wrists, and the skirts are double-tiered, each layer ending in similar frills of lace. There are little silver flowers embroidered all over the entire miserable thing. 

This must be a humiliation to break me.

I hold my chin high and straighten my back. 

“Good. Good,” Marjorie says briskly, then the entire team of servants funnels out of the apartments as abruptly as they entered. 

I collapse into an armchair and hold my head in my hands. Tears threaten, but I won’t cry. I refuse to give Finan the satisfaction of seeing me with smudged cosmetics or red eyes. Powerless, I cannot glamour them away.

That pool of deep warmth that has lived within my soul since I met Aldrin is gone. Dead, cold and out of reach. At times, I have been convinced it links me to him, but I cannot access it while they block my magic. Gods, I have never needed to hear his voice more. To have those thick, strong arms wrap around me and pin me to his hard chest while he nuzzles my neck.

The door crashes open and I jump to my feet, my heart racing. Guards flood into the room, enough to show that they still see me as a threat, even without my magic. The same man who forced me into this apartment last night takes me by the arm and tries to lead me firmly to the door. I rip it from his grasp and whirl on him.

“Where are you taking me?” My voice is low and full of menace.

He stares at me with torment, then at the other guards, running a hand across his brow. None of them will look me in the eye. They shuffle with discomfort, many pale. By the Soul Ripper, what is in store for me?

“The king wants it to be a surprise. You must understand we have our orders,” he says, as though it absolves him of responsibility. He reaches for me again and I smack his hand away.

“I will not go with you blindly,” I snap. “You will tell me right now where you are taking me.”

Another man enters the room, his heavy boots echoing on the marble. I glance over to Jaxon strolling through guards who part for him. 

“It would be very inconvenient for us to have to bloody up your brother again, just to get you to take a stroll outside,” he growls. “Diarmuid, was it? He could hardly walk after we finished with him last night. A stubborn prick, that one. He has a broken nose and cracked ribs to go with his ego now.”

The fight drains from me. What harm is there in another damned stroll through the gardens with Finan? I allow the guards to lead me, giving them sharp looks and slapping away any attempts to touch me.

The crisp breeze and earthy scents are a salve for my soul. There isn’t another person to be seen, just tall evergreen trees and sculpted bushes. The path of glittering travertine stone winds through the greenery and small bridges span over a gurgling man-made stream. It would be pleasant, under different circumstances.  

A page sees our approach and scurries away, releasing a heralding note from a small trumpet. The murmuring voices of an unseen crowd reach me through the trees and my heart skips a beat.

Finan is planning something.

My steps become hesitant as we reach a staircase that leads up a rise, but Jaxon tugs me ruthlessly upward by the arm. I try to fight him, clawing at his fingers, but I stumble in this stupid dress, and the guards around me catch and steady me multiple times. One mumbles an apology, again and again, everything about his manner absolutely distraught.

Alarm bells ring in my head.

I try to map out escape routes, glancing around rapidly, but there is nowhere to run and too many people to stop me if I try.

An orchestra starts playing with gusto the moment I reach the top of that staircase. I freeze. My very blood turns to ice as my mind shuts down. I know that song. Horror washes through me in waves, crashing hot and cold flushes across my skin.

Gods, no, this can’t be happening.

Not here.

Not with Finan.

My lips quiver as despair drags me down. I think I would prefer death over this.

I back away, but Jaxon pushes me forward. I want to scream, but it gets stuck in my throat. A wild, desperate need for survival overtakes me, and I turn and slam into the broad wall of the guard’s chest, beating it with my fists, attempting to dart around him. Jaxon spins me on my heel and pushes me forward again.

My brain finally accepts what my eyes are showing me. A large, open-air pergola stands at the end of a path, draped with gauzy white fabric and arranged with flowers. The aisle leading to it is strewn with a layer of white petals so deep that the stone beneath is no longer visible. On either side are pews of gawking nobility.

Dead ahead of me, Finan stands in his finery, before an altar. 

He didn’t have me dressed as a priestess to renounce my vows.

I am dressed as a bride. His bride.

I want to vomit. To run and run and never look back. I search frantically for an escape, but the way back down the stairs is blocked by rows of guards and the rest of this hilltop is fenced in. I am trapped here, in this nightmare. 

Jaxon’s large hand wraps around the base of my skull and forces the direction of my gaze. “Look closely. Do you see your brother up there, with your betrothed?” 

My stomach bottoms out. Diarmuid is there, beside the bride’s empty space at the altar, with a knife held to his throat by a guard. The man shakes him for emphasis. My brother’s face is mottled with bruises, and he stands slightly hunched from the pain of his broken ribs.

If I don’t do this, they will kill him.

Finan is insane and impulsive enough that he would destroy the leverage he has over me in an instant, then find someone else to threaten me with. Brianna or Caitlin or my mother.

I take a step forward on shaky legs as the music loops back around and starts from the beginning. It is like I walk through water; like I am in another woman’s body, and this isn’t my fate. It couldn’t possibly be. I’m meant to marry Aldrin. To live my life with him. I so badly want to call to him, but I don’t want him to see this. To witness my shame.

I need someone to save me.

To whisk me out of here.

Anyone.

I glance frantically from side to side, trying to find an ally in the crowd, but their eyes slide away from mine and into their laps. A tear slides down my face as my slow paces bruise the white petals underfoot, marking them with black veins. Somehow, my steps eat up the distance between myself and Finan all too quickly.

I think my heart will give out from breaking as I arrive at that altar and Finan grabs my hand. He pulls me so close that I can feel his breath on my cheek, and I shudder. It’s like bugs crawl all over my skin, and I want to scrape it off, flesh and all. Another tear slips down my cheek and his eyes narrow on it, then on my wobbling lips.

He twists my wrist so hard I let out a whimper. “If you protest, if you speak a single word that makes the people here think you don’t want this, I will kill your brother, then I will send a horde of soldiers through the priestesses’ portals to Appleshield and take your little sister.” 

Finan loosens the pressure on my arm, but doesn’t drop it.

“Put a smile on your face. In time, you will realize you want this as much as I do. That this has always been your fate. You just need a heavy hand to guide you.”

My lips curl in a snarl. “I will never want your touch. I will never love you.”

Finan’s thumb gently brushes circles on the skin of my wrist. “We will see about that.” He places a kiss on my hand, then looks me up and down, taking a step back to get a full view. Tenderness blooms in his eyes. “You look beautiful in my mother’s wedding dress.”

The world spins as the druid behind the altar speaks. The ceremony is officiated by the king’s head adviser, Murdoc, who I thought was on my side. Maybe he is only interested in aiding Prince Niall and saving the realm from a mad king, and won’t get his hands dirty or ruin his cover to protect an insignificant woman like me.

He gives me an apologetic look. There is a tightness in his shoulders and at the corners of his eyes that makes me wonder if he is as powerless in this as I am.

“Where is Prince Niall?” I whisper to Diarmuid at my side. 

He visibly shakes with rage and grits his teeth. One eye is almost shut from swelling and purple bruising. “The prince tried to gather support against this marriage, but it all happened too quickly. He didn’t know we had been abducted until this morning. Niall is imprisoned while the king decides if his actions are treason. Apparently, he locks his brother up on these charges regularly, then drops them.”

No one is coming to save me. Neither Aldrin nor my father is going to run up those stairs with an army at their back and stop this wedding. They probably don’t even know I have been taken.

Murdoc drones on, but I can’t follow the words. The erratic drumming of my heart is the only thing I can hear. Finan snaps at the druid to get to the vows and before I know it, I am repeating Murdoc’s words in a daze.

Aldrin was supposed to be my husband. My first, my last, my only husband, not this imposter of a man standing before me.

Half-hearted cheers rise from the crowd, but a strangled sound leaves Diarmuid’s throat. Tears spill from his eyes as he looks at me with such devastation.

I want to cry.

To rage.

To whip up my magic, burn this place to ashes, but I am far too stunned to react.

Finan has a huge smile on his face as he pulls me to him and I stumble limply. He places his hands on either side of my face and crushes a brief kiss to my lips, then he drags me back down the aisle. The witnesses stand and clap, throwing more petals at us as we move by. Their motions are mechanical, smiles forced too wide and eyes in shock.

A ring of guards surrounds us as we leave the hilltop and I am rushed to the palace again. Finan’s clutch on my arm never weakens, and his fingers dig painfully into my flesh. I hardly notice the ornamental gardens that fly by us or the riches of the palace. All too soon, we are approaching my apartments, and my mind is screaming at me to run. 

A guard pushes me into the room, and I almost trip on the heavy skirts, taking multiple steps to right myself. The others make jeering remarks and pat Finan on the back as he enters behind me.

Then they seal the two of us in here. 

There is a predatory glint in Finan’s eye as he stalks toward me. “You are my wife now.”

I back up. “Don’t you dare touch me!”

His eyes flare, as though he thought that ceremony would make any difference in winning me over. “You will fall in line. I expect certain things of my queen.” 

My entire world shatters at those words.

I was never meant to be his queen.

I circle around him as he advances. “Then you should have married someone else. Someone willing.”

“It has always been you for me, Keira.”

I feint to one side, and he launches out to catch me, but I dart in the opposite direction, running from him. Finan curses, pursuing me from the sitting room into the miniature library.

This apartment is circular, so I can run and run from him, but I will still have nowhere to go. I twist my ankle as I frantically search for a book heavy enough to hit him with, but my motion comes to a sudden stop as the dress pulls me back.

I glance over my shoulder at the smug smile on Finan’s lips. His boot stands on the fabric of my train. He picks up the entire thing and loops it around his arm until he is standing right in front of me.

“Just give in to it, Keira,” he murmurs, leaning close to me, eyes focused on my lips. “I promise you will enjoy it. Just like you used to.”

I punch him in the face, wiping the damned smirk off it, but the dress is too restrictive and it pulls the force from my blow. He opens his mouth to say something, and I stomp hard on his foot.

Gods, I want to knee him in the groin hard enough that he will have no hope of using it, but the wide hoops of this skirt get in the way. I shove at his chest, pull his hair, and fight tooth and nail to keep his hands off me. 

Finan finally grabs me by the shoulders and slams me against the bookshelf, lust darkening his eyes as he presses his body against me. “I think I might like it rough. You have so much passion, my queen.” 

A shudder runs down my spine. “Are you a rapist as well, on top of everything else?” I spit.

His entire body turns stiff, then he drops his hold on me and steps back. Finan’s face is pale as he frowns at me. He has truly lost his grip on reality if he has only now realized I don’t want to sleep with him. That I don’t need more convincing or a bolder pursuit. 

“You will find your way back to me,” he says with conviction. “As soon as the fae’s enchantments wear off. Maybe I will kill your fae lover, and then you will see there is no one else for you.”

Finan turns on his heel and leaves the room. I jolt as the door slams shut. My body turns to jelly and I slide down the bookshelf at my back until I collapse into a heap on the ground.

I hold my head in my hands for a long time, not caring about the bones of the corset digging painfully into my ribs, or the way the layers of fabric make me sweat. I am drowning in lace and silk.

The only way for me to end this marriage is for Finan to die.


Chapter 38
Keira


Isicken myself. For days I try to refuse the food and water they offer me, but I cannot handle the hunger. The headaches and the thirst. The first day, I lasted until the early afternoon before I shoved pastries into my face while tears ran down my cheeks.

Then, I lasted the entirety of the second day, and the smallest trickle of my power returned to me, but I woke in the middle of the night famished and with a burning throat. I promised myself as I ate the tray of cookies they left on my table that I would do better the following day.

Self-control around food has never been a strength for me.

It has been two days since I have eaten anything. I take all the food and toss it down the privy chute before I lose my nerve. The only water I drink is what I save from my bath before getting into it, dismissing my servants when they want to help me wash. 

Drop by drop, my power is returning to me as the poison leaves my system. It is a small mercy, given my situation. I don’t know if Finan is angry with me or if he tires of my protests, because I haven’t seen him since the day we wed.

The room spins around me as I sit on one of the velvet recliners, reading the same line in a book, again and again. I need to get out of here, but I don’t know how. These apartments are as secure as a dungeon. Even if I escaped them, the palace is practically in lockdown with the war and me as their prisoner.

A familiar warmth creeps into the edge of my awareness and my heart leaps with joy. It is the sensation of falling into bed after a long day. Of stepping into a steaming bath after being chilled to the bone. It is a loving embrace, one of masculine strength and endurance, of the first tulips poking through snow and apple blossoms budding and opening.

It is the string tied to my heart.

The sensation of Aldrin fused to my soul. 

I relax as I sigh into that growing connection. At first, it forms the vaguest notions: love, protectiveness, fear. Then they evolve into half-thoughts. My name being called, the tone longing, then desperate.

Words finally reach my mind, the voice soft. Distant.

Please tell me it isn’t true, Keira.

Aldrin’s voice breaks my heart all over again. So many emotions bleed into it, and I can feel the echo of each one. The pain.

I will kill him if he has touched you. I will kill him regardless.

A sob claws its way up my throat and spills out of me. I am so sorry, I try to say back. Oh gods, Aldrin, I am so sorry. I had no choice. Diarmuid…

I can’t finish the thought. Even the mental image of my brother with a knife at his throat is too much. The thin slice marks across his skin from when he moved too much and the mottled black and blue bruises across his face. The fear in his wide eyes. More sobs shake my body.

I didn’t let him touch me, Aldrin, I send back, but thick shame rolls through me that I am now married to that monster. Somehow, I feel like I have failed Aldrin.

A rage boils into me, heavy and potent and ready to murder. It is a black thing, a wicked beast thrashing at its cage, but it does not belong to me. It is an impression of Aldrin’s emotions, I am sure of it.

None of this is your fault. His voice is little more than a growl.

I almost lose my connection with him at the intensity of his anger.

My soul reaches for him, more and more, until I find that liquid warmth at the edges of my being and grasp it with every bit of my willpower. I need this connection to him. It has never been so strong before.

I can almost feel Aldrin’s hand stroking my hair tenderly. When I close my eyes, his breath brushes my ear as he whispers in it. I am coming for you with an entire army. We are going to free you and put Prince Niall on the throne. Hold tight.

I will, I promise him.

Keira, my heart, he murmurs, you need to eat something.

Pure panic explodes within me. I will lose you, Aldrin. I will be defenseless.

You need your physical strength for what we have planned. Those words drift away, stroking down my very soul and soothing me.

When a platter of roast beef arrives with tendrils of steam curling from it and potatoes and peas swimming in its gravy, I devour the entire thing greedily. My chest constricts from the sheer dread that fills me as the wisps of my magic disappear, along with the steady reassurance of Aldrin’s presence. I struggle for a long time to drag breath in and out of a throat too tight as my heart rages.

It is on the fifth day after the mockery of a wedding that servants stream into my apartment again, bathing me, shaving my body and dressing me in finery befitting a queen. I guess that is what I am now.

This time, I don’t allow them to clothe me in anything with corsets, hoops or frivolous embellishments that don’t allow me to move. If Finan plans to lay a single finger on me, I will fight him off with everything I have. I will kill him before I allow him to take me.

I am shaking by the time the guards funnel into my apartment again, and I don’t truly know if it is from fear or rage. Armed men surround me as I back away from them.

“I demand to know where you are taking me!” I yell.

A guard reaches for me and I hitch up my light silk skirts in a single hand, not caring that I reveal the leggings beneath. I kick him straight in the stomach. The man staggers back a few paces. Another guard grabs at my arm from behind and I elbow him in the face, just as Caitlin taught me. 

“I am your queen, and you do not touch me unless I allow it!” My eyes dart between them furiously, waiting for the next to make his move. 

I will not be powerless here. These people will not bully me further. 

The guards stare at me with confusion. “We have our orders to ensure you’re brought to the great hall,” one says. “Forcefully, if necessary.” 

“Well, now you have new orders from your queen.” I put my hands on my hips. “You will not touch me unless permission is granted in advance. You will inform me of where the king has requested my presence.” 

Some of the guards gape at me and others cannot hold my eye. I walk through the center of them, forcing the soldiers to scurry after me.

“I assume the king is holding court and wishes me at his side.”

“Yes,” one guard grunts, and I give him a dark look. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Finan has given me some power in this court, and I would be smart to take as much of it as possible.

The great hall hasn’t changed since I last sat on that royal dais with Finan. The guards have brought me to the rear doors, where the king and his family usually make a stately entrance at the beginning of the proceedings.

I peer past the huge, gold-inlaid double doors. Neat rows of pews before the dais seat dozens of people, and a buzz of conversation flows from them. I recognize many of the nobles seated there, wearing courtly silks and brocades, or the formal military uniforms of the king’s generals.

I commit many of those faces to memory, considering which of them could be an ally.

Three thrones sit upon the white marble dais. The largest is of wrought gold and purple velvet, the one King Willard once sat in. Beside it is a second of almost equal size. The one for the heir. Surprise ripples through me. Only Prince Niall could sit in it, but I always thought Finan was too threatened by his younger brother to name him heir.

The last small throne must be my own. There is none for the queen mother, but I hear poor health has kept her in bed.

I don’t register the footsteps approaching from behind until an arm slides around my waist. I elbow whoever has the audacity to touch me, but fast, strong fingers catch me and hold me in place, digging in painfully. I jolt as I turn to Finan, who peers into my face. Our eyes are level and there is a feral gleam in his ice-blue gaze, as though he enjoys any scrap of power he can take over me. 

“Not so threatening without your magic, are you?” His thick lips spread into a wide, cruel smile. “You will play the good wife, you will sit beside me while I hold court, and you will keep your pretty mouth shut. Any reservations you have about this marriage, you can tell me about in private. I tire of explaining the consequences of any inconvenient outbursts.” 

I am a patient woman. I can play along with his games while I assess the perfect way to destroy him.

I become numb as Finan takes my limp arm and folds it in the crook of his, leading us out through the grand doorway and toward the dais. A herald announces our approach to the room, his small trumpet blowing twice, but the lords gathered don’t stop bickering between themselves.

Astonishment slams into me, widening my eyes. I glance at Finan to gauge his reaction to such an insult, but he stares at my face with tenderness as he leads me to the queen’s throne.

It makes my stomach turn.

He unfolds my arm from his and kisses my hand before I snatch it away, then motions for me to take the seat.

A huge smile grows on his face as he stops to admire me there, where he has probably imagined me for the entire war. My head spins from the extremes he treats me with. One moment he threatens me and the next he looks at me with adoration.

I don’t know which is more dangerous. Alarm bells ring in my head as my fight-or-flight instinct kicks in, but I cannot do either before this amassed crowd.

We have been seated for mere moments, Niall still nowhere to be seen, when the far doors of the public entrance swing open. Lord Desmond strides through, wearing decorative armor inlaid with elaborate gold patterns.

My breath hitches as he walks straight through the pews of nobles and up the steps of the dais, and takes the throne right next to the king. Every single person in the hall stops talking as his mere presence steals their attention. Finan simply looks at him and nods.

My throat turns dry and my breaths catch in my throat until I have to remind myself to breathe.

I had no idea how far things had deteriorated for the royal family. No wonder Prince Niall came to us for an alliance that betrays his brother. No wonder fear and desperation peeked through the cracks in his courtly mask.

“Shall we speak of the most important matter at hand?” Lord Desmond booms. “The rebellion in the North, which still drags on.” 

I whip my head to him, shock rippling through me. The audacity for him to speak first, to direct the proceedings as though he were king himself! It is something King Willard would never have tolerated. Heads would have rolled for lesser offences.

The muttering of the crowd picks up in intensity. 

Lord Desmond raises his voice. “They may seem like barbarians restrained to the North, but I guarantee you, they are preparing for a major push forward, all the way to Sunbright City. They will bring their fae monsters with them to wreak havoc upon you good people.” 

The crowd’s agitation increases. I search deep within me for my magic and find the tiniest wisp of air available. Perhaps I am developing a tolerance to the poison like Aldrin did. It is enough to collect some of those arguing voices and send them back to my ears alone.

“Of course they are planning an attack,” a man snickers. “I would send an army after my daughter as well.”

“Perhaps they shouldn’t have kidnapped Lord Appleshield’s daughter,” a countess murmurs.

“Forced her to marry!” another all but yells.

I drop those threads of air, a sudden chill running down my spine. The nobility may grumble, but not one of them lifted a finger to help me.

Lord Desmond casts a dark look across the crowd and their voices fade away. “This is a threat of the gravest kind to this kingdom. You all know who they march under.”

“Enough of this talk of war!” King Finan abruptly stands from his chair, his face red and contoured with rage. I wait for him to chide Lord Desmond for overstepping, but he never does. “I have already declared that the war with the North is over, now that my bride has returned to me. The Northern lords will lick their wounds, do their duty and execute their fae trespassers. They have no use for them now. I’m sure they will also return my brother to me. I will NOT hear of the North again.” 

My heart hammers as the anticipation crashes through me like a tidal wave. This is it. Prince Niall has finally declared himself king. This is how Aldrin and my father will save me. They are coming with their army. He asked me to hold tight, but it is the hardest thing to do.

Lord Desmond rolls his head and speaks as though to a child. “You must face the reality that your brother has⁠—”

“Niall has not betrayed me. He would not dare.” Finan points at Lord Desmond. “He is merely a hostage, and a poor one at that. They will return him when they learn as much, dead or alive. He is NOT making a bid for my throne.” 

I almost want to cry for the fool.

To pity him for his stupidity.

How can a person be so blind?

A heavy silence hangs over the entire hall. I resist the urge to shuffle in my seat.

“Have you forgotten that you claimed that this rebellion is a mask for a fae invasion? That our oldest enemy wants to enslave Strathia once more?” Lord Desmond grinds out, his knuckles turning white where they grip the armrests of the throne he has no right to sit upon.

Finan waves a hand at him, as though to dismiss it all, and sits back down. He clicks at a servant and is immediately brought a golden chalice of wine, taking a deep swig. 

“I want to know why the royal family kept us in the dark for centuries about the truth of the fae and the Great War!” A middle-aged man stands in the center of the front pew. He has dark gray hair oiled and combed back from a long face, and a white beard that contrasts with the deep olive tone of his skin.

I immediately place him as Lord Tiernay. His lands are to the south of the capital, and he has remained neutral in this war. He is surely powerful and wealthy enough to dictate his own fate.

“You are going to believe some old books that have mysteriously appeared over the collective memory of our people?” Lord Desmond snarls. 

The intimidation tactic doesn’t work. Lord Tiernay’s back straightens. “Those magical signatures cannot be faked or manipulated. The Living Memory Scrolls are authentic. I had my druid adviser check them thoroughly, and I am not the only one to have done so. I would like to ask the Mother of Magic Keira where these texts came from and if there are truly more out there.”

I open my mouth to answer, Finan be damned. If I can win these lords over here and now, it could save years or decades of work. It could truly end this war.

Finan tosses his heavy goblet straight at the noble’s head, crimson wine spilling in an arc through the air. A bodyguard reaches a long arm in front of the flinching lord, holding out a small shield. The goblet smacks into it, clattering to the ground, followed by the splattering of wine.

“She is no Mother of Magic!” the mad king screams. “She is your queen, and you will address her as such!”

The nobles hardly react. I wonder if this display is commonplace for them. I scan the crowd closely and note the discreet bodyguards in fine clothing accompanying their patrons.

“Very well. My apologies,” Lord Tiernay says smoothly, wiping droplets of wine from his face with a handkerchief. “I would like to ask Queen Keira⁠—”

“The queen will not be addressed during these sessions,” Finan snaps.

“Those texts—” I begin, but Finan responds inhumanly fast, leaping from his throne and suddenly appearing behind mine, a hand wrapped over my mouth and the other digging into the tender flesh of my throat hard enough that tears spring to my eyes.

“Say another fucking word and I will have the guards strip you bare and tie you to my bed, then I will do everything and anything I want to you,” he growls, just loud enough for me to hear. “I will end this session and have them do it now. Say. One. More. Word. It will be my pleasure.”

My vision blurs and the voices around us rise and fall in volume unnaturally. I shake as true fear blooms in the pit of my stomach. He will do it. He wants an excuse.

“Nothing to say?” Finan whispers. “I find myself disappointed.” He lets me go and saunters back to his seat, like he didn’t just threaten me with rape.

When my gaze returns to the crowd, there are too many eyes on me, instead of Lord Desmond, who is speaking. I finally register his words.

“We are getting off track here. We need to crush this war in the North with an iron fist. To utterly destroy what fae are already in Strathia, before they summon reinforcements. We could have entire fae armies flooding this kingdom.” He bangs his fist against the arm of his throne.

“I am finding it rather difficult to keep up, Lord Desmond.” An elderly countess stands in the pews. The Lady Endeara. “I thought we already had entire fae armies in Strathia. Which are we to believe? We do talk to each other.” She spreads her arms out to indicate the nobility around her. “And there have been a few official royal narratives. They are so very different from the accounts of the priestesses. I am interested in hearing of the fae trade they speak of. I would ask the queen if she didn’t have her voice taken away on pain of her pretty brother’s death.”

Lord Desmond glares her down, his teeth audibly grinding. Murmurs rise around her, and I collect them with my air wields.

“The Northern lords will be rolling in wealth if they are the only ones to do trade with the fae.” 

“It is an unfair division of opportunity. We also have portals to the Otherworld.”

These people are definitely interested in fae trade. I have to hold in the manic laughter that wants to boil out of me at the irony. My nerves are a mess.

“There will be no trade with the fae!” Lord Desmond growls. “Are we truly naive enough to trust them again? Have you not questioned whether the tales in the scrolls and books you have seen were not skewed? Perhaps there were hundreds of accounts of fae kidnappings and enslavements of our people, but they only had the priestesses distribute those that set them in a favorable light.”

“That is a lot of texts to be skewed,” Lord Tiernay calls out over the rising complaints from the crowd. 

“And why would the priestesses work with the fae, if it were against the best interests of Strathia?” Lady Endeara calls back.

“I don’t know. Perhaps the fae have kidnapped many of their number and extorted them with violence. We are getting off topic again.” Lord Desmond waves a hand to dismiss her.

“The only priestess I have witnessed being kidnapped and extorted with violence is the one sitting on that throne before us. I want to hear from the Mother of Magic Keira.” An angry scowl twists Lady Endeara’s aged features. I remember that her daughter is a priestess.

I stare straight into the countess’ eyes as I nod discreetly at the accusation. It is everything I can do to keep my mouth shut.

“The next person to refer to my wife as a priestess will be hanged!” Finan explodes. He whips his head around to me, bringing his face so close our noses almost touch. “If you even think of answering that, I will have your brother beaten within an inch of his life.”

Lord Desmond stands before the crowd of nobility, each one of them on their feet and yelling over the top of each other. His hands are raised in the air as he tries to calm the room, promising no one will be executed.

Finan turns his attention to the chaos and actually smiles. He leans back in his seat, crosses an ankle over the opposite knee and takes in the scene with amusement. He clicks at a servant to bring him more wine, like all of this is for his personal entertainment.

My eyes lock with Lady Endeara’s. “Are the fae kidnapping women?” she yells over the crowd at me. “Are they stealing consorts?”

I make sure Finan isn’t looking at me, then pull my wisps of air tightly around myself and whisper into them, hiding my lips behind a hand. Some risks are worth taking. “The fae are true allies, working under the command of the Lord Protector. They came to this realm peacefully to negotiate a trade agreement. No women have been harmed.”

I send that tendril right into her ear, and her eyes widen. She immediately moves through the crowd and whispers in Lord Tiernay’s ear. His eyes flick up to mine. 

“Where did you find the scrolls? Are they biased?” he says in a low voice, but one I collect easily with my breeze and carry back to my ears alone.

“Prince Niall personally led us to the king’s secret collection of authentic fae histories. I joined the expedition myself. We took almost everything, and shared it all with the South. They were not misrepresentations.”

As I send those words back at him, Finan catches the tail end of my lips moving. Icy claws of terror rake down my spine and sudden images of being strapped to his bed, utterly helpless, flash within my mind.

He narrows his eyes on me. “What are you muttering about?”

I take the small lace fan out of my pocket and wave it before my face, turning wide, innocent eyes on Finan. I look at him with true fear, tears threatening. I don’t have to force them.

He waves a hand aggressively. “You can talk to me. I meant my threat, but only if you talk to them.”

“I find all this confrontation upsetting.” My voice is small and high-pitched, and it is enough to make his features soften. “I have to remind myself to breathe.”

“Not much longer. Sit back and let them rip each other apart.” He motions for his chalice of wine to be filled again.

“Why should we ally with you in a war of your creation?” a young lord yells at Lord Desmond. From the sigil on his doublet, he resides over one of the island provinces. “King Finan has already lost half his army and many of the provinces are already in full revolt, declaring for Niall as king. Then there are whispers of slaughter at priestesses’ sanctuaries, right around the time Queen Keira arrived in the palace, clearly against her will.”

“If there are deaths among the priestesses, I guarantee you it will be at the hands of the fae, in the northern locations.” Lord Desmond stalks to the young noble just in front of the dais and towers over him, the platform amplifying their height differences.

“Then why has the sanctuary in Sunbright City been locked down, with royal guards on all the gates? Why have its priestesses disappeared from the city when the people need them?” The man doesn’t let up, a blotchy flush creeping up his neck. “My sister is one of the priestesses living there! I can’t reach her.”

Lord Desmond glowers at him, a snarl twisting his lips. I wonder if he is considering having the noble killed.

He shoots a dark look back at Finan before replying. “The site and its portals are a strategic weakness. The priestesses within it were relocated.”

So many nobles yell out demands and questions that Lord Desmond can hardly keep up with the onslaught. Finan lounges in his seat, drinking wine and watching the show. Perhaps he believes they will tear down Lord Desmond, but won’t dare touch him because he is the king.

“We will recess this session,” Lord Desmond yells. A servant somewhere behind me blows short notes on their trumpet. “Many of you have concerns, and they may be more suitable for private sessions with myself and the king.”

The nobles funnel out of the great hall, and it is like a great weight has been lifted from my shoulders. Surely Finan’s threat no longer stands.

The only one among their number to remain is the druid Murdoc, a lone island in a churning sea of bodies. His cold, calculating eyes remain trained on me, and I wonder how much of my whisperings he noticed from the crowd, when I did not see him.

Lord Desmond watches the nobles leave with a deep frown upon his features, fists clenching and unclenching, like he is fighting an internal battle to restrain himself from outright violence. He turns slowly and casts me a glance of disappointment. It takes everything I have to keep my spine straight and not cower when I am so vulnerable here.

“How dare they show such insolence toward my queen!” Finan explodes, leaping out of his chair and beginning to pace. “I should have punished them publicly. I should have⁠—”

“You should have left her with her family and temple!” Lord Desmond roars, stalking toward Finan and pointing at me. “Her family must be marching on us by this point.”

The king’s eyes narrow on him, but it is another voice that calls out.

“Must be? Lord Desmond, have you lost the enemy’s army?” Murdoc climbs onto the dais. “Surely it is easy to keep track of such a large force, if they are south of Fort Blackrock.”

“You have lost track of the enemy?” Finan growls, like it is not his responsibility.

Lord Desmond glances between the two men. A muscle ticks in his jaw. “I believe they are using the priestesses’ portals to move their army into position.” Those lethal eyes turn on me. “Is that possible?”

I shrug. “What would I know? I’m just a silly girl enchanted by the fae.”

“Those fucking meddling priestesses!” Finan’s nostrils flare and he tosses his chalice, which bounces across the marble dais with a series of dull thuds. “We should burn all the sanctuaries to the ground. We should show those women their places in this kingdom.”

There is a pause as Lord Desmond and Murdoc exchange a glance.

“Keep your voice down,” Lord Desmond snaps at Finan. “Anyone could hear you here. You have lost a lot of support from the nobility because they suspect foul play at the Sunbright City sanctuary. Imagine what will happen if they learn the truth! There will be riots in the streets. Worse than we have already witnessed in this war. You never should have brought soldiers in to desecrate such sacred places.”

Finan’s features drop. His lips part and sorrow fills his eyes. “I had to get her back. I had to know she was safe.”

The breath whooshes out of me. “I was safe. And happy.”

Finan doesn’t even look at me. “Do you see the enchantment that fae put on her?”

Murdoc gives me a long look while the other two bicker, then he strides to the side of my throne and leans down to whisper in my ear, “Let me help you.”

Lord Desmond suddenly throws us a scrutinizing glance. “The portals,” he says. “Can an army be moved through them?” 

The king’s druid lets out a long-suffering breath. “Such a thing is not possible. The portals would overload from extended use and be destroyed. If they traveled slowly enough to avoid damaging them, it would take months. Some of the fae have cloaking magic. Perhaps that is what they are using to mask the army. Regardless, Edmund’s forces are months away.” Murdoc’s eyes flick to mine. We both know that every single word was a lie.

“And the portals in the library are definitely broken?” Lord Desmond asks.

Murdoc raises both his hands. “As I have said multiple times, yes, they are broken.”

“I will put guards on them anyway.” Lord Desmond walks away.

Finan’s eyes roam over my body and face hungrily as he holds out a hand to me. “Keira, I would like you to dine with me tonight.”

Cold dread pumps into my body as I scramble out of my chair. “I didn’t say a word!” I dart away from him as he tries to reach for me. “You said you wouldn’t hurt me if I didn’t say a word to the nobles!” My heart almost stammers to a stop at the realization that he made no such promise.

I dart around the chair, but Finan is faster. He catches me and crushes me against his chest, so my fists pounding against him have no true force. “I shouldn’t have threatened you. I didn’t mean it,” he grunts out, and I do not believe a single word.

My head strikes his jaw and I almost escape his embrace, but he grabs me around the waist and lifts me from the ground as my legs kick out wildly.

“You are my wife. You will dine with me and you will eventually come to my bed of your own free will.”

If I can leverage myself in his arms, I could kick him in the groin and he would drop me. I could run…but run where?

Murdoc steps before our display and gives me a significant look. “My king, if you wouldn’t mind, I would like to work on breaking those fae enchantments on Keira before you start…entertaining her without your guards present. They have put a spell on her to attack you against her will.”

Finan dumps me on the ground at the suggestion, and I dart away from him, but come up short as Lord Desmond blocks my escape with a grimace.

“You can truly do that?” Finan’s eager voice rings out behind me, and I whirl back to the druid.

“I can, though the process may take several days. Maybe a week. It is best if she remains undisturbed during that time.”

Finan agrees, then dismisses us both by turning his back on us and talking to Lord Desmond.

Murdoc walks beside me as my guards escort me back to my rooms. I keep sending him sidelong glances, but I don’t speak. I want to know what game he is playing. Almost as soon as we leave the great hall, another druid falls in line behind us, carrying a parcel wrapped in fabric, a deep hood covering their features.

When we enter my apartments and the guards leave, I stalk over to Murdoc, rage boiling through me. “How dare you? How dare you marry me to that man and now act like you are an ally again?”

Murdoc holds up a single finger and beckons over the other druid, who pulls his hood down. Dark orange curls run down to his shoulders and his eyes are the palest blue. There is a scattering of freckles across his nose that makes him look younger than I am, perhaps only twenty. There is something familiar about him, but I can’t put my finger on it. I hardly take notice of him.

Murdoc cocks his head to the side. “I never got the chance to give you my wedding present.”

Anger rears up so hard and fast, I want to shake him. “I don’t want any gods-damned wedding presents!” 

With quick motions, he flicks open the folds of fabric around the parcel in the other man’s hands to reveal a box. Within are a teapot, a set of decorative teacups with saucers, and multiple parcels of herbs.

“A tea set?” I say flatly.

“It is the tea itself that would be of more interest to you,” Murdoc ventures, the hint of a smile on his lips. “It has amazing properties that can counter the effects of poisons. The kind that might take away a woman’s power and make her helpless.”

Relief washes over me, so strong that my legs almost go out from under me. I take a step closer to the tea set. “Are you telling me I will get my magic back? I could open the portals in the library and return home.”

Murdoc shakes his head. “It will take a good month for you to recover that much of your magic, especially while the king is still poisoning you. What I offer here is a chance for you to be empowered again. To use your magic in clever, discreet ways, like you did to communicate with the nobility in the great hall. You could glamour yourself so you could walk freely in the palace and perhaps visit some of those leaders in their private quarters for a frank conversation. Like this man beside me. Are you sure you do not recognize him?”

I frown at the younger druid, stepping closer as Murdoc takes the tea set from him. I examine the long face and high cheekbones, thick eyebrows and narrow lips.

This man could almost be—but no, the nose is the wrong shape. Then he smiles at me and those eyes light up, his whole face creasing with the huge grin.

I laugh, though it sounds like a sob, and throw my arms around him. “Diarmuid?” 

He tightens the embrace. “It took you long enough.”

I pull back from him. “This is a very convincing glamour, but won’t they notice you are missing from your rooms?” 

He shakes his head. “Another druid has kindly taken my place, also glamoured.”

I turn to Murdoc. “Thank you,” I breathe.

He gives the slightest nod. 

“There’s something else you need to know.” Diarmuid’s grin widens, and pure excitement grows across his features. “You are an aunt to a beautiful baby girl.”

I actually squeal, bouncing on the spot. “Caitlin had her baby! What did she call her? Are they both well?”

He laughs. “The baby’s name is Morgana. I am told they are both well. That the fae healer was indispensable.”

Murdoc taps his foot loudly and we both turn to him. “We have urgent matters at hand and little time. I am in communication with King Niall. They are coming, but there are things we need to do to pave the way for them. It is a good thing I now have an excuse to see you regularly.”

Murdoc has the guards call for hot water so we can make tea, then we sit at my table and get to work. Suddenly, I no longer feel like a vulnerable prisoner. Like a scared little girl. 

And I know how I am going to get out of here.


Chapter 39
Aldrin


Istalk around the priestesses’ sanctuary like a pent-up beast, fury rolling through me in sickening waves. Or perhaps it is fear, like I have never known it before. My limbs are jittery, my thoughts race in circles, and I can’t stand still.

This is where the mad king took her.

The signs of slaughter are all around. Scorch marks on the buildings. The grass churned and kicked up where Mothers of Magic were dragged. Large footprints of armored boots embedded in clay, where the dirt turned to mud with all the blood spilled, then hardened again. 

I can’t get the ambush scenes Keira shared with me out of my head. The fear thudding in her heart. The horror that froze her limbs. And the pain rolling through her head where that bastard struck her multiple times.

Finan is a dead man walking.

My fingers twitch with the need to crush his skull in my bare hands.

I should have been here the night his forces attacked. Objected more strongly to this place being left unguarded, sacrilege or not. Self-loathing burns through me. I was supposed to protect her. To make sure no man ever laid an unwanted finger on her again.

I run a hand through my hair, and it snags on all the tangles. I rub my tired, dry eyes and scratch the multiple-day growth across my cheeks.

Deep fatigue hangs over me like a heavy blanket. Sleep has eluded me of late. I spend every moment I can planning and preparing to get her back, and when I finally fall onto my bedroll, I toss and turn for hours. In the darkness, every possible way Keira could be abused flashes through my mind in graphic detail.

I kick a broken bucket discarded by the stream and it clatters as it flies across the ground in a caved-in mess. A deep need to unleash my fury until I have shattered everything that stands in this settlement fills me. I want to roar my rage as I rip houses apart with my hands. But that won’t help anyone. Keira least of all.

This place is packed full of soldiers moving with purpose, when all I want is the peace and privacy to lose my mind. I sit down on a log and bury my head in my hands for a long moment, struggling to breathe. It is like an unseen enemy has their fingers wrapped around my throat so tight I can hardly drag in air.

A few times in the last few days, I have felt Keira in my head. The sensations have been weak with her magic mostly suppressed. A vague caress of emotion rubbing up against my soul, but always in panic or anger.

I can feel that something horrible is happening, but I never know what.

Is she being tormented with words or physical abuse? Would I know if the mad king attempts to assault her body, or would she block me out with shame? The unknown is eating me alive, even though we get daily updates on how she is faring in the palace.

My hands shake in my lap, and I ball them into fists to hide the fact. I told her to hold on for me. To eat the poisoned food that is stealing her magic to keep up her strength, but I completely fell apart when her presence winked out in my head.

It felt like a part of me died.

Like the Soul Ripper itself devoured my spirit, breaking me down to parts for the Life Creator to make something new from all the broken pieces.

A desperate, maddening need constantly curls within me to open the portal into the heart of the palace and march our army straight through, but it would be a bloodbath. They would swarm us as we traveled through that bottleneck.

My subconscious screams at me that I am not doing enough. That I should penetrate the palace with a task force and steal her away like we did with the books hidden there—but they are expecting that, and her enemies would keep coming for her even if we succeeded.

In this, King Finan has handed us a perfect opportunity to destroy him.

A reassuring hand falls on my shoulder, and I jolt back to reality under its heavy weight, looking up at Edmund. His eyes are feral, glowing with a literal emerald fire that started burning the day his children were taken.

“Get up, Aldrin. The time for action has arrived.” He holds out a hand and I take it. “Save your murderous rage for the enemy.”

“You are sure about these Southern lords?” I bite out. “That most of them have now declared their allegiance to King Niall?”

Edmund flicks his head toward the portal that leads to one of our so-called allies. King Niall and his delegation party step out of it with mists billowing around them. Countess Lynna and Lord Bradford race over to greet them.

“Lord Tiernay is here himself to oversee our army’s travel through the portal to his estates,” Edmund says. “I inspected his forces yesterday. They will join us, and we will march on the capital. It will take an entire day to transport half our army to the sanctuary in his lands, and the other half to Countess Endeara’s estates. We will march a two-pronged attack on the city and lay siege by the end of the third day. You need to do your job quickly and have the mob in a full riot against King Finan by that time.”

“It’s a risky plan, with a difficult retreat if this Lord Tiernay and Countess Endeara betray us.” My heart stutters at the very thought. “You’re certain about leaving our low fae forces in the North? Dragons and fire sprites would make a siege far easier.”

Edmund gives me a long, hard look. “Don’t think I’m not tempted to burn the place to the ground to get my children back. I might have, if we weren’t receiving Keira’s letters through Murdoc to confirm she and Diarmuid are under no immediate threat. I don’t plan to lay a proper siege. Do your job right, Aldrin, and the people of Sunbright City will open the gates for us when King Niall arrives as their savior, ready to take his throne. We are playing the part of rescuers and must avoid being seen as invading fae if we want to win the throne with minimum bloodshed. Do it right, and these forces won’t lift a sword. They’ll march straight in.”

I grind my teeth with impatience. It is the perfect plan, but it has taken too fucking long to get all the wheels in motion. “If your plan doesn’t work, I’m flying in there on the back of a dragon.”

“If it doesn’t work, I’ll be right at your side.” The tendons poke out in Edmund’s neck as tension rolls through him.

King Niall and Lord Tiernay approach us. “Your daughter is an impressive woman, Lord Appleshield,” the lord says. “She has been holding a secret court of her own, right under the king’s nose when he thinks she is imprisoned in her apartments. It is a clever trick, for her to change her appearance in such a way. Keira has garnered a lot of support for King Niall with her efforts. Especially after the truth of what happened to the priestesses’ sanctuaries became known.” 

A complex mixture of pride and devastation collides within me. My heart soars at how brave and clever Keira is, and it twists with agony that she has had to do it all alone, in such a precarious position.

I leave the lords, countess and king to talk. I power up the portals they need to transport their forces, then find my people.

Drake and Klara sit on a log together, sharpening their blades and talking in low voices. Cyprien and Silvan are engaged in some sort of argument that cuts off as soon as I approach, and Hawthorne tries to offer me a mug of hot coffee poured from the pot simmering on the fire. I wave it away, my stomach rolling at the thought of putting something in it, and Zinnia takes the steaming mug instead.

They all stop what they are doing and stare at me with varying degrees of concern. They have been doing this a lot since Keira was taken, and by the darkest realm, I wish they would stop.

“We move out as soon as the priestesses are ready.” I fold my arms over my chest as the urge to break something or someone overwhelms me again. “This wait is killing me.”

“It is painful for all of us. We all care, Aldrin.” Cyprien takes a step toward me, a frown of concern pinching his features, as the others grunt in agreement. 

I don’t know if he intends to hug me or pat my back, but I can’t handle softness right now. I think I would fold up and collapse in a heap of tears, and that man couldn’t save anyone. Turning on my heel, I move away from him and drop into a seat beside Drake at the fire.

“She’s going to be okay,” Drake murmurs to me, and I roll my eyes to him, fixing him with a dark look. “I know what it’s like to have someone precious to you in the enemy’s clutches, and to be forced to fully trust in their ability to take care of themselves. Keira is incredibly resourceful. She will be okay.”

I take in a deep, shuddering breath, not allowing the riptide of emotions that churns through me to show on my face. He is speaking of his son, Rainier, who is in the High Chancellor’s inner circle.

We sit there and idly watch as the long columns of Northern armies are slowly swallowed up by portals, their number snaking around the sanctuary and into the fields beyond. Every so often, a portal’s glow will fade and the vibration of the air around it lessens, and we fae pull ourselves away from the campfire to pour our magic into it.

This is no feat a human could achieve.

It is the single reason I am still in this miserable graveyard and not in Sunbright City, fighting for my woman already.

When the last of the armies has disappeared through the portals and the sun sits heavy on the horizon, I pace the sanctuary with agitation. The priestesses we will escort into Sunbright City to wreak havoc are ready. My people are ready. There are only two women holding the rest of us back. Every heartbeat I am forced to wait is agonizing.

I keep throwing moody glances at the portal, but that moonstone ring remains dark. I want to light it up, stalk through and drag them out forcefully, but I have already been told that would be rude.

“Why are they not here yet?” I growl at Cyprien.

He gives me a stern look. “Give them time.”

“We are losing precious time! We must go now.” I can’t help the aggression in my voice or the way every muscle in my body is tight and ready for violence.

“She needs this as much as you do.” Cyprien puts a hand on my shoulder, and I shrug it off. “Both need it, if we are being honest.”

He looks strange with glamour hiding his fae form. His long black braids with their many golden beads have been masked into straight, free-flowing hair. The shaved sides of his scalp, usually covered in black tattoos, are fully regrown in the human style. His ears are rounded and his sharp features dulled.

Any fae could see through the weaves to know Cyprien’s appearance has been changed, but humans don’t have enough magic to see it. Very few are masters at glamour deception in my realm, unlike the fae who have grown up in the human world and trained in the skill from infancy. Edmund, Keira and Caitlin are such natural experts at hiding their true fae forms with instinctual glamour that not even I saw it.

They would make excellent spies.

Klara is no longer recognizable, her purple hair and eyes now the most boring shade of brown. Drake’s tattoo is gone, along with the red tone of his skin. I touch one of my own rounded ears with discomfort. It feels too real.

That familiar hum fills my ears, vibrating air particles around me. I whirl around to the portal that leads to the Appleshield sanctuary right as Caitlin and Naomi step out of it. Relief punches into me, so strong that all the breath leaves my lungs. 

There is a self-satisfied grin on Caitlin’s face as she walks to us. The loose white robes of a Mother of Magic flow around her body, the fabric clinging to the curve of her stomach where the baby was, still visible but much diminished.

The priestesses laugh and cheer and clap. A few race to Caitlin and embrace her in a tight huddle, despite how her body locks up and a scowl fills her face as she looks at them with confusion, then pats their backs.

She doesn’t know how she has become a symbol of feminine strength to these women, swollen with child and galloping into battle as she did.

Naomi’s eyes narrow as she takes everyone in, then claps her hands loudly until all eyes are on her. “Okay, okay, let’s get a move on!” she roars. “Are we all here? Why are there people still sitting around? Let’s go!” She motions toward a few fae who gawked at her entry from their seats rather than standing immediately, like we haven’t been waiting for her for the last hour.

I grin at my people. “Zinnia. Hawthorne. You heard the old spider. Open the portal. We move out now.”

Naomi’s glare fixes on me—then the impossible happens. Instead of tearing my throat out with her teeth, she gives me a small nod of acknowledgment.

As the portal that leads to the ruined sanctuary in Sunbright City roars to life, kicking up Zinnia and Hawthorne’s loose hair, Caitlin strides to my side.

“It is nice to see you too, Aldrin.” She elbows me in the ribs lightly. 

I raise a hand to my head as I glance sheepishly at her. Caitlin has been through her own ordeal, and I hardly acknowledged her. There are dark rings under her eyes, and I don’t know if it is the baby keeping her awake, or fear for her siblings. Probably both. Suddenly, I feel like a horrible person.

“My congratulations to you on the birth of your child.” I give her a sidelong glance. “Are you sure you are ready to go into another battle only weeks after the birth?”

Caitlin gives me a long, measuring look, as though she is working out if I will try to stop her. “Thanks to the fae healer, I am.”

“And who is the child with?” I ask softly.

“My mother and a wet nurse will care for Morgana while we make this last stand. It is not uncommon here for noble women to pay another to nurse their child. I cannot stay for long, and I might sacrifice the ability to nurse her myself to be here, but I will not sit by while my siblings’ fates hang in the balance. Especially when I know Morgana will be in good hands.” Raw emotion weighs her shoulders down.

The gods know we need Caitlin. The old spider too, despite how I don’t want to admit the fact. I might despise the High Priestess, but it is a comfort to have someone so powerful and vicious fighting for Keira.

With hardly a thought, I step through the portal with my most loyal supporters at my side, allowing the mists and white nothingness to devour me whole.


Chapter 40
Aldrin


We step out of the portal into a graveyard. At least fifty fresh mounds of earth dot the space around the great temple. The site is utterly still, as though every living thing holds its breath. 

I motion for our force to fan out, our swords and magic at the ready for a horde of enemy guards to swarm us, but none come. Long moments pass while the Mothers of Magic stream out of the portal, but the garden remains peaceful.

Naomi claps her hands and motions for us to silently follow her. She leads us along a path between trees with wide canopies and sculpture bushes, toward a high stone wall. I prepare for soldiers to launch an ambush at every thicket of trees or bend in the road, but they never arrive.

“The guards will be at the gate, but my spies tell me it is only a token number,” Naomi hisses to me.

“Why would a warlord like Desmond leave such an opening into the city?” I ask.

She sighs. “We Mothers of Magic are pacifists who don’t engage in war. Not before this one, at least. We have never transported warriors or fae. But times are changing. It’s almost as though this kingdom forgets that to become priestesses, we first venture into the Otherworld as warriors.”

There are ten guards at a gate of tall metal bars that leads out to a busy city street. I could kill all of them easily, as distracted as they are, but we don’t want to make a scene. Instead, Naomi walks straight up to them with the group of priestesses in tow.

The High Priestess puts her hands on her hips. “I demand you open this gate immediately!” she barks. “How dare you lock us up in our own sanctuary? I will have words with the king and Lord Desmond on the state of my temple!” 

The guards take one look at her headgear of twisting antlers, the crown of the High Priestess, and scurry to open the gate. Four of them approach us in the gardens, their eyes widening as they spot my band of warriors behind the priestesses.

My fae throw their wields of earth magic together and open rifts in the ground, each the size of a grave. They snag soldiers with the roots of trees and drag them beneath the dirt before closing them up. A muted scream is all that leaves the humans’ lungs before they are crushed.

The quick deaths are a mercy they don’t deserve after hiding the evidence of the atrocities at this site. I recognized some of those faces from the visions Keira sent me, and I would have loved to take my time with them.

I focus the intensity of my magic on the willpower of each guard outside the wall. There is little resistance to my mind penetrating theirs, to my power flowing through their muscles and taking control.

A dull ache builds at the back of my head and my vision blackens at the edges as I have two guards at a time slowly stroll into the garden for the rest of my people to dispatch. I am doubled over and panting by the time we are done.

We swarm into the city, breaking up into ten groups, a few priestesses paired with a few disguised fae guards, heading to different regions of the city. I have kept my most loyal band together, along with Caitlin. We have our own mission when those armies reach the gate.

The city is ripe for rebellion.

Crowds mill about in dirty streets, arguing with each other or whispering gossip in corners. I wrinkle my nose at the stench of this place. Every surface is stone. The paved streets and squares. The tan bricks of the buildings and terracotta-tiled roofs. Greenish sludge coats the roofs, black smears slide down many of the walls, and I don’t even want to think of the muck on the ground. Especially the piles of refuse in the alleyways.

There are no rivers to wash the human filth away. No trees to soak up the nourishment. No patches of greenery to function as nature’s drains. There are fountains in every square, but that water is contained and washes nothing away.

Caitlin selects a site in the middle of a square, before a fountain with a sculpture of three women pouring water out of vases. I scan the area around it, a ring of busy porticos with cafe tables spilling out into it.

I send Klara, Silvan and Zinnia to different points in the terrace as lookouts. Drake and Hawthorne pretend to line up for a drink of water from the fountain. They will join the crowd of Caitlin’s onlookers and discreetly feed her power for her show.

I enter what must be a guild hall with Cyprien on my heels, and immediately race up the spiral staircase to the bell tower I spotted from the ground. The entire balconied space is dotted with bird droppings, and the creak of the bell’s rope as it gently moves overhead is a little disconcerting, but the stink of so many people pressed together is gone.

The tower gives us an excellent view of Caitlin striding toward the fountain and the streets funneling into the square, providing an advance warning if unrest breaks out. It functions as a lookout beyond the city wall, to the shantytown that rests up against it and the road Edmund will arrive on with the armies of the North and South combined.

I can’t help glancing behind me, deeper into the sprawling city, where the palace lies. A savage beast of fury awakens in me at that sight, claws extending, teeth bared and craving blood.

The royal castle is as ugly as the rest of this city. A squat thing of low buildings of different styles haphazardly shoved together, bland and monotone with only a handful of spires and turrets to break them up. 

Keira is there, in a prison of opulence.

It takes everything within me not to charge up that rise toward her. To scale the wall around the palace and kill every guard on it. My hands twitch at the thought of the pain I will inflict on the mad king when I get my hands on him. 

“Aldrin, you cannot do anything for her today.” Cyprien’s voice drags me back to the moment. 

“I am so sick of hearing that.” My teeth grind so hard that my jaw hurts.

“I know.” He puts his hands on my shoulders and guides me back to the other side of the bell tower, forcing me to look at Caitlin and the fountain below.

She stands before all that flowing water, raising her hands over her head and clapping multiple times. Her air magic amplifies the sound to the intensity of thunderclaps.

“Heed my warning!” Caitlin’s words bounce off the porticos, the echo whispering back in a dozen voices. The crowd stops and everyone turns to her. “Heed the warnings of the High Priestess. Of your Mothers of Magic!”

I lean my arms on the brick railing, grim satisfaction filling me at the way the humans below mutter frantically between themselves and crowd around Caitlin. A breeze whips around her, lifting her auburn hair and rustling the divided skirts of her white gown. 

A stronger gust kicks up the pool of water in the fountain. Tendrils of it form a platform beneath her feet, then raise her off the ground with an air base that is invisible to the humans. Slowly, Caitlin is brought to the apex of the tall fountain, a pedestal of churning water beneath her feet.

The weaves of magic from Drake and Hawthorne as they hold their magic trick are clear to me, but the humans stare at Caitlin as though she is a messiah. 

“Your king has gone mad! His reign has brought nothing but war. Death. Famine,” Caitlin yells, and the commoners call back their agreement. “The good people of this city pay for his war in the North with their taxes and their sons, so King Finan could kidnap a woman who had no interest in marrying him. A Mother of Magic who had given herself over to the temple, no less!”

There are more angry murmurings, but this is old news to the people. The priestesses have been lecturing them about this since the war began.

“Now, King Finan is slaughtering priestesses! The sanctuary in this city is closed because the king murdered every single woman within it. He has gone to other sanctuaries to kill their Mothers of Magic. When will he stop this sacrilege? When all Mothers of Magic are dead?”

The crowd eats up her words, yelling and thrashing. More people channel in from the four streets that feed into the large square. I watch them all closely in case we need to pull Caitlin out. Cyprien and I could build a staircase of air for her to run to us.

“You have had no priestesses in this city for weeks because the king slaughtered them,” Caitlin roars. “Who has helped the expecting mothers in this city birth their children? Who has healed the sick in their darkest hour? The king is to blame for those avoidable deaths of your loved ones!”

The people react, throwing up their arms and screaming.

Caitlin doesn’t miss a beat. “When the crops fail because there are no Mothers of Magic to save them, the famine will be your king’s fault. When the magic dies in this land because there are no more pilgrimages, it will be your king’s fault.”

Voices ring out in the crowd. 

“The king must be stopped!” a man screams.

“The gods will curse us for such sacrilege!” a woman bellows.

“The mad king is no longer fit to rule!” Caitlin growls. “An army is marching on this very city to stop him. King Finan would sit behind his palace walls and allow you to starve under a siege. To die in the streets if a battle broke out. When has he ever dirtied his hands to save you? He has only ever robbed you!” 

Wails rise from the amassed people and I grit my teeth. This is the most dangerous part of Caitlin’s speech. We cannot have uncontrolled riots in the city. The mob needs to be turned into a finely tuned weapon. One that we wield.

“We must remove the mad king from power!” she urges. “When King Niall arrives to claim the throne, we must rush to the city gates, to the palace gates, and storm the guards to open them for the oncoming army. I promise you: King Niall will go straight to the palace to remove the madman within. King Niall is coming to save the people of Sunbright City from his brother. From being cursed by the gods who frown on him. King Niall will free all of Strathia!”

The crowd screams their approval, many cursing the mad king.

A half-smile forms on my lips at the vulgarity of their words. It matches my mood exactly. But this is a dangerous game we play, and our timing to get Keira and Diarmuid out of the palace before the mob arrives is essential. We need to strike when the guards are so swamped by the onslaught that they cannot stop us from entering through the portal.

Caitlin preaches until the sun goes down and her voice turns hoarse. Then we visit tavern after tavern, where she gets on the performers’ stages to reach the men and women in their cups. By the time we select an inn to sleep at, she is swaying on her feet.

We pay for a noble’s room in an upmarket inn with servants’ and guards’ quarters attached, because I fear that someone may come for Caitlin in the night. Klara heals her throat and shares her bed, just to be sure.

During the middle of the night, while I toss and turn on a lumpy pallet as soft footfalls approach and recede in the corridor outside, and roars of laughter float up from the hall below, I feel her.

That presence that pulls at my heart, somehow connecting me to the woman I love. My heart swells and it is as though I can finally breathe again. The smallest fragment of that huge missing part of me returns. 

Keira. My very soul calls out to her. I miss you, Keira. Hold on. Please hold on. I am coming for you.

No words return to me. It is like a distant, groggy muttering from a person who is still half asleep. The connection is so incredibly thin, but I bask in the warm embrace of it, as I would in holding her soft body to mine and nuzzling my face in her neck. I can almost smell the sweetness of her hair and skin. I shoot those sensations to her in the crazy hope that she can feel them too.
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We hit the streets the next morning, and this time the people flock to Caitlin as soon as she speaks. We fae take turns guarding her and feeding her our power for her tricks.

The day is long and hard.

The palace guard catches wind of our activities, and we are constantly forced to move to prevent a confrontation. A clash could create the boiling point we need, but it would be too soon.

The only consolation is Keira’s presence within my mind, gradually growing in strength. Eventually I can hear her voice whispering to me, but I can’t quite make out the words.

It is during the morning of the third day that the mood of the crowd changes during one of Caitlin’s performances. They pull away from her and glance around frantically.

I examine them from my position at the edge of the square, trying to understand what is happening. Large bodies of people run through the square from an adjacent street, confusing the rest and pushing past those watching Caitlin.

“The army is here! The army is here!” one man screams as he passes me.

“Run for your lives!” a woman screeches, holding a wailing baby.

I grab another fleeing man by the tunic, forcing him to stop. His eyes are wide and dart everywhere but my face. “What is happening, man?” I yell at him.

“A h-huge horde is advancing on the city,” he stammers out, and I drop him. “They fly the king’s banner, but it is all wrong. Different. The colors are inverted.”

King Niall has arrived. 

I glance at Caitlin’s position, where Klara, Hawthorne and Silvan have formed a protective circle around her, then I run into the building at my back. I take two steps at a time as I scale multiple flights of stairs to the roof. Drake and Cyprien are already up there. 

The view that greets me has my heart hammering with anticipation. An advancing army sprawls across the empty lands that meet the city, flying King Niall’s banners, alongside the green and bronze of Appleshield. 

“They will be at the gate in an hour.” Drake squeezes my arm. “Then you can let out that murderous rage.”

“Maybe less.” Cyprien pulls his gaze away from the horizon to look at me. “Are you ready for what we might find?”

“We extract Caitlin now and make our move on the palace. The mad king dies today.” Something dark within me revels at finally giving those orders. 

We rush down the stairs and into the churning, hysterical crowd. Despite the frantic movements and needless yelling of some, most have turned to Caitlin again, utterly transfixed. I am forced to push past tightly packed bodies to reach her, receiving elbows in the chest as they raise their arms to her.

“The time to empower yourself is now!” Caitlin bellows. “Pick up your arms. Storm the city gates. Let in that army who is here to save you and your true king, King Niall! Remember, the queen is a prisoner, and a Mother of Magic. Save the queen and the gods will smile on you. SAVE THE QUEEN!”

It is jarring to hear Keira referred to as another man’s queen. It stabs a knife in my heart, then twists the blade, but this is not about me.

The people amassed repeat Caitlin’s words. Chant them while they thrash as one. Save the queen. Save the queen.

My legs feel weak at those words, and I would hug Caitlin if we had the time. My band of warriors encircles her, and we push our way through the mob.

Behind us, a man jumps onto Caitlin’s pedestal. “Let’s rid ourselves of a mad king!” he screams, and the crowd churning toward the palace roars in agreement.

It is an effort to move against the current of people. Many have picked up weapons: axes, butcher’s knives, planks of wood. Their bodies tug at us, and multiple times, I am forced to throw up air shields to push them back. Abruptly, we break through their number into an alley that leads neither to the gates at the wall nor to the palace. 

We dash into the stillness of the priestesses’ sanctuary. The quiet of these walled-in gardens is eerie when the city outside is in such turmoil. Barked orders in masculine voices and the rattle of chain mail float to us as we near its center. 

I break the tree cover first, and hundreds of soldiers whip around toward me, their numbers swarming around an activated portal. I put up my hands in a disarming gesture as Edmund steps out of the ring of his warriors.

He slaps me on the shoulder, then calls for a servant, who rushes toward Caitlin with her armor. Caitlin pulls off her loose robe in a single motion, revealing the leather leggings and tunic beneath. A servant helps her dress quickly and hands her a blade. 

Around us, Appleshield soldiers are disguised as commoners, wearing simple tunics and trousers in neutral tones, but hints of chain mail show at their collars and hems. They are well armed with swords and shields. A group pulls crude battering rams through the portal.

They will be the true force attacking the gates from within, wolves hidden among sheep. 

Cyprien powers up a portal that leads to the closest Sanctuary of Magic at Seaport, near the ocean just outside the city. I place my hands on the moonstone gate, with Drake crouching next to me to do the same and Klara on the other side.

We pour our raw magic into it, overloading the structure of the crystal and forcing a new path of trajectory on the gate. I grind my teeth with the effort. It is like rolling a boulder up a steep hill. 

We push and push, liquid fire searing through me at the amount of raw power leaving me, until that tunnel cutting through space bends, arching in an unnatural curve from where we stand to the portal on the other side. When the center of the arc is closer to the palace than the Seaport portal itself, the tunnel of magic finally lets go of its original destination and snaps to the portal within the palace library with the signature of Seaport. 

Drake lets out a breathy laugh. I double over, my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath. Sweat beads across my face, stinging my eyes, and I wipe it away with a sleeve.

The portal before us will now lead us right into the palace.

Edmund puts a hand on my shoulder and stares at me with a feral intensity. “Go get my daughter.”


Chapter 41
Aldrin


Istep out of the portal and into the palace library, and guards immediately swarm us. I laugh as my sword cuts clean through one man’s neck, his head tumbling to the ground while his body folds over behind it.

My sword clashes with the next soldier’s, metal scraping against metal, but I am taller, stronger and far angrier. He crumples under my attack, blood spurting from multiple wounds.

More guards channel into the room and I send out a wave of sharpened spikes of air, slicing through their flesh as I spin on my heel and skewer the soldier attacking my back. A blind wrath boils within me at their audacity to try to stop me from getting to Keira. I will kill anyone who comes between us, including that mad king.

Bolts fly across the room, accompanied by the clacking of a handheld crossbow working behind me, and I know Caitlin has entered the library. I slice through the hamstrings of a guard who charges me, and Drake runs his sword through the man’s chest while wrapping ropes of air around another’s throat and choking the life out of him.

At my side, Klara wrenches her sword free from where it is lodged in a woman’s chest, then pulls a dagger from its sheath at her thigh and tosses it straight into the throat of a guard running away from us.

All of a sudden, there is no one left to fight, with only a ring of bodies around us. Their blood seeps across the marble floors, channels of it streaming down the grout, toward the many bookshelves. We make quick work of closing the portal, then run out of the library, leaving a trail of bloody footprints behind us. 

Keira, I am coming for you. I thrust the thought to her, down that slowly awakening bond. Where are you, dear heart?

Her voice comes to me as though from very far away. The throne room. Finan is holding me hostage. My power…very little has come back to me.

We are coming, I promise, my rage hitting new heights as I swing my sword through the air in preparation for the blood I truly want to spill.

I immediately turn left as we hit the corridor. Niall smuggled the palace blueprints to us weeks ago, and I memorized every inch of the place. With each corner we turn, at every intersection of corridors, I expect to find palace guards charging at us, but there are none. We race along halls that are completely empty.

A chill runs down my spine. I have a bad feeling about this.

I lead my people through a corridor lined with glass windows. They peer down into the city from a rise, giving a full view of the immense, barricaded gate that leads to the main entrance of the palace.

We all slow to look at the fight below.

One side of the wall is swarming with the angry mob, holding weapons high and banging against the wooden gate. Edmund’s men are there, bringing their rams up against the barrier. The other side has palace guards pressing their shields against the gate, while others launch arrows into the crowd from the wall.

Edmund’s war party has drawn many guards to the wall, but it looks like most have abandoned their posts in the palace. We didn’t plan for that.

“Fuuuck.” Drake grabs my arm and forces me to move faster. “We aren’t going to have enough time!”

I immediately see it. Guards breaking and running away from the wall. Others fighting each other, the bloodbath escalating as a handful of royal guards turn the wrench to open the gate.

“Yes, we fucking will,” I growl.

We run like the Wild Hunt itself is on our tails. I don’t know which would be worse: those feral demonic horsemen of the Shadow Court, or this mob.

I glance over my shoulder and out the windows again. The main gate of the palace is halfway up, and the mob are ducking under it and streaming up the great steps to the grand entrance. 

The corridor leads to a large ballroom, echoing our crashing footsteps back at us as we race for the far side, ignoring all the opulence. I burst out first onto a wide landing at the top of a broad staircase that glitters with gold-veined marble, set face to face with the advancing mob.

The people are frenzied, with wide eyes and frantic movements, pouring in from the main entrance of the palace and darting in great hordes down the intersections of different passageways. They carry makeshift clubs and butcher’s knives, many already bloodied.

They are still a level below us, but as my people pour out behind me, there is a roar from the crowd and dozens charge up the stairs. Fuck. Edmund let them in too soon. We thought the palace guards would slow them.

“A change of plans,” I yell to my people, abandoning the staircase I was going to take to the throne room and running along the elaborate balcony that overlooks the madness below. “We’ll use the servants’ access.”

With a flick of my wrist, I throw an air volley down the stairs, thrusting the advancing people off their feet and arching backward into empty space. I don’t want to kill humans, but I won’t allow them to delay us. The thought of the mob reaching Keira before I do turns my blood to ice.

These possessed people don’t care for politics, or a cruel king and innocent queen.

They want death and mayhem.

I tear open the door to the much narrower passage and charge through, following corridor after corridor, turning left and right.

“This is a less direct path,” Cyprien grunts at my side. “It will take longer.”

I glance sideways at him as we pass a huddle of maids whimpering in a corner. “Longer than cutting our way through that crowd? It is only going to get thicker.”

I skid to a stop at a door, knowing we need to pass back into the main palace before we can reach the throne room. I motion to Silvan, my fingers clutching the handle.

“Cloak us,” I command the moment he reaches me, and the air instantly ripples before us with the evidence of his invisibility shield.

I swing open the door to a huge, open receiving room, absolutely swarming with a sea of bodies so thick they can hardly move, despite how they thrash. Caitlin whispers a curse behind me. I close the door just as quickly, throwing my back against it, mind whirling as I run through the blueprints once more.

My eyes snap open to my warriors staring at me. “The Crystal Ballroom,” I say. “It is the only other way.”

“Through the music storeroom.” Drake agrees. We all take off again.

Keira, dear heart, I plead. Tell me you are safe. That the mob hasn’t found you yet.

My heart clenches as panels and doors fly past us. I have waited too long for her reply.

Oh gods, they’re in the palace, aren’t they? Keira finally chokes. They’re not here yet…but Aldrin…I’m afraid. I’m defenseless.

Something inside me breaks at the waver in her voice. I won’t let them touch you, I promise, even as a desperate fear claws within me that I might not get to her in time.

We reach a music room with hundreds of instruments neatly stored on shelves. I don’t slow my pace until I am at the door to the Crystal Ballroom.

I whirl to my people. “We are out of options. We will cut a path through whatever is out there,” I growl, then swing the door open.

The mob is far thinner here and has turned to looting. Many pull down statues of the mad king, laughing and whooping as they crash to the ground. Others use daggers to pry decorative hunks of gold from the walls and furniture alike. They hardly notice us as we pass.

When we burst out of the ballroom and into the wide corridor beyond, it is teeming with people racing to the throne room at the far end.

“Palace guards!” a ratty, blood-streaked man bellows, pointing at us. “Kill them!”

Humans race at us from all directions, many of whom have commandeered swords that they have no idea how to hold.

I glance back at my people. “Do what you must.”

Cyprien smiles at me wickedly, while Drake cracks his neck from side to side.

I step into the charging crowd, flicking those nearest back with localized torrents of air and flinging them into walls. The windows along the far side of the corridor shatter, and dozens of tree branches reach in from the gardens beyond. They snag incensed humans and drag them back outside. I recognize the threads of Cyprien and Drake’s magic in them. The clack of a crossbow tells me that Caitlin is still right at my back, as eager as I am to get to Keira.

Suddenly, the corridor is quiet.

Klara releases her grip on a huge man, even by my standards, and he groans as he drops to the ground, the very life nearly sucked out of him, dark veins webbing across his skin from her reverse healing magic.

We race toward the grand doors of the throne room at the far end of the corridor, with the indistinct roar of the distant mob on our heels. More will be here soon. Silvan reaches the doors first and tries to yank them open.

They rattle in their frames, but don’t part.

“Barricaded,” he grumbles as he places his palms against the wood and thrusts an intense pulse of air magic into it. The doors shake and splinters fly off them, but it isn’t enough.

Caitlin pushes Silvan aside and puts her hand to the door. Fire erupts from it in dancing tongues, the flames quickly spreading across the entire surface. A rush of heat assaults my face and exposed arms.

I back away from her, swinging my attention to the corridor behind us. The crashing of hundreds of boots on marble echoes down the passage, accompanied by the manic shouts of frenzied people. The rest of the mob is near, but they are not on us yet. 

“Hurry!” Caitlin yells. I whip back to her. Falling embers rain around her, and the doors have been reduced to cinders. The tips of her hair are fiery whipcords to match, and her ears are pointed.

I am the first to step through the smoky shroud of the doorway, my feet crunching on charcoal. There are two dozen guards in neat rows before the thrones. They shake as they stare at me with wide eyes. One even drops his spear.

I know what I must look like to them, with all my glamour dropped: horns, black streaks across my face, inky fingers tipped with long claws. Then the other fae line up beside me.

Cyprien’s eyes are completely black, with no whites at all. Elongated fangs and tusks peek through his lips and his blackened claws match my own.

Drake’s skin has turned a brighter shade of red, and an exoskeleton of near-transparent scales covers it. The humans look as though they will faint at the sight of our primal forms.

Behind them stands the mad king, on the dais before the thrones. He has a blade in his hand and holds the tip beneath Keira’s jaw. His other arm is wrapped around her waist, forcing her in front of him, using her body as a shield.

The sight of them breaks something within me. My sanity. My tight reins on the beast within. It makes me utterly feral. 

I want to level this room.

This palace.

This city.

To destroy everyone in it to get to the woman I love.

Rage burns within me like the hottest fire, until it is all I know. I pull up my magic from its deepest well, ready to serve out death and destruction on a large scale, but something pulses within Keira and drags me back to her. 

A glowing aura surrounds her body, so bright it is almost blinding, and she is an ethereal beauty within it. Every feature is absolute perfection, because it belongs to her. There is a tether between us, pulling and sucking my very soul toward her, like a fierce riptide.

Keira’s doe eyes widen as they land on me, and her rosebud lips part with shock as that aura stretches out a thick band, flying out of her chest and slamming right into mine. My entire being feels like it stumbles back multiple paces, struck hard with powerful magic, but my body stays exactly where it is.

A sudden, deep connection blooms between our souls, and I can feel her fear in its rawest form. The cold prickle of sweat across her skin. The way her body trembles and her heart beats erratically as if it were in my own chest.

Keira fears for me. For Caitlin.

But there is also relief flooding through her as hope is born in her heart. When our gazes lock, a rich, decadent wave of velvety warmth rolls from her to me, as her chest brims with love in its purest form. It is a song in harmony with my own.

Only a single moment has passed, but it feels like an eternity. No one else reacts, because they cannot feel what has happened between us, but a tear rolls down Keira’s cheek and a huge grin splits my lips. I step forward, swinging my sword in arcs, preparing to carve a path to her. 

Let them leave, Keira pleads, her voice loud and strong in my head, like it has never been before. These guards never laid a finger on me. They have always been loyal to the entire royal family.

I pause, then address them. “Get out of my way if you want to live. The palace is overrun by the mob and the rest of the royal guard has fled. I only need the mad king.” I point to Finan with my sword and he recoils. “Leave now, and I will not harm you. Stay and you will die.”

Two guards charge at us, and we cut them down easily while the rest flee around us. The poor bastards don’t realize they are racing straight for the mob.

I glance at my loyal warriors. “Use the trees outside to barricade this doorway.” I don’t turn back as the creak and groan of branches rapidly growing, moving and interweaving fills the room. I know there will be a thick, woody wall at my back.

I stalk toward the mad king, my sword pointed at him from across the hall, and he cowers back multiple steps, taking Keira with him. “I will kill her if you come any closer!” Finan’s voice is high-pitched and his eyes dart wildly. “Know that I will.”

I halt, tipping my head to the side. “And you thought you were worthy of marrying her?”

I thrust my power into him, running it up every limb and hooking it into each muscle, taking away his control over his own body. I move the hand clutching the blade away from Keira’s throat, opening his fingers until the dagger clatters to the ground, then pry the other off her stomach. The coward’s muscles shake like leaves in the wind.

He doesn’t even try to fight me.

Keira slips out of his grasp, then she is running, closing the space between us and slamming straight into my arms. I wrap her in the tightest embrace, kissing the top of her head as a sob leaves her. It feels so damn good to have her here. So right, like the pieces of my soul have finally been knitted back together.

With Keira tucked under my arm, I stalk toward Finan until I stand over him menacingly. Close enough that I can smell the sandalwood of the oils he uses to curl his hair. His colorless lips quiver, and his eyes are wide, the pupils completely dilated as he stares up at me. The only part of his body still in his control is his face. 

“Please,” the mad king whispers. “Please.”

I send a pulse of magic into the arm that dared to put a blade to Keira’s throat, twitching the muscle and twisting it hard. The bone snaps audibly and he lets out a high-pitched wail.

“I should torture you for what you have done to Keira,” I snarl. “If you have laid a single finger on her, if you forced yourself on her, I will snap your limbs one by one, twist back every finger and toe, until I finally break your spine.” 

“I never touched her!” Finan shrieks between sobs, tears running down his face. “She never let me.”

I glance down at Keira, and she nods, though I feel the shudder that runs through her.

“But you have.” I lean down until I am right in his face, eye to eye with the small man. “I have seen the bruises you put on her. Felt the pain you inflicted with your blows to her head. For that alone, you must pay.”

With an air wield, I pick up the king’s knife and float it upward to Keira, the hilt presented to her. “You should be the one to end the life of your tormentor,” I say softly. 

“Aldrin.” Cyprien’s voice is low. “You need to hurry. The mob is almost on us.”

I glance at where the blood-hungry humans are visible through the small gaps in the barricade. They race down the corridor and collide with the wall of branches, hacking at it with their weapons, while my people call upon more trees to fight back.

Keira takes the blade in her hand, spinning it as she considers Finan, taking a step toward him and out of my embrace. 

The look he gives her is utterly wounded. “Did I not give you everything a woman could want?”

“No.” She presses the blade against his cheek, leaning in close. “You took everything away from me. My voice. My agency. The life I had built. My home, now ravaged by your army. You. Took. Everything.”

Keira glances up to the side of the dais, where I notice Diarmuid for the first time. Caitlin is busy cutting loose her brother’s bonds, and the king’s druid adviser stands behind them.

In the corridor behind us, the angry roar of the mob grows louder as more join the fight against the trees and are tossed out the windows. The problem is that more humans keep arriving to bolster their numbers.

“This is making me very nervous,” Drake growls as he and the others hold the doorway. “I don’t want to needlessly kill these humans.”

“Please have mercy,” Finan whimpers.

“Mercy?” Keira pulls the blade away from his cheek, and it leaves a thin gash down his face. “Mercy? You don’t deserve mercy for what you have done. How many people have died for your selfishness? How many are traumatized by the brutality of war because you couldn’t take no for an answer?”

Finan’s brows crease, as though the thoughts only just occurred to him. Keira continues her tirade.

“But I will give you mercy, Finan. I won’t allow you to be torn apart by an angry mob.”

She places her hand on his cheek. It would almost seem like a gentle, loving caress, one that would make me jealous, if her other hand didn’t entwine with mine, drawing on my reservoir of raw power to feed the weaves of autumn magic she threads through him. Keira’s wield creeps across his skin and penetrates his blood, until her claws are in every part of him.

Then she unleashes her power of decay.

In one heartbeat, Finan is whole, and in the next, hairline cracks form across his exposed skin. He blinks, lips parting and preparing to scream as pieces of ash float away from his face—then his entire form ruptures.

Finan’s body collapses in on itself, decayed instantaneously into its most basic elemental components. Only his royal purple clothes and his spiked gold crown remain intact on a pile of earth.

Both my body and Keira’s shake from the rapid use of so much magic, but we don’t have time to fall into shock. For a single, horrible moment, everyone in the room stares at the remains of the mad king, then at Keira, collectively holding their breaths.

I have never felt more proud in my life.

Cyprien stalks over to us, breaking the tension and grabbing me by the arm. “If that is done, we need to leave. Now.”

I glower at the druid Murdoc. “We cannot flee the way we came. You will get us out of here.”

Murdoc swallows hard. “I know the royal escape route within the walls. It is not in the blueprints.”

“Lead the way,” I snap. Murdoc takes a single step toward the back of the dais, but I grab his arm and swing him back around to face me. “If you betray us, I will tear your head from your shoulders with my teeth.”

He pales, then moves a tapestry to reveal a hidden door that camouflages into the wall.

As our war party funnels into the inky darkness of the passageway beyond, a few members of the mob break through the barricade that is no longer being fed with magic. They wave clubs and axes speckled with blood, stopping to beckon more of their number. 

I close the door behind us, andthe throne room fills with feral-eyed people, screaming war cries, smashing and stealing whatever they can get their hands on.

As the darkness swallows us, bodies crash into the other side of the door, trying to break it. I throw fortifying air wields before it, creating a barrier mere humans cannot penetrate. My other fae add their magic to mine, solidifying it. In the next heartbeat, we are running down tunnels heavy with dust and clotted with spiderwebs, with only a few fire orbs to light our way.

Keira’s breathing is labored, and I know it’s not from exhaustion. I keep a reassuring hand low on her back. Twice Diarmuid stumbles in the dark, until Caitlin curses at him to make less noise. 

We take turn after turn, racing up a staircase and down another, until the passage leads out into the library. I sigh a long breath of relief when we find it empty of violent hordes.

We race through the aisles, with Murdoc and Diarmuid grabbing and pulling along whichever trembling, hiding academics we come across.

Cyprien reaches the portal first, and while he powers it up, the rest of us take up a defensive circle around him, facing each of the entrances to the library. I take the crossbow from my back and hand it to Keira, slipping a quiver over her shoulder, then I draw my sword.

The portal hums to life at our back the moment the bells start tolling. King Niall has taken the throne. More bells answer the call of the first until the entire city seems to ring with the low, brassy declaration. I take a moment to bask in the satisfaction of that achievement, with Keira here, safe at my side. 

“He is finally out of my life.” Keira’s voice breaks, but I can feel the flood of relief that runs through her, uncoiling the tension in every muscle. 

I place my hands on either side of her face and stare at her, brushing a tendril of hair from her cheek with my thumb. Those eyes sparkle as she looks up at me, and my entire soul is flooded with the love she feels for me. 

This was our trial.

Keira is my mate.

I take her hand and lead her through the portal, back to safety.


Chapter 42
Keira


Istagger out of the portal, pulled along by Aldrin. Lightning seems to zap from the touch of his fingers around my wrist, all the way through me, curling around my very soul. It caresses every inch of my flesh in the most sensual way.

A haze sits over my brain.

I am lost in the nearness of him after so long apart. My eyes snag on the beautiful sharp angles of his face and the hard planes of his body. I need more. For him to be closer, with fewer clothes and barriers between us. I need him inside me.

Aldrin freezes and turns back to me, his amber eyes hooded and heated as they roam over my face, then dip to my ample cleavage on display. Lust rolls through me in hot waves that I cannot control, building and spiraling just from the way he looks at me.

I hook my fingers around the top of his breastplate, their tips brushing against the bare skin of his chest, ready to tear the thing from him. Aldrin’s hands wrap around my waist, and I gasp. The fabric of my dress is so thin, it is like it is not there at all—or maybe my flesh is over-sensitive.

I reach up on the tips of my toes as he leans down to me, yearning to taste his lips with a desperation I have never known before. My heart swells and swells until it is at risk of bursting.

“Keira.” Diarmuid’s voice penetrates the fog of my mind. “Have you even noticed where we are?”

Right. We are not alone.

There is a whole warband of fae and my family with us. But I can’t seem to drag myself away from Aldrin, half poised to kiss him. We teeter on that edge, staring at each other with an unknown force pulling our bodies together, urging us to become one.

“How many months has it been?” Diarmuid continues, unaware of the battle within me. “Gods, it feels like a lifetime.”

Aldrin finds strength first, turning me on the spot. He groans so softly only I can hear as he presses my back against his chest. “Look,” he says, and I writhe against him, his breath on my neck sending shivers down my spine. “Look.” He growls the word this time, tilting my chin. “How long have you dreamed of returning here?”

I finally open my eyes to the scenery around us and almost weep at what greets me.

An ancient, unkempt garden. Winding paths with missing cobblestones, brimming with weeds. Bare, thorny rose bushes that tumble out of the garden beds and fall across the path. A weeping willow tree whose colors are all wrong, the branches cascading curtains of fiery red. A castle of golden towers encircled by a great wall in the near distance, looming over spans of bare orchards and greenhouses.

He has brought me home, to Appleshield. 

The crisp winter air is the sweetest thing I have ever tasted, heavy with moisture from the mists and scented with the pines that surround the castle.

The others talk in rapid succession around us, but I hardly register them. Aldrin’s arms snake around me, his fingers drawing small circles across my belly that dip gradually lower. I rest my head back on his chest. This closeness to him is everything.

I can feel the signature of his life force humming through me, and mine responding. They curl around each other in a loving embrace, until there is no me or him, no separate entities, only us. Something deep and primal within me calls for more.

A deeper bonding of flesh and soul.

I try to drag myself back to the present. The vibrations emitted by the portal disappear at the edge of my awareness, and that is significant, for some reason. I glance back toward it, but become lost in the depths of Aldrin’s amber eyes instead as he peers down at me.

His thumb runs over my cheek, drags down my lower lip and draws the line of my jaw. I turn in his embrace, pressing my body hard against his and threading my hands through his hair as I soak in every detail of his face.

I can’t pull my eyes away.

My whole body feels like it is on fire, in the best possible way. It tingles as an all-consuming warmth flushes through me in hard bursts, making me gasp. Every inch of my skin is incredibly sensitive, and Aldrin’s light touches shoot more heat across its surface.

Powerful bouts of love radiate through me for the man before me, who risked life and limb time and again to save me. Who traveled to another realm because I called for him. Fought a war because I was threatened. Conquered a kingdom to make me happy. There is an invisible tether reaching out of me, entwining with the threads of Aldrin’s soul, growing, pulsing, but it needs more.

It demands to be fed.

His hands curl under my ass and lift me from the ground, and I wrap my legs around his waist, straddling him. I want those hands all over me. I need them on my bare skin. When his lips crash down on mine, it finally feels like I can breathe again. Like he is my only source of air.

The entire world condenses down to the slide of those lips on mine and the taste of his tongue slipping into my mouth. Every hard line of his body is pressed into my soft curves, and it is as though we were made for each other. As though this union is the only natural state for us. 

Voices continue to chatter around us, but only a few penetrate the fog of my mind.

“Aldrin, should we be returning to the fight?” Silvan barks.

Drake laughs. “What fight? I’m pretty sure we won.”

“Aldrin? Aldrin! For gods’ sake, man, what is wrong with you?” Cyprien snaps.

Then he is pulling away from me, his whole body shaking with the effort of it. I can’t exist without him wrapped around me, tasting me, inside me. Surely, I will wither up and die. There is a single stride of space between our bodies, but it feels like an abyss that stretches out to the end of the world.

Aldrin’s eyes simmer with a hot intensity, never leaving me while his people continue to make demands of him. That invisible tether drags our bodies back together, and we wrap around each other again, lips clashing with ferocity.

The buzz in my brain is sated for a mere moment before it ramps up and begs for his bare flesh on mine. I tug on his tunic, wanting it off, but it is trapped beneath all the armor buckled to him.

I need more.

“What is wrong with them?” Diarmuid’s call drifts to me, but I can’t pull myself away from Aldrin. I practically climb him instead, with no control at all over my urges. “Gods. There are certain things you don’t want to see your little sister doing.”

“Then stop looking!” Caitlin snaps. “Cyprien. Have they been drugged?”

“By the Soul Ripper! Are they—is this…?” Drake’s incredulous voice cuts over the others. I really should be embarrassed, but I can’t focus on anything other than Aldrin.

“Yes. Yes, it is,” Cyprien growls, shoving at us, but we don’t move. “Damn it, Aldrin, at least get some privacy.”

Cyprien grabs Aldrin’s arm and drags him multiple paces away from me. An almost animalistic snarl tears from my lips. The next thing I know, Aldrin is tossing me over his shoulder and carrying me up the hill like a spoil of war, while Cyprien continues to force him away from the crowd.

I pound at Aldrin’s back with my fists, because I want to get lost in his lips again. A deep part of me revels in being treated like a claimed prize. Aldrin slaps my rump and laughs.

From my precarious position, my gaze falls on Caitlin arguing with Drake. Diarmuid has a hand on his head.

“What is happening to them?” Caitlin demands.

Drake looks everywhere but at her. “Ah…well…they need to solidify a bond.”

“Solidify what? How? Make sense, man!”

Drake’s eyes dart to his wife. “Ah…this is awkward. Klara? You’re the healer. Care to explain?”

I lose focus on them as Aldrin rounds a bend. Cyprien gives him one last shove, then jogs away toward the others. I am placed back on my feet in front of a greenhouse surrounded by a skeleton of a rose garden. The walls are white marble columns interspersed with large, cloudy windows in need of cleaning. They mostly obscure the view of the interior.

I grab Aldrin’s arm and drag him toward it.

It is warm and mostly bare inside, with two rows of potted plants hugging the walls and moss growing in the grout between the stone pavers.

Aldrin immediately pushes me up against one of the marble pillars and unlaces the front of my silk dress. My breasts spill out and he cups one, running his thumb across the hardened nipple as he trails kisses down my neck. The most sensual kind of bliss radiates out from each little touch, shooting straight down to the heat pooling between my legs.

“Aldrin,” I gasp out. “Mirror ward the windows.”

“Already on it.” His voice is hoarse.

I can’t help moaning as he presses his long, hard cock against my stomach. He lifts me up so my feet hang above the ground and holds me in place as he lines his hardness over my core, then he grinds against me through the layers of our clothing.

I almost lose my mind.

The extreme pleasure cascading through me is devastating, making my entire body shake as he rolls his hips and drags his erection over my most sensitive parts. His rhythmic, throaty groans fill my ears, driving me higher.

My hands roam over him hungrily, undoing the buckles of his armor and tossing his breastplate and shoulder guards to the ground. I drag his tunic over his head and gasp as the bare flesh of our chests collides, the hard planes of his dragging over my tender nipples.

As my hands trail across his leather pants, from his hips to the laces at his crotch, Aldrin freezes in his tormenting thrusts. At first, I think he does it to allow me space to release him from his clothing. The gods know I ache for him to fill me up.

Then he catches my wrist and holds it a hair’s breadth from his cock. I writhe to get more of that maddening friction against him, but he pins my body to still me.

Aldrin lets out a shuddering breath through clenched teeth. “I need to make sure you understand what is happening before we go any further. What this means.” He trembles with the effort to stop. Aldrin presses his forehead to mine, our noses touching, his eyes closed from the strain.

“I—I don’t—I have never felt this way before, Aldrin.” My hips, my hands—they try to move again, to take more from him, but his grip on me tightens almost painfully. “I am going to combust if you don’t take me soon⁠—”

“You are my mate, Keira,” he grinds out.

Those words ricochet through me. My mate.

“You are the other half of my soul. It is why I can find you anywhere. Why we can hear and feel each other in our heads.”

My heart races so hard against my ribs it hurts. It swells and swells with love for him.

There is nothing else.

No one else.

Aldrin is my everything.

“Oh…” That simple syllable is all I can manage.

“Tell me you want to accept it. Tell me you want to claim it.” His voice is a low rumble. “That you understand it will make you mine. My mate. My queen. More than a wife. My equal.”

“I accept all of you, Aldrin. I want our mate bond solidified.” Shivers dance through me and I nuzzle into the crook of his neck. “How? How do we…”

“Our bodies will do it for us.” 

His lips crash down on mine, and it is like stars are exploding within my mind. I run my hands across his face and through his hair as he peels my dress from me, allowing it to pool on the floor.

With shaky hands, I run my fingers down the masterpiece of his chest, over defined pectorals and stomach muscles that steal my breath away. Then I reach for the lacing of his britches, making quick work of releasing the full glory of his manhood. 

The sight of it intensifies the deep pangs of need within.

Aldrin places me back on my feet, kicking away his pants. He takes his time kissing and licking his way down my chest, his tongue flicking over my nipples while I shudder. His hands slide down my waist as he presses kisses to my belly, then he falls to his knees. His hands wrap around my ass and his fingers dig deep into the flesh there as he pulls my already swollen core to his face.

I watch him kneel before me, sliding his tongue up and down my slit, his face pressed between my spread thighs. That sight does something wicked to me. The surges of pleasure crest to an almost unbearable point, making sweat break out across my skin. The sensations tear me apart with each caress of his tongue on my clit.

It is too much, this tantalizing friction, and not enough all at once. I get lost in that rhythmic onslaught. The tension builds within me until I can handle it no more. He brings me right to the edge—but he doesn’t let me climax.

Aldrin lifts me and places me on a thick bed of spongy moss that coats the floor. It wasn’t here moments ago. The air is filled with the sweet scent of pollen, and I open my eyes to find delicate blooms springing up all around us as Aldrin climbs up my body.

His hungry eyes soak in every inch of my pale skin, such a contrast to his olive complexion. “Beautiful. Fucking beautiful.”

I wrap my legs around his hips as he positions the head of his cock at my entrance, entering just the tip inside, then pauses. I let out a groan as my inner muscles clamp around him in anticipation.

“Are you sure? There’s no going back after this.” He bites each word out.

I grab his hips and try to pull him deeper into me, but he holds tight, muscles rippling with restraint.

“Yes, Aldrin. Please. I have never wanted anything more in my life.” 

He drives his hard length into me with such force my breath escapes all at once.

I arch my back with the intensity of the pleasure that consumes me. He pulls out almost completely, then slams back in to the hilt.

“Harder. Faster,” I moan. He obliges. 

His large body covers mine, and I relish the weight of him on top of me as he pounds into me again and again. I jolt with the impact of each thrust, pushing me backward. He reaches so deep within me, to that spot that makes me lose all coherent thought each time it is struck. I grip his shoulders so tightly that my fingernails will surely leave crescents in his flesh.

With each stroke, he makes a satisfied sound that is half grunt, half growl, and utterly delicious. Tension builds within me until I struggle to suck in air. Each roll of his hips and the answering thrust of mine pushes me closer to the precipice.

The friction of his cock grinding against my inner muscles could be enough to set me on fire. They spasm and clamp down around him. I moan as all that pleasure spirals through in the most intense climax I have ever known, lasting an eternity. 

Aldrin guides me through my orgasm as he continues to drive his massive cock in and out of me, stretching out the waves of ecstasy that crash down upon me. He cries out as his own climax shudders through him.

But this is more than an orgasm.

Our very souls reach out and grasp each other, blending into one. I feel his body wrapped around mine, and his mind embracing my own. A warmth, an endless sensation of love, bleeds through my entire existence. 

Where there had been a string connecting our hearts together, there is now an entire bridge. His admiration flows into me like thick honey as he strokes away the wet strands of hair plastered to my face.

It is paired with a need stronger than lust. Not just a desire for companionship, but for a life partner.

For a soulmate. 

Keira, dear heart. My mate. My queen, he rumbles loud and clear in my head, and I know no one will ever take his voice away from me again.

I am his queen.

That title never sounded right to me until now.
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We sit in the glasshouse, side by side on that carpet of moss, watching the sun set over the horizon. It stains the sky pink and orange. The warm glow falls over the golden turrets and blocky form of Appleshield Castle in the distance. The intense light reflects off the many glass panes of the greenhouses and illuminates the new flower buds on the skeletal trees that surround them.

Aldin drapes his arm over my shoulders, and I lean my head against his chest. He pulls the blanket of flowers and moss he created tighter around us, and I let out a sigh of contentment. This peace is all I have wanted for so long. This quiet time together.

“Aldrin.” I move in his arms to look up at him.

“Hmmm?” he rumbles.

“Thank you.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “For the mind-blowing sex?”

I slap his arm playfully. “For always showing up when I need you. You fought a war for me, and infiltrated the palace with only a handful of people to get me out.”

A tear runs down my face from the overflow of emotion, and he wipes it away with his thumb.

“You never need to thank me, Keira. I will always give you everything and ask for nothing in return. I am in love with you, and I will go to any lengths to ensure you are happy. Don’t you understand that by now?”

My heart hurts with the love it holds for him. I will spend every day of our life together attempting to treat him as well as he treats me. To put him on a pedestal and worship him.

I caress my hand down the light stubble of his cheek. “I love you, Aldrin, more than I ever thought possible.” A thought comes to me, and I frown. “Why did our mate bond lock into place now? We have been through other trials together. Why was this the one that broke it free?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes the traumas pile up until they reach a critical point, and something breaks deep inside us.”

We fall into a comfortable silence, enjoying the warmth of our bare bodies pressed together.

“What’s next for us?” I ask dreamily.

Aldrin kisses the top of my head. “Whatever you want, Keira. Whatever you want.”

“I want a year where we do absolutely nothing. Hide out at Appleshield and spend time together. Walk in the forest. Hunt deer. Maybe throw a ball or two.”

He wraps both his arms around my waist and squeezes me tight from behind. “My kingdom is not going anywhere, and a human year won’t make a difference. I would still give it all up to have a quiet life here, if that is what you ask of me. Cyprien might hate me for dumping him on the throne, but he’ll do it.”

I glance up into those eyes that shine down at me with such tenderness. “We’ll go back to claim your birthright, to save both our realms. Just not yet.”

Aldrin leans down and kisses me. All thoughts fly from my mind as his hands stroke my naked body, dipping between my thighs.


Chapter 43
Keira


Ishiver at being in the great hall of the palace once more, but this time I thankfully have no role in the royal ceremony. A light murmur ripples through the crowd. I sit at the front of the pews reserved for the nobility, my family on one side of me and Aldrin on the other.

A huge smile is spread across my father’s face, and his emerald eyes blaze with pride. He can hardly stay still, constantly glancing around at the seated nobility, the crowd of commoners standing behind, and the grand doors at the far end of the hall. My mother keeps placing a hand on his tapping leg and whispering words into his ear.

Nervousness rolls through me.

There are so many triggering memories in this place. Especially when I look at the dais with its thrones of intricately wrought gold and purple velvet. I was forced to sit there too many times. The stone altar before it is the very one at which Finan forced me to marry him. 

Icy claws run down my spine and a shiver runs through me.

Aldrin squeezes my hand. I am here and he is not, his voice rumbles in my head.

A row of heralds blow a series of short notes on their trumpets, then the gold inlaid doors behind the dais slowly drag open. King Niall steps through the doorway and every person in the hall falls silent. The nobles in the pews stand with a rustle of skirts, silks and brocades.

It is at complete odds with the disrespect they showed to Finan.

Niall wears a floor-length robe embroidered with gold thread and a cape of white fur, collared in purple jewels. His bright blue gaze takes in the crowd. His usual gaunt features and stern expression have a softness to them now, as though the weight he has carried with him his entire life has been lifted. 

His procession is a quick one. He walks with the queen mother at his side, her gloved hand tucked into his elbow. She is much diminished from grief for her oldest son, seeming to have aged decades since I last saw her.

Niall rests a gentle hand over his mother’s and leads her to a golden stool beside the thrones, easing her into it before taking his place beside the altar. For the hundredth time, the contrast between the brothers astounds me—the instinctual care Niall shows toward others that would never have occurred to Finan. 

Morgana fusses in Caitlin’s arms beside me, making the soft mewing sounds of a newborn. Her little limbs are curled up against her middle and Caitlin discreetly arranges the folds of her specialized nursing gown to latch Morgana to the nipple. I thank the gods that her milk didn’t dry up completely when she joined the rescue mission for me.

My niece’s pale skin has a blue tinge. I struggle with jolts of panic each time I see her again, momentarily forgetting who her fae parent was and fearing she must have stopped breathing. There are hints of iridescent scales across her face where another may have freckles, and her small wisps of hair are white. Caitlin is adamant that her daughter will never have to hide who she is or feel a moment of shame over it.

I am glad that she banished Gwyneth from our lives. A child cannot love and accept who they are when a parent holds those same attributes against them.

An orchestra starts playing the song that frequents my nightmares. The one that is played at every wedding in Strathia. It turns my stomach and makes my skin prickle with dread. Aldrin’s body goes rigid beside me, and I release I am casting my emotions at him. 

When we get married, we are not playing this damned song at the ceremony, he growls in my head.

I glance at him and raise an eyebrow. Do you have other thoughts for our wedding? I can’t help the smile that forms on my lips.

Many, he replies. Mostly about the end of the night when I get you to myself. He sends a series of erotic images flashing so fast through my mind that I suck in a sharp breath, and he chuckles darkly.

The grand doors far behind us glide open and the entire crowd turns as a collective. Brianna steps through the doorway, looking utterly regal.

The white skirts of her dress billow out around her, taking up the entire width of the aisle in a puff of silk decorated with gold embroidery and seed pearls. They part at the front to expose layers upon layers of sheer chiffon that glitter with tiny, colorful jewels sewn into them. The bodice of the gown has a distinctive V shape scattered with more precious stones, and her long white sleeves end in subtle frills.

Half of her long, blond hair is pulled into a soft updo, and the rest falls down her shoulders to her waist in ringlets. Brianna’s blue eyes sparkle and her lips keep curling into a smile that she tries to hide. My heart swells at the sight of her devastating beauty, even as it breaks at the fact that she is here at such a young age. 

My father wipes tears from his eyes. “She’s only just turned eighteen,” he mutters repeatedly, while my mother pats his shoulder. His emotional display of tenderness is at such odds with the man who hunted down Lord Desmond after the riot that won us the city and put his head on a spike on the palace wall.

I glance at King Niall. He stares at Brianna with wide eyes glazed with awe. His lips part, as though his breath has been stolen away. He doesn’t move a single part of his body, like he is afraid of waking from a dream.

I wonder if he was harboring a secret love for Brianna. I can see how a man who was in his precarious position when Finan was alive might have been too afraid to take a wife and start a family.

Brianna moves steadily down the aisle, gliding in that weighty dress, not noticing the crowd gawking on either side of her. My sister’s eyes are trained on Niall. As she approaches him at the altar, he rushes forward with an outstretched hand. She takes it, allowing him to lead her those last few steps. They continue to hold hands as they stare at each other before the altar with such vulnerability in their eyes.

The moment is so intimate I feel like I am intruding.

The druid Murdoc begins the formalities of the ceremony and we nobility take our seats on the pews once more. I struggle to follow his words with so many emotions roaring within me. Aldrin’s thigh pressed beside mine is reassuring, and he takes my hand again, squeezing and placing it on our legs.

When we get married, I am not wearing white. I never want to wear white again. I send the thought to him and feel the vibration of his chest as a suppressed huff of laughter leaves him. Then he shoots me a deadly serious look.

I want to marry in the spring, he says. This coming spring. When the trees are full of apple blossoms and the air smells of pollen. When the weather is crisp in the morning and just the right side of warm in the evening. I want the air filled with butterflies and the songs of birds, and the whole world to be erupting with life and love on the day we marry.

Pure happiness radiates through me. It is like I have been lost in a snowstorm for months and the sun has just made an appearance, kissing my skin with its warmth.

That is very poetic, Aldrin. We should marry in the wild orchard groves just outside the castle grounds. They are overtaken by wildflowers in spring. There is a shallow stream that gurgles over smooth rocks and an old temple that can be restored. I don’t want hundreds of people I hardly know there, just the essentials.

Aldrin presses the side of his head to mine for a few moments. It sounds perfect. 

We are drawn back to the ceremony as Brianna and Niall are about to exchange their vows, clasping hands and gazing into each other’s eyes. Murdoc takes a long ribbon and binds their hands together, looping the silk around and around in a handfasting ritual. 

King Niall’s voice is just loud enough for those of us in the front row to hear. “I promise to protect you from harm and safeguard you from evil. That each day I will feel honored to be your husband. I vow to pursue happiness and harmony with you, and pledge to treat you with respect that will never waver. I will stand at your side through whatever may come.” There is so much emotion in those words that he clearly wrote himself.

My sister’s lips tremble as he speaks, but she doesn’t pull her gaze away from his once. When she says her vows, it is with a voice so quiet I do not catch them. Tears roll down my father’s face and he doesn’t bother to wipe them away. My grandmother whispers in his ear, but I think he ignores her completely.

Murdoc stands behind the pair and raises his hands in the air. “I pronounce you husband and wife!”

Cheers ring out from the amassed people and both Niall and Brianna turn slowly to their audience, wearing matching expressions of surprise, as though they both just remembered we are here with them.

Niall’s lips kick up in the corners as he turns back to Brianna, places his hands on either side of her face and kisses her gently. Her eyebrows shoot up, but she relaxes into him, her hands traveling up his arms and around his neck. 

The kiss lasts for longer than what is proper, but all I can do is laugh.

“Well, no one wants to see that from their little sister,” Caitlin grumbles beside me, shooting Aldrin and me a dark look. I should be embarrassed about the spectacle she had to witness when our mating bond snapped into place. I smile instead.

Diarmuid leans toward her. “Well, maybe you should stop looking.”

Caitlin elbows him in the ribs.

The ceremony stretches out for another ten minutes, then morphs into something else entirely. Niall and Brianna kneel facing the crowd, with the altar at their backs. Diarmuid rises from the pews and joins Murdoc on the dais as the queen’s druid adviser.

Murdoc takes a heavy crown from the altar and both druids chant a low incantation as it is placed on Niall’s head and a golden scepter in his hand. Diarmuid takes a matching crown that is slightly smaller and places it on Brianna’s head. 

Their chanting increases in volume, reaching a fever pitch, then abruptly cutting off as both druids step to the side. King Niall and Queen Brianna rise to their feet as the heralds play a series of long notes on their trumpets. 

“I declare the new King and Queen of Strathia!” Murdoc bellows. In the distance, a bell tolls, instantly followed by hundreds more, announcing the coronation to the city. Before long, bells will ring across the entire kingdom.

King Niall holds the scepter high. “I pledge to be a king who is honest and just. Who values the life and wellbeing of every single one of my subjects, no matter how high- or lowborn they are. Who looks to the future and safeguards all my people from war or famine, as much as it is in my power to do so. I promise to do better than the kings who came before me and put aside old prejudices that were built on a foundation of lies. To bring in new wealth with trade from the fae lands and improve the lives of all citizens of Strathia with the magic that will become available to us. I vow this as your king.”

Everyone cheers. The nobles rise to their feet again, clapping. Aldrin wraps an arm around me and pulls me to his side, giving me a huge grin that lights up his eyes.

We actually did it, his voice rumbles in my head.

But can you hold up your end of it? I ask. Can you keep it hidden from Titiana?

He just shrugs. She may hate humans, but she is a businesswoman first and foremost. If she catches wind of this, she will want to take the trade for herself. If Lord Cedar can send us an army regiment under her nose, then we can rustle up some spices and seeds. The trade agreement is just a prelude to open migration between realms, and I intend to take full credit for both.

The orchestra plays again, and King Niall and Queen Brianna walk from the dais and through the gilded double doors into the palace. The great hall erupts with excited voices, but I can’t help staring after them.

“It is strange to think of her as anything other than our baby sister,” Caitlin murmurs beside me, rocking her content babe.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I reply as the lords, ladies, counts and countesses move and mingle around us. “Can I…”

I hesitate, and Caitlin raises an eyebrow at me.

“Can I hold Morgana for a while?” I always feel guilty asking, because if I had a baby this perfect and sweet, I would never want to give her up to another person, not even for a heartbeat.

Caitlin delicately places Morgana in my arms and readjusting my awkward hold on her. She is so tiny, I have no idea how to cradle her properly. My niece yawns widely, then lets out a little sigh, and my heart melts.

Caitlin smiles with pride at the two of us, and when I glance back at Aldrin, his expression matches hers. Waves of awe and longing roll off him at the sight of a baby in my arms. It is something he has desperately wanted for a long time, and I am just discovering how badly I want a bundle of joy myself—but we have too many battles ahead of us to start a family now.

“What is it like?” My gaze flicks to Caitlin. “Becoming a mother?”

A deep frown pinches her brow as she thinks. “It is the most profound experience of my life. One that nothing could have prepared me for. It is like someone has taken a hammer to who I am and shattered me into hundreds of pieces, then haphazardly shoved them back together. But some of the vital pieces of me are missing, and there are new ones that are pivotal, but they don’t quite fit, so everything else has to change and grow around them. Becoming a mother was a rebirth of myself, one that I would never go back on, but the old Caitlin is lost forever.” She lets out a long huff of breath. “And, I now know why our father was so insane during the war.”

Tears spring to my eyes and I hold Morgana closer to my chest. I don’t want to give her back. As scary as it sounds, I want to become a mother, too.

My heart squeezes as Aldrin presses in behind me, snaking an arm around my waist and cooing at Morgana over my shoulder. I laugh when she wraps her tiny hand around his finger.

“She is just so perfect,” I choke out. “I want to protect her from everything.”

I glance up at Caitlin, and there is a deep frown on her features, but it’s not directed at me. “I thought I was angry with Gwyneth before Morgana was born, but now I absolutely loathe her. How could she walk away from this? How could she be so blinded by her prejudice that she couldn’t see past it to the beautiful child and family we wanted for so many years? Somehow, I don’t even miss her. We grew so far apart during the war.”

A tear drops onto Caitlin’s cheek. The heartbreak and betrayal are still so fresh for her.

“You made the right choice,” I say. “It is better with her out of our lives. Gwyneth would have been a terrible parent for Morgana. Children deserve to be raised with nothing but love around them. To always be valued and never depreciated, especially for things they cannot help like the color of their skin or the shape of their ears.”

Caitlin scrubs away her tears. “Aldrin, you’d better succeed at achieving free travel across the realms. I want Odiane to meet her child…and I already want another one.” She laughs, and I make a choked sound.

“I’m sure we will get you back into the Spring Court to visit Odiane either way.” Aldrin puts a hand on her shoulder. “Somehow, I don’t think you’ll need to make another bargain to get a second seed-stone from her.”

“Keira. Aldrin.” My father waves an enthusiastic arm at us. “Come here. I would like to formally introduce you both to Lord and Lady Dover.” He turns back to the couple. “My second daughter is also engaged to be married. Aldrin is the rightful king of the fae Spring Court. Of course, we will support him when he reclaims his throne.”

I hesitate, unable to let Morgana go yet.

My grandmother materializes out of the crowd, and I feel Aldrin tense ever so slightly around me. She scoops the precious bundle out of my arms and gives me a stern look. “Off with you, girl. The two of you still have a lot of work to do to solidify Aldrin’s position here.”

As I tug Aldrin by the arm toward the waiting Dovers, I glance back over my shoulder to see my grandmother rocking Morgana and talking to Caitlin in a soft voice.

Aldrin is shown off to many of the powerful nobility while the masses wait to be let into the ballroom, and then well into the feast and festivities.

He looks regal in his deep navy jacket with leaves embroidered in gold thread across the lapels, plus a gold-trimmed navy vest to match and a white shirt beneath with slight ruffles at the neck and wrists.

I play with my pale blue silk gloves and brush my hands over the wide, ruffled skirts of my matching gown while we endure the awkwardness of being passed from one set of nobles to another, forced to make the same small talk again and again. Aldrin keeps an arm wrapped around my waist, his fingers trailing across the gold beads stitched in swirls across the bodice of my dress, practically announcing his ownership of me.

I can’t stop smiling at him, even when I should be following the threads of conversation.

“I want to be one of the first diplomats to venture into your realm, Aldrin.” Countess Lynna runs her hand along his arm to grab his attention as she passes us in the ballroom. “There is someone I would like to find.”

“And I want to be the first to discuss trade agreements with you,” Lord Bradford adds, sending us a charming smile before dragging Lynna to the dance floor. Lord Adalwolf has already made the same demands.

I am still staring after them when Lord Tomas’ stocky form stops short before us. He shuffles awkwardly on the spot, his eyes darting between us as a red flush creeps over his face.

“I was wrong about you, Aldrin, and your fae. For that, and my harsh words, I am sorry. I was as afraid and insecure as the rest of the people of this realm, and you proved me wrong.”

Aldrin’s eyebrows shoot up, and there is that gleam in his eyes that tells me he wants to push the man. “I am glad to hear it, Lord Tomas. Perhaps you’d like to be part of the first diplomatic party to visit my court?”

Tomas’ skin turns a mottled purple and his mouth works, no sound coming out. “You have my apology, and you won’t get anything else out of me.” He throws up his arms and rushes off into the crowd.

I turn to Aldrin, ready to scold him, but his lips are pressed together as he holds in his mirth. His amber eyes are breathtaking as they dance with amusement. We both burst out into laughter.

I drag Aldrin to the dance floor. We move as one under chandeliers with rows of crystal illuminated by tiny fire orbs, making the entire dance floor sparkle with light. A roar of voices envelops us, competing with the orchestra playing a slow ballad. One of Aldrin’s arms is slung low over my hips, and his other hand holds mine as our steps have us twirling around, our bodies pressed together.

He stares into my eyes with such intensity that it feels like we are utterly alone, despite all the people packed around us.

“When we return to my court, I want to teach you our dances. They are much more intricate and sexual.” His voice is low as he leans close to my ear. “And I won’t allow any other man to dance them with you.” 

A shiver runs down my spine, and I open my mouth to retort, but he suddenly lets go of my waist and pulls me into a spin. Just as quickly, I am back in his arms, completely breathless. 

“I will bring horses into my court, just so you can ride them through the wilderness like a kelpie taken by the spirits. I will give you everything you love from this kingdom.” Aldrin spins me again and my heart rate accelerates. 

“All I need is you, Aldrin, and to be able to visit my family. That is enough for me.” 

The song stops after a crescendo and another starts, faster and more upbeat. Aldrin flicks his head to where Caitlin dances with Cyprien, the fae rigid in his movements.

“I can’t believe she convinced that old grump to dance,” he laughs.

“They are unlikely friends, aren’t they?”

“I think it has been a century since Cyprien has made a new friend. He was…different when we were boys. Daring. Less cynical. A lot has happened since then.” Aldrin’s eyes cloud over and a deep sorrow spills from him into me. I know he is thinking of his sister.

“She was right in the end,” I murmur as our bodies continue to sway together. Aldrin raises his eyebrows at me. “Lorrella was right about us being mates. I would have loved to have met her.”

“You would have liked her. She was always full of life, with a mischievous grin permanently on her face. I miss her. I always bloody miss her. That grief is my constant companion.”

His dark eyebrows pinch for a moment, then the expression is gone. Aldrin drops me into a dip, leaning his body over me as he holds the position.

“There is a lot in my court I would like you to see. We have tulip farms that stretch on over the horizon in long stripes of red, orange, yellow and purple flowers.” He raises me again just as the song ends. “I would like to take you to Cascade Falls, where multiple large rivers converge and churn down cliffs into a single valley. Hundreds of tiered waterfalls meet with deafening roars and refract the sunlight in just as many rainbows, so the sky seems filled with them.”

“I would like that,” I say, staring into his eyes with wonder.

The slow beat of the next song draws instant recognition from me. It will quickly ramp up into a fast melody. The paired-up dancers form a long line that curves around into a circle, where the couples face each other. I slot us into it while Aldrin looks around with confusion. Caitlin pulls Cyprien along, standing next to me. She shoots me a knowing half-grin. 

Aldrin nudges Cyprien in the ribs. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Me either. I tried to have a conversation with her, and she dragged me into this mess.” Cyprien bows his head to Caitlin, and she laughs.

The music kicks up and the dance begins. The women take the lead for this song. We spin around and around, take steps forward and back. On the final spin, I let go of Aldrin’s hands, leaving him in his position as the entire line of women moves to the right.

I take up Cyprien’s hands. The fae frowns at me, looks to the woman at my left, then shoots Caitlin a look of wounded betrayal for making him dance with other people. We miss the first turns, but then he begrudgingly continues the dance with me.

“Your sister thinks she is incredibly funny,” he grumbles, but the quirk of his lips tells me he is secretly enjoying himself. At the very least, it is good for diplomatic relations if the fae intermingle with the humans.

The dance sweeps me up and I am taken away by the fast beat of the music. When I move on to the second unknown man, Aldrin’s voice rings in my head.

I am trying not to be a crazed, possessive fae, but I do not like you dancing with all these other men.

There is definitely a jealous rage building within him, but it is tempered by a film of amusement.

A smile forms on my lips. I am glad you are that self-aware, I poke, but the beast within him rumbles. If any man makes a pass at me, I promise I will slip the air out from beneath his feet. When I dump his ass on the ground, you will know which man to murder. Besides, they already know I have a scary fae fiancé who went to war and killed for me. They wouldn’t dare provoke you.

I don’t point out that the men in question only hold my hands. It’s not like I am waltzing with my body pressed up against them.

Hmmm, he responds. You are scary enough yourself, king killer.

I smile as I am swung from man to man, because all I can hear, feel and think about is Aldrin and that beautiful presence he takes up in my head, heart and soul. I never expected to share this mate bond with him, but now it is a thing I could never live without.

The next man in the row is Drake, and he beams at me with a huge smile that creases his silvery face tattoo as we spin around. “Should I expect Aldrin to go into a mating frenzy and destroy any man who touches you during this dance? I just need a heads-up, in case I should start running now.” Drake’s glittering eyes shoot over to Aldrin, who mock-glares at him.

I laugh. “Oh, he is barely containing his murderous rage, but I think he will spare you.”

I will not, Aldrin quips in my head.

When the dance finishes, he stalks straight to me and bundles me up in his arms, not releasing his clutch on me for three more songs.

When the music stops, heralds blow their trumpets. “It is time to bid the bride and groom, the king and queen, farewell and good luck!” 

Servants carrying huge branches filled with orange blossoms rush out to the revelers, who form a tunnel of bodies across the dance floor. I take a branch, a few of the petals raining down on me, and hold it above my head until it meets Aldrin’s opposite me.

More servants rush through the center of the tunnel and scatter white petals. I cringe at the sudden image it brings up, at the scent of crushed roses and the bruised lines born across their delicate forms as I stepped on them to reach Finan at the end of the marital aisle. Bile rushes up my throat⁠—

Look at me, Keira, Aldrin’s voice booms in my head. Warmth and love radiates from him. It is me who stands opposite you, not him.

I drag my eyes up from those petals to Aldrin’s face. I can suddenly breathe again.

With their arms linked, Niall and Brianna step down from the dais and glide toward the tunnel of bodies. As they pass under each couple, the branches are pulled backward. It looks like the canopy unravels with their steps. 

They stop to speak to each person, Brianna holding the queen mother’s hands and talking to her in a soft voice. She embraces our father, then our mother, while King Niall speaks with his own mother. 

I am entranced by the change in my sister.

Her usual shyness evaporates further with each encouraging smile from her new husband. She is no longer that child who stands in the shadows of her older siblings. The one who is too inexperienced to go on hunts, too young and soft to go to war. The little girl whose bedroom was a few doors down from mine. Who followed me like a shadow and appeared when I needed her.

Now she will use her greatest strengths of social intrigue and compassion to lead this kingdom with her husband. I know he will treat her as an equal.

When Brianna reaches me in the procession and the servants take the branch from my hand, her lip wobbles. “I always thought you would be the Queen of Strathia. I’m so sorry that…”

Her words fade out, but I know what she means. That Finan turned out to be poisonous. For me, it would have been a title and nothing more. I paid so dearly with so much pain for ever wanting that title and being forced into it.

“I walked away from it three times.” A tear rolls down my cheek, a mixture of sorrow from my trauma and pride for my sister. “I only want to be one man’s queen, and I would choose him every time, even if he had no titles.” We both glance at Aldrin, who tips his head at us.

Brianna hugs me tightly. “Tonight, I have been given everything I have ever wanted, and so much more.” 

Gods, I know that feeling.

As she moves on, Niall comes to hold my hands. “Thank you. For everything.” It is all my brother-in-law can manage, but his eyes say so much more.

When Brianna leaves with Niall through the grand doors, I can’t help feeling like I am losing her. She is starting a new chapter in her life, in a city away from Appleshield, and I won’t have a significant role in it anymore.


Chapter 44
Aldrin


We spend weeks at the palace, taking advantage of the gathered nobles to discuss the trade agreement. I begrudgingly send my army of high and low fae back to my realm, only keeping my loyal band close.

After what feels like an eternity, we leave the palace of Sunbright City with both Edmund’s and my full entourage. Naomi remains to restore the Sanctuary of Magic in the capital. Relief floods me as I step through the portal in the palace, replacing the library’s dry warmth and the mustiness of old parchment with the misty rain and rich scent of vegetation at Appleshield Castle.

Keira steps out beside me, Edmund and all our combined warriors trailing behind. She keeps shooting me happy little grins as we make our way through the restored ancient gardens and up a path that leads to the orchards and castle. I place an arm around her shoulders and kiss her hair, and she nestles into my side.

She has been longing for home.

To spend peaceful hours, days and weeks together, undisturbed.

The light rain peters out and stops as we climb a hillside that is as still as a graveyard. No workers or guards are moving about. Not even birds or animals stir. Keira frowns into greenhouse after greenhouse. The glass is mostly fogged, and she bends down to peer through it. A sense of foreboding prickles my skin.

Keira turns to Edmund. “Why is no one working?”

Edmund frowns and cuts his conversation with Cyprien short, quickly glancing around.

“Is something wrong?” I ask, but I feel it too, deep in my gut. There should be guards making their rounds, workers moving between greenhouses, servants traveling in and out of the fortress.

“We will see what is going on when we reach the castle. I’m sure your mother and Caitlin have everything under control,” Edmund mutters, but from the alert look in his eye, it is clear he is worried. He calls a few guards to himself, and they take the lead, hands on the pommels of their swords. 

That feeling of unease intensifies as we near the bridge that spans the ravine to the castle. Thick mists roll out of the deep valley, engulfing the bridge and licking across the rocky foundations of the keep. It is incredibly difficult to make out the guardhouse that leads to the keep’s entrance. Keira bites her lip and looks at me, nervousness rolling through her and bleeding into me. 

We pause just before the bridge while Edmund frowns into the unknown, his jaw tight. His fingers dance across the pommel of his sword like he could cut down a force of nature with steel alone. After a long moment, he flicks his head toward the bridge and we step into the mist. I exchange a glance with Cyprien, but he only shrugs.

Our footsteps on the stone pavers are dull thuds, their sound muted by fog. It feels unnatural, too thick and unyielding, but perhaps I am being paranoid. It has just been raining and I am not familiar with these lands.

“Is it normal for mists this thick to form here?” I murmur to Keira.

“In the mountains and highest parts of the forest. Never here.” Her doe eyes are wide as they stare back at me.

I search for Edmund, about to tell him to dispel the mists with dry heat from his fire magic, but he is gone. Lost in the wall of white. I reach out to grab him, but something pushes me hard from behind, and I am suddenly staggering forward, fast. 

I catch myself on a wield of hardened air, then craft ropes to wrap around Keira’s middle as she propels through the air and almost tumbles face first onto the pavers.

As I gently lower her to the ground, a massive boom echoes around us. The mists evaporate abruptly and the gatehouse behind us is suddenly blocked by a thick iron gate that has fallen in place.

Most of our people are trapped on the other side. They are only visible through narrow slits in the gate. The wall of air that thrust me into the courtyard pushed them backward, separating our force. Humans scream as they topple into each other, and some fall from the sides of the bridge.

Klara bangs against the other side of the gate, still trapped on the bridge and gesturing at something behind me. Silvan and Hawthorne stand on either side of her, whipping together air ropes to catch those soldiers from their falls into the valley’s depths.

Only a heartbeat passes before I turn to our assailants. I should have known the mists were summoned by magic, but they were expertly created. Fae archers line the top of the inner wall that surrounds us, their arrows nocked and pointed. Most of our fighting force is outside, with only a handful of my and Edmund’s ranking soldiers around us.

I protect Keira with my body.

As I pull on my magic to throw up an air shield, all those fae turn and aim at me in unison. We all freeze and raise our hands, and I let go of the wield.

Cold dread burns through me as I take stock of their large number colonizing the wall. My heart rate ramps up as Keira’s fear pumps into me.

“Are these fae yours, by any chance, Aldrin?” Edmund’s voice is a low growl. 

“Yes, and no.” I take in their uniform, one I had never seen before my return to my capital city, and I know exactly who has taken his fortress. I curse under my breath. The need to fight has my muscles twitching.

“That bad, is it?” Edmund asks.

“These are soldiers from the Spring Court, but they are not loyal to me. They are the personal guard of the High Chancellor, who stole my throne. Titania is here. One of the fae who fought with us must have talked after I sent my force home.” 

The grand doors of the castle crash open and a tall fae man steps outside, clutching Caitlin by the shoulders and pushing her in front of him. His long black hair is loose, reaching down his back in a smooth curtain, and his pale facial features are so delicate they are almost feminine.

He is the mirror of his mother.

I would recognize that evil anywhere. 

“What are you doing here, Torin?” I stalk over to him, mustering every bit of malice into my expression as I scowl at him. I allow the horns, stripes and claws of my primal form to materialize. He used to cry and run away from my very presence as a child.

“Get your hands off my daughter!” Edmund roars, launching forward at the same moment. With a rustle of moving bodies, the archers maneuver to point their arrows at him. At Keira, who has rushed to his side. Edmund leaves his sword half drawn and raises both his hands.

The sight of all those missiles threatening my mate awakens a vicious beast within, and I grapple with the maddening intensity of the snarling creature to stop myself from tossing those archers from the wall. I wouldn’t be fast enough to kill them before they loosed a volley of arrows at us.

My power rears up within me anyway.

Torin’s golden eyes flick over to me. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Innocents might die, and we all know how you like to play the big protector.” He glances down at Caitlin with a cruel smile on his lips, his fingers digging deeper into her flesh as he shakes her by the shoulders. “Why don’t you tell them why we are here, sweetheart?”

A wave of torment rolls over me from Keira, pierced with spikes of anxiety. I truly look at Caitlin for the first time since arriving. Her face is bloodless, her eyes red-rimmed and moving frantically. There is crusted blood matting her hairline. I have never seen her so desperate or afraid, not even on the eve of battle.

Caitlin swallows hard. “The High Chancellor Titania of the Spring Court arrived yesterday morning. She demands to discuss the trade agreement between humans and fae.” Her glassy eyes dart to me and panic blooms in them. “Aldrin, she will harm⁠—” 

Torin yanks her by the hair and tosses her through the open doorway, not caring that she trips. “That is enough from you,” he snarls.

“Don’t you DARE manhandle her!” Edmund screams, charging after him with his scattering of guards. 

“Don’t you know who I am?” Torin laughs, stepping into the keep. “I am the High Chancellor’s son. I can do whatever I want.”

“The gods help me. I am going to kill them all.” I shake with the rage billowing through me, stalking after them with Keira in tow, half holding her back from clawing the man’s eyes out. I hear her thoughts screaming at her to do exactly that.

“We’d better see their hand first,” Cyprien says.

Fae jump from the wall down into the courtyard, giving us little choice as they push us forward. Multiple hands grip my arms and shoulders and shove at my back. I hold Keira protectively in front of me so none of them can touch her.

We are brought to the great hall, where festivities are in full swing. Garlands hang from the walls. Trestle tables are set up with a banquet of food: an entire roasted pig, platters of vegetables, flaky pastries. Human women are scantily dressed, serving the fae food or pitchers of wine and being pulled into their laps. The servants’ faces are red with shame, and many have tears running down their cheeks. A band plays music and more humans perform dances on small pedestals, while fae soldiers leer.

My heart nearly stops when my eyes fall on Titania.

She sits on a throne she has dragged onto a dais, a chalice of wine in one hand—and a tiny baby cradled carelessly in the other. Morgana. 

Maeve stands beside the throne, eyes glued to her granddaughter, jumping forward and abruptly stopping herself each time the baby’s head lolls unsupported when the High Chancellor laughers or barks orders at humans. There is a series of purple bruises across Keira’s mother’s face.

She has tried to intervene multiple times.

Keira halts, taking in the horror of the slight. The sheer abuse. Then her eyes fall upon her niece. Waves of black fury run off her as her thoughts churn with incoherent death and darkness. I shove her behind me, into Cyprien’s arms, giving him a silent command with a single look: Hold her back.

I stride straight up to the dais, arms spread wide. “Okay, Titania, you have my attention. Let the humans go and we will speak.”

Titania’s eyes are enchanted to glow with golden light, and they widen with delight as they fall on me. Her black lips curl into a smile and the many golden chains of her diadem sway as she turns her head to me.

She clicks fingers that end in long, black nails and the orchestra abruptly stops playing. The dancing humans scurry away.

“Oh, Aldrin, you were always far too egotistical. How embarrassing for you.” She cackles. “I don’t give a damn about you or your attention. I’m here for the Lord Protector.” She looks past me, clicking her fingers again. “Caitlin, my pet. Where are you? Come, sit at my feet again and introduce me to your father.”

Edmund shoves his way through the crowd and storms to my side, right as Torin drags Caitlin by the arm at an awkward angle and throws her on the dais at Titania’s feet. To my shock, she doesn’t lash back or snarl. No, she rushes to Titania’s side, where her baby is being roughly handled by the High Chancellor.

I know Titania.

She will kill every person in this room without hesitation if provoked.

Edmund charges up the dais steps and stands over her. “Who the hell do you think you are? How dare you come here and treat my family like this? Abuse my people? Where are the rest of my guards?”

“Father.” Keira’s voice trembles behind me. “Look up.”

Dozens of guards wrapped in cocoons of vines hang from the ceiling and walls. Their forms writhe and make smothered cries. At least they are still alive. All around them are threads of magic, weaving together wards and traps that will surely fall on us at Titania’s demand.

We have walked straight into her ambush.

Edmund’s face pales at the sight. My mind whirls, looking for a way out, a way to decipher her plans, but she has always been too wily for me.

Titania tsks. “Caitlin, dear child. You didn’t do a good enough job announcing me when they arrived. I am the true ruler of the Spring Court, not that useless fae next to you.” She flicks her eyes to me, then holds out a jeweled hand to Edmund, as though she expects him to kiss it. The Lord Protector looks at it, then flicks it away.

“Unhand my wife, my daughter and my granddaughter,” he grinds out between clenched teeth. “Leave us.”

“Where would the fun be in that?” Titania looks him up and down, crossing one long leg over the other, still holding the babe like an accessory.

I clench and unclench my fists. We are moments away from this escalating into bloodshed. An overwhelming desire for violence fills me, and I no longer care that the fae soldiers in this hall are citizens of my court, following their ruler’s orders. I don’t care for a fair election.

I want Titania dead.

A single glance over my shoulder shows me Keira is safe in Cyprien’s clutches. Her entire body has frozen while her mind reels with shock. No. No. No. Don’t hurt Morgana. Don’t hurt her. Don’t hurt her! she screams inside her head and mine, again and again. I have to dampen the bond just to think clearly. 

I need to act.

I step up onto the dais beside Edmund and scowl as I lean down and get in Titania’s face. “You are making a mistake here. The humans do not take kindly to threats. It has taken me almost a year to convince their ruling class that we are not monsters who will force our will on them.”

Titania stands with agitation and pokes me in the chest with one of her claws. “Am I not making friends here?” She flicks out her long nails on her free hand, indicating the party. “I’m even cuddling this little halfling.” She croons the word that is so often used as an insult in our realm. There is an evil glint in her eye as her lips curl; she knows the humans do not understand the ancient slur. “I just want to make allies. To become trade partners with these humans. Isn’t that what you promised them from our court?”

She knows they would back me if a war broke out between us. Titania wouldn’t place any value on an alliance with humans, but she can’t stand losing at anything.

This is all a popularity contest to her.

I feel like I am standing on the edge of a blade. One wrong step and these fae will kill Keira, her family and everyone else in this room.

I grind my teeth. “Give me the baby, and then we can talk.”

“Give the baby to a brute like you! Ha! I wouldn’t dare.” She tickles Morgana’s cheek.

Caitlin jumps to her feet and reaches for her daughter. “I’ll take her so you can speak with my father.”

“BACK DOWN, pet!” Titania explodes in her face, jostling the babe in her hands. Caitlin jolts and obeys. Titania clicks her fingers at the human servants again. “Bring in another throne for your Lord Protector.”

Her unnerving eyes slide to Edmund, another smile plastered on her lips.

“Do you see how gracious I can be? Sit on this dais with me, as though we are equals, and take it as an act of good faith. Let us discuss this trade agreement that Aldrin merely started. I can make you a very wealthy man, Edmund. Of course, I would need to meet with your king as well.”

The servants scurry away, but Edmund doesn’t move. He glowers at the High Chancellor. “Neither I nor my king will ever enter a trade agreement with you. Especially not after you have threatened my family. You have disrespected me by taking my castle and attacking my guards.”

“Careful, Edmund, I might take offence.” Titania retakes her seat, all her false charm gone. “You see, these were necessary measures. I knew poor little Aldrin, who lost his throne to me by the popular vote of the people, would sully my good reputation in this realm.”

“Hand back the child and we will speak.” Edmund reaches for Morgana.

Titania pulls the baby back, smirking. “I don’t think I will.” 

My temper flares. “By the Soul Ripper, Titania. Enough with the games! We already know you have enough traps rigged through this hall for you to kill us instantaneously, without you having to traumatize the baby as well.”

Titania’s eyes slide to mine, and she tips her head to the side with amusement, her shimmering black hair cascading over her shoulder. “Don’t look at me with death in your eyes, Aldrin. All the fae here know you are nothing but an angry puka with its claws pulled out. You won’t kill me, despite whatever promises you make yourself, because you still dream of winning a fair election. Of gaining back the warm and fuzzy love of the people.”

Morgana cries, her sobs escalating into an urgent wail, her tiny face turning pink. Titania ignores the baby, but Caitlin looks ready to strike, and Maeve shakes with restraint.

Flashes of red light ripple across Edmund’s skin. He is barely holding it together, and if he turns into the full might of his fae form, he will unleash utter destruction on the woman before him. I have seen how the Lord Protector reacts when he believes one of his family members is under threat.

For four, he would turn feral.

It would be a bloodbath and a slaughter. Titania does not understand the beast she pokes, believing him to be pure human.

I swallow my pride and push down the maddening dread, the blinding anger, and try to de-escalate. “Tell us what you want, because open negotiations were never on your agenda.”

“Aldrin, Aldrin, Aldrin,” she laughs. “You always ruin my fun.” My scowl deepens, but she dismisses me with a glance, returning to Edmund. “You will bind yourself to the trade agreement my advisers have taken the liberty of writing up, and I will take certain precautions to ensure you cooperate with its terms. Then I will leave your rather plain castle within the hour.” She clicks her fingers again. “Torin, if you will.”

Her son’s narrow-lipped mouth twists as he shoots her a dark look, clearly disappointed in the lack of violence, but he pulls a scroll from his satchel and hands it to Edmund, who skims the words.

My heart hammers erratically as my hands itch to pull the parchment from him and read it. Titania is known as a ruthless and cunning businesswoman. For catching her partners in treacherous deals that ruin them with sneaky clauses. 

Edmund’s eyes slide to his crying granddaughter, then back to the fae tyrant. “I do not have the authority to sign this. Allow me to send word to the king. It won’t take long. In the meantime, please, hand the crying baby back to her mother.”

Caitlin reaches for Morgana. Titania ignores her, resting the babe on her own chest and patting her back rhythmically until she settles. The contrast between the evil of her nature and that single glimpse into competent motherhood is unnerving.

Titania looks at Edmund with a predator’s gleam in her eye. “Keep the contract. I will send a diplomat to collect it in a week. But I demand assurances that you will play nice. What I have in mind will motivate your human king as well, considering he probably wants to keep happy the pretty young bride he just took.”

“What assurances?” Edmund’s voice is dead.

Titania’s black lips curl into a cruel smile as she leans forward in her seat and points a long nail at him. “I will take three generations of your family with me to my court. Your wife. Your daughter. Your granddaughter.” She counts each woman off the tip of a finger as she glances at Maeve, Caitlin and Morgana. Then her eyes lock on me. “And, precious Aldrin, I haven’t forgotten about you. I will have you dead before I leave here.”


Chapter 45
Aldrin


The entire room falls silent. Horror churns through me, and not at my own fate. Edmund stares at Titania, lips peeled back from his teeth in a snarl as his magic wells and grows within him.

Fire flashes in his narrowed eyes. True raging flames, not the parlor trick in Titania’s gaze.

He is going to kill her, rather than allow a fae to steal his family.

I throw out shields around the baby, Caitlin and Maeve. As I reach for Keira, I find she is moving, running, and her mind is completely blocked to me.

Keira throws herself at Titania’s feet. Titania pulls back a jeweled slipper as though worried she will sully it. Keira looks up at her with desperation. “I beg of you, take me instead of these women. I am a greater prize.” 

“Keira! NO!” I reach for her, and she shoots me an apologetic glance over her shoulder. Before I can thread my arms around her waist and drag her behind me, Titania’s guards converge on me. They kick out my legs and twist back my arms, so I am forced to watch her on my knees.

I fight with animal ferocity, throwing my head back to catch one man in the groin and whipping out sharpened threads of air, but there are too many humans pressed around me for me to fight properly. Thick ropes of air attempt to bind me as I continuously destroy them.

Titania reaches down and grabs Keira’s chin, forcing her to look up. “And who are you?”

I rise to my feet with a guard hanging off my back, punching another in the face to get him out of my way. Someone stabs me in the side with a short blade, and I tear it out and use it on his throat. Beside me, Edmund is similarly attacked. Even Caitlin is pinned down by two women.

“I am the Lord Protector’s second daughter. The one he loves so much that he just went to war. And I am Aldrin’s mate. With me, you hold leverage over both men.” Keira’s voice is calm and confident as she barters her life away. 

Pain explodes in my chest, far worse than the knife wound. Keira, no! I scream down the bond. I wail and sob. Don’t give up your freedom. Not for me. Don’t bargain yourself to her.

Keira shoots me another look. One of deep sorrow and immense love. She sends me a warm embrace of our souls. It is almost like a caress down my face.

I stagger forward, reaching for her, and more of Titania’s guards intercept me, leaping on my back and dragging me away.

“No!” I scream as her eyes flick between me and Keira. “No! Don’t you dare take her! Your grievance is with me, not her. Not the Lord Protector and his family. Leave them be and I will return to the Spring Court with you, to be humiliated however you please.”

“Oh, dear Aldrin, don’t you understand? Your life is already in my hands, and I just want to snuff out the inconvenience that is you. But a human mate? Human! That is just too hilarious.” Her tinkling laughter is at complete odds with my entire world falling apart.

I love you, Aldrin. Please forgive me, Keira says in my mind. I would give up everything for you to live. For my family to be safe.

I don’t want to live a life without you, I send back. Don’t do this.

My mate rises to her feet. “Why kill Aldrin when he cannot return to your realm without being destroyed by assassins? You could torture him for a lifetime by holding his mate where he can never reach me.”

Titania throws back her head and laughs. “Oh, I like the idea of that! What an oddity. A human mate. Tell me, Aldrin, what can a girl with no power even offer you? Surely not the bond of the mind or heart-feelings. And she will die all too soon, hardly seeing a hundred years!” She leans forward in her seat, eyes set on me, and her entire tone changes. “And I will make sure you won’t spend a single one of them with her.” 

“You will do no such thing!” I roar. My magic rises within me as I snarl at her, a torrent of air whipping around us so forcefully it pulls at my clothes and picks up dishes and cutlery and candlesticks. The very stones of the floor are ripped up and swung into that cyclone. Cracks form in the walls and beneath our feet, and planks of wood are torn from the dais. All that debris is set aflame when Edmund’s magic joins my own.

Titania holds my gaze as she lifts a single finger, its long nail growing into a sharp claw. The hint of a smile curves her lips as she presses it to the baby’s face, then runs a long scratch down her cheek. Morgana screams immediately, but Titania doesn’t flinch. She raises an eyebrow at me, then holds the tip of the claw perpendicular to the infant’s neck. 

I know her well enough to appreciate that she will follow through on the threat.

No! NO! Aldrin, please! Please stop!

The begging goes on and on until I realize it is Keira’s voice in my head.

Don’t let her hurt Morgana.

I drag my eyes away from Titania, down to Keira beating her hands on my chest, eyes wide and brimming with tears. 

This is what you want? I ask her.

It is the only way. Do not fear for me, Aldrin. I will not be this woman’s prisoner. I will not be powerless in her court. I will be a spy in her midst, conveniently placed and underestimated enough to sow discord among our enemy.

Something dies within me. 

I never wanted this for her.

It is because I am staring into Keira’s eyes that I don’t see the attack coming.

A fae guard slams the pommel of his sword straight into my temple. The weaves of my magic unravel and the missiles flying through the tempest clatter to the ground. I stagger to the side and crash to the floor, the world fading in and out of blackness while pain sears through me. Distantly, I register Caitlin crying and Edmund yelling.

Multiple guards hold me on the floor, some sitting on my back, while Torin grabs my face and forces me to look up. “Watch how my mother outwits you. See how she takes everything from you.”

“I will make a bargain with you,” Keira tells Titania with desperation. “I will travel with you to the Spring Court as your hostage, and no one here can stop it. As long as you are in power, I will remain there until you release me, without trying to escape you or attack you. You will promise no harm will come to my family by your hand or those of the people you control. While I am in your custody, you will not harm me, and I’ll be treated as an honored guest, with the same privileges, care and respect as any noble in your court. You will, by all effects, act as my patron. And you will not kill or torture Aldrin in the human realm.”

A slow smile forms on Titania’s black lips. “You are a clever one, little mouse, but not as clever as you seem to think. I agree to that bargain.” She leans forward on her throne. As she takes Keira’s arm, she digs her nails in deep, drawing blood. “Just a bit of fun before I can no longer make you bleed.”

Keira gasps, and the shock of that bite of pain flashes within my soul as well. I want to rip the world apart. A blind fury rages through me, refusing to see reason, not caring about logic or calculating the risks of my actions.

I need to tear Titania’s head from her shoulders.

My magic explodes from me. Shards of sharpened air rip through the bodies holding me down and throw them from me in a bloody arc, their forms flipping away.

I get to my feet and take a single step toward Keira to stop the madness of this bargain, but she shakes arms with Titania before I can reach her. Magic seals the agreement in golden streams of light that wrap around them, then burst into a thousand stars that slowly wink out.

All my hope for a better future dies within me as my heart splits in two. Absolute terror grips icy talons into my soul. I cannot control what happens to Keira in my realm. I cannot swoop in and extract her, because Titania must die or be displaced from power before Keira can leave her grasp. Perhaps that was part of Keira’s design, to force my hand.

The urge to weep shudders through me. I don’t want my fiancée, my dear heart, my mate, to be in the viper’s nest of my enemy, taking the full force of Titania’s resentment for me. I need her safe in my arms every night.

I take another step. My fingers clench with all the violence I intend to release, and my magic reaches boiling point, ready to be unleashed, but it hits a wall.

I reach for my power again. There is a barrier around it, and no matter how I thrash at it, I cannot reach a single drop of magic.

The next step feels like I am walking through water with a strong current pushing against me. I reach for my sword, opting for brute force, but every muscle in my body locks up and I freeze halfway there. My arms twitch but cannot move. All I can do is stare at Keira, still at my enemy’s feet, while I am rendered helpless. I cannot even take another step.

That gods-damned golden light of the bargain swirls like a storm around me, ensuring I don’t prevent Keira from holding up her end of it by stopping her from leaving here with Titania.

Maeve sobs at Edmund’s side, screaming at him to do something while she slams her hands into his chest, but he is just as frozen as I am, with his hand on the hilt of his sword and fire burning in his eyes. All his soldiers and mine are caught the same.

Caitlin’s hand encircles Keira’s wrist, a statue cradling her baby in one arm, and my mate has to force her fingers from her. Everyone with intent to stop Keira freezes, encased in gold light, her mother joining us the moment she takes her attention off her husband and tries to charge at her daughter, caught mid-stride.

It takes a long time for me to hear Keira’s voice over the screaming inside my head. Aldrin, I’m so sorry. It had to be this way. Please understand.

A tear rolls down my face, followed by another, and I can’t even wipe them away. I will come for you, Keira. And when I do, I will kill her.

Titania doesn’t waste any time drawing her people out of the castle. She doesn’t even look at me or gloat, but maybe the bargain won’t let her. As bodies of fae soldiers funnel around the living statues of Keira’s people, only one approaches me.

Torin peers into my face, a cruel smile on his lips. He slaps my cheek hard. “Not so scary now, are you, Aldrin?” he laughs, then walks away, whistling.

A heavy silence falls over us as they leave. My heart shatters the moment I feel Keira disappear through the portal and into another world so far away from me, I wouldn’t see its star if I looked up into the humans’ night sky.

Chaos erupts the moment the spell is broken.

I fall to my knees, clutching my face in my hands as devastation rolls through me in earth-shattering waves. My entire body shakes as I grapple with this new reality.

People scream and wail around me.

Caitlin, Maeve and Edmund huddle together in an embrace, both women sobbing on Edmund’s shoulders while he stares into space with desolation in his blank eyes. Morgana cries, but her little voice is lost among so many others.

Drake charges into the room with Klara and Hawthorne on his heels, and skids to a stop as he takes in the devastation, the color completely draining from his face.

It all seems surreal compared to the battle that rages within me.

A hard body wraps around me, pressing me into a chest with a thick arm. “We will get her back.” Cyprien’s voice is rough. “I promise you. We will throw everything we have at getting her back.”

I wrap my arms around his middle, and I don’t stop the tears from flowing. “We just got her back.”

I fall apart completely, then pull myself together, mobilizing my warriors. We march for those same portals at a fast pace. Cyprien argues with me the entire way there, but I can no longer hear him. It is like the creatures of the darkest realm possess me.

In the end, he follows my orders and leads what is left of our forces in the human realm through a portal that will take him to Lord Cedar. They will regroup and muster support.

I have a very different mission.

One I must do alone.

I step through the portal’s mists that lead me into the clearing at the edge of Spring—where I first met Keira, because I am a sentimental bastard. They will find me anywhere. I sit on the massive tree stump where I stood, cutting down rotting spriggan and dripping with their blood, the first time I laid eyes upon her.

It doesn’t take long for the sun to dip behind the horizon, its last rays bleeding across the sky, red as all the blood I will shed to get her back. 

As the silvery light of dusk sets in, I am, very suddenly, no longer alone.

I stand and raise my hands in the air as a dozen figures in deep indigo robes creep in from the edges of the forest and surround me.

Assassins of Belladonna.

Their faces are hidden by deep hoods and fabric masks that cover their mouths and noses, but I get glimpses of gray skin, black eyes and scales. The assassins’ steps are mere whispers despite the panels of black-and-blue armor across their bodies. They hold their swords, glowing and sparking with white light, at the ready.

“I demand to take the Trials of the Belladonna Assassins.” My voice echoes across the stillness. “I demand my right of free passage to join your number.”

They halt in unison, then sheathe their swords while their dark cloaks billow behind them on a phantom breeze. 

One steps ahead of the rest. “As is your right, it shall be done,” he lisps, a forked black tongue darting out of his mouth.

With a click of his fingers, a tempest roars up around us, the fast winds pulling at me. An inky darkness churns out of it like thick black clouds speeding in for a storm.

Demons from the darkest depths pour out, surrounding me. Some on all fours with silvery skin, black claws and fangs. Others with leathery wings or branching horns or scales. Most are far taller and larger than I.

Four horsemen ride out of the gloom, their mounts frothing at the mouths. Their equines are immense beasts, the bone of their legs, ribs and skulls visible through their shaggy black hair, ethereal red light shining behind their eyes. The warriors wear polished metal armor with snarling, demonic skulls for helmets and the ribcages of their conquered enemies for ornamentation over their breastplates.

The Wild Hunt, summoned here for me, like the darkest nightmares of my childhood have turned into reality.

They circle around me, too fast for me to hold my focus on a single foe. Deep down, I knew the Belladonna Assassins were creatures of the darkest realm, but the confirmation that they are minions of the vicious Shadow Court is a shock all the same.

We of the seasonal courts avoid them at all costs. Usually.

I spread my arms out wide. “All this, just for me? Should I be flattered?”

“We have had our eye on you for some time, Aldrin,” one says, but its voice reverberates and repeats, overlapping itself, and I can’t pinpoint which one of them spoke. I am so fucking tired of games.

The horsemen slow and converge on me, each reaching a heavy gauntlet in my direction, decorated with the finger and arm bones of someone else’s skeleton.

“Come. It is time for your trials.”

I am swallowed in blackness so thick I cannot see my own hands.

Very few take the trials and live, but I will be in that minority. I won’t stop there. I will challenge and kill their leader, taking ownership of their order. Then Titania will know the full might of my fury as I set the Assassins of Belladonna against all my enemies. Her false court will bleed for what was taken from me.

I will get Keira back.

I step through the nightmares and shadows to which I have sold my soul, and into my destiny on the other side.

The End

Keira and Aldrin’s story continues in Wrath of the Fae Queen, Dying Lands Book 3. Buy it here.

Get the prequel for FREE by clicking here and discover the love story of high priestess Naomi’s pilgrimage.
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A powerful lord. A dangerous fae. Both want Naomi, a lowborn huntress, but neither will share her, even if it means fighting to the death.

The human and fae realms collide every seven years, and monsters slip through the tears between worlds. When a horde of goblins attack Naomi’s hometown, she prepares to fight. The last thing she expects is Lord Ronan and his elite band of fae hunters to arrive on the eve of battle.

Lords use and abuse peasants like Naomi. They don’t risk their lives for them.

But Lord Ronan is different. Charming. Compassionate. Beautifully lethal with a blade. And he can’t seem to keep his hands off her.

When he offers her a life-changing opportunity to join his personal guard, she finds herself falling for him. A forbidden love with a lord would be Naomi’s utter ruin, unless she takes the sacred pilgrimage into the deadly fae lands and returns as a priestess.

Naomi doesn't count on meeting Nissien in the intoxicating autumn court and having her heart stolen by a second man. A fae who is vicious and passionately sensual. Whose immense power has even his friends cowering.

Naomi must choose one man and one realm, but events spiral out of her control and her two worlds collide in the most devastating way.

Only one man can live, and Naomi must decide who will die.
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She sold herself to the enemy to protect her mate. He cannot save her, not without defeating an order of assassins and their horde of monsters first.

Keira finally earned her freedom from her lifelong villain, only to be snatched by the High Chancellor Titania, who sits upon Aldrin’s throne. The bargain Keira made with Titania was meant to give her dignity as a prisoner, but as the cruelties pile up, Keira realises this devious politician can find loopholes in any contract. 

But two can play these games. Keira sabotages Titania from the inside, whilst hiding behind the mask of a weak, harmless human.

Aldrin’s mate is suffering in his name. His realm is breaking apart in great rifts and turning to ash. His people are dying. And he can do nothing about it. Not until he completes the Trials of the Assassins of Belladonna, enters their order and kills their leader. 

It is the only way to stop them from hunting him. It is the only way he can return to gain back his mate and throne with a dark army at his back. If it doesn’t kill him first.

If Aldrin and Keira fail to win the throne, more will be lost than their lives. Every fae in their loyal band will be executed. The Spring Court will fall to ruin. The fae realm will die.

Can Aldrin and Keira descend to their inner darkness and bring civil war upon their people? Defeating this evil is not for the soft of heart, or even the good. It takes another monster.
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