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      Secrets are dangerous. 

      The Fae Court was ripped apart centuries earlier. Now it is a divided court between the King and the Queen. There is nothing setting them right. 

      Secrets and intrigue have ruled the lands for eons.

      Tessa is the Queen’s right hand, Captain of the Guard… and sick of it! 

      Now she needs to deal with this new idiot—Finn Noble. Who the hell is Finn Noble anyway? 

      He’s got fancy magic blades and is handsome as hell. Doesn't he just want to save his own hide?

      Chasing after some tall tale of Finn’s, Tess is sent on a Queen’s errand—to satisfy the Queen’s lust for power. 

      Only the Stars know what this new quest might cost her. What will happen if she succeeds? What is the consequence of failure? Will she be exposed for who she really is?

      Can she trust this swindler? Can she trust him not to vanish or double-cross her? 

      After all, it is her skin on the line too …
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      “The King is never going to let me come home,” Tessa said to her friend, Nyall. Despair dragged her shoulders down, and fury pounded at her insides, demanding to be released.

      “No,” he said, striding to his liquor cabinet and pouring himself a drink. “He’s not. You’re too useful to him.”

      They had just returned from seeing the king of the Fae and were now in Nyall’s public chambers—the part he called the sitting room.

      “Shadows take him,” she said, pacing back and forth across the expensive carpet, unable to contain her anger.

      “Language,” Nyall said, sounding slightly shocked at her curse. He walked toward the window where there was a breathtaking view of The Valley. “You’re not in the Dark Court right now, Tessa. Try to act like a proper woman.”

      At Nyall’s command to act like a proper woman, Tessa wanted to pull at her clothes and mess up her hair, but she knew better. She was in the Light Court and emotions were frowned upon—especially emotions in women—and Nyall would just roll his eyes. The silk of her gown ought to have been smooth and comfortable, but the dress felt as though it didn’t quite fit properly.

      Like her.

      Tessa didn’t fit here, and she didn’t fit in the Dark Court. She didn’t know where she belonged anymore. The only thing she knew for certain was that she wanted to come home.

      No matter what.

      She wanted it more than she wanted her next breath.

      “We don’t talk like that in the Light Court, Tessa,” Nyall said, apparently not finished with his tongue lashing. “Have some decorum.”

      “Decorum?” she asked, beside herself with outrage. She really hadn’t thought the king would refuse her request to stop being a spy in the Dark Court and return to her home in the Light Court. Tessa had been absent from the Seelie lands for hundreds of years, and she was over it. Totally over it. She wanted out. “Shadows take decorum, Nyall. I can’t believe he would do this to me. After everything I’ve done for the Light Court.”

      She loved Nyall like a brother, but it annoyed her that he had the nerve to look shocked at her words.

      “Tessa, honestly. I don’t even recognize you anymore.” Nyall had a disappointed look on his handsome face. “Who have you become, Tess?”

      Who have I become? I have no clue.

      Sometimes when she looked in the mirror these days, she didn’t even recognize herself anymore. The woman in the mirror was so unhappy. So trapped. So powerless. It made her sick to look at herself.

      Even though in the Dark Court she had control, she didn’t make the mistake of thinking that was true power.

      Because it wasn’t.

      Freedom. Now that was power.

      To be able to decide where you went and when you went there. That was freedom, and that was power over your own life.

      She might be the Captain of the Guard and the Queen’s right hand in battle, but she knew that she had as little true freedom as one of the Dark Queen’s monsters in the dungeon.

      “Sometimes, I don’t know who I am anymore either,” she murmured, dropping into a chair, her limbs weak with impotence. On the gentle breeze that blew in the window, she smelled the scent of lilacs, and it brought back her childhood so strongly that tears stung her eyes. She blinked them away.

      “Well, that’s what you get,” Nyall said with the shrug of someone who had never known what it was like to have to give yourself completely to something you never really wanted. He didn’t turn from where he was contemplating the beautiful day outside the window, and the rays of sunlight pouring in lit his blond hair so that it shone like gold itself.

      Her body went rigid at his words.

      “What do you mean, that’s what you get?” Tessa asked, sitting up straighter. If Nyall had truly been listening, he would have noticed the dangerous edge to her voice. And if he had known who she’d had to become to be a spy in the Dark Court, he would have been afraid.

      But he was completely unaware of how he was affecting her, and he kept on with his pompous lecture, sure that he was right and that Tessa—a weak and useless woman—would benefit from him pointing out the facts.

      “You’re the one who volunteered to go to the Dark Court as a spy,” he said with another infuriating shrug of one perfect shoulder.

      “I wanted to help,” she spat. He didn’t seem to notice her anger because he was still turned away from her.

      “Sure you did. And you knew it was going to be hard. That you would get hurt. That it wouldn’t be pleasant. But you went anyway.”

      Tessa clenched her teeth together so tightly she thought they might splinter. Nyall was one of her oldest friends, but he had lived his whole life as a privileged member of the Light Court, and it made her furious that he could make pronouncements like that as if he knew.

      She was momentarily distracted from her rage by the sweet twittering of birdsong in the garden outside that was the exact opposite of the screeching, dissonant noise that clanged in her head at his words.

      “Of course, I imagined what it was going to be like,” she ground out. “But the experience of living it for hundreds of years is a little different than what I thought it would be.”

      “I know what you mean,” he said. “But you made your choice, and I have to say it again. That’s what you get for—you know—changing your mind.” If her skin hadn’t been holding her together, Tessa thought she might have flown into a thousand pieces. “You shouldn’t have gone in the first place. It was stupid.”

      She supposed he was right.

      It didn’t stop her from wanting to smash his face with her fist until it was a bloody mess.

      Stars above, what am I thinking? Nyall is my friend. A good Fae man. He’s just pointing out a truth that I don’t want to admit.

      “I wish you hadn’t gone because I miss you, Tessa,” he said, and her anger at him melted.

      After all, he was right.

      She had been completely changed by the Dark Court, and she hadn’t even really noticed until this very moment. She walked over to the mirror that hung over a small table and stared at herself. A woman with empty eyes gazed back at her.

      Like a ghost.

      “If it’s any comfort, the king seems bent on getting the Scroll of Severance,” he said. “And then this whole Seelie and Unseelie Court stuff will be over.”

      “I should get the scroll,” Tessa said, almost to herself as the idea popped into her head. “It’s the only thing I could ever do that would convince him to let me come home.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Tess. You can’t get the scroll. Other Fae who are far more powerful than you have tried and failed.”

      Tessa held on to her temper—tightly—as Nyall continued enumerating the difficulties.

      “The Keeper of the Scroll has never been found—even by the king and queen. And they say that if you were to get the scroll, enacting the spell to end the Severance would destroy the person who tries.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Tessa agreed reluctantly, the bitterness soaking deeper into her heart.

      “The king will eventually get the scroll, and you won’t have to do this anymore. You’ll be able to finally come home.”

      “And when do you suppose that will happen?” she asked, forcing the question out.

      “Another couple hundred years maybe,” Nyall said as if he couldn’t care less, still gazing out at the idyllic countryside.

      “Is that all?” she asked, completely sarcastic.

      “You’re so strong, Tess,” he said, unaware of her sarcasm or how callous he sounded. “You’ll survive.”

      She knew she could put up with life in the Dark Court for longer, but she didn’t want to.

      She didn’t want to just survive anymore.

      “I probably will survive,” Tessa said, unable to tear her gaze away from the haunted woman in the glass. “But my soul will be dead long before that.”

      The rage and powerlessness rose up in her, and she punched the mirror, shattering the glass and her reflection at the same time. Blood streaked down her hand. The shards fell with a crash on the floor, and she spun on her heel, heading out of the room.

      Nyall’s expression was no doubt priceless, but she didn’t look at him. She couldn’t talk to him anymore.

      Tessa strode down the light, airy corridor, fury burning inside of her like a fire raging out of control. And behind her on the pale tiles, she left a trail of bright drops of crimson blood.
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      The queen held court in the throne room of Direwood Castle, beginning as usual when the last scarlet rays of the sun disappeared. Tess stood in the doorway to the queen's throne room and wished, not for the first time, that the Severance had never happened. If it hadn’t happened, then she wouldn’t have to be here.

      Centuries ago when the King and Dark Queen had quarreled, Ahlenerra—the Fae land—had been split in two. Literally. The enormous Chasm divided the two lands, and no one was allowed to cross. The Dark Queen ruled over the northern half, which was referred to as the Dark Court or the Unseelie Court. And the King ruled over the southern half, called the Light or Seelie Court.

      Tessa worked in the Dark Court and, Stars above, was she tired of it.

      Her attention was caught by the prisoner the queen was speaking to. She stared at him, intrigued in spite of herself.

      Tessa was so tired after her three-week journey back from the Light Court that she could hardly see straight. She could see well enough, though, to notice the man’s charisma and good looks.

      And yet, it wouldn’t do to show interest in anyone or anything in the Dark Court, so she kept her face a mask of stone.

      As the Captain of the Guard, the Queen required Tessa to present herself upon her return to the castle, and not for the first time, this injunction grated on her nerves. Why could she not have a bath and get a change of clothes before she had to report in? But the Dark Queen cared nothing for any of her subjects’ needs or wants—even if the subject was Tessa, her right hand and head of all her armies.

      Tessa shoved away the traitorous thoughts. It wasn’t smart to even think such things. The Dark Queen had a way of finding out about them and making the thinker suffer—dreadfully.

      The prisoner had dark brown hair and brown, intelligent eyes. Under the dirt the soldiers had kicked on him, she could see that his naked chest was strong, lean, and muscled. His torso was marked with bruises, scrapes, and cuts—no doubt from the guards’ tender attentions. The only other thing the stranger wore was a plain ring on one finger. Tessa wondered if he was married.

      “Tessa Callahan,” came a voice from beside her, startling her out of her musings. “May the Shadows hide you.”

      Tessa responded to the greeting automatically, clenching her jaw and not reacting. “And also you, Runa Byrne,” she said, mocking Runa’s use of her full name and not looking at her nemesis. “What do you want?”

      “What I always want, Tessa. To kill you. And take your position of course, which you don’t deserve.”

      Tessa turned her head toward the woman who had been her rival since the day she had walked through the doors of Direwood Castle for the first time. The Fae were immortal, magical beings that could not die under most circumstances. But there were ways to kill them, such as splitting their body up so that it could never heal and overloading their magical channels so that they exploded. They could also be injured so that it would take years for them to heal. So it was commonplace to use the word “kill” even though in most cases, it meant that they would simply cause you great and unending pain.

      The woman addressing Tessa was tall and slim. She had long black hair and pale white skin. Her lips were always painted scarlet or purple, and her black eyes held nothing but contempt and hatred for Tessa.

      “Runa, Runa,” Tessa said, shaking her head. “Will you never learn? The Dark Queen gave me the position of Captain of the Guard because you simply aren’t good enough. And she certainly doesn’t trust you."

      Runa gave Tessa a look of loathing.

      “Since the first day we got here, you’ve been trying to beat me, Runey. But you just haven’t been able to. It’s not your fault, though.” Tessa patted the other woman condescendingly on the shoulder. “It’s a natural, inborn lack of talent. You don’t have to feel bad about it.”

      “You think you’re so great Callahan,” Runa said, fury in her eyes. “But I will take your position. And I will kill you. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Okay then, I’ll be waiting,” Tessa said, not worried in the slightest. The woman was definitely more bark than bite, and she just didn’t have what it took to lead. The Dark Queen saw that, as well as anyone else who had ever interacted with her, but Runa couldn’t see it.

      Tessa felt annoyed at the brief interaction with her enemy and the persona she had to put on with the other woman. But she let it go and turned her attention back to what was unfolding before her.

      Tessa gave herself a little shake. She had done enough skulking in the shadows. The queen had glanced in her direction twice now, and Tessa didn’t want to be called forward. That wouldn’t be good. Especially since she noticed the queen had her favorite monster—the Char—lurking in a cage behind her throne. The creature made Tessa’s guts churn.

      Shadow-cursed monsters.

      Tessa hated and feared them so much.

      When she had first arrived in the Dark Court, she had been ordered to kill a prisoner in a training exercise as a test to see if she had the required level of brutality and disregard for human life to be a member of the royal guard.

      She had stood her ground and steadfastly refused the order. Her superior hadn’t liked it. He thought it a good idea to make an example of her—in order to encourage the viciousness and cruelty that the Dark Queen required of her soldiers. So he had thrown her in the monster arena, while all the rest of the royal guard watched.

      The monster arena was where Ransetta frequently amused herself by throwing prisoners in and watching them be devoured by the various different beasts and creatures she kept in her dungeon. But occasionally, it was used for this purpose. It was necessary to keep the troops in line, her superior had told her.

      Tessa had been absolutely terrified. It was early on in her time with the Dark Court, and she had still been soft and fearful. The monsters had tormented her, and she had screamed and screamed. She had run. But they had chased her and hunted her down. Until she found a reservoir of strength—and rage—that she had never tapped before.

      Tessa had fought her way out, killing monsters left and right until she had escaped, but the incident had left a scar. Now, she had an unreasonable fear of monsters that had to be kept hidden from everyone in the Dark Court, lest she be seen as weak. Well, of course, being afraid of monsters was smart. They were creatures to be feared. But she was afraid of them even now, when they were locked up and couldn’t hurt her.

      It had been a horrific experience, but she had earned a promotion from the queen because of it—both for her prowess in defeating the monsters and for defying a superior. The queen didn’t generally like defiance in her troops, but she knew a leader when she saw one.

      It had taken a while to move up the ranks and prove herself to the queen, but she had done it. Now Tessa had the queen’s ear and her trust. If she really thought about it, the event had probably landed her the position of Captain of the Guard. Which meant she had command of hundreds of warriors and was admired and/or feared by all her soldiers.

      But it wasn’t smart to get cocky. Not in the Dark Court. And Ransetta would not be patient with Tessa hanging about in the shadows much longer—monster or no monster.

      Tessa moved with precision until she reached her Queen’s side and stood there, avoiding everyone’s gaze. The vile murmuring in the room brushed against her, making her clench her jaw. Then, even knowing it was a mistake, she couldn’t help but slide her eyes over to the prisoner.

      The man glanced up at the same time as she took her place next to the queen, and Tessa felt a surge of energy as their eyes met, followed by a wave of desire. This was so startling that she looked away from the man, blinking several times.

      Tessa resolutely pushed down the sudden tingling she felt and her pity for the man, whose bluster seemed to simply be a cover for his terror. There was no use entertaining any sort of feelings for one who was clearly condemned. It would only go worse for him. The Captain of the Guard could not be showing interest, compassion, or pity for the prisoners.

      The Dark Queen was like the most evil of cats and didn’t like anyone else playing with her mice. Tessa knew that it was better not to get attached. The prisoner would be dead soon enough. And probably in the most horrible of ways, which would give her nightmares for centuries to come.

      The Queen always destroyed them.

      It usually took the cleanup crew hours and hours to get the polished stone of the throne room clean again. Tessa focused on the far wall, her hands behind her back in a relaxed position, ignoring the prisoner and the scene unfolding before her. Breathing shallowly, she tried to avoid inhaling the scent of blood that always seemed to linger in the throne room, no matter how many times it was washed. She wished the queen would acknowledge her and let her give her report.

      All she wanted was her bed.

      Then her attention was drawn to the conversation, and she tuned in to what the prisoner was saying, trying to figure out what was going on.

      “Bring your greatest warrior,” he said to the queen, a determined look in his eye that almost covered the fear. “I will fight him. And I will win.”

      Tessa immediately wished she had been paying better attention. It wasn’t like her to zone out—especially when the queen was playing with a new toy. It didn’t do to be taken unawares by Ransetta.

      The queen glanced up at her as if something was funny, and Tessa pasted a grin on her face, desperately wishing that she knew what was happening. Of course, she didn’t let any of her confusion show.

      “She’s my greatest warrior, and you won’t last two minutes against her,” the Dark Queen said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Finn couldn’t believe it. He had been caught by the Dark Queen’s Skransser. They had put a slave ring around his neck, attached to the chain that a guard was pulling on as if he was a dog. His hands were bound so tightly behind his back that he could feel the rope cutting into his skin.

      The monster had tracked him down by following the magical trail, which all Fae leave behind. Then it had tricked him into agreeing to go with it by taking on the form of Finn’s sister. And once you agreed to go with a Skransser, you were at its mercy.

      It could immobilize you, and then usually, it consumed your soul like you were the most delicious foie gras it had ever eaten. It was such a cliché that the monster used your loved ones against you, but the trap worked, time and again, which was probably why it continued to employ it.

      It hadn’t eaten Finn’s soul because the evil thing had a deal with the Dark Queen. No one knew exactly what bargain she had with the creature, but it did her bidding. And everyone agreed that her connection to it contributed to her wickedness.

      Whatever the deal was didn’t matter. What mattered was that Finn had been caught by the creature and held frozen until the queen’s guard came and picked him up.

      He had tried to shift to his tiny, winged form and escape, but the soldiers had some sort of dust spell that, when sprinkled on a Fae, made it impossible for them to change forms. He didn’t know how long it lasted, but he still couldn’t shift, and it had taken them hours to walk to the castle.

      It turned out that the Dark Queen’s advisor had a weakness for cards and betting, and Finn, not knowing who the man was, had thoroughly trounced him and taken all his money. Apparently, the royal advisor had taken exception to this and had told the Dark Queen that Finn stole his horse. Finn liked to call it borrowing, since he hadn’t kept the beast. The queen then agreed to send the Skransser out to look for Finn in order to make an example of him and to dissuade other horse thieves.

      Now, he was being dragged into the middle of the Dark Court, beaten, his clothes torn off, covered in dirt, and so exhausted, he could hardly stand.

      How had he ended up in the very place he had sworn to stay away from?

      This was bad. This was very bad.

      For him, because he would no doubt be tortured and killed if he couldn’t get away.

      For the Dark Queen, because the magic of his vow would force Finn to kill her if he did get away.

      The big guard pulled, the chain clanking, and Finn stumbled forward into the Dark Court throne room. The cuts on his wrists ached. Before him, the Dark Court was assembled. They wore various shades of black, dark purple, navy, and crimson. There wasn’t a white or pastel-colored outfit to be seen.

      And their eyes.

      As he passed the courtiers, he noticed that their eyes were nearly all the same. Bored. Cruel. And perhaps slightly mad.

      His heart started to pound as he neared the throne. The sound was so loud in his ears, he felt sure everyone could hear it. The Dark Queen was twisted away, but the next instant, she turned to face him, and their eyes met. He felt the urge to jump forward and wrap his hands around her neck, squeezing until she was dead. He clenched his fists, fighting against the magic of his vow.

      An image of Emmy, laughing by the brook, popped into his mind. She would never do that again thanks to the Dark Queen. He felt his vow inside him, the magic urging him to violence, but he ignored it. No good would come of him attacking her here. He would just be killed instantly.

      And besides, he didn’t want to kill her at all. That was the magic behind the vow talking and trying to convince him to do what he had sworn to do.

      He couldn’t kill the Queen.

      He needed to get away.

      And he needed to be free so he could escape.

      He was a good fighter, but he couldn’t fight the entire royal guard. An idea began to form in his mind, and he stifled a smile.

      No, he couldn’t fight the entire royal guard, but he could fight one man.
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        * * *

      

      “…and so, your majesty,” Finn finished. “I’d like to propose a wager.”

      The blisteringly beautiful queen lifted one delicate eyebrow, her loveliness so perfect that it nearly blinded him.

      “A wager? You wish to bet against me?” She seemed both truly taken aback and, at the same time, intrigued by the notion.

      “Indeed. It would be amusing.”

      “Your majesty,” the queen’s advisor blustered. “I object. Just kill the wretch.”

      Finn gave the man a smile and a wink, enraging him even further.

      “Want another game?” Finn asked the man. “If you win, she kills me. If I win, I go free.”

      The queen gave Finn a look that ought to have melted the skin off his face, and he snapped his mouth shut. Then she turned to her advisor.

      “Shut up, Barclay,” she said, tilting her head back and forth. Considering Finn’s proposal, he hoped.

      At that moment, the most beautiful Fae that Finn had ever seen stepped up and stood at the queen’s right. With chestnut ringlets tumbling around her stunning face and dark brown eyes he could get lost in, he was entranced for a moment. Then he realized who she must be. Only the Captain of the Guard stood in that position in court, with the queen’s royal advisor to the left. He didn’t know much about the Dark Court, but he knew that. Everyone knew that.

      The woman, who must be the Captain of the Guard, met Finn’s gaze, and a shock went through him. They both looked away at the same time. He hadn’t felt anything like that since Emmy, and he immediately experienced a stab of intense guilt at the thought.

      But Finn shook away the thoughts. He couldn’t be getting distracted by a pretty woman or by thinking about the pretty woman he had loved and who had died. He would need all his wits about him to avoid being killed in the next five minutes.

      “What is your name, thief?” the queen asked, her voice sweet and, at the same time, like a dog gnashing its teeth.

      “Finn Noble,” he said, hoping that this was progress.

      “Hm.” She appeared to be considering his proposal. “Having you killed by the Skransser would be just as much fun, I think, Mr. Noble.”

      “You’ve seen that a hundred times.” He assumed. “I guarantee, your majesty, this will be far more amusing than watching me die.”

      She was silent a long moment.

      “What are your terms?” The queen sat up and focused all her attention on him. It was absolutely terrifying.

      He smiled broadly, hiding his fear. “You pit me against your greatest warrior,” he said, hitting his chest with his fist. The chest thump was rather over the top, Finn knew, but he wanted to come across as a stupid brawler.

      “Really,” the queen said, looking amused. “You? Are going to fight my greatest warrior?”

      “Yes,” he said, a little insulted.

      And then the queen laughed. Finn was sure that at one time when she had laughed, all of Ahlenerra had laughed with her, even the trees, even the flowers, even the insects. Now when she laughed, it was enough to make the Stars weep.

      “Oh, well, you’re right then. This is going to be amusing. But it won’t last very long.”

      His sense of indignation deepened. “You don’t think I can fight?” he asked, trying not to be completely offended.

      “You’re handsome,” she said, with a graceful lift of her pale, lovely shoulder. “I’ll give you that. And you look strong. Maybe you even have some skill. But my greatest warrior has been fighting for three hundred years and has never been bested.”

      He nodded. “That’s perfect. I want to fight him.”

      The queen smiled as if she was amused, and there was snickering from the courtiers. He wondered what was so funny.

      “And what if you win this fight?” the queen asked, taking a goblet of wine that a servant offered her and sipping. The silver shone in the light, and he could smell the scent of wine. Finn’s mouth was dry and tasted nasty, but he ignored it all and focused on Ransetta.

      “Then I am no longer your prisoner, and I may stay in the Dark Court. I could be of use to you.”

      “Interesting. And if you lose?”

      “Then you, yourself, have lost nothing. I will still be your prisoner to do with as you wish.”

      He refrained from clenching his jaw at the thought.

      He wouldn’t lose. He couldn’t lose. He would be a dead man if he did.

      Or worse. Food for a Skransser.

      “As I wish?” she asked, her eyes raking over his body with barely concealed desire.

      Oh no. Not that. I’d rather fall into the Chasm of Severance.

      He would rather be consumed by a Skransser than share a bed with Ransetta. He would cut his own throat first.

      “Agreed then,” she said. “It’s a deal.”

      “Palms,” Finn said, meeting her eyes, his face serious. The Captain of the Guard frowned.

      The queen herself lifted her eyebrows in feigned innocence. “Don’t you trust me, Mr. Noble?”

      He gave her what he hoped was a friendly smile and didn’t say anything, knowing he was pushing his luck.

      “Palms then,” she said, setting the goblet down with a clink.

      Finn stepped forward in relief. He was careful not to shrink back from her touch as he held out his hand and she placed hers against his.

      Her skin was the smoothest he had ever touched—so smooth it made him want to shiver with disgust—but he controlled himself. A ripple of magic spread out from their hands and only when it was gone did he pull away.

      A spot in the center of the hand concentrated magic, and on a Fae, there was always a small trickle of power from that point. If two Fae pressed their palms together, it was like shaking hands on a deal but with a magical component. The magic held each Fae to their word. If either of the parties were to break the agreement, there would be dire consequences enforced by the magic. Finn had made his vow to avenge Amelia’s death the same way, but he had pressed the palms of his own hands together.

      Finn gave the queen a nod and stepped back, content for the moment.

      “May the Shadows hide you, your majesty,” he said.

      “And also you, bold thief.”

      She gave him a beautiful smile that was so wicked, it turned his stomach.

      “Bring your greatest warrior,” he said to the queen in what he hoped was a strong, confident voice. “I will fight him. And I will win.”

      “She’s my greatest warrior,” Ransetta said, grinning up at the Captain of the Guard. “And you won’t last two minutes against her.”
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      Who is this arrogant ass, Tessa wondered. And why is he challenging me?

      She had walked into the Dark Queen’s throne room only minutes before. She hadn’t had her supper, and the scent of the roasting meat made her stomach grumble. She was very much ready for bed after her long journey, her muscles aching with fatigue.

      And now this guy wanted to fight?

      It figured.

      But what was his game here? Obviously, he was trying to save his own life. But she sensed that there was something more than that.

      Stars alight, I don’t have time for this nonsense.

      She wished that this fight could have come at a more convenient time. She was so tired from traveling, and she could use a bath and a good night’s rest. But she had noticed in her hundreds of years of being in the queen’s guard that fights rarely came at your convenience.

      And yet, you had to fight them anyway.

      “Callahan?” the queen asked, her sweet voice cutting through her thoughts like a jagged shard of glass. She seemed to be asking Tessa if she was willing. But Tessa knew that saying no wasn’t an option. The queen liked to give the appearance of offering choices, while constantly getting her own way in every single situation. So, Tessa pushed down her misgivings and gave one nod.

      The queen’s starkly beautiful face lit with her usual smile that never seemed to reach her violet eyes and always contained a hint of maliciousness. Her perfect pale skin was unbelievably smooth, and her light brown hair had been brushed till it shone and cascaded over her shoulders. She was no doubt the loveliest Fae in the land.

      And yet…

      And yet, Tessa knew that beauty covered a core so rotten, it was nauseating. Tessa was no longer deluded by the queen’s appearance. All she saw was the woman’s putrid insides.

      “Finn Noble, meet Captain of the Guard, Tessa Callahan,” she said, taking a large swallow of her wine.

      The prisoner, Finn—if that was his real name—nodded at her. Tessa nodded back. Then she undid her dark green cloak that was stained with mud, handing it to a nearby servant. She stepped down off the queen’s dais toward the man who thought he could beat her. Her hard-soled boots clicked on the marble steps.

      The queen was right. He was handsome, in a dashing sort of way. He had warm brown eyes that appeared both intelligent and good natured, and curly brown hair. He had a muscled body that brought a flush to her cheeks, in spite of her decision to remain aloof. In her defense, though, he was only wearing pants, and she couldn’t help but see all those chiseled muscles.

      That she wasn’t interested in.

      And anyway, she was going to beat him to a pulp, which meant that his pretty face wouldn’t be so good looking anymore. It would never do to get attached to an opponent, so she did what she always did since she had come to the Dark Court. She pushed all her feelings into a box and shoved the box deep down inside. Then she faced the man. She felt nothing. Emotionless, she stared him down, clenching her hands into fists, waiting for the fight to begin.

      The members of the court backed off toward the walls, melting into the shadows and leaving a large open space. They all knew how messy Dark Court fights could get, and none of them wanted blood on their finery. There was murmuring as the betting started.

      The queen stood up, her shimmering royal-blue dress displaying her flawless figure. She lifted her arms, and silence fell over the assembly.

      “May the Shadows guide you both,” the queen said, giving the Dark Court blessing. “And let the fight begin.”

      The crowd roared and Tessa moved toward the man, lifting her fists in front of her face to protect it.

      “You sure you want to do this?” she asked the man.

      He grinned and she hated the way her pulse picked up. The box of feelings popped open at the sight of that smile. Shadows and Chasm, why did he have to be so hot?

      She didn’t want to beat that gorgeous face in. Taking a moment, she shoved her feelings back into the box again, but it wasn’t working like usual.

      “I’m sure.”

      Stars alive, but he is cocky. “All right. Then I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” He appeared confused.

      “Because this is going to hurt,” she said, her fist leaping out. She put her body weight into the punch, striking him on the left cheek and whipping his head to the side. Finn shook it off and used his size and weight to drive her back across the open space.

      Tessa dove under his arm before he could smash her against the wall, twisting away and coming in with a roundhouse kick to the kidneys. He hit the wall and groaned.

      Yeah, that had to hurt.

      Finn spun around, and she threw a front kick out to draw his hands down to block the lower part of his body. Once he dropped his guard to block her kick, she stepped down and threw several hard punches in a row to his head.

      A purple bruise bloomed on his face, followed by a black eye and a cut lip. Her next jab, he managed to block so that it was directed to the side of his head and only grazed his ear.

      She saw when he got angry, his eyebrows drawing together. Perhaps he had been holding back because she was a woman. Tessa often had an advantage that way. But she could tell that he was done pulling his punches. He was in this fight to beat her.

      Not that he would.

      Tessa was clearly the superior fighter. Three hundred years of fighting would do that to a person. She raised her hands to protect her face as he moved in with a hard punch. On instinct, she ducked the punch and threw her shoulder into his stomach, making him crumple forward. Then she turned her back to his chest and elbowed him in the head.

      Finn dropped to the floor, stunned.

      Tessa stepped back and caught her breath, waiting for him to get up—or to not get up. Either way, she didn’t care. Most men didn’t get up.

      But apparently, Finn wasn’t most men.

      He slowly got to his feet and faced off again. Tessa simply stood there, alert and ready. Finally, he got tired of waiting for her to attack, and he stepped in with a punch. It was a good punch. A solid punch. A punch he could be proud of. Except she wasn’t going to let him punch her.

      Finn was so tired and beat up that his height, weight, and strength were no longer advantages but disadvantages, and Tessa used all three of them against him. Grabbing his wrist, she pulled him toward her, putting him off balance. She kicked him three times in the side. He groaned and put the hand Tessa wasn’t holding to his ribs, several of which were probably broken. But she yanked hard, and he fell to the floor. Quickly, she lifted her leg and viciously brought down her foot to hit him in the forehead. At the last second, he blocked, crossing his forearms in front of his face.

      What the Chasm?

      He was still holding his own.

      Tessa stepped out of the kick, planting her foot beside him, and punched down, but he rolled desperately out of the way, and she missed.

      “Stop holding back, Callahan,” the Dark Queen said, her tone bored. Boredom in the queen was never a good sign. Tessa didn’t look at her, staying focused on the man called Finn.

      Should I kill him?

      It might be more merciful than letting him live and then having Ransetta kill him.

      Yeah, I should kill him.

      But he clambered to his feet and immediately tried to punch her. Tessa grabbed his forearm and held him while with the other hand, she squeezed his neck. His eyes bulged as she cut off a significant portion of his air. Finn’s brown eyes stared at her out of his bruised face, and Tessa knew he knew that she was going to kill him.

      He made a last-ditch effort and twisted away, waves of fear coming off of him now. Without any effort, she moved behind him and pulled him into a chokehold, whispering into his ear. Tessa knew that she didn’t owe him anything, but she gave him the explanation anyway.

      “It will be a better way to die,” she whispered to him as he struggled to breathe. “More honorable than being tortured.”

      He froze for a moment.

      “I will not throw this fight,” she said, again so quietly that no one else could hear. “And you cannot beat me.”

      A moment later, Tessa found herself on her back on the marble floor, staring up at the shadowy ceiling and trying to catch her breath. He had flipped her. She jumped to her feet from lying flat on her back—a move she had perfected about two hundred years ago. It was guaranteed to please, and predictably, the crowd cheered. Finn stared at her, his brow furrowed, no doubt contemplating her words.

      He kicked, and Tessa blocked, wondering how long she should let this go on. In that moment of distraction, he got in a punch that rocked her head to the left. Blood flew from her mouth, and she nearly blacked out because he had hit her in the knockout point on the jaw. Instead of fighting it, she spun around, using the momentum and flinging out a roundhouse kick that hit him in the head and knocked him sideways.

      Tessa wiped her mouth and watched the man. The sound of his agonized breathing made her feel guilty for a moment. The poor guy was ready to pass out, but he doggedly held on to consciousness. He got her grudging admiration for that.

      He probably knew that nothing good was in store for him if Ransetta won this bet. He would be wishing Tessa had killed him if the Dark Queen got ahold of him. She really needed to kill him. She knew of at least six different ways. It was the merciful thing to do.

      She walked around him slowly, and he turned with her, looking wary—and dizzy.

      “Finish him, Callahan,” the queen commanded. “This hasn’t been nearly as amusing as you promised, Mr. Noble.”

      The Dark Queen looked disappointed, as if she had really thought that this nobody that the Skransser dragged in could impress her.

      Tessa prepared to give him the finishing blow that would knock him unconscious, but there was the sound of a stone dropping to the floor, and she felt energy in the air.

      Magic.

      Then Tessa’s head cracked to the side, her cheek an explosion of pain.

      He had punched her.

      How had he managed that?

      A moment later, she knew what it was. He had activated a slow spell from the stone he had dropped on the floor, which he had to have concealed somewhere in his pants—a secret pocket maybe. There was no other way this nobody could get the jump on her—the Captain of the Guard for the Dark Court going on three hundred years. That other punch had been a fluke. But this spell would give him the advantage he needed. Fights in the Dark Court had no rules, so it was totally fine for him to use magic.

      Stars above. This isn’t good.

      Finn came in with an uppercut that rocked her head back and nearly knocked her down. The sound of flesh hitting flesh seemed louder than usual since everything was moving like in a dream, especially her own movements.

      She watched her hand come up—far too late—to block his next jab, which caught her on the chin. He didn’t knock her out, but it was a close one. He knew what he was doing. And now that he had her at a disadvantage, he was making the most of it.

      She took a few steps backward, feeling as though she were walking through gruel. Then the queen flicked her hand, and time sped up again. Finn frowned and glanced at the queen, clearly realizing that she had broken the spell.

      “All’s fair…” she said, giving him a shrug and a hungry smile—like a wolf about to devour its prey. Then she gestured for the fight to continue.

      “There’s no rules for fights in the Dark Court,” Tessa told him.

      “So I see,” he said.

      Now that time had returned to normal, Tessa once again had the advantage. She strode toward him, determined to end this, and landed a punch that would definitely leave a bruise. She drove a kick into his stomach that he was moving too slowly to block. Finn gasped and clutched his abdomen. She pushed him back across the smooth stone floor, and he fell. The man seemed about to pass out, and Tessa knew she had won. She felt no gladness, only exhaustion and a disgust for this life she was leading.

      Well, that was what she was feeling until she saw him wrap his arms around his bruised torso, reach into invisible sheaths, and pull two blades the likes of which she had never seen before. At that point, all she felt was worry.

      Shadows take me. I’m in trouble now.
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        * * *

      

      The magic blades glinted in the light from the fires and candles. They reflected rainbows back at her, and they were so powerful that they gave off a slight hum of energy, which she could feel in her bones. The weapons were knives shaped like claws.

      Or were they perhaps actual dragon’s claws?

      There was a hole at the end of the handle for his finger to go through. He held them curving up, but she could see that both edges were extremely sharp and deadly.

      What the hell are those, and where did he get them?

      She watched as he spun them around his hands, flipping them back and up and over. He made it look easy, but she knew that to be able to do that without slitting your wrists took a lot of practice.

      Oh, this is a problem.

      He gave her a half-smile that would have been charming if he hadn’t been about to win and possibly slice her to ribbons.

      “All’s fair…” he said, repeating the queen’s words.

      Tessa felt a sharp spike of fear that she quickly suppressed. She pulled her fiery sword from the sheath on her back where she always wore it, assessing him and waiting for him to make his move. He came in quickly, faster than she expected considering how beat up he was.

      Maybe the magic is giving him a second wind?

      He attacked her with a movement like a left hook, except for the fact that there was a razor-sharp blade on the end of his fist.

      The slash would have ripped her face off if she hadn’t blocked. But he came in with the second blade. She ducked but it wasn’t quite enough though and instead, the blade grazed her forehead, leaving a thin cut. Tessa tried not to be distracted by her own blood dripping down her forehead, knowing that it could be her downfall. She wiped it away with the back of one hand.

      Tess stepped back, but he came at her. He held the blades with the curves up, and he ripped up with a strike that would have disemboweled her if she hadn’t jumped back in true terror, slashing her sword straight down and knocking the blade away.

      Chasm and Severance. This is not going well at all.

      He aimed a backhand strike at her neck, and she blocked it. Tessa recognized her mistake immediately, but it was too late.

      Finn recognized the moment as well. He quickly wrapped his strong arm across her chest, placing the blade in his other hand carefully against her throat.

      She froze.

      “Drop your sword.”

      She had no choice. She let it fall to the tiles with a clatter.

      “Such a beautiful throat,” he murmured. “It’d be a shame for me to have to slit it.”

      But he wouldn’t hesitate to do it if he felt he had to, Tessa knew. She sensed that he was strong and tough but also a good man. At the same time, he was desperate to keep himself alive in the Dark Court. She knew the feeling.

      Shadows take me, but this is not looking good.

      She held perfectly still, knowing that any twitch on her part could cause him to kill her by accident.

      There was the sound of one person clapping.

      “Very impressive, Mr. Noble,” the queen said. “I was about to be disappointed, but you’ve kept your promise of amusing me.”

      “My pleasure, your majesty,” he said, but Tessa sensed that he was lying. Of course, he was. No one who was sane experienced any sort of pleasure with anything connected to the Dark Queen.

      “Now, let her go,” Ransetta said, her tone allowing for no opposition. “She’s useful to me.”

      Tessa tasted bitterness. After everything she had done for the woman, she was nothing more than useful. And if she ceased to be of use, the queen would discard her. And likely forget about her, as if she had never been.

      Finn released her, and she stepped back. She put her hand to her still-intact throat and eyed him. She had underestimated him, and it had nearly cost her her life. She would not do so again.

      “You have won the wager, Finn Noble. You are free to stay in the Dark Court.”

      There was a small burst of light around the queen as the palm vow they had made was fulfilled.

      “An interesting surprise,” the queen added, and her eyes cut across to Tessa. “We have need of Fae like you in the Dark Court.”

      Tessa wanted to frown but kept her face impassive.

      The queen went on. “And I think my Captain of the Guard is in need of your training on these blades.”

      Tessa held in her annoyance and astonishment, while the man sized her up. He no longer looked like an easy target, a man afraid for his life. Instead, he seemed sure of himself and his abilities, in spite of the bruises and cuts that covered his body. She found his confidence annoyingly sexy.

      “It would be my pleasure, your majesty,” he said, holding Tessa’s gaze, and this time when he said it, she knew he was telling the truth.
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      An hour later, Tessa, Finn, and the Dark Queen were sitting in her private dining room, eating a late supper. Very late. Tessa could see the moon shining through the window.

      “Where did you get those blades, Mr. Noble?” Ransetta cut her meat precisely and placed it in her mouth with a smile of pleasure and satisfaction.

      Tessa pretended to eat, while she merely put some of the vegetables in her mouth and chewed slowly. She had no desire to eat the bird of the Laryn Hills. It was said that the bird would live forever if undisturbed and listening to its sweet song for even a minute would heal any disease. And it was this that the queen had ordered killed for her supper.

      Tessa couldn’t think about it or the smell on the air. Her stomach roiled; the very idea was so loathsome.

      Her challenger didn’t even pretend to eat. He sat at the table holding a poultice the healer Fae had made for his swollen eye. His ribs had been bound, but he had walked in very slowly, as if everything hurt. Tessa had a few bruises and cuts, but they weren’t bad.

      “My grandfather gave them to me,” Finn said as if he didn’t want to tell Ransetta anything but was trying to act like he didn’t mind.

      “And where did he get them?”

      “Well, I always thought it was just a story, but there was a tale he used to tell us about how our ancestor had gotten them from Perdira’s Mire.”

      Tessa set her fork down with a muted thump on the tablecloth and studied the man.

      “Your ancestor went into Perdira’s Mire?”

      Finn nodded.

      “Nobody goes into Perdira’s Mire. Well, they go in.” Ransetta put another bite of meat into her mouth. “But they don’t come out. Or if they do, you really don’t want to see them. So much bone showing, sometimes blood.”

      She wrinkled her dainty nose and gave a little shrug.

      Tessa looked at Finn, and their eyes met for a moment, energy sparking between them again. She felt as though they might have connected if the situation had been different. And she almost wished it was.

      But that was stupid. This man was an enemy. He might be against Ransetta, but that didn’t mean he was on her side. She hadn’t survived in the Dark Court for three hundred years because she randomly trusted people that were handsome and brave. She would have snorted at the thought if the situation hadn’t been so dire.

      What the hell was he talking about anyway? The blades couldn’t have come from Perdira’s Mire. The place was a swamp of the utmost foulness. It had been for thousands of years. There was one safe place to cross the edge of the Mire, but it didn’t take travellers inside the terrible swamp. Not that anyone wanted to go inside, since the tales people told about it would either make you weep or wet your pants.

      The story about Finn’s ancestor simply couldn’t be true.

      “That must be just a story,” Tessa said. Finn was clearly full of Shadows and wind.

      “Maybe it’s just a story,” he said. “But it’s all I know about where the blades came from.”

      “Well, it’s decided then,” the queen said, pushing her plate away and turning her purple eyes on Tessa.

      “What’s decided, my queen?”

      “You need a set of blades like that,” she said as if it was obvious. “You and Mr. Noble will find out where they came from and go get a pair of them. From Perdira’s Mire, if necessary.”

      Finn looked startled and then frowned. He opened his mouth as if to say something, then snapped it shut again as if he had changed his mind. But Tess didn’t have time to figure out what that meant. She had to convince the queen to send someone else on this mission.

      “But your majesty,” Tessa said in her most respectful voice. “I’m needed here. I cannot go off on some quest. Perhaps Mr. Noble might bring a pair back here for me.”

      Ransetta glanced at Tessa and then studied Finn for a long moment.

      “Impossible,” she said with a shake of her lovely head. “He is not capable of such a deed.”

      Finn clenched his jaw and looked insulted.

      “No, Runa can handle your duties for a few months. I want you to have a pair of those blades, and I want you to know how to use them. I’m giving you three months to get back here with the weapons and to be able to wield them. The magic in them, too.”

      “Your majesty,” Tessa said, standing up. “I respectfully protest.”

      “Really?” she asked, eyeing Tessa. Her tone was so mild, anyone who didn’t know her well would think that she was relenting. “You protest?”

      Unfortunately, Tessa knew her all too well. She pressed her lips together and submitted to the queen’s whims—before she was thrown in the dungeon and tormented for her next three hundred years.

      She had survived in the Dark Court this long because she knew how to handle the queen. And this moment was not a time for arguing. She would see Ransetta later when she was away from her royal duties and more relaxed. Sometimes, she would listen to Tessa when in that state.

      “As you wish, your majesty,” she said and bowed her head. “Permission to leave you now?”

      “Granted,” Ransetta said, then added the ritual farewell words used in the Dark Court. “May the shadows hide you.”

      “And you, my queen.”

      Then she turned on her heel and left the room, heading for the training arena.

      She hoped no one was working out right then.

      Because she seriously needed to punch something.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa smashed her fists into the punching bag. Jab, punch. Punch, punch. Jab, jab, punch, punch. She put all her anger and fury into the strikes.

      “Glad I’m not on the receiving end this time,” said a voice from behind her.

      She whipped around, pulling the sword she almost always carried on her back.

      It was Finn Noble.

      “I like that sword,” he said.

      Tessa didn’t answer him.

      “You can put it away if you want.”

      She sheathed the sword and went back to punching.

      He walked around until he was in her field of vision, limping slightly. The man looked as though he had had his ass kicked. She would have pitied him if it would have done him any good.

      She punched again and then kicked. Hard.

      The punching bag swung back and forth, making a slight squeaking sound as it moved away from her.

      “You were going to kill me,” he said.

      She didn’t pause in her hammering of the bag. Didn’t even bother to look at him.

      “The queen’s whims are not my fault.”

      This last statement finally broke through to Tessa.

      “Certainly not, but you didn’t have to bring me into this attempt to save your miserable life,” she said, stalking toward him. It pleased her that he took a step backward, then straightened his spine and stood his ground.

      “It wasn’t anything personal. Any warrior would have done for my purposes.”

      “You asked for her greatest warrior,” Tessa said, pulling air in through her nose to calm herself and regretting it when she breathed in the stale-sweat stench of the training arena. “I’m the Captain of the Guard. There better not be any greater warriors than me.”

      “True. Look, I’m sorry.” Finn dragged a hand through his hair. He did look truly sorry. This man wouldn’t last a week in the Dark Court. “I didn’t mean to drag you into this. You were going to kill me. I had to use the blades.”

      Tessa shook her head, wishing she didn’t feel so much compassion for the poor fool.

      “A quick snap of your neck would have been a more merciful death than what awaits you.”

      His eyebrows drew together, and she cursed herself for noticing how sexy he looked with the black eye and bruises.

      He was a dead man walking. Tessa had no business noticing his looks. Or his courage. It wouldn’t do her any good. And she would just be more upset when he was killed. As he most definitely would be.

      “What awaits me?”

      Tessa glanced at him and rolled her eyes, unwinding the rags she had wrapped around her hands.

      “You’ve only delayed the inevitable, Mr. Noble.”

      He stared down at the floor of the training arena and kicked at the dirt, thinking. Then he glanced up at her with a grin.

      “Well, if I’ve only got three months left, I better live a little,” he said, giving her a wink.

      She snorted, unable to hold back her smile. Then her face turned serious.

      “Don’t look at me for help with that, Mr. Noble,” she said, turning her back toward him and heading for the door. “I know nothing of living.”
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        * * *

      

      Tessa knocked at the queen’s chambers later that evening. She felt nervous because about fifty percent of the time, she was denied admittance or occasionally thrown out on her ass. The other fifty percent of the time, she was allowed in, but she almost wished she hadn’t been.

      One of the queen’s many handmaidens answered the knock and went to make the request, her footsteps silent. She returned and inclined her head, showing Tessa into the bathing chamber, which was huge and hands down the most beautiful bathroom she had ever seen. Ransetta was reclining in the hot water. Her eyes were closed, her cheeks pink, sweat on her brow.

      “Callahan, what do you want?” she asked, not sounding too irritated. Tessa took that as a good sign.

      “This quest, your majesty. I don’t understand. I am your right hand. I need to be here. What if there is an attack? What if something happens and I’m needed here? Runa is competent—barely—but it is I who have been the Captain of the Guard for three hundred years.”

      Ransetta sighed, the top of her breasts showing through the bubbles for a moment and then disappearing. It seemed wrong that she was so beautiful on the outside and so awful on the inside.

      “It’s true. You are my right hand, Tessa, and I trust you more than I trust anyone. And that’s saying something. Which is why I need you to go get a pair of those blades.”

      “But why?” Tessa asked, trying to understand what the queen was scheming now.

      Ransetta’s eyes flew open, and she twisted to face Tessa, splashing warm water onto her boots. A handmaiden moved forward in silence to wipe the spill.

      “Do you not see the power in those blades?”

      “I don’t, your majesty.”

      “You can’t help it. It’s because I am The First. I can sense the magic in them. It’s old. And powerful. And extremely deadly if activated.”

      “Yes, my queen.” Tessa trusted her in this. It was true that the queen had been The First faerie to fall in the beginning. The King of the Fae had been lonely and had longed for a companion, so he had sung down the first star that had become the queen.

      Back then, it was said, she had been as good as she had been beautiful. As The First, Ransetta was the most powerful faerie in Esper after the king, and she was extremely sensitive to magic.

      “And if it’s so old and powerful, my next question is, how is it that some nobody from The Valley of the Chasm, practically a Light Fae, has a set of these blades and we don’t know about them?”

      Tessa swallowed hard, not sure if this was a criticism of her.

      “I—” Tessa stammered, thinking about that fact. “I’m not sure how our spies missed them.”

      “Exactly,” Ransetta said, and Tessa relaxed a little. “There’s something special about those blades, and I don’t want a peasant from The Valley to be the only one to have any. I’d kill him and just take them from him, but he seems as though he could be useful, especially if he can train you in how to use them.” She made a pouty face, one delicate finger playing with the bubbles. “Plus, he keeps them in an Otherworld sheath, which means that he’s the only one who can withdraw and wield them. I couldn’t steal them without a great deal of difficulty. And killing him would only result in the blades being lost forever in the Otherworld.”

      “That’s true,” Tessa said, nodding.

      “But if we can find the source of the blades, then we could perhaps acquire enough for our entire army.”

      Oh, so that’s what she's planning.

      “Yes, my queen. A weapon like that, with the magic activated, would be an excellent addition to our arsenal.”

      The queen gave her a look that made Tessa feel as though she was the stupidest creature to ever crawl out of a hole in the ground.

      “Callahan,” she said, the evil in her heart showing in her eyes as they flashed to black and then back to their natural purple. Tessa deliberately did not flinch, though she wanted to. “A weapon like that would not just be an excellent addition to our arsenal, Tessa. A weapon like that would finally give me what I need to defeat the King, destroy the Light Court, and take back my land. Then I would truly be the Queen of the Fae.”
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      Over the next few days, a whirlwind of preparations for the journey swirled around Tessa. The servants packed the supplies and loaded the saddle bags. And now the morning of her departure was here.

      Tessa had gathered her few things and put them in her backpack. She had lived in this same small room in Direwood Castle for over three hundred years, yet all her personal possessions fit in one bag. It was almost as if she had always lived lightly in order to be ready to leave at any moment.

      She sat down on her bed in the dim light of false dawn, looking around at the empty shelves and feeling a sudden cloud of black depression. All this time, she had never really been here. She had been simply existing day to day, waiting to escape.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. The first hundred years had been pretty busy. She had been terribly soft when she had first arrived, and it had taken some time to get strong and train with the bow and the sword and the knife. Then she had fought her way up the ranks until she had become Captain of the Guard.

      It was years more before the queen trusted her.

      But then once she had the queen’s trust, she had brought back crucial information that had allowed the Light Court to protect itself. Over and over, she had seemed to help plan an assault on the Light Court that eventually failed because she had sabotaged it from the start by warning them.

      So far, the queen hadn’t picked up on it because the Light Court had always been careful not to seem too prepared. Unfortunately, many lives had still been lost. But in the end, the Dark Queen had been unable to destroy the Light Court.

      Because of Tessa.

      She was the reason the Light Court still stood. Again and again, she had saved them.

      And the King—Shadows take him—still wouldn’t let her go home.

      She wanted to go home to the Light Court. More than anything else.

      She was tired of giving and giving of herself and never being appreciated. Sure, the King would say thanks for the warning. Sometimes, he would give her a gift. Or a couple days with the Jewel of Bliss.

      And she knew she was making a difference. That she was important. But, it wasn’t enough anymore. Because then it was always the same orders.

      Go back to the Dark Court.

      Find out what the queen was planning.

      Waste your life away in the darkness.

      Well, the king didn’t explicitly say that last one, but it felt implied.

      Tessa felt the frustration rising. The feeling of being trapped, like an animal in a cage. The sensation of being about to explode into a million pieces.

      She grabbed her bag and slipped it over her shoulders, slinging her quiver of arrows and her bow over her shoulder. Then she put her cloak over everything.

      It was early. Not time to leave yet. But she needed out of this place.

      She took the dizzying spiral staircase two steps at a time all the way, her boots clicking on every step. Tessa arrived at the top, barely out of breath and glad to be out of the musty stairwell and into the fresh air. She was standing on one of the four square towers that guarded each corner of the castle. Up here was the only place in the castle that she felt she could breathe freely.

      She gazed out across the forest and tried to calm down. She had felt like this a hundred times before, and a hundred times, she had been able to bring herself back to peace. To figure out a way to go on. This time would be no different. She drew deep breaths of pine-scented air and felt her shoulders dropping, her jaw unclenching.

      The door to the tower opened behind her, and Tessa whipped around, an arrow nocked.

      Nat appeared. She saw the arrow aimed at her, and her eyes got wide. Then she walked forward, frowning and pushed the bow aside so that it wasn’t pointing at her anymore. She wasn’t in the least bit concerned.

      “Put that thing away, Tessa,” she said. “It’s impolite to shoot your friends.”

      “Friend,” Tessa corrected.

      “You have more than one.”

      Tessa shook her head and turned again to look out over the dark twisted trees.

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Nat said, linking her arm in Tessa’s. “The whole court is buzzing about this stranger with the blades. Are you really going on some sort of quest to get another pair of them?”

      Tessa turned back toward her friend, a bitter, twisted expression on her face. Nat’s pretty eyebrows drew together at the sight.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Apparently, the Dark Court can do without me for an extended period of time. No problem.”

      Nat frowned at her words.

      “Extended period of time?”

      “The Dark Queen says that Runa can handle it. So much for being someone necessary to the court.”

      “Don’t be silly, Tessa,” Nat said. “Of course, you’re necessary. The only reason the queen can let you go and leave Runa in charge is because you’ve got those soldiers trained so well at this point that a child could run things.”

      Tessa turned her head to look at Nat. “You really think so?”

      “I know so. Now, why does the queen want these blades so badly?”

      “Well, she’s decided that they’re the very thing to finally destroy the Light Court. So I, the Captain of the Guard, am being sent on a fool’s errand in order to bring them back.”

      Nat dropped her voice. “Careful of your tongue, Tessa. You know there are ears everywhere. And you know that you are very much in favor with the Dark Court if you are being sent on such an important mission.”

      Tessa shook her head at Nat’s warning. She almost didn’t care about the spies that might be lurking. She was so sick of everything.

      “I’m afraid the guard will fall to pieces while I’m away,” she confided to Nat.

      Nat waved her hand, dismissing her worries. “You have them so well trained, they can run on automatic for a few weeks.”

      “Months,” Tessa said, turning toward Nat. “We’re to be gone three months.”

      “Three months?” Nat asked, raising one eyebrow. “How handsome is this stranger?”

      “Finn Noble,” Tessa said, a hint of a blush rising to her cheeks at the thought of the man she had fought.

      Nat raised her eyebrows, this time in astonishment.

      “That’s the stranger’s name, Finn Noble,” Tessa said hastily before Nat could say anything. “But never mind that, Nat. I have no interest in him. And besides, you know that he’ll end up dead like all the rest. So it would be foolish to…”

      Nat was grinning at her.

      “What?”

      “Methinks you doth protest too much, Miss Callahan.”

      “Never mind, Nat,” she growled in her Captain of the Guard voice. “Don’t get ideas in your head.”

      “Ideas?” She gave Tessa an innocent look. “Not me.”

      Tessa rolled her eyes and went on with her grievances. “Being Captain of the Guard is the only thing that makes my life worthwhile, Nat. What if something happens while I’m away and the queen blames me and takes my post from me?”

      “There’s more to your life than just being Captain of the Guard.”

      Tessa stared at her friend, trying to think what there was aside from work. “No, Nat. I don’t think there is.”

      “Well, there’s me,” she said, dropping her eyes, a hurt look on her face. “Am I nothing to you?”

      Tessa turned to Nat and smiled.

      “You know I appreciate you, Nat. More than you know.” Tessa gave her friend a hug. “I don’t know what I would do if it wasn’t for you.”

      “I know, Tess. But maybe there should be something more to your life than being the Captain of the Guard? Like, maybe you should find someone? A partner?”

      “No. No, I don’t want that. If I found someone and cared about them and they were… killed accidentally or something like that, I wouldn’t get over it easily, Nat. I don’t want to find someone. That’s foolish talk.”

      “Fine,” Nat said. “You don’t want a man? Whatever. But you need to stop worrying about this quest. Of course, you’ll get the blades. Of course, you’ll come back. It will just be a few months, and then you’ll return. And everything will go back to normal.”

      Tessa turned to stare at the horizon to the east where the sky was beginning to lighten with streaks of pink and orange cutting through the grey clouds. She sighed heavily. The last thing she wanted was for everything to go back to normal. She hated normal more than anything.

      “Nothing in Ahlenerra has been normal since the Severance, Nat,” Tessa said, meeting Nat’s gaze. “It hasn’t been normal for thousands of years.”

      Nat shook her head, lowering her voice, a stormy look on her face.

      “Once again, I tell you, watch your words, Tessa. Obviously, you’re the Captain of the Guard, so you probably wouldn’t come under suspicion. But just be careful what you say. There is no one who is completely free of scrutiny.”

      Tessa nodded. She knew Nat was right.

      “I just mean, I never feel normal. I feel as though my whole life I’ve never been myself. I’m always just playing a role and doing what someone else tells me to do. No matter what I’ve achieved, Nat.”

      “I get it, Tess,” she said. “It’s hard to feel normal when your land and people have been torn apart. And you have to go around with an aching empty feeling in your heart all the time.”

      Tessa knew that when she said that, Nat wasn’t talking about the Severance. She was referring to the complete disappearance of the Elves from Esper. Nat was one of the few wandering Elves that lived amongst the other races. Despite all kinds of conflicting rumors, no one really knew what had happened to the rest of them. And the Elves that remained had all been born in exile and were lonely creatures without any true home.

      “Exactly,” Tessa said. “And the only thing that has made sense during all this time was my work. I’m just afraid that that’s going to be taken from me, too. And then, who will I be?”

      “What are you talking about? You’d be Tessa.” Nat took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “You’d still be you.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Tessa said, a desolate feeling entering her heart.

      Nat gave her a compassionate look.

      “Let’s go find this stranger with the blades and get you on your way,” Nat said. “You’ll feel better once you have a goal and are moving toward it.”

      “You’re right, Nat,” Tessa said, dragging a smile out.

      “I’m always right,” Nat said, giving her a wink. “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      The Captain of the Guard was late.

      She was Finn’s ticket out of this place, and she was late.

      Finn paced, the various smells of the animals tickling his nose. He glanced toward the eastern sky. He checked his horse’s saddle one more time, cinching it a tiny bit tighter. If the Captain didn’t get here soon, his poor horse wasn’t going to be able to breathe, never mind carry him.

      “Hey, there he is,” a petite woman said, walking into the castle courtyard with the Captain. She had long blonde hair in two braids and wore livery that indicated she was one of the upper servants in the castle. “The stranger with the magical blades.”

      “You’re late,” he said, ignoring this woman he didn’t know and addressing the Captain. He was positively itching to get out of this place, and he knew he was being rude, but he couldn’t stand to be there one minute longer.

      The Captain narrowed her eyes at him. She wore a long red cloak that matched perfectly with her curly dark brown hair. It was pulled up in a ponytail that seemed to be intended to make her look fierce. But the rioting ringlets only managed to make her look lovely and sweet.

      He shoved aside the thought of how pretty she was, touching his cut lip and paying attention to his aching ribs as a reminder of what she was capable of. The Captain was a warrior. And she meant nothing to him. She would have killed him in a heartbeat if he hadn’t used the blades.

      “We were to leave at dawn, not first light,” she said, a hint of irritation in her tone. She gestured with a graceful hand at the sun that had just appeared on the horizon as if she had made it do so. “I’m right on time.”

      The elf who had come with her chuckled.

      Finn blinked, surprised at her timing, though he probably shouldn’t have been. The way she had fought last night had been methodical, controlled, efficient, and orderly. Her appearance was neat. And from what he had seen of her soldiers, she ran her guard with an iron hand. Her soldiers were some of the most disciplined he had ever met. So it didn’t surprise him that Tessa Callahan was the sort of person who could make the sun rise on her command.

      Finn felt that he ought to be intimidated but he wasn’t. He liked challenges. This Dark Court Faerie, who was so clearly in the queen’s pocket, would be no different from any other challenge he had faced in his life. All he had to do was endure her until he could get away. Then he would escape and continue his life of living on the run and scraping by.

      Yes, that sounds great. I’m really looking forward to getting back to that, especially now that I’ll also have the Dark Queen trying to kill me.

      “Ah, yes,” he said, pushing down his impatience. “You’re right, m’lady. Forgive me.”

      He made a small bow, and when he looked up with a smile, Finn saw that the other woman was giving him come-hither eyes, while the Captain studied him—completely unimpressed by his fawning.

      “I’m no lady.”

      “Well, you know, it’s just a figure of speech for those of the fairer sex,” he said, backtracking when she wasn’t enchanted the way most women were when he turned on the charm.

      The Captain raised her eyebrows at him.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce us, Tessa?” the woman asked, giving him a sexy smile and swishing her skirt a little.

      The Captain rolled her eyes. “Nataliana Speranza, this is Finn Noble.”

      Finn studied Nat curiously.

      “Not from around here?” he asked.

      Nataliana’s face fell. “This is my home,” she said. “No real home for an elf, though, now is there?”

      A sad look appeared in her eyes for a second. No doubt, she was referring to the fact that the disappearance of the Elves meant that she had no home anymore. It was a sad thing, which no one understood. He supposed the Severance was bad but not as bad as that. He couldn’t imagine having most of his entire race simply disappear. It was unthinkable.

      He gave her a sympathetic smile. He knew what it was like to never be able to go home. After a moment, the pretty little elf shook it off.

      “May the Shadows hide you,” she said, as if she didn’t really wish that for them. It was the customary farewell in Direwood Castle, though many Unseelie Fae took exception to it. Nobody but Ransetta’s most devout followers actually hoped that Shadows would hide them.

      “And be sure and look me up when you get back, Finn,” Nataliana added.

      She blew him a kiss and gave Tessa a hug. The Captain shook her head, an exasperated look on her face as her friend sauntered off. Nat was obviously flirting with him, but he had no interest. Since Emmy, he hadn’t been interested in any other women.

      Well, except for… He glanced up at the Captain and felt the now slightly familiar zap when their eyes met.

      But no. She was loyal to the Dark Queen and no doubt a cruel, terrible person.

      “Uh, well, should we get on our way?” Finn asked, feeling disconcerted and not liking it.

      “I suppose we should.”

      The Captain climbed on her horse. Without another word to him, she clucked to her horse and moved out, her horse’s footfalls the only sound in the early morning. It didn’t escape his notice that she was leaving him to follow her.

      Like a servant.

      Finn felt the affront but pressed his lips together and bore the insult. He would follow her until he could run. Then he would get as far away as he could. And hide forever, he supposed. Because there was no way that the Dark Queen wouldn’t come looking for him.

      But Finn set his jaw, ignoring the fear that shot through him at the thought of Ransetta pursuing him. There was nothing he could do about that. He would have to deal with it because he simply couldn’t go along with this plan to get the blades. It was wrong. He would not help the queen acquire weapons of such power. Not after what she had done to him. Not after Amelia’s death. No, he would bide his time and then he would run far, far away. So far they would never find him.

      And so he followed the Captain, though he wanted nothing more than to turn his horse and spur it in the opposite direction.
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      Once they were out of sight of the castle but not yet into the Dire Wood, the Captain reined in, and Finn rode up beside her. The early morning sky was streaked with lovely pastel colors, but Finn had no eyes for the beauty. Not this morning. Not when his life had suddenly taken such a turn for the worse.

      “There’s something you need to know, Mr. Noble,” she said, her blue eyes surprising him with their loveliness. But he wasn’t in the mood for her beauty either. She was his enemy. And he was trapped with her. That was all he needed to remember.

      “What’s that?” he growled at her.

      “I have been the Captain of the Guard for the Dark Court for over three hundred years. I have been a soldier for longer than that.”

      Finn felt wary at the hard look in her eye.

      “I have fought and killed,” she said. “I have seen things that no one should have to. And I have done it all to serve my court and my monarch.”

      His guts twisted to think that someone would give such time and allegiance to a queen so cruel and wicked.

      “And because of the time I have spent in the Dark Court, I know the queen well,” the Captain went on. Finn sucked in a breath through his nose to calm himself at the mention of the queen and smelled the sweetness of the forest—the lovely scent in direct contrast to the foul soul of the woman they were discussing. “She wants these blades, and she will have them. It doesn’t matter if we get them or not. She will have them.”

      The earnest look in her eyes made him listen. She meant what she was saying.

      “If we fail and die, it will not matter. She will get them. So, it makes more sense to accomplish this quest, to bring back the blades, and to stay alive. Because she will find them no matter what we do.”

      “Understood.”

      “No, I don’t think you do,” the Captain said, leaning closer and getting in his face. Her voice was deadly serious. “Do not try to escape. Do not think of leading me down the wrong path. Do not think of substituting fake blades for the real ones. Because if you do, you will die—and in a much less pleasant way than having the Skransser suck your soul.”

      “Is that a threat?” he asked, letting a little of the warrior show through his usually casual and relaxed exterior. He sensed her bristle at the wordless challenge.

      “Definitely,” she said, every muscle tense as if she were trying to control her instinct to strike him. After a few moments of staring each other down, she sat back on her horse, the intensity of her demeanor relaxing. “It’s also merely the truth. If we don’t accomplish this, she will kill us, and she will still get the blades.”

      “Okay, I understand,” he said, impatient that she was still going on and on about this.

      “I have a feeling you don’t,” she said, shaking her head as she moved her horse forward again. Finn nudged his horse along as well, keeping pace with her and keeping his annoyance in check.

      “So, if we’re giving warnings...” he said, letting the sentence trail off.

      The Captain gave him a look of disbelief.

      “You’re going to warn me about something?”

      “Not a warning exactly,” he said. “More of a communication of information.”

      “What?”

      “Look,” he said, his face getting serious. “I will not tolerate deception. Someone lied to me once, and a person close to me died because of it. Lying to me, Captain, is a bad idea.”

      The Captain gave one nod.

      “Understood.”

      “I have a feeling you don’t,” he said, repeating her words in a mocking tone. The Captain shook her head and changed the subject.

      “You told the queen you grew up in The Valley—near the Chasm of Severance, right?”

      Finn nodded.

      “That makes you practically Light Fae in your attitudes. And I’m guessing that means you haven’t had much contact with the Dark Queen.”

      “I’ve had some.” Finn tensed up.

      The Captain turned her head at his tone. “Ah, so you have had some experience with her ruthlessness and cruelty?”

      “I have,” Finn said, staring straight ahead.

      “Then hear me when I say that you do not want to jeopardize this quest. If you do, by running away…” He turned to look at her, and their eyes met for a long moment. It was as if she could read his mind and see his plans. “Or if you try anything else that will mean we don’t get the blades, then we will both die horrific deaths.”

      Finn said nothing.

      “Do you believe me, Mr. Noble?”

      In the quiet of the morning, birds chirped softly, and there was the faint sound of a stream gurgling in the distance. How could it be so beautiful when everything was falling apart around him?

      Finn didn’t want to say it. The last thing he wanted to admit to this evil Faerie was that he believed her. But how could he not? She clearly spoke the truth. Plus, he knew she was waiting for an answer. The breeze ruffled her curls, and Finn realized that there was no way out of this but through.

      “I do.”

      “Then you will not do anything stupid, will you?”

      Finn’s heart sank as all his plans to get away from the Dark Court disappeared from his mind. The only way to escape this situation was to help the Captain of the Guard find another pair of the blades, though from what his grandfather had told him he wasn’t even sure that was possible. But whether or not they could find another pair, he had to be all in. He had to at least try. He had to give everything to accomplishing this quest. Or he would not live to regret it.

      “If another pair of blades can be found in Ahlenerra, then I will help you to find them,” Finn said, keeping a straight face. “But I can’t promise not to do anything stupid.”

      The Captain glanced over at him, uncomprehending irritation on her face.

      “It’s just that… taking stupid risks is kind of my thing,” Finn explained with a shrug, scratching at the rough stubble on his face.

      The Captain stared at him and then shook her head—no doubt in disgust—and rode on.

      Finn watched her back for a while before he pressed his heels into his horse and it moved forward. He suddenly knew that his life was no longer his own. As long as he owed the Dark Queen, he would never be free.

      Stars above, this quest was such a bad idea.

      And Finn had no choice but to go through with it.
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        * * *

      

      They rode on through the forest in silence as the sun rose gradually higher in the sky. Finn was surprised when they came upon two Fae with their arms around each other, kissing as though it would be the last time and neither of them ever wanted to come up for air. Shocked at this display, he pulled on the reins of his horse, coming to a stop, and looked at the Captain to see what she thought of this.

      She had a disgusted look on her face.

      “What—” he started to say, but she cut him off.

      “They’re uniting. See how they’re glowing?”

      “Yes. You mean, uniting as in…”

      “As in merging magic.”

      “As in the forbidden practice that can kill a person?”

      “That’s the one,” Tessa said and began muttering almost to herself. “This is all I need. I don’t want to have to make an arrest right when we’re leaving. It will delay us another day.”

      Finn ignored her comments about their journey and focused on the somewhat disturbing scene in front of him. He had never seen people merging Starlight before, and he had a sort of morbid fascination with watching it.

      “Hey, stop that,” the Captain shouted.

      The two broke apart for a moment, and the man gazed into the woman’s eyes.

      “Where you go, I will follow,” he said, his voice deep and a little husky.

      “Yes,” the woman said, breathless. “Come with me.”

      They kissed passionately again.

      “No, hey,” the Captain said, exasperated. “Stop.”

      But she didn’t seem to be trying very hard to prevent them from doing what they were doing.

      “Don’t they hear us?” he asked.

      The Captain shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      “Fae who are united are in such ecstasy that they don’t usually notice their surroundings. I’m surprised they even stopped for that long.” Tessa watched them disapprovingly. “Shadows and Chasm, I guess I’ll have to arrest them. There’s nothing else for it.”

      “Arrest them?”

      “Uniting isn’t only dangerous and forbidden,” she said with a resigned sigh. “It’s also against the law.”

      Finn tilted his head and examined the couple.

      “Are they getting brighter?” he asked in confusion.

      “Stars above, they are,” Tessa said, grabbing his reins and kicking her horse so that it broke into a startled gallop with Finn’s horse in tow.

      “What are you doing?” he yelled as they raced away.

      A few seconds later, Tessa slowed the horses, and they turned back toward the couple. Without warning, there was a huge explosion of light and deafening noise. A shock wave passed through them, knocking the wind from Finn’s lungs. A tree exploded, raining chips down on them, and he ducked, protecting his head with his arms. He leaned over his horse, not sure if he would ever get his breath back.

      After a minute, it was quiet.

      Finn sat up. He picked up a chip that lay on his horse’s saddle. If the Captain hadn’t got them out of there as she had, he would have been in pieces like that tree.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Uniting happened,” the Captain said, shaking her head, clearly annoyed. “That’s why it’s forbidden, against the law, and generally a bad idea.”

      “So the magical explosion and the shockwave?”

      “That was the couple going poof,” she said, spreading her fingers and mimicking the explosion with her hands. “But now, at least I don’t have to arrest them.”

      She clucked to her horse and moved off into the forest. Finn stared at her back and wondered at a person who could dismiss two lives in such a callous way. And this was the person he was stuck with for the next three months?

      Lucky me.

      But when he contemplated that he might have been blown to bits like that tree, he realized that he truly was lucky to be safe. And he owed it to the Captain. It didn’t sit well with him that she had saved his life and that he now owed her a debt. She was the Dark Queen’s evil minion. She wasn’t capable of good deeds.

      And yet, she had saved his life.

      But probably only so that she could carry out her queen’s orders. Yes. That was it. No altruistic motivation needed.

      Her brown head disappeared around a bend in the road, and he wondered what the heck he had got himself into—and whether he would survive the next three months next to this cold-hearted woman who lived only to serve the most evil Faerie in Ahlenerra.

      With a sigh, he pressed his heels into the horse’s flanks, and the animal moved forward.

      Only one way to find out, he supposed as he followed the Captain into the forest.
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      “The first place we can go is…” Finn trailed off as he took another bite. He and the Captain sat around the campfire. It was the evening of the day they had left Direwood Castle together, and they were in the middle of precisely nowhere.

      The Captain was an excellent shot with a bow and arrow. He had to give her that as he took a bite of one of the pheasants she had killed. The meat was greasy, hot, and filled his belly. He chewed and swallowed before going on.

      “The first place we can go?” the Captain prompted.

      “The first place we can go is my grandfather’s farm. He’s the one who told me the story, and he knows the most about the blades of any Fae living. But there’s something you need you to know, Captain. Something I probably should have told you before.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, her eyes wary.

      “I’m not sure that we can find another pair. From what my grandfather told me, they’re the only ones of their kind.”

      The Captain held a tin cup of tea in her hands. She stopped with the cup midway to her mouth.

      “What? And you didn’t tell the queen?”

      “I needed to get out of there,” Finn said, some of his desperation showing in his tone. “I couldn’t chance telling the queen right then. She might have gotten angry and thrown me in the dungeon.”

      That was certainly true. Tess could understand why he hadn’t told the whole story. Unfortunately, that made their mission a lot more difficult—if not impossible.

      “But why would we go to your grandfather’s?”

      “If there’s any way to get another pair, he’s one of the few people in Ahlenerra who would know how.”

      “If there isn’t a way to get another pair...” She stopped speaking, not wanting to think about it.

      “I know. The queen will not be happy.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” the Captain said. “So, what’s the deal with these blades, anyhow? They’re clearly magical.”

      “Yes. And that makes them stronger than a regular blade. And, of course, like any other magical object, it exacts a toll.”

      “And you keep them in an Otherworld sheath?” the Captain asked, blowing into the cup to cool it and then taking another sip of tea. “That’s how you were able to pull them from nowhere when we were fighting?”

      Finn nodded.

      “The Otherworld sheath keeps them safe from anyone who would want to steal them because they’re stored in the Otherworld and only I can take them out.”

      “So if there isn’t another pair, then what are we going to do?”

      “These blades were made especially by Perdira for my ancestor. And that’s why we need my grandfather. He may know how we could get another set.”

      “You’re sure Perdira made them?” she asked, gazing at him with those startlingly blue eyes. The energy leapt between them again. “You are talking about Perdira, the Second Faerie to fall after the Dark Queen?”

      “That’s what my grandfather told me,” Finn said, needing to tear his eyes away from her gaze but finding that he could not. He also couldn’t breathe. The moment stretched until finally the Captain looked away.

      “Good enough,” she said, picking up a stick and poking at the fire. “We’ll head to your grandfather’s tomorrow.”

      Sparks flew up and the coals glowed. Finn knew he needed to get his head on straight. This woman was big trouble.

      And he had no business being interested in her.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Tessa lay wrapped in her blanket as near the fire as she dared. Finn was sleeping on the other side of the fire, and she stared at him, unabashed, because she knew he didn’t know she was looking.

      He was so damn handsome she almost couldn’t stand it. He had also shown himself to be intelligent and strong—and an excellent fighter. Not many could hold their own for as long as he had against Tessa.

      She shouldn’t be attracted to him. She knew that. It was foolish and dangerous for him. The queen might kill Finn simply because Tessa showed interest in him. Ransetta had done so before—about two hundred years ago. Of course, the Dark Queen had forced the man into her bed and tortured him before she had killed him. That vile experience had been enough to keep Tessa from paying any attention to any man ever since.

      And yet…

      She studied his face. The black eye and purple bruise on his cheek gave him a rakish air, as if he were no one to be trifled with. She knew it was just an illusion. Most people underestimated her because of her pretty curls and blue eyes, because her face was dainty, like porcelain, and because she seemed small.

      Tessa only came up to Finn’s chin.

      And yet she was dangerous. She was a killer. She could kick anyone’s ass any day. She had nearly killed him.

      Then her mind made the jump, and once she had thought it, she couldn’t unthink it.

      What if Finn was stronger than he looked?

      What if he was strong enough that Ransetta couldn’t kill him? What if she could dare to care about someone again because this one man was different?

      She stopped breathing at the idea.

      Then reality crashed in. That was ridiculous.

      What would make Finn strong enough to defeat Ransetta? There was no one who could do that. Not even Tessa and she was the best warrior in the kingdom.

      No. As long as she was a spy in the Dark Court, there would be no love for her. She ought to be used to the idea by now, but Tessa’s lonely heart refused to accept it. And there was nothing she could do about it.

      She shivered and wrapped her blanket more tightly around her. Closed her eyes. And forced herself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa and Finn had ridden in silence for most of the day. Despite her attraction to the man, she didn’t trust him. And he certainly didn’t trust her. He even seemed to actively dislike her. This wasn’t a surprise. Most Fae did.

      They assumed because she was the Captain of the Guard and the Dark Queen’s right hand that she must be as evil as Ransetta.

      Of course, Tessa worked hard to preserve this image. And the Stars knew that she had done some terrible things. But it rankled that Finn didn’t know who she really was.

      Not that she could tell him. Of course, she couldn’t tell him. But still it bothered her that she was deceiving him, and that was strange.

      In all her time as a spy, she had never felt as though she were lying. She always thought of being a spy as playing a role—like an actor. Actors in plays weren’t lying. They were pretending in order to entertain. Tessa was pretending in order to protect. It had never felt like lying.

      Until Finn.

      It felt like she was lying to him, which was ridiculous because technically, she was lying to everyone. And yet with Finn, it seemed worse. Tessa didn’t understand why she felt that way, which made her cranky.

      She knew it wasn’t going to work like this. They would never be able to get the blades if they were enemies. But she couldn’t bring herself to talk to him. She was still angry about having to leave the Dark Court and her position as Captain of the Guard to go on this stupid quest. For these stupid blades. That would probably cause more trouble for her because now she would have to prevent yet another attack on the Light Court.

      Tessa knew that the Stars had a purpose for her life that she knew nothing of. But she honestly couldn’t imagine how getting these silly blades would be of any use to her whatsoever. It was hard to trust in the Stars’ guidance when it seemed they were leading her so far off her path.

      Speaking of paths, Finn had taken one to the right, and she pressed into her horse with her left knee. It followed the path, which led up a hill. When they finally crested the ridge, Finn was sitting there, gazing at the beauty that lay before them in the warm afternoon sunlight.

      “Oh, Stars above,” Tessa said in a hushed tone. “Is this The Valley? Is this your home, Mr. Noble?”

      A patchwork of fields spread out before them, each one a slightly different shade. Here and there, trees dotted the land in clumps or sometimes in lines to function as windbreaks. There was a hush over the place, a peace that reminded Tessa of her own home on the other side of the Chasm. Gazing at The Valley made her think of hot cider, roasted chestnuts, and quilts wrapped around her on a snowy day. It felt safe.

      She was jolted out of her reverie by Finn’s voice answering her question.

      “This is The Valley, but it’s not my home. My home lies to the east. But I did spend every summer here with my grandfather, so it’s the closest to home that I can get.”

      He spoke with such sadness behind the words that it almost made Tessa choke up. And she so didn’t cry anymore. What could have happened to him that just thinking of home brought such sadness, she wondered. Then she answered her own question.

      Ransetta. The Dark Queen was the person most likely to be the cause of his woes. No doubt.

      “Where is your grandfather’s cottage?” Tessa asked, hoping to take his mind off of whatever old pain he was reliving.

      “There,” he said, indicating with a nod of his head a cottage off by itself in a corner of The Valley. “We should go. Come on.”

      They reached the cottage and dismounted fairly far away, leading their horses to a stable where Finn tied them off.

      “I’ll come take care of them as soon as we’ve greeted my grandfather.”

      The cottage door banged open, and Tessa and Finn both turned.

      “Finn.” An old man that she assumed was the grandfather stumbled a little in his haste to get to his grandson. He had a huge grin on his face and gave Finn a hard hug, then kissed his cheek. “Finn, you came to see me. At last.”

      The old man matched The Valley. He looked strong and deeply rooted—safe. His hair was white and tied back with a piece of leather. He had brown eyes that sparkled as he gazed at his grandson. And though he was clearly very old, his body seemed hale, as if he could still pitch hay alongside the young men.

      Tessa watched this reunion with interest. She had to admit, the more she learned of Finn Noble, the more curious she became, in spite of her desire to remain aloof.

      The old man had tears of joy on his cheeks. Finn was well loved.

      Finally, the old man let him go, and he turned toward Tessa.

      “And who is this lovely lady? Are you finally bringing someone home? After Emmy’s death—” He cut himself off as he caught sight of the look on Finn’s face.

      Oh, Shadows take me, his sweetheart died? That’s horrible. And what if Ransetta had a part in it? That’s worse.

      “This is the Captain of the Guard,” Finn said, his face closing down as he looked at her. And the old man’s face, too, lost its smile. “Tessa Callahan, I’d like you to meet my grandfather, Nathaniel Noble.”

      Tessa lifted her arm, her hand in a fist, waiting for him to give her the customary forearm bump. The old man didn’t lift his own arm, a clear insult to her. She dropped her own, feeling the temperature in their small group turn frigid. Tessa swallowed, trying not to be bothered by his hatred. It didn’t matter. Everyone hated her. What was one more?

      “Ransetta’s right hand,” Finn’s grandfather said, and all the interest and happiness that had been on his face disappeared.

      Tessa hardened her heart. She didn’t care what these people thought of her. They knew nothing of who she was.

      “That’s correct,” she said, her tone curt, her words clipped. “Your grandson and I are working together for a few months. That’s all.”

      “Ah,” the old man said, and he gave Finn an indecipherable look. “Why don’t you take care of the horses and then come in for some tea and you can tell me all about it?”
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      Finn’s grandfather’s cottage was cozy and made Tessa feel comfortable and at ease. She didn’t like that. The Light Court was her home. Finn and his grandfather hated her. Why would she feel contented here? It didn’t make sense.

      But she did. She couldn’t deny it.

      So she ignored it.

      Clearly, the old man had been starting to prepare his supper. Potatoes and rutabagas lay on a wooden cutting board, where a knife had been set down as if the person chopping had been interrupted in the middle of the task. Also, a kettle was just beginning to boil on the hearth.

      “Where have you been, boy?” the old man asked as he set the pot of tea on the table. Then he went back for cups and a plate of bread and butter.

      “Oh, here and there,” Finn said, giving Tessa a sideways look. “You know I like to travel around, Grandfather.”

      “Yes,” the old man said, giving him a serious look. “You do. Well, now you do, anyway.”

      That made Tessa wonder even more about this man that sat beside her. The curiosity was starting to make her a little crazy.

      “So, why are you here?” Nathaniel asked, sitting down at the table. He poured tea into the cups that were well worn but spotless and pushed the plate of bread toward Tessa. She took one slice and bit into it. It was soft and chewy. Delicious. The old man might have been rude to her but, stars alive, could he bake bread.

      “No one’s seen you in five years, Finn. You’re here for a reason.”

      Finn nodded and reached under his arms, pulling out the blades. A bit of energy pulsed out from them, even when he was only taking them out. Finn’s grandfather gazed at them, completely unsurprised.

      “The Unity Blades,” Nathaniel said, his white eyebrows lifting toward his hairline. “That’s what this is about?”

      Finn nodded again. “The Dark Queen wants to know where you got them,” he said, cutting his eyes over to Tessa and then returning his solemn gaze to his grandfather. The old man frowned and stood up abruptly, spilling everyone’s tea when he bumped the table.

      “No,” he said, his eyes burning. “I won’t tell you that. The Dark Queen shouldn’t have even one pair of those blades.”

      He thumped his fist on the table to punctuate his words and more tea sloshed out of the cups. Tessa pressed her lips together, thinking of how many blades the queen actually wanted.

      “Grandfather,” Finn said, a slight pleading in his tone now as he stowed the blades again. “You know I wouldn’t ask this of you if I had a choice.”

      Finn’s grandfather twisted sideways and studied his grandson. Then he narrowed his eyes at Tessa.

      “What are you threatened with?” He asked Finn the question, but his eyes never left her face. She returned his stare, refusing to look away before he did.

      Finn’s voice was quiet when he answered, and the tone he used made Tessa and Nathaniel look at him.

      “We will both lose our lives if we don’t return with another pair of blades, Grandfather,” he said. She wondered why he would include her. He didn’t have to. And it made the old man turn to study Tessa again, a little surprise on his face.

      “Stars above,” he said, meeting her eyes. “We are all pawns in Ransetta’s game, aren’t we, Captain of the Guard?”

      “Indeed,” Tessa said, never looking away from his piercing gaze. “And the price of losing is usually death.”

      “Well, you would know,” the old man said to her with a slight shrug.

      Then Nathaniel turned back to his grandson and put his hand on Finn’s shoulder, where he still sat at the table.

      “If you truly do not have a choice, Finn, then I will tell you what I know of the blades.”
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        * * *

      

      Finn’s heart was pounding. His guts were twisting. He hadn’t thought that coming to see his grandfather would be so upsetting. And he definitely hadn’t thought that his grandfather being unkind and suspicious of the Captain would make him want to protect her.

      The man who had helped to raise him was wringing out a cloth to clean up the spilled tea, and Finn drew a deep breath, searching for control over his emotions and taking in the smells of his childhood. The sweet scent of the tea laced with honey. The spicy odors of the sausages hanging from the ceiling. And the pungent scent of the herbs that were tied to a convenient beam that ran right over the kitchen. This place had always seemed so safe to him. Even now, with so much looming over his head, he could feel the peace starting to sink in.

      When he had told his grandfather of the stakes, he hadn’t needed to mention that her life was on the line, too, but he had. Why? He wasn’t sure. But it had felt like the right thing to do. He didn’t know this woman and didn’t really want to. But his life depended on the two of them coming back with the blades. Both of them coming back with the blades.

      And for that, he needed his grandfather’s help.

      So, that was why he had done it. Not because he wanted to help her. That would be ridiculous. She was a servant of the Dark Queen. She couldn’t be trusted. And she was extremely dangerous. He needed to keep her at arm’s length.

      His grandfather wiped the spilt tea and sat down once more, joining Finn and the Captain at the table. The old man was silent a long time before he began to speak.

      “All I know is the story that has been passed down to me. I told it to you a long time ago, Finn, when you were younger.”

      “I remember, but I want you to tell me again, in case I might have forgotten some parts.”

      Finn wondered if this visit to his grandfather was really necessary. Maybe Tessa had been right. He knew the story. He could have avoided coming to see his grandfather. He had come because he so desperately wanted to see his family again. Anyone in his family. He had been selfish, and he suddenly worried that he had put his grandfather in danger for nothing. But his grandfather began to talk, and Finn tuned in, ignoring his distressing thoughts.

      “Right. I don’t know if it can help you, but I’ll tell the story in as much detail as possible.” He took a drink of tea and then spoke. “The Unity Blades have been in our family since just after the Severance. Our ancestor, the one who received them, was called Maddock.”

      He pronounced it “ma-dock”, and Tessa knew it was one of the ancient names.

      “Why are they called The Unity Blades?” Tessa wondered aloud.

      “The blades work together in a unified fashion,” Nathaniel explained. “They were also created to unify Ahlenerra.”

      “Unify Ahlenerra? What do you mean? How?” Tessa said, a wrinkle between her eyebrows. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

      “The blades were made to kill the Dark Queen, as you will see when I tell their story. But they are also part of a spell that will end the Severance.”

      Tessa tried to take in that idea.

      End the Severance.

      The Severance and the Chasm that split Ahlenerra in half to create the Seelie and Unseelie courts were such an ingrained part of every Fae’s life that it was a real stretch to imagine one unified Fae land. There hadn’t been such a thing for thousands of years.

      “That’s… surprising,” she said, still struggling to wrap her head around the thought. “But I’m sorry, I interrupted. Please continue.”

      Nathaniel gave a dignified nod and began to speak once more.

      “My ancestor, Maddock, was one of the original Fae. He was one of the stars that had fallen when the King had sung them down from the sky. The stars that became the first Fae. After the Severance happened, Maddock abhorred the Dark Queen, as most of the Fae back then did.” Finn’s Grandfather used that particular emphasis for the Captain’s benefit, no doubt. “He had searched all of the Unseelie lands for something that could kill her but had found nothing.”

      “Wait,” Tessa said. “It was my understanding that killing the queen would destabilize all of the Fae lands, or possibly even all of Esper.” Her delicate eyebrows drew together.

      Finn reminded himself that it didn’t matter what she and her pretty eyebrows looked like. She was the enemy, and that was all he needed to know.

      “That’s correct,” Nathaniel said. “But we didn’t find that out until the queen was fatally wounded in a battle and the entire world began to crumble. I’m sure you two have heard the stories. The King showed up and saved her in order to save the realm, of course. But from then on, we knew that if either the King or Queen was killed, there would be dire consequences for our entire world.”

      “So what would actually happen if someone killed the Dark Queen?” Finn asked, thinking of his vow to do just that.

      “Our world would be destroyed.” Nathaniel lifted one shoulder and dropped it again. He shook his head. “It would simply cease to exist.”
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        * * *

      

      Finn’s grandfather’s face was solemn as he pronounced the words.

      “All of the Fae lands would be gone, and possibly all of Esper as well. No one quite knows what the consequences would be, but we know that the King and Queen are tied to the land itself, and if they are killed, everything would be destroyed.”

      Well, Shadows take me, but that’s terrible. Finn knew killing the queen was a bad idea for him personally, but this was another level of awful. If he kept his vow—and the magic would see to it that he did—then he would destroy the entire realm. If he didn’t keep the vow, then the magic would leach the Starlight out of him until his soul was completely gone and his body turned to dust. A Fae cannot exist without Starlight—it is the animating presence, the life energy, the soul at the heart of a Fae’s being. Without it, a faerie cannot survive.

      “What is it, Finn?” his grandfather asked, examining him. “Your face is so pale. You look as though you’ve seen a Skransser.”

      The Captain glanced at Finn, a question in her eyes, and he tried to cover up his reaction. There was no way Finn could tell either of them about his vow. He hadn’t told anyone about it in all this time, and he wasn’t going to tell anyone today.

      “Uh, it’s just… well, that would be terrible if someone killed the queen. Of course. I guess that’s why no one has.” He attempted to compose himself. “Um, well, why don’t you go on with the story? I’m sorry to have gotten you off track.”

      The Captain was now looking at him suspiciously, and his grandfather didn’t exactly seem convinced by his explanation either, but he went on.

      “Right. Now where was I?”

      “Maddock was looking for something to kill the queen, but he hadn’t found anything.”

      “Exactly. So that meant there was only one other place to go.”

      “Where?” the Captain asked, leaning forward and clearly getting into the story.

      “Perdira’s Mire,” the old man said in a deep voice, always the storyteller. “He would have to go into the deadly swamp, from whence most people never returned.”

      “Why would he go in there if he knew he was going to die?” the Captain asked, skeptical. “That’s stupid.”

      “Most people never returned,” his grandfather said. “Not all. There were some that came out again. He knew the tales about Perdira. That she had been the Second star to fall. That she was as powerful as the queen.”

      “As powerful as the queen?” the Captain interrupted, but the old man didn’t seem annoyed.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, then why hasn’t anyone recruited her before to force her to heal the Severance?” The Captain’s tone had started out incredulous and then had switched to derisive—as if she were scoffing at the idea that anyone was as powerful as the queen.

      But her initial reaction had been bewildered. As if she wondered why someone hadn’t taken the Dark Queen out before if it were possible.

      That was odd.

      Finn exchanged a glance with his grandfather. It was not the response he would expect from a lackey of the crown, and by the look in his grandfather’s eyes, he was thinking the same thing. Perhaps the Captain was not who she seemed to be.

      The old man went on. “First of all, she’s as powerful as the queen, so she probably couldn’t make her do anything. And she can’t kill her, so that’s out. But what Perdira does do is grant wishes.”

      “Tales heard at my grandmother’s knee,” the Captain said, rolling her eyes and waving a hand in dismissal. “That’s nonsense.”

      “Is it, Captain?”

      “Yes, the Faerie in the Swamp is a bedtime story. A child’s tale.” She sat back and crossed her arms, obviously losing interest.

      “Is it?” Finn’s grandfather asked again, a sly expression on his face. “If you granted wishes, would you tell everyone? Ensuring that you were constantly pestered? Or would you spread rumors that it was just a story?”

      “Hm, good point,” she said, tilting her head back and forth as if considering. “Only those who were truly desperate would try, having exhausted all other options.”

      “Exactly,” his grandfather said, slapping his hand on the table. “And that is precisely what happened with Maddock. He had nowhere else to turn, so he went to Perdira’s Mire.”

      “What happened then?” The Captain leaned forward eagerly, once more interested in the story.

      “Well, he went to the edge of the swamp and stood there and called Perdira. He called her until he was hoarse and had given up hope. And then she appeared to him.”

      Finn and the Captain were both silent, completely drawn in by the story.

      “He explained that he desperately needed a weapon to kill the Dark Queen. And he would do anything to get it.”

      “Anything,” the Captain repeated, grabbing another piece of bread and popping it into her mouth.

      “Yes, a dangerous thing to say to Perdira. But he really was at the end of his rope. At that time, the Fae believed that this whole Severance nonsense could be reversed and would be reversed as soon as the king and queen got over their fit of tempers and made up.” His grandfather’s eyes got sad. “But everyone misjudged how afraid the queen was and how angry the king had been. So there were many people back then actively searching for a way to end the Severance. And one of the ways that was thought to be the easiest and quickest was to simply kill the queen. But the problem was that there was no weapon that existed that could kill her.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Finn said, relieved that this trip had been worthwhile after all. “You’re telling us things that you didn’t mention to me the first time.”

      “Yes, I’m trying to remember as much as possible and dredging up as many details as I can, in case they can be of use to you in your quest.”

      “Thank you,” the Captain said, a tiny half smile gracing her face. “Will you go on? What did she do after he explained what he needed?”

      “At first Perdira refused, but when he begged, she agreed to grant his wish on one condition.”

      “And what was the condition?” Finn asked.

      “That he give up the thing he wanted most in the world.”

      “What?” the Captain asked. Her face looked white, her eyes too large in her pretty face. “The way he got the blades was by giving up his heart’s desire?”

      Finn’s grandfather gave one solemn nod.

      “It’s the reason Perdira is still alive. She feeds on people’s desperation.”

      “Well, this isn’t going to work,” the Captain said. “The queen thought that she could arm some of her soldiers with these blades, but there’s no way those selfish—”

      The Captain cut herself off, and her eyes got wide as she realized she had almost cursed in front of an elder.

      “There’s no way those men would do such a thing. There’s just no way. And now we have to go back to the queen empty handed and—” She broke off, her eyes troubled.

      “Perhaps we should allow Grandfather to finish the story before we jump to conclusions.”

      The Captain turned her big brown eyes on Finn, a stormy expression on her face.

      “I will finish,” Grandfather said, preventing any more arguments. “Well, of course Maddock agreed, never thinking what it would mean. He asked for a weapon that could kill the queen in exchange for the thing he wanted most in the world, and Perdira granted his request.”

      “Oh no,” Finn said, understanding suddenly dawning. “Didn’t he realize?”

      “That getting the blades would mean that he could never have what he wanted most, which was to kill the queen and end the Severance? I think he must have figured that out. But I think he must have hoped that someone else would be able to use them.”

      “And? So what happened?” the Captain was clearly getting tired of all the interruptions.

      “He received The Unity Blades. But, as you know, the queen was not killed in his lifetime. Nor was the Severance ended. No one could understand it. The Severance was not intended to be permanent. And yet it became so.”

      “Because of his deal with Perdira?”

      Grandfather shrugged. “Some think so. Not that this story is widely known.”

      “Are you saying that he made the Severance permanent by his misguided wishing?” the Captain asked, looking horrified at the thought. “By his actions, the very thing he was trying to prevent was made a certainty?”

      “I believe so, yes.”

      “Shadows take me,” the Captain whispered. Then her mouth dropped open, and she covered it with her hand as she realized that she had cursed in front of an elder—the height of disrespect. Finn’s grandfather didn’t seem to notice, though.

      “Of course, it’s said that the person who possesses the Scroll of Severance has the power to end the Severance.”

      “What?” Finn asked, feeling the Captain’s sharp gaze on him. “I’ve never heard that.”

      His grandfather nodded. “Nevertheless, it is true. The Faerie who holds the Scroll holds the power to end the Severance.”

      “How? How can that person end the Severance?” The Captain stood up, putting both her hands on the table and leaning toward Finn’s grandfather.

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “That’s all I know.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She shook her head and turned toward Finn. “We’re dead. We’re dead, Mr. Noble. We can’t get the blades, and we can’t return without them. She will pursue us to the ends of Esper or farther, and she will kill us as slowly and as painfully as possible.”

      Finn stared at her. The Captain was right. Their quest ended here.

      “No, there is a way,” the old man said, not looking as though they were going to like his suggestion.

      “What is it?” Tessa asked.

      “Do what you came to do,” he said. “Go to Perdira’s Mire and ask for another set of blades identical to these. That way, you can return and tell the queen that you got them. It will be for her to figure out that it will be impossible to outfit an army of cowards in such a way.”

      “But...” Suddenly, the Captain looked a lot younger and more vulnerable. Finn was surprised.

      “But you would have to give up your heart’s desire,” Grandfather said, a compassionate look on his face. “That’s right.”

      The Captain dropped down into her chair with a thump as if her legs would hold her no longer.

      “You would have to give up your heart’s desire, but you would still be alive,” Grandfather said, his voice sounding kinder. “How much is your life worth to you?”

      “That’s ridiculous. Of course, I would rather be alive without the thing I want most than dead.”

      “Then there is no choice, Captain,” Grandfather said, shaking his head. “You must go to Perdira’s Mire.”
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      Tessa got down off her horse and glanced around. The shadows were lengthening, and the swamp, with its dense foliage, already looked positively dark. She sniffed tentatively, taking in the rotting smell of the bog before them, then swallowed hard as a wave of nausea hit her.

      The local man who had guided them to the edge of Perdira’s Mire held tight to the reins to keep his horse from running off. The man pushed his greasy hair out of his eyes, which were darting around furtively. The horse he rode was dancing, anxious to leave.

      “This is it,” he said, his eyes glancing toward the swamp, down at Tessa, and then back down the road that led to the village. “So, I’ll just be on my way.”

      “Wait,” Finn called after him as he started to ride away. “Your coins.”

      The man brought the horse around in a circle and snatched the pouch from Finn’s hand, the coins clinking. Then he jerked hard on the reins and turned back the way they had come. The horse didn’t seem to mind how rough its rider was being, as if it was just as eager to get out of there.

      Tessa met Finn’s eyes as the sound of hoofbeats faded into the eerie quiet.

      “He’s in quite the rush,” Finn said, not seeming worried.

      “Look, Mr. Noble,” Tessa started and then stopped. Since she was going to be risking her life with him at her side, it seemed ridiculous to still be calling each other Mr. Noble and Captain, as they had been doing since they left Direwood Castle.

      “Look, Finn,” Tessa said.

      “Oh, it’s Finn, now, is it?” he asked, swinging down off his horse and stepping toward her. He gave her an amused grin, and she curled her hand into a fist to keep from involuntarily reaching out and touching the stubble on his cheek. She had tried willing away her attraction for him, but so far, it hadn’t worked.

      Didn’t work this time, either.

      Finn was wearing breeches and a worn-looking shirt that he had somehow procured at the castle. The shirt, which had once been white, was belted at the waist and had definitely seen better days.

      Tessa pressed her lips together and gathered her dignity.

      “This is foolish,” she said, holding up her forearm diagonally toward him—her hand in a strong fist. Then she introduced herself as if they were meeting for the first time. “My name is Tessa Callahan.”

      Finn studied her for a long moment, and then a smile slowly lit his face.

      “Finn Noble,” he said, and they pressed their forearms together in the traditional Fae greeting. She knew other beings shook hands, but a Faerie would never do that because of the possibility of magic being exchanged when their hands were palm to palm. “May the Stars light your way, Tessa, Captain of the Guard.”

      “And may the Stars guide you, too, Finn. But please don’t call me that anymore.” She rolled her eyes. “I have never been so sick of hearing my title.”

      He laughed outright at this comment, and it echoed back at them so strangely that it made them both frown.

      “Yes, well, I felt quite above my station being referred to as Mr. Noble so much,” Finn said, shaking off the weird echo. “I am merely an outlaw and a scoundrel, you know.”

      This got a smile from Tessa, and they stood for a moment until the silence grew uncomfortable.

      “So, what’s the plan, Tessa?” Finn asked, his face serious. “You’re in charge. I’m just here to keep you out of trouble.”

      She snorted. “You’re going to keep me out of trouble? From the stories your grandfather was telling last night, it will definitely be me keeping you from getting yourself killed.”

      They both turned and faced the swamp.

      It looked wet. And dark.

      There was a nasty mist floating in the air.

      And night was falling.

      Tessa was willing to bet there were monsters in there too. She swallowed hard. Shadow-cursed monsters. She wished she could drop them all in the Chasm.

      “We should probably find somewhere to stay for the night,” Finn suggested as they surveyed the land before them. “Back at that village, perhaps. We can go in tomorrow.”

      Tessa scowled and shook her head. “No, I’m not coming back here. I need to do this now, or I may not do it at all.”

      Finn grimaced. “You don’t have to do this, Tessa. You could try and explain to the queen—”

      “You obviously don’t know the queen very well,” Tessa said, never taking her eyes from the swamp.

      “Well, then you could run.”

      “There’s nowhere in Esper far enough.”

      “You’re not very open to possible solutions that don’t involve giving up your heart’s desire or your life.”

      “That’s because your grandfather was right. There is no other choice.”

      “I guess,” Finn said, and when Tessa turned to look at him, he seemed troubled as he continued to gaze into the swamp. “But this feels wrong.”

      Tessa swallowed hard.

      “My entire life has felt wrong for a very long time,” she said, and it was Finn’s turn to twist his head to study her, bewildered by her statement. She ignored his confusion and took one step into Perdira’s Mire, feeling a shiver run up her spine as she did. “This is no different. Come on. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Finn followed Tessa into the swamp, keeping his sword in his hand and noticing that she had nocked an arrow on her bow. Finn’s grandfather had warned him not to use the blades unless he really needed to, because of the magical cost. Plus, if people knew about them, they might want to take them. So, he had always avoided pulling them unless it was an emergency. His legs were soaked immediately as they stepped into thigh-high water only a few feet in.

      He had no idea what was in the cold, brown water, and he didn’t want to find out, so he kept his eyes off the surface and just moved faster when he felt something brush his knee.

      The next hour had them splashing into deep puddles and then out again onto merely soggy ground. Tessa killed one fierce, furry animal, the likes of which Finn had never seen before. And he hacked at three different snakes that swung down from the trees.

      At first, the stench overwhelmed Finn, but as they continued deeper into the mire, it seemed to lessen. Maybe they had just gotten used to it.

      Tessa kept calling for Perdira, but there was no sign of the ancient Faerie. Still, her voice wasn’t hoarse yet, so he figured they had a while yet to go.

      About fifteen minutes later, they came out into a clearing, and the air seemed to sizzle around them. Tessa met his eyes.

      Was this it?

      “Perdira,” Tessa called again. Then she waited, an arrow on her bow, ready for anything. “Perdira!”

      Finn didn’t know what he was waiting for.

      A flash of light.

      A boom of thunder.

      A cloud of locusts.

      An old crone.

      But what they found was nothing.

      He sighed, watching as a white owl landed in a tree near them. “I don’t know, Tessa. Maybe she’s not in.”

      She gave Finn an incredulous look. “She is so much a part of this swamp that she can’t leave it anymore,” Tessa told him in a low voice. “She’s in.”

      He shook his head, and that was when he heard it.

      “What’s that?”

      “What’s what?” Tessa asked, then was silent, listening. There was nothing but the uncanny silence of the swamp. Tessa shrugged.

      “I’m sure I heard something,” Finn said.

      “I’m sure you did,” Tessa agreed, though she didn’t seem to have heard anything.

      Then he heard it again. “There it is. Shh.”

      He listened intently and then took off in the direction of the sound.

      “Wait, Finn. It could be a trap.”

      He ignored her. He could hear her splashing along behind him through the thigh-deep puddles. He pushed aside huge swaths of hanging moss and vines. Pausing every once in a while to listen, he honed in on the sound he was following.

      “Someone’s crying,” Tessa said as she caught up to him.

      When they pushed their way into a clearing, they were both completely taken aback to see a girl standing there, maybe six or seven years old. She was thin and looked so fragile that she might break if you knocked her over. The girl had long black hair that seemed to have not been brushed in several days. There were a couple twigs caught in it. Her face, when she raised it to look at them, was white—as though she hadn’t seen the sun in many months.

      “Oh, thank the Stars,” the girl said, her voice small and thin and sweet. She had tears still running down her cheeks. “You’ve come to save me.”

      “What are you doing here?” Finn asked, trying to go to the child. But Tessa put her hand on his arm and stopped him. He frowned at her.

      “I’m from the village. I’m lost.” The child’s accents were clear, and her consonants were crisp. Even her voice seemed frail and vulnerable.

      “Nobody mentioned a lost child when we were in the village,” Tessa said, clearly suspicious.

      “I’ve been gone a long time,” the little girl said, her green eyes welling with tears again. “Please, can you show me the way out?”

      “Sure,” Finn said, and Tessa outright glared at him.

      “How have you survived all this time in the swamp?” she asked the little girl, her voice harsh.

      “I’ve had almost nothing to eat but some berries,” she said, her voice pathetic and sorrowful. She lifted one arm. “Look how thin I’ve become.”

      Tessa still appeared dubious of the girl’s story.

      “Please,” the little girl added. “I just want to go home.”

      Tessa seemed taken aback, and then she relented.

      “We’ll take you out of the swamp and back to the village. But no nonsense.” Tessa narrowed her eyes at the little girl as if she had done something wrong.

      “No, of course not,” the little girl said and dropped into a deep curtsey. “May the Stars shine their light upon you, kind lady.”

      Finn pulled Tessa aside and whispered. “What are you doing? The child’s been lost for some time and clearly needs our help. Don’t make her misery worse by being cruel.”

      Tessa looked at Finn in surprise. “You really think she’s a child?”

      He started back in shock. “You don’t?”

      Tessa shook her head slowly back and forth.

      “Of course not.”
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        * * *

      

      Finn led the way back out of the swamp. The child followed him, not saying word, and Tessa brought up the rear. She didn’t know what was it about the child that aroused her suspicion, but something about her that made Tessa bristle with something like anger. She watched as the little girl picked her way, barefoot, through the swamp’s rough plants and shivered every time she had to wade through one of the deep puddles. A white owl followed them, flying ahead and then landing, and then flying ahead again. There was something odd about the owl, too. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought it was watching them.

      The girl’s reactions seemed normal and expected, but there was something off.

      “What in the Chasm?” Finn asked, almost to himself.

      “What is it?” Tessa asked, feeling a stab of worry.

      “I’m pretty sure this was the way,” he said, gesturing in front of them.

      “But?”

      “But that tree definitely wasn’t here on our way in.”

      He indicated the enormous trunk of a tree that stood in their way. Of course, they hadn’t passed anything like it when they had entered the swamp.

      “You said you knew the way out,” Tessa said, feeling annoyed but not wanting to get into an argument with him.

      “I did know the way,” Finn said, somewhat irritated himself, which was a bit of a surprise. So far, Tessa hadn’t seen him in any mood but cheerful.

      “Then how do you explain this?” Tessa asked, nodding at the tree.

      “I knew the way out,” Finn insisted. “But the way changed.”

      “Are you suggesting the swamp has…”

      “Shifted. Yes, it definitely has.” Finn got a worried expression on his face.

      “Shadows take me,” Tessa muttered, and the child’s eyes grew round in shock at her swearing.

      “Tessa,” Finn warned her.

      “Oh. Sorry. I meant…” She searched for a more appropriate exclamation. “Stars above.”

      The child nodded, still looking as though Tessa had scorched her ears with her bad language.

      “Forget you heard that, all right?”

      The little girl nodded. “What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice clear as a silver bell.

      “Nothing, Starshine,” Finn said, crouching down next to her. “We just took a wrong turn. We’ll get out of here soon.”

      The little one frowned. “We’re still lost aren’t we?”

      “No, not lost. We’re just going to retrace our steps and start over.”

      “Oh,” she sighed heavily. “If you insist.”

      “We do,” Tessa said. “This time, I lead us back. I was looking back as we went and memorized several landmarks.”

      “Fine,” Finn said, not looking too pleased that Tessa was taking over.

      They all turned and went back in the other direction. Tessa found two of the landmarks that she remembered, but when she searched for the third, it never came. Instead, they arrived at a relatively dry clearing on somewhat higher ground with a pool in the middle.

      It was about six feet across and seemed not more than three feet deep. The pool had a rocky bottom, and a slight ripple on the water indicated that it was spring fed, with the source coming out of the rocks on the bottom.

      The three of them approached it.

      “Oh, I’m so thirsty,” the little girl said, falling to her knees and drinking eagerly.

      “This wasn’t here before,” Tessa said to Finn.

      “Definitely,” he agreed. “The swamp is shifting on us.”

      They shared a dismayed look. If the swamp was shifting, they might never find Perdira, or they might never find their way out. Or both. Neither sounded good to Tessa.

      The child was busy scooping up water and drinking as though she hadn’t had water in days.

      “Hey, slow down,” Tessa said. “You’ll give yourself a stomach ache.”

      “I’m thirsty, too,” Finn said, also kneeling.

      “We don’t know if the water is good,” Tessa said, holding back.

      “It’s good,” the little girl said. “I’ve wandered this swamp for some time. And we may not come upon fresh water again for a while.”

      “You don’t want to have to drink that brackish stuff in the swamp,” Finn pointed out. “Goodness knows what sickness lives in that water.”

      “What if it’s enchanted?” Tessa asked, and that made Finn pause with his hands full of water. He let the water fall and seemed more wary. “This is a place of great magical power. And Perdira has complete control over the entire swamp. I wouldn’t put it past her to enchant things, either to prevent people from finding her or…”

      “Or what?” Finn asked, getting to his feet.

      Tessa shrugged. “Or for her own amusement.”

      She stared at the little girl, who was now playing and splashing with her hands in the water.

      “Perdira,” Tessa said, speaking in a normal volume. “Show yourself. Your true self.”

      The little girl stopped playing and looked up at Tessa. Then she turned back to the water and continued her game.

      “What makes you think she’s going to just show herself now, when she didn’t after all your calling before?” Finn asked.

      “She did show herself before,” Tessa said. She raised her voice, fixing her eyes on the child. “Perdira, show us your true self.”

      “What are you talking about?” Finn asked, perplexed. “The only person we’ve met in the swamp is…”

      He stopped speaking and stared at the little girl.

      “We are not to be trifled with,” Tessa said. “We come to ask for a wish.”

      No one appeared.

      Tessa walked over to the girl and took her hand, pulling her up without any gentleness.

      “What is it, lady?” the child asked, startled. “Have I displeased you?”

      “Not displeased exactly,” Tessa said, letting go of the child’s hand once she was on her feet. “But I would like to see you in your true form.”

      The child laughed, an unnerving sound that made gooseflesh come out all over Tessa. The wind began to blow, replacing the still, heavy air of the swamp with a fresh breeze. And the child laughed some more, spinning in a circle. She drew mist to herself and spun so fast that Tessa couldn’t even see her anymore.

      There was a crack of thunder, and the wind stopped.

      The child was gone.

      Tessa gave Finn a rueful look. They were back to square one.

      And night was falling.
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      “Shadows and Chasm,” Finn swore, glancing around the darkening glade in Perdira’s Mire, where the little girl had disappeared only moments ago. “What happened?”

      “Looks like she disappeared,” Tessa said, seeming more perplexed than upset about this turn of events.

      “You had to call her on her little tricks?”

      “What, are you willing to go traipsing around for hours just to amuse an ancient Faerie who has nothing better to do?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “The owl’s here,” Tessa said. “I think she’s still around.”

      Finn squinted and then scowled fiercely. “The child. Stars and Shadows, she’s in the pool.”

      “What?” Tessa asked, shocked. “Oh, Shadows take me. Was she really a child? And that strange storm knocked her in?”

      They got to the edge of the pool. There was definitely someone at the bottom of it. Finn pulled off his shirt and boots and jumped in, sinking quickly to the bottom. He opened his eyes in the clear water and grabbed the child, pulling her up to the surface of the pool.

      He gasped as his head cleared the surface and opened his eyes. In his arms, he held a woman in her twenties. A beautiful… naked… woman.

      Finn swallowed hard. Her breasts were small but plump like ripe peaches, each topped with a dark purple nipple as round as a berry.

      Her arms and legs were slim, her belly flat and smooth, with skin as white as the full moon. Finn found himself hardening as he looked at those perfect breasts. He couldn’t help himself. It had been a long time since he had held a naked woman in his arms.

      He hadn’t had anyone since Emmy. And it wasn’t that he wanted whoever this was. It was a purely physical reaction to her lovely body.

      “Finn,” Tessa said, glowering at him as he stared at the woman. “Get her out of the water. Is she breathing?”

      He shook his head to rid it of the fog of lust that had come over him, and he climbed out of the pool, carrying the woman in his arms. He laid her on the ground and stood again.

      Tessa’s eyes dropped to his tented trousers and then looked away at the woman.

      “Wait,” she said, frowning.

      “Never mind waiting,” Finn said, desperately thinking of the Skransser sucking his soul in an attempt to banish his ill-timed erection. “What’s wrong with you, Tessa? She needs help.”

      Tessa didn’t seem happy with his words, but she didn’t say anything else.

      The woman coughed and rolled on her side. Water came out of her mouth, and she sucked in a breath.

      “Oh, Stars above,” the gorgeous woman said, and her voice was afraid. Finn had the irrational urge to take her in his arms again. “I almost drowned.”

      Tessa looked at her in disbelief and opened her mouth, but Finn spoke before she could.

      “You almost did, lady. How did you end up in the pool?” He stared into her bright green eyes, feeling a longing to be with her rising up from somewhere deep inside him. If he had her, he would be whole, complete. He could stop running. He would have a home again.

      “I don’t know,” the woman said. “But I’m so cold. Will you hold me and warm me?”

      “Of course,” Finn said, gladly taking her in his arms again, her breasts pressing against his bare chest.

      “What the Chasm?” Tessa muttered. Then she spoke aloud. “Maybe the lady would like your shirt, Finn.”

      He didn’t answer, too busy focusing on how good the woman felt in his arms. It had been too long. His desire was building.

      “Finn,” Tessa repeated, her voice grating like a rusty hinge. “Why don’t you give the lady your shirt?”

      “I… well, maybe. I mean… actually, I think we may need some privacy, Tessa.” A wave of lust washed over him. The woman smiled up at him, wrapping her arms around him and holding him tight.

      “Yes, Tessa,” the woman said, straddling Finn and rubbing herself on the rock-hard bulge in his pants. “Leave us for a time.”

      “What?” Tessa asked, and he found her voice as irritating as a squeaky rocking chair. “You aren’t seriously going to lie with this woman, are you, Finn? You just met her. You don’t even know her.”

      Finn’s mind felt hazy, and all he could think of was sinking into the woman’s body over and over.

      “I… I don’t know, Captain of the Guard. Leave us.”

      And it was an order. Finn didn’t know where the authority in his voice was coming from—it was usually Tessa that gave the orders. All he knew was that he needed to take this woman. Now.

      Tessa looked confused and angry, but she left the clearing. Finn breathed a sigh of relief as the woman took his hand and placed it on her breast, which fit nicely in his palm.

      Her lips were cold, but when his tongue slipped into her mouth, it was hot. She was rocking her hips against him, and his desire was a deep longing for oneness, welling up from inside him. He wanted to join with her and lose himself in her body until he finally felt that he was home.

      “Finn,” the woman panted after only a few minutes of kissing and groping. “I need you inside me, Finn.”

      He touched her, and she was wet and slippery for him. Stars forbid, but she was ready, and he wanted nothing more. He pulled down his pants, found her entrance, and lined himself up—his flesh touching hers. Her gasp of pleasure drove him nearly mad, and he moved both hands to her hips, preparing to drive into her. He needed to so much.
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        * * *

      

      “Finn!” Tessa screamed, suddenly reappearing and breaking the hold the woman had over him. She grabbed the woman roughly by the shoulders and dragged her back before they could join together. “No. Don’t! It’s her. It’s Perdira. And I just remembered what happens to men who lie with her.”

      Finn groaned deeply, needing to fuck the woman so badly he could taste it.

      “Finn!” Tessa said, coming over to him and slapping him hard in the face. Pain shot through his cheek. He was stunned and felt clarity coming back. Before he could react, she backhanded him hard, and his head whipped around the other way. “Wake up. She’s put a spell on you.”

      Finn shook his head to clear it and hastily pulled up his pants.

      “Had to interfere, didn’t you?” the woman asked, glaring at Tessa. “I was just about to have a really good time with Finn here. We could still have some fun, big boy.”

      Finn felt her magic weaving around him, and he wondered how he hadn’t noticed it the first time. He pulled out one of the blades and sliced through the magic, cutting it the way you would a vine. He sensed it recoil, and the woman’s eyes widened in shock. He returned the blade to its sheath in the Otherworld. Getting to his feet, he pulled on his shirt, still feeling dazed from the spell.

      “Shadows take you, Perdira,” Tessa cursed, pulling Finn to stand beside her. She nocked an arrow to her bow and aimed at the woman. “That’s not the way a lady behaves.”

      “Perdira?” Finn asked, his eyes getting big as he realized what had almost just happened.

      “May you fall in the Chasm of Severance and never be seen again, you witch. You’ve ruined my fun. He was just about to—” Perdira huffed out a breath of frustration. “I haven’t had a man this handsome in a long time.”

      “And you won’t have him,” Tessa said to the ancient Faerie, stepping in front of Finn as if to protect him. “Have you been reduced to tricking men into sleeping with you, using magic?”

      “Perdira?” Finn asked again faintly, feeling a little sick to his stomach.

      “Yes, you almost laid with Perdira,” Tessa said. “She was using a glamour on you. Only the Faeries with the strongest magic can glamour another Faerie, Finn. And if you had taken her, you would have been beset by a craving for her so strong that nothing could ever slake that desire.”

      Finn was appalled.

      “You would have eventually wasted away and died of wanting her.”

      “Oh, that’s an exaggeration,” Perdira said, standing and waving her hands. A silvery dress that hugged her youthful frame appeared on her body.

      “So you’re saying the tales aren’t true?” Tessa asked, staring her down.

      Perdira tilted her head side to side. “Well, there may be some truth to them.”

      “Stars above,” Finn muttered.

      “And why do you look like that anyway?” Tessa asked. “Aren’t you thousands of years old?”

      Perdira got a sullen expression on her face.

      “I haven’t really got a body anymore,” she said. “And I find that men are much more interested in me when I look like this than when I show the last face I actually had in corporeal form.”

      She suddenly shifted her face, and Tessa and Finn both involuntarily cried out in horror at the gaunt, nearly skeletal visage that appeared on that beautiful, lithe body. There was something so terrifying in the eyes that Finn felt Tessa shrink away from her in terror. He wrapped his arms around her, instinctively pulling her back.

      “Stars save us, Perdira,” Tessa cried. “Stop.”

      Perdira shifted her face back. “See?” She gave a trilling laugh that was as lovely as her face had been repulsive the moment before. “People prefer seeing the way I looked when I was young.”

      “Uh, yes, I can see that,” Tessa said, wrenching herself out of Finn’s arms. “So, well, since you’re here, Perdira…” She cleared her throat. “My name is Tessa Callahan, and this is Finn Noble.” She gestured at him with one hand. “I have a request for you.”

      “A request?” Perdira lifted one pretty eyebrow.

      “A wish.”

      “Ah.” The Faerie looked so pleased that it worried Finn. “And what is your request, Tessa Callahan?”

      “Finn?”

      Finn pulled the blades from the Otherworld and flourished them. “A long time ago, you made these Unity Blades for a Faerie named Maddock,” he said. Perdira’s eyes glowed for a moment at the name and then went back to their usual green. “He was my ancestor.”

      “I need a pair of those blades,” Tessa said. “Please.”

      “For the queen, Tessa? I think not.” Perdira turned her back and began walking out of the clearing.

      “No, not for the queen,” Tessa said to her back.

      Perdira turned around. She gave Tessa a look that showed Finn that she knew everything. So Tessa took a deep breath and told the truth.

      “All right, yes, for the queen. But—”

      “No buts, Tessa. I made the other set of blades to stop the queen and unify the land. I won’t provide her with the means to defeat them now. And especially not to save his life.” She indicated Finn with a lovely turn of her hand. “It’s not a good enough reason. Besides, you don’t want to pay the price anyway.”

      Tessa frowned. “It’s to save both our lives.”

      “No, it’s not. Ransetta would never kill you, Tessa.”

      “What do you mean? If we don’t come back with the blades, we’ll both die. She’ll never let me walk away from such a failure, no matter how useful I’ve been to her over the years.”

      “That’s funny,” Perdira said. “Is that what you think has allowed you to survive in the Dark Court all these years? That you’re useful?”

      “Of—of course,” Tessa said, completely confused at this point.

      “Right. A lot of useful Faeries die at the queen’s hand every single day, Tessa. How has—” She paused and then glanced at Finn with a mischievous look in her eyes. “He doesn’t know, right?”

      “Doesn’t know what?” Tessa asked, but her tone was forced.

      Perdira giggled again.

      “Doesn’t know what?” Finn repeated, glancing back and forth between the two women. Was there something that Tessa wasn’t telling him?

      “Not my secret to tell.” Perdira shrugged. “So, how has someone like you survived in the Dark Court this long?”

      “Perdira.” Tessa’s voice held a note of warning.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to tell. It’ll all come out eventually anyway.”

      “What? What are you talking about? No. It can’t. She’ll kill me… I mean…” Tessa sputtered, clearly upset.

      Finn was so perplexed by this time that he could hardly make heads nor tails of the conversation.

      Perdira’s laughter was like the tinkling of little silver bells on a sunny day.

      “Then what kept me safe all this time?” Tessa asked. And when Perdira didn’t answer, Tessa took a step toward her. “Tell. Me.”

      Perdira blew out her breath, getting a grumpy look on her face as if Tessa had spoiled her fun.

      “The Prophecy of course.”

      “What prophecy?”

      “The one about the Faerie that ends the Severance.”
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      Finn was as awestruck as Tessa seemed to be about this revelation. How could it be possible that a dark Fae—as evil as Tessa must be—would be the one to end the Severance? It didn’t make sense. Perdira must be lying. It simply couldn’t be true.

      He glanced around the clearing, wondering for a brief moment why it didn’t seem to be getting dark yet. It was summer, but even considering that, it should already be night. They had been in the swamp for hours. Perhaps time worked differently in Perdira’s Mire?

      “The Faerie that ends the Severance?” Tessa asked Perdira, looking completely bewildered. “I don’t understand. Are you saying that I’m…”

      “I’m not saying anything. And I can’t tell you anymore about the Prophecy. The spell won’t let me. Only the one who holds the Scroll knows the whole thing. But we ancient Faeries know enough. The queen would never dare kill you, Tessa. The only life you’re saving today is his. And I don’t think it’s worth it. Unless you want to pick up where we left off, Finn?”

      Finn glared at Perdira, feeling furious that she had duped him and he had fallen for it. It didn’t matter that she had used magic. He should have noticed. He should have fought it. He felt like a complete fool.

      “No? Well, then you’re not good for anything else. Why would I go to the trouble of creating another pair of such blades only to save his life? It would be silly.”

      The ancient Faerie crossed her arms over her chest. At that moment, Finn had a flash of insight. He pulled Tessa aside and tried to explain what he had just figured out.

      “Look, Tessa, you don’t have to do this anymore,” Finn said in a low tone. Tessa was missing the point of what Perdira had said. “The queen won’t kill you if you don’t come back with the blades. And I’m used to running.”

      “What are you talking about, Finn? I have to get the blades.” Tessa gave him an incredulous look. Her brown hair had been braided, but tendrils were coming out and curling around her face, which had a smudge of dirt on the cheek.

      “No, you don’t. This is an out. You don’t have to get them. Make up some story about what happened in the swamp. No one else will know. I can go on the run again. Today. Right now. It’ll be fine.”

      “Finn, no. She’ll find you. Wherever you go.”

      “I have a few hidey-holes where even she can’t follow, Tessa.”

      “There’s nowhere that she can’t follow.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. Ransetta is all powerful in Ahlenerra, but she doesn’t have as much power outside the Fae lands. I could go to the mage lands or the Earthly Realm.”

      “I think you’re foolish to believe you can outrun her, Finn.”

      “But Tessa, it doesn’t make sense to—”

      Tessa put her hand on Finn’s forearm, and her touch calmed him. She smiled and stood on tiptoe to give him a peck on the cheek.

      “I know what I’m doing, Finn,” she whispered, and he saw in her eyes that she was still going to get the blades. “But thanks for your concern. No one has worried about me in a long time.”

      Finn stared hard, unable to believe that she was really going through with this when she didn’t have to.

      “Okay, you two lovebirds, if we’re done here, then I’ll just take off,” Perdira said. Tessa rolled her eyes at the Faerie’s words.

      “Wait,” Tessa said to Perdira, holding out her hand for her to stop.

      Perdira stayed where she was, seemingly intrigued.

      “You still want the blades, Tessa? Even though you know that your own life is no longer at stake?” She considered this fact. “That’s pretty altruistic. Doesn’t sound like something one of the Dark Queen’s minions would do, now does it, Finn?”

      In fact, it did not.

      Tessa’s lips flattened into a hard line, and her eyes flitted to his and then back to Perdira. “I’m not a minion.”

      Perdira snorted.

      “And yes, I do still want the blades,” Tessa said, her face strong and unflinching. “It’s not right that Finn should die because it would be easier for me not to get them.”

      “Tessa,” Finn started, but both women ignored him.

      “You only say that because you don’t know what it will actually take to get the blades,” Perdira told her.

      “I know what it will take.”

      “Do you?”

      Tessa nodded and spread her hands, taking a step toward the ancient Faerie, who just shook her head again.

      “What if I said I would keep the blades for my own use, and I would only show the queen?”

      “Not good enough.” Perdira shook her head. “She would force you to give them up. Change the spell over to her. You forget. I know Ransetta. I know what she can do.”

      She headed out of the clearing again, a soft squelching sound coming from her shoes.

      “What if I said I wouldn’t return to the queen?”

      “Then you would be lying.” Perdira twisted around to face them again. “The only reason you came here was to get the blades for her.”

      “What if I’ve changed my mind?”

      “You haven’t.”

      “Shadows take me,” Tessa swore under her breath.

      Finn stepped in close to Tessa, catching a whiff of citrus that came from her hair. He put his hands on her shoulders and gazed at her. She stared up at him, her eyes large. Her brown curls had come out of their braid and were tumbling down her back. Finn wanted nothing more than to help and protect her. At the moment, he was having a hard time remembering that she was evil.

      “You really want this?” he asked, searching her eyes. “You want to get the blades?”

      “I have to, Finn,” she said, with no sign of fear.

      He nodded.

      “All right.” Finn faced Perdira again.

      The ancient Faerie had started walking again and was reaching the edge of the clearing. Finn had a feeling if she disappeared into the swamp again, she would not reappear, and they would never be able to leave. Just like all the other travelers who had come in and had never come out.

      “I can get an Otherworld sheath,” Finn said, without raising his voice. His words carried easily across the clearing. Perdira froze, then turned on her heel to look at him, speculation in her eyes.

      “If she had an Otherworld sheath,” he went on, speaking firmly to keep his voice from trembling, “that would keep the Unity Blades safe from the queen. Because even the queen can’t remove something from the Otherworld. And she wouldn’t be able to force the person to remove it, either.”

      Perdira narrowed her eyes at Finn.

      “If she had one,” he went on hastily, “would you give her the blades? Grant her wish?”

      “Where would you get an Otherworld sheath?” the Faerie asked, mistrust in her eyes. “You don’t just find those growing on trees.”

      “Not your business,” he said, his tone clipped. “Answer the question. If she had one, would you give her the blades? Would you grant her wish?”

      “Two heroes,” Perdira said, as if talking to herself. “Who’d have thought?”

      “Would you grant her wish?” he asked again, steel in his voice.

      Perdira got another pouty look on her face and folded her arms. “I guess I would, then,” she said, seeming put out that she no longer had a reason to refuse.

      “Good.” Finn flashed Tessa a smile that was meant to reassure her. He wasn’t certain it was doing its job, though, since she only scowled. He held up his hand, and Perdira crossed the clearing.

      “You sure you want to do this, Finn?”

      “Of course I do,” he said, not paying any attention to the quiver of fear in his guts.

      “What?” Tessa glanced back and forth between the two of them. “Finn, no.”

      “Don’t worry,” he told Tessa.

      Perdira pressed her palm against Finn’s to seal his promise to get the Otherworld sheath, and it was done.

      When he touched the ancient Faerie, Finn shivered as a wave of lust passed through him. He nearly couldn’t control himself. He wanted so badly to take Perdira’s youthful form again.

      He pressed his lips together, controlling his body, and it faded when she took her hand away. Then Perdira gave him a smile that promised so much satisfaction if he would only give in that he had to stop himself from groaning again.

      Finn drew in a deep breath, composing himself, and then tilted his head to look at the Captain of the Guard.

      “Okay then, Tessa,” he said, trying not to think about what he had just agreed to. “Ask away.”
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        * * *

      

      Tessa felt a little nervous and somewhat foolish as she was put on the spot to make her wish to Perdira. The swamp around her was completely still as if holding its breath.

      “Uh, is there any format I should use?”

      “Starting with ‘I wish’ is pretty standard,” Perdira said.

      “Fine,” Tessa said. “I wish—”

      Then Perdira interrupted her. “I’m sorry, but I feel obliged to tell you that the wish doesn’t come with no strings attached. There is a—shall we say—a cost to making a wish with me. It’s the only way I’ve been able to survive this long.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “In exchange for granting your wish, I will take the thing you want most in life. Your heart’s desire.”

      “I understand,” Tessa said, feeling bleak.

      She was never going home to the Light Court. She would never be able to have what she wanted more than anything. That was what the blades would cost. But it was what she had to pay if she wanted to stay alive. What else was she supposed to do?

      “Oh? You understand? You do?”

      “Yes,” Tessa said, a little impatience creeping into her voice. “I do. Let’s just get this over with.”

      Perdira laughed. “You’re certainly the most reluctant wisher I’ve come across, except for maybe his ancestor.” She jerked her thumb at Finn.

      “So you won’t…” Tessa said, feeling worried again—or maybe still.

      “Yes, yes, I’ll grant your wish. Don’t worry. You meet my criteria. You want it badly. But it’s almost as if you want it against your will.” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s an odd situation.”

      Perdira seemed to think about this for a long moment.

      “But enough wasting time,” she said. “Wish.”

      Tessa took a deep breath. “I wish for—” She paused. How to phrase it? “I wish for a set of Unity Blades exactly like the ones Finn is carrying in his Otherworld sheath. Please make them exactly the same in every possible way. No tricks, Perdira.”

      As soon as she stopped speaking, the strange wind began to blow again.

      “No tricks,” Perdira said, her eyes wide and innocent. “Of course not.”

      Finn gave the ancient Faerie a troubled look. He had a day’s growth of stubble on his cheeks, and the bruises Tessa had given him when they had fought were still purple. He looked formidable, and for a moment, Tessa was glad she wasn’t alone. She had been facing the world by herself for so long, she hardly knew what it was like to have a friend who had her back.

      “No tricks,” he repeated.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Perdira said, again with an even more guileless expression on her beautiful face, which only made Tessa more wary. “This is no trick. Just the usual payment for the wish.”

      All of a sudden, Tessa felt a terrible pain throughout her whole body. She screamed in agony. The wind continued to pick up speed, swirling into a vortex. Without warning, she was lifted off the ground, her chest pulled upward, her arms hanging down below her body. She twisted and writhed in the air, trying to get away from the pain, but she felt as though she were held in place by an invisible force.

      She could hear Finn shouting her name, but the whirlwind was becoming more powerful, and the intensity of the torment was increasing along with it. When she thought she could bear it no longer and would die, the wind suddenly and completely died, dropping her in the pool.

      Except that it wasn’t the shallow pool that they had seen earlier. It was another part of the mire—muddy, brackish, and tepid. She tried to swim to the top, but the water held her as firmly as the air had, and she struggled to get out. Her oxygen was rapidly running out, and she held on as black spots began to appear in front of her eyes.

      Please, please don’t let me die like this. Not like this.

      She began to feel woozy and like she just had to breathe in, but she resisted the urge a little longer, hoping against hope that somehow she might yet be saved.

      She felt herself losing the fight, and her urge to breathe was going to kick in at any moment. Shadows and Chasm, but this wasn’t the way she had imagined her death. Her life given for nothing. On a fool’s errand for the Dark Queen. What a waste.

      At the moment when she knew she was dead, she was dragged out of the water and dropped, this time into a deep hole in the ground. Without warning, she was on fire. She was burning and burning. She wailed, unable to believe she had brought this suffering down upon herself. The blades weren’t worth it. Serving the King and the Light Court wasn’t worth it. Nothing was worth this. Nothing.

      “Tessa!” Through the roaring of the inferno surrounding her, she heard Finn’s voice. And then, unbelievably, she felt his hand grabbing hers and yanking her out of the fire.

      Before she could recover or say a word, dirt began raining down upon them, the hole filling up faster than was possible.

      “Tessa, hold on to my shirt,” Finn shouted, and she grasped the material. “With both hands. Hold on tight.”

      She clutched the fabric as though it was the only thing keeping her alive—and maybe it was.

      The dirt reached her neck, and she couldn’t move, but Finn could. He was keeping the dirt away from their faces. And then she took a deep breath and closed her eyes as it covered their faces.

      But Finn wasn’t a prisoner of the magic that had a hold of Tessa. Strangely, it felt as though he were swimming up through the dirt. She could hear his strained breathing as he struggled through the earth, but finally, he broke free.

      A moment later, he grabbed Tessa under the arms and pulled her out of the ground, dragging her away from the hole and setting her gently on the damp ground.

      “Tessa,” he said, his voice sounding both far away and frantic. “Tessa, please, wake up.”

      But Tessa didn’t want to wake up. There was too much pain. Too much unhappiness. Too much darkness. She didn’t have the strength to fight it anymore.

      She let the darkness take her.
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      Tessa really didn’t want to wake up. She would rather die than face the pain she knew awaited her.

      “Tessa, please,” Finn said, his breathing shaky. She became aware that he was holding her in his arms.

      “Oh Stars above, please don’t let her die,” Finn said, rocking her back and forth. “This is all my fault. Please don’t let her die.”

      He sounded so distraught that she made an effort. Nothing happened. She tried again and managed to pry open one eyelid. Tessa tried to say something, but only a croak came out. Her voice was almost gone from screaming when she had paid the price for the blades. She remembered that they were still in Perdira’s Mire.

      And apparently, she hadn’t died.

      Which she supposed was a good thing. Though she wasn’t sure about that yet.

      “Tessa.” Finn’s attention was immediately on her face. “What did you say?”

      “Not dead yet,” she managed to get out.

      “Thank the Stars,” he said. “Are you injured?”

      Tessa paid attention to her body. She frowned. “Not sure. Help me up?”

      He helped her to a sitting position.

      “This is very odd,” she said, her voice rasping. “But I don’t feel hurt anywhere.”

      Finn’s eyes were stormy. “Well, you were in pain when it was happening,” he said, looking around for Perdira. “She said that it was the usual price to pay. Seems to me it was too steep, Tessa.”

      “I’m all right,” she said, though that was patently untrue. “I’m tougher than I look. Too late now anyway.”

      “You didn’t see what that magic did to you.”

      The distress and strain on his face made him look years older. She wondered how harrowing the experience had been for him if he looked like that.

      She had no idea how much time had passed since she had gone unconscious. But if she had to guess, she’d say it had only been minutes. The strange half-light of the swamp was still at the same brightness as when they had arrived, as if the sun’s rising and setting didn’t affect this place. Tessa assumed, without much caring, that time moved differently in Perdira’s Shadow-cursed Mire.

      “Where are the Unity Blades?” she asked, and from the look on Finn’s face, she knew that he didn’t have them. They both glanced around, and a moment later, a steady wind began swirling around them, forming a funnel cloud, and Tessa felt a sharp stab of fear that the pain would start again.

      But it didn’t. And in a minute, the cloud lifted her off the ground. There was so much dust and debris that she couldn’t see Finn, but she could feel that she was being moved. After a couple minutes of this, she was dumped on the ground next to Finn, and there were two thumps as the curved knives fell beside them.

      “There they are,” Finn said, taking off his pack. “You better put them away immediately.”

      Tessa stiffly got to her feet and stood staring at the blades. She was satisfied that she had gotten them, but it was an empty satisfaction. She hardly wanted them anymore. Didn’t even feel like touching them. But since when did she get to decide what she did or didn’t have to do? She was as trapped now as she was when she was at Direwood Castle. And nothing was going to change that. Tessa knelt on the ground and stowed the blades in Finn’s pack. Then she slid her arms into the straps and turned to face Finn.

      “Where are we?” she asked, finally beginning to take notice of their surroundings.

      “Stars above,” Finn said in wonder. “We’re out of Perdira’s Mire. Back where we started, Tessa. And…” He looked around. “And it looks like the same time of day, too. Even though we were in there for what felt like hours.”

      She sighed heavily. “Shadows take me, but I’m tired, Finn. Let’s get back to the village. I need some time to recover. We’ll need to get a room at the inn.”

      Finn nodded and set off resolutely in the direction of the village. The horses were gone. They had no idea where. So they had to walk. Tessa followed, feeling wearier than she ever had in her life.

      But as she thought about her home in the Light Court, where she would now never be able to go back to, she wondered if it had been worth it. Tears pricked her eyes.

      Not that she had had a choice.

      The king and queen had decided her fate long ago, beginning with the Severance and ending with the king denying her request to come home and the queen sending her to find the blades.

      Both of them were responsible for the pain she had just endured, though she knew there would never be a reckoning where they would have to pay for all the suffering they had caused. That wasn’t how things worked.

      She had suffered, but she had the blades. That was all that mattered.

      Not that she cared about anything anymore.

      She felt so tired, she could barely put one foot in front of the other.

      And there was still so much farther on this journey to go.
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        * * *

      

      When they were back at the inn, they settled into their tiny room. There was only one available, of course. With only one bed, of course. This village was as backwater as they got.

      Tessa laid down to try and sleep. To Finn, it seemed like now that she could finally rest, she wasn’t able to. He was at the window, watching the forest and trying to make sense of what had just happened when she shifted position for the twentieth time. Finn sighed and got up, going over to Tessa.

      “You okay?” he asked, sitting down beside her on the double bed that nearly filled the tiny room. She looked at him, and he swallowed hard when he saw the despair in her eyes.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” she said with a look on her face of such desolation that he didn’t know what to do.

      “Thank you,” Finn said, though it sounded so inadequate to his ears.

      “For what?” she asked, seeming both irritated and bewildered with his appreciation.

      “For doing this. You didn’t have to. You could have backed out. A lot of other people would have.”

      “No,” she said, with a shake of her head. “I couldn’t.”

      “Well, anyway I owe you a thank you for saving me. I would be on the run right now with no hope of ever living any other way. If it wasn’t for you. At least this buys me some more time.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said woodenly.

      They sat in silence for long minutes.

      “Tessa Callahan,” Finn said, studying her face. “I don’t quite understand you.”

      “What don’t you understand, Finn Noble?” she asked, using his full name too.

      “You’re the right hand of the Dark Queen,” he said, and she met his eyes. Ah, so he had gotten her attention with that. “And I’ve heard tales that the Captain of the Guard is cruel, ruthless, and has no mercy for her enemies.”

      “That’s true,” Tessa said, and he examined her because he felt that when she said it, it was true.

      “But how can I reconcile these stories of you with the way you behaved today?”

      “And how did I behave today?” Tessa asked, lying down and curling onto her side. She stared at the bed, not looking at him and not wanting to have this conversation. Not now. Not ever.

      “You gave up what you wanted most.” There was a perplexed tone to his voice. “Why?”

      “The Queen ordered me to.”

      “I don’t buy it,” Finn said, shaking his head.

      “What?” Tessa asked in a mocking tone of voice. “You think I did it to save your life?”

      “No,” he said, feeling embarrassed that she was even suggesting it. Of course, she hadn’t done it to save him. “No, of course not. But what I’m wondering…”

      He stopped speaking.

      Would she make fun of him or deflect him?

      “What are you wondering, Finn Noble?” she asked, still not looking at him.

      “Why?” he whispered.

      Tessa rolled over and turned her back to him, and he wondered if she was going to go to sleep without answering his question.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa was so close to crying. But she hadn’t cried in years, and she wouldn’t cry tonight. No matter what she had gone through today. No matter how kind Finn’s tone of voice was and how much he seemed to want to help and understand. She pulled the rough sheets up around her face, where the fabric irritated the soft skin of her cheeks.

      “Tessa?” he asked softly. “I’m not just asking out of curiosity.”

      This confused her and she sat up. “What do you mean?”

      “I have to get that Otherworld sheath, and I—well, I just wanted to know why you chose to get the Unity Blades, even though it meant immense personal loss for you.”

      “I told you before,” she said, throwing the covers off herself and getting up. She took the two steps to the window and bit her lip so hard she tasted blood. Why was he pushing this? “The Queen ordered me to.”

      “And you’re loyal to your monarch.”

      “Yes,” she said, and he heard the ring of truth in her voice. “I am absolutely loyal to my monarch.”

      “Shadows and Chasm, seriously, Tessa? How can you say that?” Finn’s voice was completely flabbergasted and angry.

      Tessa whipped around to face him, exasperated. “I can say it because it’s the truth, Finn. You don’t have to like it. I don’t owe you an explanation. I don’t owe you anything.”

      “I know,” he said, sitting down, all the anger gone out of him. “That’s why I don’t understand why you saved me today. Can’t you be honest with me? I told you, I can’t stand lying. Just tell me the truth.”

      Tessa swallowed hard, so close to losing it that she needed to hit something or she would. She strode to the door and hit it so hard that the entire thing rattled. She felt her knuckles bruise and split. The pain radiating all the way up her arm helped her focus. She drew a deep breath, paying attention to how much her hand hurt and forgetting about how Shadow-cursed her life was.

      It bothered Tess to lie to him, since he seemed like a good man. He had saved her in the swamp and she appreciated that. But in the end she wasn’t lying to him any more than she was lying to every other person. She was a spy deep undercover. Lying was her life.

      “You want to know the truth, Finn?” she asked, steeling her heart.

      He nodded as she stalked toward him. “I was given an order.” He tensed. “I am a soldier. I obeyed. Nothing more.”

      Occasionally, she had to cover her tracks when she did something out of character for her Captain of the Guard persona. But no one had ever been so dogged about figuring out her motivations. Finn was stubborn. She would give him that.

      “Really,” he said, standing up and getting a little too close.

      He loomed over her, and she could smell his sweat from the long walk back to the village. They could both use a bath. Unfortunately, Tessa was pretty sure this little village had never heard of washing. There probably wasn’t a bathing tub within ten miles.

      “Forgive me if I don’t believe you, Miss Callahan.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, inhaling deeply in surprise.

      Shadows take him, why did he have to smell so good?

      He leaned in so close, she thought he might kiss her, and her heart pounded harder at the thought. She wasn’t sure if she would push him away… or not.

      “I. Don’t. Believe you.” He withdrew one of his blades from its sheath and, at the same time, grabbed a handful of her curls.

      “What are you doing?” she asked in surprise.

      He didn’t answer, only sliced off a perfect ringlet and re-sheathed the blade, pocketing the curl.

      “I need this,” he said. Then he knelt before the grate in the fireplace. He pulled a packet out of the satchel he always carried and poured a small amount of a dark powder in, then struck a match. The powder exploded with a small poof, creating a black cloud of smoke.

      “What the hell is that?” she asked, backing up until she hit the door.

      “Just a communication spell,” Finn said, giving her an intense look. “I need to get you an Otherworld sheath. Remember, Captain of the Guard?”

      “I remember,” she said, unsure of what was going on and why Finn’s easygoing nature had disappeared, along with his use of her first name. Maybe it had all been an act to begin with. Her eyes were drawn to the smoke when it cleared, showing a house. The scene zoomed in and entered a bedroom.

      “Finn, what the hell?” A round man appeared in the smoke, sitting up in bed and rubbing his eyes.

      “I need to call in that favor you owe me, Isadore.”

      “Tonight?” the man asked, blinking and peering at Finn. “Now?”

      “Tonight,” Finn said, his voice hard. “Now.”

      “But Finn, I don’t think—”

      “Doesn’t matter what you think, Isadore,” Finn said, interrupting him and taking Tessa’s hand. “We’ll be right there.”
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      Tessa glanced around the bare bedroom that Finn had gotten for them at the inn. The inn itself was located within the village that lay near Perdira’s Mire. She didn’t know what she was looking around for. Finn was clearly determined to get the Otherworld sheath, and nothing she could say or do would change his mind.

      She tried to pull her hand out of his, but he wouldn’t let her, and instead, he unsheathed one of his blades with a metallic and magical humming sound.

      “Wait, Finn,” Tessa said, trying one more time to convince him.

      But Finn was closing his eyes. Then he cut the air with the blade from as high as he could reach, all the way down to the floor. A portal appeared. Tessa could see the same building she had seen when Finn had used the communication spell.

      What the hell? The Unity Blades created portals too?

      She stared at the portal, open mouthed.

      “You’re not sure?” he asked her, not seeming to notice how dumbfounded she was. “The magic’s already pulling at me. Have you never made a vow touching palms before?”

      She snapped her jaw shut and looked at him. “I have but—”

      “Then you know how the magic urges you on. I have to get you that sheath, Tessa. Without it, anyone could make you give them the blades. We can’t have that happening.”

      “Finn,” she exclaimed, not liking how he was rushing her into this madness.

      “No time for it, Captain. We have to go.” Finn yanked on her hand.

      “I told you to stop calling me that,” she muttered as she half-walked and was half-dragged toward the portal. “Call me Tessa.”

      “Nuh uh,” he said, a hard look coming into his eyes. “You’re just a soldier, the Captain of the Guard, following orders. Only friends call each other by their first names.”

      Finn paused at the threshold.

      “And we’re not friends,” he said and then stepped through.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa was as infuriating as she was beautiful, Finn thought as he brought her along on his trip to Isadore’s house to get the Otherworld sheath. Well, it wasn’t like he could leave her behind. He had the curl, but Izzie still needed her actual presence to key the sheath to her specific Starlight.

      He was sure she was lying about being loyal to the queen. But he had heard the ring of truth in her voice, and it confused him. He knew that at least part of the reason she had gotten the blades today had been to save him. She had said so herself to Perdira. But now she was trying to convince him that she had just been following orders. And she had been very convincing, admittedly.

      But he wasn’t convinced.

      He was bewildered.

      And he didn’t like it.

      Tessa didn’t fit into any mold that he had ever seen. She was unlike any Faerie that he had ever met. And he was worried that he was starting to care about her more than he ought to, considering who she was in the Dark Court.

      But what was he doing offering to get her an Otherworld sheath if he didn’t care about her? The price was far too high to do it for a stranger. Finn shuddered when he thought about the first time he had gotten an Otherworld sheath. Izzie almost hadn’t been able to wake him.

      So what was he doing, offering to get an Otherworld sheath for some lackey of the Dark Queen?

      And that was where it got confusing.

      Finn was certain that she was not a lackey for the Dark Queen. He knew it deep in his bones. Tessa had nearly given her life for him, and no matter what sort of enigma she was, he would repay her by getting her that sheath. No matter the cost. That, at least, was clear. He owed her, and he would repay that debt.

      Night had fallen and the moon was out. And Finn could smell wood smoke coming from Isadore’s house.

      “Where are we?” Tess whispered.

      “An old friend of mine lives here. His name’s Isadore. He’s the most knowledgeable Fae in Ahlenerra when it comes to magic and Fae history. Whatever you need to know, he knows it.”

      “And why would he have an Otherworld sheath?”

      “He's also a merchant. He trades goods, spells, and information. If he hasn’t got it, no one does.”

      Finn knocked on the door, still holding Tessa’s hand. He liked how it felt, so small in his own. But when Izzie opened the door, she pulled her hand out of his and stepped away from him.

      Isadore studied Finn, and Finn examined his old friend.

      He hoped Izzie would cooperate.

      The Fae before them was stout and strong with large biceps. He had bright blue eyes and salt-and-pepper hair. His nose was large and so were his hands. Finn knew him to be a shrewd businessman. But also a loyal friend. He was hoping that Izzie would help.

      “I need an Otherworld sheath, Isadore.”

      “Are you kidding me? I can’t believe you show up here on my doorstep in the middle of the night, demanding an Otherworld sheath no less.” The heavyset man’s face was unreadable.

      “Oh yeah?” Finn answered. “What are you going to do about it, old man? You owe me.”

      They stared each other down for a long minute. Izzie was the first to break.

      “Come here, you knucklehead,” he said, grabbing Finn in a tight bear hug, giving him a noogie, and then pulling him in the door.

      “Hey, hey, watch the hair,” Finn said, laughing as Isadore shut the door and the three of them stood in the entranceway to his house.

      “Watch the hair.” Izzie snorted. “Come in. Come in.”

      They followed him into the parlor, and he lit the lamp. That was when he seemed to notice Tessa for the first time. “And who is this beautiful Fae?”

      “Tessa C—” Finn started.

      “Tessa Reese,” Tessa cut in smoothly, holding out her forearm. Izzie bumped it. Finn didn’t out her when she didn’t let him introduce her with her full name and title. She had her reasons for doing so, and Finn could guess what some of them were. But he would ask her about that later. Right now, he needed to get this Shadow-cursed Otherworld sheath.

      “May the stars light your way, Tessa,” Isadore said, eyeing her.

      “And also yours,” Tessa responded.

      “Won’t you wait in the parlor till Finn and I conclude our business?” Isadore gestured for Finn to leave the parlor and come into his back room where he concluded his deals.

      Tessa narrowed her eyes at Finn.

      “Well, she’s part of the business, Iz,” he said, feeling awkward. “Like I said, I need an Otherworld sheath… for her.”

      “Another one?” Izzie asked, appalled.

      “What, haven’t you got one?” Finn asked, suddenly nervous. If Izzie didn’t have an Otherworld sheath, his promise to Perdira was going to get a lot harder to keep.

      “Of course I’ve got one,” he said, as if the suggestion was ridiculous. “I don’t want to sell you one.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know what happened last time, Finn,” he said, glowering.

      “What happened last time?” Tessa asked. Both men looked at her, but neither answered.

      “It’ll be fine, Iz. Come on. You have to sell it to me.”

      “Finn, you are too good a friend. I can’t exact the price. It would kill me if anything happened to you.”

      “Izzie, please,” Finn said. “If we don’t get this sheath, bad things will happen.”

      “If you do get this sheath, bad things will happen, Finn.”

      “What bad things?” Tessa interjected into the conversation.

      This time, Isadore turned toward her. “The price is Starlight.”

      “What?” Tessa asked, taking a step back and slashing her hand from her left shoulder down to her right knee—the sign to ward off evil. “What kind of merchant are you?”

      “Please, miss. I am a good man. It’s not my price.” Isadore clasped his hands together. “The one who creates the sheaths demands it. I have jewels that I store the Starlight in, and I deliver them to him as payment. He always gives me the sheaths on consignment, and I must bring the Starlight-filled jewels to him within a week of selling the sheath.”

      “Yeah, or else,” Finn added. “I know it’s dangerous for you to sell those things, Izzie. And you know I would never get another one if it wasn’t important.”

      “You would never get another one?” Tessa asked, her tone irate. “Then why did you say you would do it?”

      Finn glanced at her, but he wasn’t sure how to answer this new question either.

      “So, come on,” he said to his old friend. “Will you do it?”

      Isadore sighed heavily. “For you, Finn, anything. But are you really sure?”

      “I’m sure, Iz. Hook me up.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Isadore said, shaking his head. He went through a doorway to fetch what he needed.

      “Finn,” Tessa hissed. “I don’t need it that much. It’s not worth it.”

      “I won’t have the blades falling into the Dark Queen’s hands, Captain of the Guard. That’s the only reason I’m doing this.” He gave her a dark look. “For the good of the realm. Just like you, right?”

      “Shadows take you, Finn,” she said, and her hands clenched into fists.

      Izzie had just come back in, and he flinched at her curse word. He frowned and shook a finger at her.

      “Sorry.” Tessa grimaced.

      “Be careful what you wish for, young lady,” Izzie said. “Because they just might come for him tonight if we’re terribly unlucky.”

      “What? No. I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just…”

      “If you didn’t mean it, then why did you say it?” Isadore asked as if he was actually curious.

      “It’s just… well… It’s just that he makes me so mad,” Tessa said, pressing her lips together.

      Izzie chuckled at that. “Yes, Finn does have that effect on people.”

      “Hey,” Finn said, spreading his arms. “Stop talking about me like I’m not here.”

      “Ready?” Isadore asked Finn.

      “As I’ll ever be,” Finn said. “No. Wait.”

      Then he stepped over to Tessa and put his arm around her waist, pulling her body tight against him. She gasped in shock.

      “Finn.”

      “Tessa.”

      “Oh, now I’m Tessa again, am I?” she asked, mocking his words back at him with a little smile.

      “This is just in case it doesn’t go well,” he told her.

      Then without stopping to think about what a mistake this probably was, he bent down and pressed a scorching kiss to her lips. It only lasted a couple seconds, but the feel of kissing her had him on fire. Too bad things were pretty much impossible between them.

      “Finn,” she gasped again as he released her.

      “It’s been nice working with you, Tessa,” he said, respecting her wish to not tell Isadore who she was. “May the Stars light your way.”

      “May the Stars guide you,” she responded formally. “And Mr. Noble?”

      “Yes?” he asked, surprised at the worry on her face.

      “Don’t die, please?”

      “I’ll do my best.” He turned to the older man. “Ready, Iz? Let’s go. Don’t hesitate. You know it hurts more if you do.”

      “I know what I’m doing, Finn,” Izzie said, insulted.

      Finn grinned and laid down on the couch, trying to relax his guts which had just tied themselves into knots at what was about to happen.

      Isadore put his hand with the stone over Finn’s heart and closed his eyes. Finn sucked in a breath and felt himself losing consciousness.

      He only hoped that he would wake up this time.
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      Tessa glanced at Isadore, her fingers fluttering against her leg. The small parlor seemed close and stuffy, with the spicy smell of herbs coming from the back room. The light from the candle flickered, making the shadows dance. Tessa’s stomach twisted in on itself. It had been hours since she had eaten last, and they had had no supper.

      Finn’s eyes closed as the older man pressed the green crystal to his chest. What was going on? She wished she knew more about this sort of magic. Isadore continued to hold the stone to Finn’s chest, and she noticed that the stone was glowing. The seconds passed like hours as the crystal filled up with Finn’s Starlight. His essence. His life force.

      Finally, Tessa couldn’t stand it. “Shouldn’t you stop?”

      Isadore didn’t look up, didn’t take the stone away.

      “I have to get enough, or the person who makes the sheaths will exact the difference from my own Starlight.”

      “But—” Tessa started to protest.

      “You make a mistake too many times with these things, and you’ll find yourself dead,” he said, looking up and meeting her eyes. “Finn will be all right. But I myself cannot lose any more Starlight. I am too old. I will not survive.”

      Tessa pressed her lips together. She watched Finn closely, and when she noticed that his face was going grey, she could hold back no longer. She whipped out her knife from the sheath on her belt and, in two steps, was next to Isadore. Tessa pressed the blade to his throat.

      “Stop.”

      The older Fae looked up, startled.

      “Now,” Tessa added in case he hadn’t understood.

      Isadore’s eyes were big, and he slowly withdrew the stone from Finn’s chest. Finn was completely white by that time.

      “What have you done?” Tessa asked, dropping beside Finn but keeping hold of her knife. “He looks like he’s going to die.”

      “He won’t die,” Isadore said, pocketing the stone. “He’ll be fine. Finn always is.”

      Tessa gave him an incredulous look. “Starlight is a Faerie’s essence. If he loses too much. He will die. And it seems as though you’ve taken a lethal dose.” She rose to her feet, furious. She held the knife out toward Isadore. “You’ve killed him. To save yourself. I thought he was your friend.”

      Isadore backed away a couple steps, holding up his hands. “He is my friend, but he wanted the sheath. He wouldn’t listen.” The old man sounded desperate and sorry. “If I sell one of those sheaths, I have to make sure I get enough Starlight for it. Otherwise, he’ll kill me. It was risk Finn’s life or know for certain that I’d lose my own.”

      “So, you thought you’d risk Finn’s life?” Tessa asked. “And I’m supposed to be swayed by this argument?” Finn’s breathing grew more and more ragged. “By the words of a coward?”

      She stepped toward him, brandishing the knife. “Put it back,” she ordered him.

      “Put what back?” Isadore asked, his hands up, looking completely terrified.

      “The Starlight. Put it back.”

      Isadore blinked. “I can’t. I’m sorry. Once it’s gone, it’s gone. You can’t give it back to someone.”

      “Shadows take you, old man. I will not let him die.” Tessa moved in. “You must save him. Because if he does, your life will be forfeit, and you will die anyway. And all of this will have been for nothing.”

      “There isn’t anything I can do,” Isadore said, eyeing the knife. “Well, or…”

      “What?” Tessa asked, grasping at any hope. “What is it?”

      “Well, Elixir, of course.”

      “I don’t have any Elixir,” Tessa said, taking another step toward him.

      “I do,” Isadore said, stepping back and holding up his hands higher. “I’m a peddler. I always keep some on hand. Worth a tidy sum.”

      “I swear, old man. I. Will. Gut. You.” Tessa stepped closer again.

      “Of course, I won’t charge you,” Isadore squeaked out. “I’ll get it right away. For Finn, anything.”

      Tessa frowned. “Make it quick. And if you try any tricks, old man, if Finn dies, you should know that I will hunt you to the ends of Esper and beyond. And I will make you pay.”

      Isadore met her eyes. “I believe you, Captain of the Guard.”

      She flinched. He had known who she was all along. But that didn’t matter.

      “Good. Then get the Elixir and be quick about it. He doesn’t look like he has much more time.”

      She stepped back, and Isadore ran to the other room and returned moments later with the blue-glass bottle that all Elixir was stored in. He knelt beside Finn—who was breathing shallowly and much too fast—and dribbled some in his mouth. Tessa could smell the sharp scent of it.

      “More,” Tessa said, hopelessness clawing at her. “He’s lost so much Starlight.”

      “I can’t give him too much while he’s unconscious,” Isadore said. “Otherwise, he’ll choke on it.”

      “Fine.”

      They waited. Isadore dribbled a little more, and they waited again.

      “What is taking so long, old man?” Tessa asked, fear in her heart. Finn ought to have been recovering by now, even with the small amount of Elixir he had been given.

      “There may not be enough Starlight left to multiply.”

      The Elixir that all Fae drank was a magic potion that was harvested from Starlight every year in certain sacred places throughout Ahlenerra. It was needed to ensure their long lives. It could also cure almost anything instantaneously. The way it worked was by multiplying Starlight. But there had to be some left inside the Faerie to begin with.

      Tessa stared at Finn’s face. He was so pale. And his breathing so unsteady. Could he really be dying?

      Then he exhaled, and Tessa watched for his next breath.

      It didn’t come.
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        * * *

      

      “Isadore,” Tessa said, her voice desperate. “He’s not breathing.”

      “Shadows take me,” the old man swore.

      “They certainly will,” Tessa said, dropping to her knees beside him. “Give me that.”

      She grabbed the bottle of Elixir from his hands and thought hard. The Starlight, the life force, poured in from the Stars into the crown of the head. And the Elixir worked by multiplying what Starlight there was in the body. But if Finn was almost dead, then his Starlight would be slowly leaving his body, starting with his toes and moving upward until all that was left was a little Starlight at the top of his head.

      Tessa followed that train of thought.

      Usually, they ingested Elixir by drinking it, but it could be poured on wounds and that sort of thing. So, if all of Finn’s Starlight was now concentrated in his head, maybe the only way to save him was to pour it on his head.

      Tessa shoved the bottle back into Isadore’s hands and crawled around until she was by his head. Then she lifted him, and taking his head in her lap, she held it so that the crown was now pointing mostly up.

      “Pour it on his head,” she said.

      “What? But he’s already gone.”

      That wasn’t true. Tessa had seen it in her guards that had been injured in battle. Sometimes, the body would stop breathing for a time. But then it might begin again. Just because someone stopped breathing didn’t mean they were dead yet.

      “Now, old man, we don’t have time for discussion,” she said, glaring at him. “Do it.”

      He didn’t speak anymore but carefully poured Elixir onto Finn’s head.

      Nothing happened.

      “I’m sorry, Captain of the Guard,” the old man said, bowing his head. “I truly am.”

      Tessa felt stunned. Finn couldn’t really be dead. He had just been laughing and joking with her. Surely, all that life couldn’t have been snuffed out by one bad decision?

      Tessa blinked hard but couldn’t stop the tear that fell and landed on his forehead. The Captain of the Guard, who hadn’t cried in hundreds of years, was crying over some rogue who she had known a couple weeks? It was ridiculous.

      And yet, she couldn’t stop.

      He had worried about her. He had cared about her—a little, anyway. No one had cared for her in such a long time. And now he was gone.

      Another tear fell, hitting him on the cheek this time.

      Tessa looked down, and at that moment, Finn drew a deep breath and opened his eyes. He looked up at her, and a half smile lit his face.

      “Tess?” he asked, his brows drawing together in confusion.

      A last tear slipped out before she blinked the rest away.

      He was alive.

      Finn was alive!

      He sat up, seeming completely fine. He wiped at his face with his hand.

      “Tears?” he asked, studying her. “You crying for me, Callahan?”

      She shook her head, and Finn grinned at her.

      “No, of course not. Stars forbid that you should care about me.”

      Tessa’s lips twitched, and finally, she smiled, though she still felt nearer to crying than laughing.

      “Stars do forbid,” she repeated firmly.

      “Chasm and Severance, Izzie,” Finn said, rubbing his head. “I thought you said you’d go easy this time. I feel like you almost killed me.”

      Finn stood, seeming a little shaky on his feet.

      “You all right?” Tessa asked, putting her arm around his waist because he looked like he was about to fall over.

      “I am,” he said, putting his arm around her shoulders and giving her a warm look. “But we should get back to the inn. I think I’m going to need to sleep this off.”

      “I’m so sorry, Finn,” Isadore said, looking genuinely contrite. “I’ll get the sheath.”

      He was back a moment later, and Finn handed him the lock of Tessa’s hair. Isadore keyed it to her Starlight and handed the Otherworld sheath to Finn. As he took it from the old man, there was a burst of light that indicated the palm vow Finn had made with Perdira had been fulfilled.

      “It holds seven objects,” he informed them, and Tessa nodded, unwilling to talk or even meet the eyes of the traitor who had almost killed Finn.

      Finn took leave of his old friend, and they walked side by side toward the portal that still remained open outside Isadore’s house.

      “Put it on,” he said, and Tessa took the sheath that just looked like a leather belt from his hand.

      “What do I do with it?”

      “Do it up like a belt. The sheaths will be on the sides of your torso.”

      “Tell me more about the portals,” Tessa said once she had put the sheath on and it disappeared. She couldn’t see it or feel it, but when she put the blade under her arm and intended for it to be sheathed, it disappeared. She did the same for the other blade.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “Okay then. When you open one portal, the other end automatically opens in the location you’re thinking of. And in whatever direction you’re imagining.”

      “As in, the way you’re looking at the scene in your mind is the way you will emerge from the portal?”

      “Exactly. One blade opens the portal, and the other closes it. You must close the portal because it’s a tear in the fabric of reality. And if you don’t, bad things will happen.”

      “There is a rune on each blade to indicate whether it’s for opening or closing. You must open and close the portals with the correct blade. And if you don’t—”

      “Bad things will happen. I get it.”

      “Good,” Finn said, giving a firm nod and then turning his head to look at Tessa. “I have a feeling you’re the only reason that I’m still alive.”

      Tessa gaped at him. “How did you know?”

      Finn grimaced, rubbing his head as if it hurt. “I know Izzie. He’s a good man, but he’s nearing the end of his time. I had a feeling he would be careful to take enough to satisfy the guy he sells the sheaths for because…”

      “Because the man extracts whatever’s missing from Isadore if he doesn’t take enough?”

      “Right,” Finn said, his expression going serious. “How do you know that?”

      Tessa felt rather desolate. “Your friend is a coward and almost killed you. It was lucky that he had some Elixir in the house and that I was quick thinking enough to put some on the top of your head. Otherwise, you would be dead.”

      Finn nodded. “I know.”

      “You know?” Tessa asked, startled out of her dismal mood. “How do you know?”

      “I had a feeling Izzie wouldn’t be as careful or as worried about my life as he was about his. That’s one of the reasons I brought you.”

      Tessa’s mouth dropped open.

      “That’s why…” She stopped. “You knew he might almost kill you?”

      “Yes,” Finn said, stopping before the portal.

      “Then why did you do it?” Tessa asked, not understanding at all.

      Finn gave a shrug. “You needed a sheath. And I gave my word. That’s all.”

      But when he said it, his eyes said something more.

      “That’s all?” Tessa asked.

      “That’s all, Captain of the Guard,” Finn said, giving her his trademark saucy grin. “What? Did you think I was falling for you?”

      He stepped through the portal, and Tessa heard his laugh as though from underwater. She rolled her eyes and stepped through after him.

      The man was insufferable.

      She gave a small smile.

      And she was so glad he was still alive to tease her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      A week had passed since the night they had emerged from Perdira’s Mire, got the Otherworld sheath from Izzie and both nearly died doing so. They were still at the inn. And Finn was getting seriously worried.

      He opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling of the room where they were staying, not wanting to get up out of the warm covers.

      There was only one bed, and they had to share it. He would have found it difficult to sleep beside Tessa, considering how beautiful and sexy she was—if it hadn’t been for the fact that she had been in a deep depression since Perdira’s Mire and he was far more worried about her than he was attracted to her.

      He sighed, getting up and going to the window. The morning sun was bright and cheerful—a stark contrast to the heavy, dark gloom that reigned within. They had been here a week, and Tessa was showing no signs of ever wanting to get out of bed, which would have been fine with him if they’d actually been having any fun in bed. But they weren’t.

      And her sad act was both worrisome and annoying. The morning sun shone in the window and illuminated her face where she lay, eyes wide open, staring at nothing.

      “We have to leave eventually,” he said with no preamble.

      She didn’t answer.

      “I’m supposed to train you.”

      No comment.

      The silence in the room felt weighted as every word he sent out tumbled and crashed to the floor, where it was then smothered by the quiet sadness.

      “We have to be back at the Dark Court in less than three months’ time.”

      Tessa rolled away from the window, turning her back toward Finn.

      “Tessa…”

      “Leave me alone,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Shadows take her, but her melancholy after the incident in Perdira’s Mire was troubling. Finn didn’t know what to do about it. He had tried leaving her alone, but she had only sunk deeper into her sorrow. He had tried forcing her to get up and move around, maybe leave this place, but she had become fiercely angry and fought him off, giving him a black eye. Then she had subsided into apathy again, as soon as he’d left her alone.

      He didn’t know what else to do.

      She would barely be able to master the blades in the amount of time they had left to train. They really didn’t have time to waste. And if they didn’t return to the Dark Court or they returned but Tessa hadn’t done what the queen asked for? Well, no doubt there would be Shadows to pay. And by that, he meant they both would die.

      He didn’t want to die.

      Not before he got his life sorted out.

      It was bad enough when he had expected to die far off in the future because of his vow, but now that he knew he would probably die in three months, he could hardly function, the dread making his limbs like stone.

      And to have to die because someone else didn’t do something seemed the height of unfairness. He would die because Tessa wouldn’t get up and use the blades. It wasn’t right.

      He had to figure out a way to help her out of this black despair. If he didn’t—Shadows and Chasm—the Dark Queen was going to kill him and Tessa, too.

      He got up, dressed, and went for a walk, wandering through the village. Cozy cottages snuggled together along either side of the dirt street. White curtains hung at the windows, and colorful flowers overflowed out of the window boxes. Smoke came from the chimneys as the Fae inside stoked their fires to cook lunch. There was a well in the middle of the tidy town square, with the bakery, the weaver, and the blacksmith making up three sides. The fourth side of the square contained an open space where the market set up once a week. This village was typical of most in Ahlenerra.

      He hoped the fresh air might clear his head enough that he could think of a solution.

      He thought about what he knew about Tessa and tried to remember something that might be useful. What did he know about her? She was the Captain of the Guard for the Dark Court, and she had been for hundreds of years.

      What else?

      She was alone, having no family and, according to her, only the one friend in the Dark Court—Nataliana, the flirty Elf.

      Yeah, not useful.

      What else?

      Before the swamp, she had been a fierce and courageous warrior. The feats of the Captain of the Guard had been legendary. He had heard of her long before he had actually met her. In fact, the tales of her prowess in battle had been so larger than life that he had never thought he would ever meet her. In his mind, she had been almost mythological in nature.

      Now that she had made the deal with Perdira, she would never get the thing she wanted most in the world. The thought struck him like a punch in the face.

      Stars and Shadows. No doubt, that was what was making her so disinterested in life.

      What if he could never have the one thing he wanted?

      He stared down at the road and then turned abruptly and headed back to the inn.
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        * * *

      

      “Tessa,” Finn said as he threw open the door. “I want to know what you gave up to get the blades.”

      He strode into the room and sat down on the bed next to her inert form. She didn’t respond. The room was airless and stale smelling.

      He rolled her over on her back, and she lay there, eyes squeezed tightly. Pretending to be sleeping?

      “Tessa, what did you give up?”

      “Go away, Finn. Leave me alone. You need to run. Find an angel and flee this realm. Maybe the queen won’t catch you. There’s nothing else to do. Because I am never going to leave this bed. And if you stay, then she will kill you.”

      “If you stay, she’ll kill you,” he pointed out.

      “I hope so,” Tessa said, closing her eyes.

      Finn stared down at her. Her pretty face was wan and pale, her chestnut brown hair tangled. There was a listlessness to her body that hadn’t been there before. In the time that he’d known her, she’d always seemed so strong.

      “Tell me, Tess, please. What did you give up?”

      “Going home,” she said, her voice weak. “My heart’s desire was to go home, and now I never can.”

      “Shadows take me,” he whispered, his shoulders drooping. He got up and went to the window, throwing it open and gulping deep breaths of pine-scented air.

      Oh, this is bad. Finn suddenly understood why she had been in bed for a week. He stared at the forest, not seeing it. His dearest hope was to see his family again. He couldn’t imagine if that hope were taken away. What would he have to live for?

      “Where was home?” he asked, wondering if there was some way around the deal she had made with Perdira but knowing in his heart that there was not. She had traded her heart’s desire for the blades. And Perdira didn’t give refunds.

      “I can’t tell you,” she said, her voice a tiny bit louder. “It would endanger the people there.”

      He could understand that, too.

      For a long time, he sat in silence, wracking his brain for how to help her and coming up with nothing. Finally, he laid down on the bed. She was facing away from him, and he snuggled up to her, putting his arm around her waist and pulling her tightly to his chest.

      They had never really touched. Not this closely. Only held hands. And that one kiss. But she was so sad. And now he understood it. But he could do nothing about it. That was doing something to his heart that he couldn’t ignore.

      “I wish I could help,” he whispered.

      She had lost her home. Forever.

      And there was nothing he could do to get it back for her.

      So he lay there, just holding her, knowing there was absolutely nothing he could do except be there.

      Even though he knew that his mere presence would never be enough to fill the void losing her heart’s desire had left.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa tensed for a moment when Finn curled up around her. Then she relaxed. Who cared what he did? Everything in her life for the past hundred years had been focused on getting home. And now she could never go home.

      So really, who cared what Finn did?

      Nothing anyone did would change things.

      She lay there, the ache in her chest still as strong as before, but something was different. She felt Finn’s chest against her back, warm and strong. His arm wrapped around her as if he would protect her. And he didn’t try to cheer her up. He didn’t try to force her to do anything. He had stopped trying to change the situation and was simply there for her.

      And somehow, that changed everything.

      She drew in a deep slow breath, focusing on the magic she could sense radiating off of him. Since the Fae were magical beings, there was always some magical evaporation coming off of a person. If you tuned in, you could sense it. And feeling the magic coming off of him helped her turn inward and sense her own magic. The magic of the Stars that flowed through her and all around her.

      Becoming aware of her nature as Starlight helped. She still felt the ache. The pain of the loss was still there. But behind it, in the stillness, was Starlight—her true essence that could not be harmed, that had never lost anything, and that still shone as brightly as ever.

      And Finn had given that to her.

      She closed her eyes, basking in the feeling. The pain was no longer everything she was. Around the pain, there was Starlight. And she thought that maybe, just maybe, she might get past this. She might go on to live again. She might someday care about something again.

      “You know what you should do?” Finn asked, his voice sounding sleepy and relaxed as he spoke into her hair.

      She gave a slight shrug.

      “You should get the Scroll. And end the Severance.”

      Tessa tensed.

      “Grandfather said it was possible.”

      She frowned. What an absurd idea.

      “I’m not joking, Tess,” he whispered. “You could do it. If anyone could, it’s you.”

      She couldn’t speak, only shook her head at the ridiculous idea.

      “Imagine a world without the Severance. Imagine being able to access all of Ahlenerra. No Chasm. No Hundred Years’ Ball being the only time we can see the rest of our people.”

      He sighed.

      It would be wonderful, she realized. It would be—

      That was when it hit her.

      If the Severance was ended, then there would be no Seelie and Unseelie lands. That would mean that each and every Faerie would be able to go wherever they liked.

      Her dearest wish had been to go home to the Light Court and Perdira had taken that away. But if there was no Light and Dark court, then she could go home because that would get around the wording of the spell. Or so she thought.

      It was a loophole.

      It was a sliver of hope.

      It was her only chance to ever have what she wanted most.

      And that was enough.

      In that moment, Tessa felt the decision rising in her. She would get the Scroll, she would end the Severance, and she would get what she wanted most. At that thought, a tiny spark of Starlight pierced through the dark cloud that had engulfed her for the past week.

      At this rate, she might one day decide to go on living. And if she was going to keep on living, she was going to need to eat.

      “I’m kind of hungry, Finn,” she said, and his arm tightened around her.

      “Hungry?” He sounded so startled that she smiled. She hadn’t eaten anything for a week.

      “Right,” he said, getting up. “I’ll ask the innkeeper’s wife for some food. Is there anything you want?”

      “Whatever they have will be fine,” Tessa said, and her stomach growled. “Thanks.”

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, rushing from the room.

      He returned five minutes later with a cup of broth, some soft buns, and sauerkraut. Finn set the tray on the small table and then moved it next to the bed so Tessa could reach it. She tried to sit up, but when Finn saw she was struggling, he came and helped her. Then he sat down beside her and handed her the cup of broth.

      “The innkeeper’s wife says that when you haven’t eaten for so long, you must start lightly,” he informed her. “She said broth and buns first, and then some sauerkraut to restart your stomach.”

      Tessa nodded, taking a sip of broth. It was salty and tasted like nothing so much as liquid meat. She drank it down quickly, and then Finn gave her one of the crusty rolls. She tore off pieces, chewing carefully before swallowing. When that was all gone, he gave her the small bowl of sauerkraut and a fork. She ate that up as well and then sighed, putting her hand on her stomach, which felt very full after not having eaten anything for a week.

      “Better?” Finn asked, a relieved expression on his face.

      “Better,” she said, a ghost of a smile making an appearance. “Thank you.”

      “If I’d known all you needed was a cuddle, I’d have climbed into bed with you a long time ago,” he said with a wink, his characteristic humor coming out again.

      She knew now it was a cover to hide deeper feelings that he didn’t want to face. He was a good man. She knew that now, too. Finn was someone she could trust. With her life.

      In fact, she already had.

      “When can we start the training?” Tessa asked.

      “As soon as you’re ready,” Finn said, a broad grin spreading across his handsome face. He started listing off everything he would need to do, ticking them off on his fingers. “We’ll need supplies, and new horses. And a better map. I am not getting lost again.”

      “I’m ready to start training.”

      Tessa attempted to stand, a determined look on her face, and felt her legs buckle under her. Finn caught her around the waist with a laugh and set her gently back on the bed.

      “How about we let you get your strength back first?”
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      It was mid-morning a few weeks later, and Tessa and Finn were training in a glade in the forest. Sweat dripped off his forehead, and Finn wiped it away. Taking advantage of his momentary lapse in focus, Tessa lunged at him, nearly slashing his jugular.

      He danced backward, his heart pounding. That had been a close one.

      Even with the spelled leather sheaths—that kept the blades from cutting either Tessa or Finn while they trained—the weapons could still do some serious damage, either bruising or breaking things in his body. And Finn liked his body unbruised and unbroken, if at all possible.

      He spun his own blades, flipping them over and around his hands in a halo of danger and destruction. Tessa kept her distance, eyeing his blades warily.

      Both Tessa’s and his blades were, as mentioned, safely encased in tight leather sheaths that allowed her to learn how to use them without slashing her wrists twelve times a day or killing Finn by accident.

      She had gotten a little cocky about a week into her training and asked to try without the sheaths. Finn hadn’t thought it was a good idea, but she had insisted. When she’d seen her own blood flowing freely from her wrists, she had put the sheaths back on and shut up about wanting to train without them.

      There was a certain amount of danger involved in any kind of training, but there was no need to bleed more than was necessary. Everyone used a wooden sword when they began. Finn knew that when Tessa had enough skill and had stopped hitting herself with the blades a large percentage of the time, she would feel confident enough to try taking off the sheaths. Then she would be ready. Not sooner.

      “You think you’re pretty good, don’t you?” she asked, watching him with no envy—only a dry, technical, observing sort of expression.

      “I am pretty good,” Finn said, still flipping the blades without seeming to pay any attention to them. It was an act, of course. He was paying close attention, and his concentration was intense.

      Tessa narrowed her eyes at him. “I will be, too,” she said, flipping one of her blades carefully. He saw her flinch when she misjudged and hit her wrist again.

      “Maybe you should take the sheaths off,” Finn said with a grin, never stopping the blades that flew around his hands. “Maybe you’d learn quicker if every flip might mean all your heart’s blood spilling onto the forest floor.”

      “Shadows take you, Finn,” she muttered, her focus visibly increasing as she flipped with greater speed and agility, no longer hitting her own arm.

      Finn nodded, impressed. He stopped his blades and stowed them in the Otherworld sheath. Tessa had made more progress in the mere three weeks they had been training than he had in two years when he had first been learning from his grandfather.

      They were working with the blades every day and riding some, too, heading slowly back toward Direwood Castle and the Dark Court. The plan was to arrive back in time to meet the queen’s deadline, but along the way, they were taking their time, and Tessa was training in different locations in order to deepen her understanding and skill with the weapon. She was getting good enough with the blades that she needed something to challenge her more.

      Finn called an end to the training, and they saddled their horses, heading to the next village to get more supplies. There were a few unsavory types hanging around the tavern, but Finn evaluated them and then dismissed them as only a minor threat. When they had everything they needed, they got back on their horses and rode out of town.

      “Did you see the warriors hanging around the tavern?” she asked.

      “I saw them,” Finn said with a small, unconcerned shrug. “Not a threat. Not one of them could take either of us in a fight.”

      “I agree.”

      But she looked back once more at the tavern and the men and women lounging there against the wall. They were trained fighters. Tessa could spot that easily. But they didn’t seem to be looking for trouble.

      “Not a threat,” Finn reiterated.

      And Tessa nodded. “Of course not. They’re just giving off a bad vibe.”

      “Yeah,” Finn said, glancing back. “They are. I definitely wouldn’t want to meet them in the dark. But we’re getting out of here, and we won’t be seeing them again.”

      “Right,” Tessa said, giving herself a little shake. “So, where are we going next?”

      “You need some new terrain to train in, and I know just where. There’s a place about an hour’s ride from here. We’ll test your skill with the blades while you’re in motion. The training is getting too easy. You need more of a challenge.”

      “I agree,” Tessa said with a nod. Then she frowned at him. “What exactly are you planning, Mr. Noble?”

      Her gaze searched his face for any sign of mischief. Finn kept his expression innocent, which only made her suspicion deepen.

      “You’ll see, Miss Callahan. You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Tessa knew that Finn had something up his sleeve, but she wasn’t sure what. When they arrived at the Canyon in the afternoon, she was a little worried.

      “You’re not taking me into the geyser field, are you?” she asked, gazing down into the Canyon. In the middle of the canyon floor was an area covered in small craters.

      The geyser field.

      One of the most dangerous places in Ahlenerra.

      “What?” He glanced at her, taken aback. “Of course not. That’s way too dangerous. We’re just going to fight on the paths descending into the Canyon.”

      “Oh, good.”

      “The geyser field,” he said, shaking his head. “You think I’m crazy? I mean, I am crazy. But not that crazy. No Fae with any sense would go in there willingly.”

      “Exactly.” Tessa was glad they were of the same mind.

      “We’ll fight our way down into the Canyon,” Finn explained. “Hand-to-hand fighting to begin with, and then I’ll draw my blades, at which point you’ll also draw yours and the fight will continue.”

      “Fine.”

      “You must deal with the obstacles as they come. You must also fight me and get to the other side of the canyon safely. A proper warrior needs to be able to accomplish many things at once.”

      “I think I know what it takes to be a proper warrior,” Tessa said, feeling sour.

      “True.” Finn held up his hands as if in surrender. “Of course you know what it takes to be a warrior, Tess. But you also know that you need a challenge. Now that you’ve got the basics with the blades, we have to make it more difficult.”

      She couldn’t argue with that.

      “And,” Finn held up his pointer finger, “if you do well, then we will soak in the hot springs after.”

      “Hot springs?” Tessa asked, unimpressed.

      “The hot springs at the edge of the geyser field,” Finn said and waggled his eyebrows.

      Tessa shook her head. “Let’s go.”

      They fought their way down into the Canyon and across the canyon floor. Finn got her once, but Tessa felt that she was holding her own quite well, despite the unfamiliar terrain. They were so engrossed in their sparring that they didn’t notice the shadows on the horizon until it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh no,” Tessa said, suddenly pulling up on a kick. “Finn, look.”

      He spun around quickly.

      “Shadows take me,” he said. “The warriors from the tavern. There’s too many of them, even for us. We need to get out of here.”

      “I thought you said none of them were a threat to either of us,” Tessa said, watching the men approach on foot, their weapons drawn.

      “They aren’t,” Finn said. “Individually. But all together? Yeah, I don’t want to mess with them.”

      “They must have seen you buying supplies and thought you an easy mark.”

      Finn gave her a dirty look. “Let’s go.”

      He took off running down the Canyon away from the men. Tessa stowed her blades and ran after him. A couple of minutes of running had them skidding to a stop in front of the geyser field. The men were out of sight but no doubt closing in quickly. Tessa calculated they had maybe a minute to catch their breath and decide what to do.

      “We have to go in,” Finn said, wrinkling his nose in distaste as he leaned on his knees, breathing heavily.

      “What? That’s suicide.”

      She sniffed. There was the slightest smell of sulphur.

      “This field contains the largest magical geyser in Esper. Yes, it’s extremely dangerous.” Finn sounded like he was babbling a little. “But they probably want to steal everything we have and dismember us, too. So, it’s either possible death or certain death. I mean, we can’t die but—Oh, Stars alight, you get the picture, right?”

      Tessa thought hard.

      “We have to go in, Tess.”

      “Why not fight them?”

      Finn shook his head. “I wasn’t entirely honest when I said they weren’t that dangerous.”

      “Finn…”

      He held up his hands to ward off her anger. “I saw a brand on one of them when I passed him in the village. I honestly thought he was the only one. Not worth mentioning.”

      “A brand?” She felt a tightening in her stomach.

      He nodded. “It was an X. On his collarbone above the heart.”

      “No.”

      “Yes. They’re warriors. From the Order of the X. I thought there was only one of them, and we were leaving anyway, so there was no point in telling you.”

      “But obviously, there’s more than one, and they’re working together,” she pointed out.

      “Well, now it’s obvious.”

      “And if they’re a part of the Order of the... ”

      Finn shushed her, not wanting her to say it out loud again. It was considered supremely bad luck, even in the Dark Court.

      “If they’re a part of that organization, Tessa, it would be suicide to stay here.”

      He was right. The geyser field was looking quite safe compared to the people approaching them.

      “Why don’t we just use the Unity Blades?” Tessa asked, grasping for any idea. Any other choice but the ones that were presenting themselves. “You could make a portal.”

      He shook his head. “I will if I have to, but I won’t if there’s any other way. Like I told you before, using the blades exacts a magical toll each time. You shouldn’t use them more than you need to.”

      “But you used them. To fight me in the Dark Court.”

      “That was the first time I had ever used them in a real fight. Going to Isadore’s was the first time I created a portal, since my grandfather trained me to use the blades.”

      He stared up at the sky.

      “My grandfather drilled into my head that there is a price, Tessa, every time you use the blades. You of all people should understand about the cost of magic. It doesn’t make sense to use them if there’s another option. Especially since making portals takes even more Starlight than regular use. We save them for life or death emergencies”

      “Fine.”

      “And frankly, I’m not sure using the blades to fight would give us much of an advantage in this situation. You know the reputation of those who wear the X.”

      “Fine,” she said again, convinced. “But for the record, I think this is crazy. There’re geysers all over the whole area. More than half of the magical explosions in all of Esper happen right here.”

      “I know.”

      “Stars and Shadows, Finn. We’ll get ourselves killed.”

      He shrugged. “It’s unlikely.”

      “Unlikely means that there is still a possibility.”

      “True,” he said with a nod of concession. “But remember, you needed a challenge. And I have great faith in you, Captain of the Guard.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned her attention to the field. At that instant, a geyser blew and a rush of purple erupted out of the hole and high into the sky—one of the smaller eruptions. It was beautiful—and deadly. The magic in the geysers came from the heart of Esper itself and was extremely powerful. So powerful, in fact, that no one was able to channel any of it because almost all normal Fae would be destroyed by the enormous amount of magic.

      So, the geysers remained a beautiful but completely useless source of immense power in the Fae Lands. It was also a source of immense danger because if a Faerie was hit by the magic, it could lift them high up into the air. If they fell off, they would be gravely injured if they weren’t quick enough to change into their winged form.

      And Stars forbid, if you happened to absorb any of the powerful magic, it would probably burn you up or destroy all the magical channels in your body or maybe something worse—if all that raw magic didn’t kill you outright.

      “We don’t have a choice, Tess.”

      “What if we’re hit by one of the geysers?” Tessa asked, glaring at a very pretty blue one that had just erupted into the air not twenty feet from them.

      “Change into your tiny form.”

      “So we’re really doing this?”

      “There they are,” someone shouted behind them.

      “We have to. Come on.” Finn grabbed her hand and they ran into the large open field, covered in irregular-sized craters. Though Tessa had lost strength during the week she had spent in bed, she had quickly regained her physical prowess through training and sheer force of will.

      Once in the field, they slowed and began to maneuver around the craters. The people from the tavern had arrived at the edge, debating whether to enter or not. Most of them fell back, but three entered the geyser field, coming after Tessa and Finn—two women and one man.

      Without warning, the one with a huge scar on his face made a beeline for Tessa and engaged her with a punch/jab combo, which was so obvious it would have been laughable if he didn’t have so much force behind it. Tessa blocked the punch, pushing it to the side with her hand, and then bobbed away to avoid the jab.

      With a hissing sound, a geyser let fly no more than two feet away from them, but Tessa didn’t lose her focus on her opponent. She knew how Dark Fae fought. He would use any distraction, any weakness against her so that he could take her down.

      The man with the scar punched again at her head, but she realized as she blocked that it had only been a cover for the kick that he aimed at her ribs. She brought her arm down, but she was too late, and the kick landed. Tessa felt her breath rush out, and she stumbled back, the wind completely knocked out of her. She drew in a deep breath and lifted her hands again, her eyes darting everywhere, taking in the locations of the geysers and mapping a way through the field to the other side.

      If she wanted to get out of this alive, she would need to get to the other side of this field. Sooner rather than later.

      The man with the scar pulled a short sword and came at her again, pushing her back. She retreated carefully, making sure she didn’t accidentally step on a geyser. She paused for only a second to draw her sword from the sheath, pressing the rune that activated the fire. Sometimes the fire was enough to deter weak opponents. Not this man, though. She blocked all of his attacks, but she needed to get on the offensive. This was no way to win a fight.

      Tessa kept her eyes on the field and her opponent, watching for an opportunity. The man with the scar struck again, a smug smile on his face. Tess parried and the fire singed his sleeve. He looked angry at that and slashed at her.

      She blocked and with a twisting motion, disarmed him. She then dropped her own sword and grabbed his arm, turned herself into his body unexpectedly, jutted out her hips, and flipped him over her shoulder. He landed flat on his back with an oof, and Tessa grinned down at him before sheathing her sword and taking off for the other side of the field.

      The man yelled and jumped to his feet while Tessa dashed across the uneven ground, searching for an advantage. He was running hard when she glanced back, and she had an idea that he wouldn’t be able to stop his forward momentum very easily. She heard a hissing ahead and aimed right for it. The man with the scar was running hard, and she ran harder, drawing ahead.

      He redoubled his efforts, and she smiled.

      Tessa darted to the side, basically throwing herself to the ground to avoid hitting the geyser. The man chasing her stopped abruptly, but he had too much forward momentum, and he fell onto the geyser just as it burst forth. He was pushed high into the sky.

      Tessa took an instant to look up at him, arms and legs flailing before he screamed and exploded in a shower of magic, like fireworks. Shock froze her. She had known this field was dangerous, but now she had actual proof. The man must have made the mistake of opening himself—surely accidentally—to the magic. And he clearly hadn’t been able to handle it.

      Tessa jumped to her feet and tore across the field, looking for Finn and the other assailants. They weren’t anywhere that she could see. She felt a shot of fear and ran faster. She reminded herself that he could take care of himself. She didn’t need to worry about him.

      As she dashed across the field, there was a buzzing in her ear, and she flicked at it, shooing the bug away. But it came back a moment later behind her head, tickling her neck.

      What in the name of Severance?

      She looked over her shoulder and saw that it was one of the other warriors. She was in her winged form. And she was landing.

      Uh oh. Stars above, I am in trouble.

      She attempted to dodge away from her, but she was too small and agile. Suddenly, there was the entire weight of a grown woman on her back as she changed back into her regular form. They dropped to the ground, and she used the momentum to roll them over and over.

      Tessa paused for a moment, on top, and straddled her, hitting the woman with a hard right hook that left her shaking her head. But the warrior quickly flipped her over so that she was on top, and Tessa could barely breathe, she was so well-muscled. She pinned Tessa’s arms, and she struggled to regain the upper hand.

      Tessa saw the exact moment when the other woman heard the hissing and made the decision.

      “Stars alight,” she muttered as they rolled over, and the warrior left her lying on a geyser that was about to blow.

      “Finn,” she yelled, but her voice was lost as the geyser blew and lifted her high into the air.

      But not high enough.

      The magic turned and twisted her until she was falling face first. Now, it was safe to change into her winged form, but the Earth was approaching too rapidly. She knew she wouldn’t have the time she needed to shift. And when she hit the ground, her bones would shatter into a million tiny pieces. It would take months if not years, to heal.

      She wouldn’t die.

      But she sure would wish she had.
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      Finn was kicking himself for underestimating those who wore the X, for bringing Tessa to the Canyon to train, for suggesting they go into the geyser field, and for generally getting them into this mess in the first place.

      Finn had fought off one of the women and had left her unconscious on the ground. He got to his feet, rubbing his jaw where she had punched him, and looked around for Tessa. The afternoon sunlight made it hard to see, and he put his hand over his eyes.

      Spotting her tearing across the field, he smiled and took off, too. Good. She must have dealt with her attacker, and they were free and clear. Then unexpectedly, she had a full-sized woman on her back, and they fell to the ground with a thump, grappling.

      Finn cursed and quickly changed course. But before he could get to them, the woman had rolled Tessa over a geyser, and she was shooting straight up into the air.

      As Finn reached their location, he jumped on the warrior Tessa had been fighting, dealing vicious blows to her head and body. The woman was caught unawares, since she had been watching Tessa go up, and all she could do was try to protect her head as all of Finn’s anger rained down upon her.

      With one last hard shot, the woman went unconscious, and Finn looked up to where Tessa’s stream of magic had run out.

      She began to fall, and Finn watched in horror as he realized that Tessa wasn’t going to be able to change into her winged form. He could see that she was trying to focus, but it was extremely difficult for any Faerie to change form when under stress. Finn saw when she knew that she wasn’t going to have time.

      Stars and Shadows, she was going to die. Well, not die, but she was going to be terribly injured. She would endure horrific pain. And she would not heal for a long, long time.

      What in the name of Starfall should he do?

      Finn wracked his brain for a solution, time seeming to slow down as Tessa fell toward the ground that would break her to pieces. She would hit going at a terrific speed and break every bone in her body. He had to save her.

      But how?

      In that instant of desperation, his mind cleared, and Finn felt himself open to the Starlight inside him. And the answer was obvious.

      The Unity Blades.

      Particularly, the blade that opened portals.

      This was clearly an instance where the toll exacted would be worth it. He had to save Tessa. Finn drew the correct blade from the Otherworld sheath, gave a quick glance at the hilt to ensure the symbol on the knife was the right one, and held the blade curve down. He glanced up to make sure he was directly under Tessa. He was. Then he frowned.

      Where to send her?

      A second later, he envisioned the lake where they had rested earlier in the day. Perfect. He drew the cutting edge just over the ground, ripping a hole in reality and creating a portal opening with a circle about eight feet wide. Finn wasn’t about to have Tessa hit the edge.

      When he looked through the portal, he could see the lake and hear the waves lapping on the shore as if his ears were filled with cotton. It would have to do. All of this took only a few seconds. A moment after he finished opening the portal, Tessa fell through the circle with a gasp of surprise when she hit the magic instead of the hard ground.

      Finn sucked in a breath, closing his eyes in relief. He breathed in the scent of the geysers that smelled like a struck match. Tessa hadn’t hit the ground, and her bones hadn’t been shattered into a thousand pieces. The portal had worked. All she had to do was swim to shore, and he would meet her at the lake, and they could proceed. It seemed as though none of the other warriors were either brave enough or stupid enough to go into the geyser field after them, and Finn was certainly done with training for the day.

      He glanced down into the portal to confirm that Tessa was swimming for shore before he used the blade to close the portal. He scowled at the blue water.

      There was no sign of her.

      With a muted curse, Finn spotted her in her winged form, which she must have managed to change to at the last minute. She was sinking down into the lake, about to drown. Again, she wouldn’t die, but it would be horribly unpleasant and would take her considerable time to heal. He had only made things worse trying to save her.

      Shadows take me.

      Finn jumped through the portal, feeling the zap of electricity as he fell through the opening. When had he come to care about this Captain of the Guard so much, he wondered, that he would jump through portals to save her?
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        * * *

      

      Tessa fell through the air with a sinking feeling in her stomach, and the ground rushed up to meet her far too quickly. With every last desperate bit of energy she had left, she focused inward and channeled her magic into changing forms.

      It was no good. She was too upset.

      But no. This was her only chance.

      Yes, she would survive this fall, but it would be excruciatingly painful. And she really had no interest in seeing how much agony she could endure for the next year to eighteen months that it would take her to heal.

      Tessa closed her eyes, blocking out the ground that she was flying toward. She drew in a deep breath and pulled in her attention as she had been taught to do when she had first begun her training in the Dark Court.

      She remembered what her father had told her time and again. “Tessa, you won’t always have peace in the circumstances around you—in fact most of the time, you won’t — but you can always have peace inside yourself. You must access a state of calm connection with the Starlight that shines within you. For that is where your power lies. Your power is within you.”

      “My power is within me, my power is within me,” she muttered as she accelerated toward the ground. With immense focus and concentration that she didn’t know she possessed, she entered that state of calm connection to the Starlight within. After that, changing form was easy.

      Tessa shifted to her tiny, winged form and flapped her wings. But instead of the wind in her face, she experienced a strange, shivery, buzzing feeling—magic. She opened her eyes and was surprised to see water for a fraction of a second before she hit it.

      Shadows and Chasm, now that she was in this winged form, she could not be in the water. She would drown. She held her breath, knowing that she had maybe a minute before she would have an irresistible urge to breathe in.

      Then she would drown. And she would stay drowned until her body was dragged from the water. Then she would heal, but meanwhile, she would be drowned, for Severance’s sake.

      This day was going from bad, to worse, to absolutely awful.

      Tessa thrashed a bit but then realized that she would use up her air faster if she did that. So, she held still and slowly drifted down into the water. The lake was blue and clear as glass. The sunlight filtered in, but as she drifted deeper into the water, it got darker and darker. There was a quiet peace here under the waves that calmed her for a moment.

      Then she remembered she was going to drown and felt a spike of panic. She reached for the calm connection to Starlight again but couldn’t find it.

      This was it then.

      Her luck had run out.

      Tessa began to see spots in front of her eyes, and she held on for as long as she could, knowing things would get really horrible once she breathed in water.

      To her surprise, there was a huge disturbance in the water above her head, and she tilted her face back to see what was going on. There was a large body in the water. And as it swam down toward her, she realized it was Finn.

      He spotted her and reached out, grabbing her tiny leg, and kicking as fast as he could, he dragged her rapidly to the surface, pulling her roughly out of the water and plopping her unceremoniously on the top of his head, while he inexplicably reached into his Otherworld sheath and drew out one blade. He reached up and whipped the blade over his head. And she saw that he was closing a portal.

      That was what had happened—the buzz of magic. Finn had thought she was going to be splattered on the ground, and he had opened a portal to save her, not knowing that she would change into her tiny form at the last moment.

      He put one hand to where she lay sprawled and gasping on his head, probably to make sure she was still there. Reassured, he struck out for shore, swimming strongly as Tessa breathed in sweet, sweet air and thanked every last star in the sky and Finn for the fact that she was still intact—no bones broken and not drowned.

      When he reached the shore, he pulled himself out and lifted her gently off his head, laying her on the warm sand.

      “Tessa?” he asked, suddenly seeming worried as she lay there, feeling almost as worn out as she had been after her ordeal in Perdira’s Mire. “Are you all right? Please speak to me.”

      What was her life coming to that these terrible things were happening to her? When this was all over, she needed to take a serious look at herself. Maybe it was time for a change.

      Tessa tried to speak, but it came out as a strangled croak. She swallowed, relaxed her throat, and tried again.

      “I’m good,” she said, her tiny voice scratchy. “Alive. Thanks to you.”

      His eyes were still worried, and she just couldn’t deal with his emotions as well as her own, so she closed her eyes and almost immediately drifted away.
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        * * *

      

      When she opened them again, she was lying in an enormous bed under a comforter that seemed like it was going to suffocate her with its weight. She realized that it was because she was still in her tiny form. So she closed her eyes and relaxed, shifting effortlessly now that there wasn’t the stress of her imminent death to inhibit her ability to change form.

      A candle burned on the table, and the window was dark. The smell of stew wafted up through the floorboards from the kitchen that must lie below. Tessa heard soft murmuring and guessed that they were at an inn.

      She turned her head and spotted Finn sitting in a chair next to the bed. His eyes had drooped down, but when his chin hit his chest, his head bobbed up again. When he saw her looking at him, he knelt beside the bed and took her hand.

      “Stars alive, Tessa,” he exclaimed and bent his head over her hand. She felt a wetness on her skin that she identified as his tears, and she felt bewildered.

      “Finn, what’s wrong? Are you—”

      “You’ve been out for hours. I thought maybe you were going to be out for months, healing. And it would be all my fault.” He wiped at his eyes and sat back in the chair. “I was so worried. Thank the blessed Stars that you’re alive and… feeling well?”

      Tessa nodded, and a weak, tired smile graced her face.

      “I am well and will be better after a good night’s sleep. And it would not have been your fault, Finn. Anything can happen while training and often does. This is not the first time I’ve nearly been killed while learning a new weapon. Just ask the bow master in the Dark Court. I was out for days after that accident.”

      Finn’s shoulders dropped an inch or two, and his face lost some of its guilt and desperation, but she knew he was still kicking himself. He needed to know that she didn’t blame him. She finally understood that everything happened for a reason and that there was a reason why today had played out the way it had. They only needed time for it to all become clear. She opened her mouth to reassure him again, but Finn spoke again, clearly unable to forgive himself or let it go.

      “But Tessa, I never should have used the Canyon to train. I never should have ignored the man in the village with the brand. You could have been so badly hurt.”

      “Nonsense,” she said, making an infinitesimal head shake. “I probably would have made the same decision myself if our roles had been reversed.”

      He still didn’t seem comforted.

      “Hey,” she said, lifting her hand toward him, palm up. He put his own in hers. “I am well. You saved me. I will live to fight another day.”

      “Of course you will. You’ve survived as Captain of the Guard in the Dark Court for three hundred years—”

      “Over three hundred,” Tessa corrected him, but he went on as though she hadn’t interrupted.

      “You’re the strongest person I know. And the best fighter. Of course you’ll be all right. But what if—”

      “Stop,” Tessa said, and though her voice was quiet, there was no missing the core of steel in it. Finn met her eyes, his face solemn.

      “It was not your fault,” she said, emphasizing each word. And the ring of truth in the air made him go still. “I made the choice to train there. I could have refused. I chose to go into that field. And what happened to me there was a result of my choices. Not yours.”

      Finn said nothing, his eyes riveted to Tessa’s.

      “And though it’s nice of you to want to take responsibility for what happened to me, I determine my life. And I will allow no one to take that power away from me.”

      As she said it, she realized that was what she had been doing for so long. Blaming others. Thinking that life wasn’t fair. But since she had woken up after nearly drowning, she felt a clarity that she had never known. And she understood that she was the only one who was responsible for her life. And that meant no more blaming others for what went wrong.

      He was silent a long moment, a tiny frown creasing his forehead. “You really believe that,” he said finally, studying her face carefully.

      “It’s the truth,” she said. “I finally understand. It is not a question of belief.”

      “What about being sent on this quest? You weren’t happy about that. Don’t you blame the Dark Queen? Or me?”

      “I was upset at first. But now I’m starting to see that the Stars had a purpose in sending me here. With you. Eventually, we’ll see the Stars’ plan, even though it’s unclear sometimes when it’s unfolding.”

      “Are you saying that we should take one-hundred percent responsibility for our lives?”

      “Yes.”

      “For the good things and the bad things?”

      Tessa thought about this. “Most people both thank the Stars for their good fortune and blame the Shadows for their bad. I think that yes, we have complete power over our own life and our own choices. But that also means taking responsibilities for the bad things that happen, too.”

      They both thought about that.

      Tessa continued. “I think that it doesn’t mean blaming ourselves for the bad things but understanding our responsibility in choosing how we react to what happens.”

      Finn looked confused.

      “I can’t quite explain it,” she said. “I just know that it’s true. I have to take responsibility for my life if I want to change it and make it better. That is clear.”

      Finn crossed his arms over his chest, taking it all in.

      Tessa remembered how she had made herself miserable for so long, fighting against her situation. But not anymore. It all made sense now.

      “It is only by accepting completely and taking responsibility for my life that I’m free. All else is bondage, Finn. All else is misery. Trust me. I know.”
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      Four days after the Canyon incident, Finn stopped at the edge of a village, looking around as if expecting trouble. Tessa halted, too, trying to see what he saw—trying to assess the danger. The forest was quiet, with only the odd bird tweeting once in a while. The air was warm, and everything seemed safe and nice. But she had learned from long experience that what seemed nice often wasn’t.

      “What is it?” she whispered finally, unable to spot anything.

      He pressed his lips together and gave a half shrug. “I don’t know exactly. There’s just something weird.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Balington. It’s known for its weavers.” He stared at the innocuous-looking little village before them. “They weave the cloth that’s used for the Dark Queen’s clothing. I thought we could get more provisions here. And some lunch.”

      With a soft clink, he patted the small bag of coins that hung on his belt. It certainly wasn’t all of his money, Tessa knew, but it would be enough to buy them food and supplies to continue on their journey back to the Dark Court.

      “Seems pretty harmless,” Tessa said, wondering if Finn was mistaken. “So, is everything all right?”

      Finn seemed confused and wary at the same time, as if he couldn’t figure out the signals he was getting. He didn’t respond.

      She pressed him. “Is there danger?”

      “Not danger, I don’t think,” Finn said, glancing around. “But I feel…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. Foreboding, I suppose.”

      Tessa raised both eyebrows at him. “Really?”

      He frowned and shrugged, looking sulky. “I can’t explain it any other way.”

      “Well, let’s go then. And we’ll see what sort of welcome we’ll receive in this little hamlet.”

      “Yes,” Finn said. “Sure. Fine.”

      Tessa gave him a look. They had been together for several weeks now, and she thought she could gauge his moods pretty well. He didn’t seem fine.

      As they strolled into the town square, it appeared to be mostly deserted. But that was not unusual in the villages at this hour of the afternoon. Many people slept away the hottest hours of the day and awoke refreshed and ready for the cooler part of the evening.

      Finn sent down the bucket into the well with a splash, and then they passed the dipper back and forth until their thirst was quenched by the cold, clear water. Every once in a while, a passerby gave Finn and Tessa a glance and then looked away. They seemed to be used to strangers in this village, likely because of the servants that came here on the queen’s business.

      As they were busy with the well, a small girl approached them. She looked up at them with large brown eyes in a face that was too thin and had some dirt on the cheek.

      “Hello,” Finn said kindly, squatting down beside her. “Can I help you with something?”

      The little waif nodded, still not saying anything.

      “What do you need?” he asked.

      Tessa eyed the girl with misgiving, as she remembered her experience with Perdira. But when she looked into that sweet, trusting face, her heart melted a little bit. Sure, Tessa was a bit jaded. But the world probably wasn’t as malevolent as she generally saw it. This little girl was evidence of that fact. She was probably an orphan. Maybe a beggar. Didn’t get enough to eat. Completely innocent and helpless.

      The small girl leaned in, and Finn did too, as if to listen to what she had to say. And that was when she snipped the money bag from his belt and took off running at breakneck speed across the square and into another street.

      Finn yelled and gave chase.

      Tessa ran after him, cursing herself for how trusting she had become. These street urchins always had an ulterior motive. Always. She should have known better. Just because someone looked weak didn’t mean they were.

      Finn was catching up to the thief as she ran down several streets in quick succession. Then the girl darted into a narrow alley, and they both dashed after her, running single file down the passage that was barely two feet across. Their footsteps were loud in the enclosed space. At the end, there was a wall—the side of a two-story building—and the little girl deftly climbed up, grabbing the rough bricks and climbing like a monkey. She disappeared over the balcony into the house beyond.

      “Shadows take that little thief,” Finn said, reaching for the nearest handhold.

      Tessa bent over and put her hands on her knees to catch her breath. “Maybe we should let her have the money. It’s not like it was all you had. And she probably needs it more than you do.”

      Finn turned away from the wall to give her an insulted look. “Maybe I will give her the money, but I’m not going to allow her to just take it. What kind of lesson will that teach her?”

      He pulled himself up and stuck his toe into a crack.

      “I’m pretty sure all this trouble isn’t worth the amount of money that’s in that bag,” Tessa said, watching him carefully climb the wall and let himself down silently onto the balcony.

      Tessa followed more quickly and with less care. Her foot slipped a couple times, but she made it up in only half a minute. She landed like a cat beside him on the stone balcony and wondered who built a balcony in an alley. Then she figured that the balcony had probably preceded all these other buildings. The growth of the village had eventually closed in the balcony and hid it. It seemed sad, but she ignored the melancholy feeling.

      Finn pushed aside the wispy curtain covering the doorway. As soon as they stepped through, the thief tossed the moneybag to Finn, who caught it with surprise. The scent of incense lingered on the air.

      “What the…” he asked, glancing at Tessa in bewilderment. She gave him a look and a shrug that said she had no idea what was going on, either.

      The pickpocket disappeared, her footsteps clattering down the stairs. Then someone—a him—cleared his throat in the corner. Finn and Tessa whipped around, their hands on the hilts of their swords.

      “You will not need your weapons,” the man said, and Tessa peered into the dimness to see who it was. “I mean you no harm.”

      “No harm,” Finn said, and they both moved closer, cautiously assessing this new development. “What about the pickpocket? She took my money.”

      “What is missing at this moment?” the man asked.

      Finn gave Tessa a look and made a circling motion with his pointer finger near his temple to indicate that he thought the guy was crazy. They took another step nearer.

      “What is missing at this moment?” he said again.

      “Well, nothing,” Finn admitted. “She gave me my money back.”

      “Wonderful,” the man said. “Will you sit down?”

      In the gloom, Tessa saw that he was gesturing at the floor in front of him. That was when she noticed that there was no furniture in the room. He sat on a folded blanket, and he indicated two folded blankets across from him, where Tessa supposed he was asking them to sit.

      Finn gave her a look that said, let’s get the heck out of here. But Tessa was intrigued by this odd man, and she wanted to know more about him. Who sends a pickpocket to invite guests into his house? A very interesting personality indeed. And considering the nastiness she had been through lately, she was looking for something to entertain and distract her mind. This looked to be perfect for that.

      They both sat down rather awkwardly on the blankets facing him, and that was when Tessa noticed his eyes. They were filmy white. But she was soon distracted from his strange eyes by his classically handsome face. He could have been a prince, he was so gorgeous.

      “Are you…” Finn trailed off, afraid of offending.

      “Blind?” the man asked. “Yes. That is traditional for Seers, isn’t it?”

      “Seers?” Tessa repeated faintly, taking in not only his face but also his body. He sat in a cross-legged position, wearing only white cotton pants. His hard chest and cut abs were on display for them to see.

      “But aren’t Seers usually old women?” Finn objected.

      The young man was incredibly handsome in a way that made Tessa’s womb tighten and her breath catch in her throat. His eyes were odd, but she soon ceased to notice that. He had a rugged jaw, brown hair that she wanted to run her fingers through, and lips that were full and sensuous.

      Tessa was intensely attracted to him. And she suddenly wished that he was an ugly old woman.

      “You doubt my word?” the man asked, though he didn’t seem offended.

      “Uh, no, but why should we believe you?” Finn asked, clearly flustered by the pickpocket, the chase, this dark room, and this strange man—never mind the uncomfortable position he was sitting in.

      “My name is Vorian,” the man said. “You are Finn. And she is Tessa.”

      The Seer named Vorian turned his head to look at them as he said each of their names in a way that was quite uncanny.

      “The vow you made will destroy this world, Finn. You are rash, unthinking, and will cause a lot of trouble before you fix all the trouble.”

      “Vow?” Tessa asked, turning her head to frown at Finn. “What vow?”

      Finn was giving the Seer a hard stare. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Finn said.

      “Really?” Vorian asked. “Have you forgotten Emmy already?”

      Finn’s eyes grew wide with indignation, and he jumped to his feet, pulling his sword.

      “How do you know about her? Do you have spies? Have you been having us followed? Who are you? Why did you bring us here?”

      Vorian put out his hand to calm him, following Finn’s position with unerring precision though Finn was pacing back and forth. Tessa got to her feet and went to Finn, taking his hand and making him stop his pacing. She pulled him over to the balcony for a modicum of privacy.

      “Is it true, what he said?” she asked in a soft voice.

      “Yes. Yes, it’s all true.”

      “About a vow you made that would mean the destruction of our world?” she asked, incredulous.

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” Finn said with a shrug.

      Tessa took that in. “We’re going to have a chat about this vow of yours,” she said, and he gave a nod. They both looked over to where the Seer was sitting patiently.

      “So, he can see things,” Tessa said.

      “Well, we know he can find out things that happened in the past,” Finn said, unnerved. “Though how he managed that remains to be seen. He must have informants.”

      “Or maybe he’s a Seer,” Tessa pointed out in a sarcastic tone, and Finn gave her an annoyed look.

      “I think we should listen to him,” Tessa said, gazing into Finn’s eyes. “It is no accident that we ended up in Balington, Finn. What you were concerned about when we got here was this. This Seer predicting your future. Because you don’t want to know.”

      “You’re right. I don’t. Why would we want to know the future?”

      Tessa sighed. “What if it could help us? What if it could save us? At this point, we can use any help we can get.”

      He stared at her a moment longer and then nodded. They sat down on the blankets again. Vorian didn’t seem to be waiting at all but simply looked contented to be.

      “She will not be yours to keep, Finn.” The Seer indicated Tessa with his hand. “But you may love her for a time.”

      Finn’s eyes got big, and he looked away. Tessa cleared her throat, a little embarrassed that this blind man had picked up on the electricity between them.

      “And though the vow means the destruction of our world, you will actually be our salvation.”

      “I will?” Finn asked, surprised out of his embarrassment.

      “Yes, but it will cost you your life.”

      “Vorian,” Tessa said sharply. “No one wants to hear of their own demise.”

      The Seer defended himself. “I said it would cost him his life, not that it would mean his demise.”

      Tessa and Finn scowled at each other.

      “Can’t you speak plainly?” Finn asked.

      “Ah, but I thought you wished for stereotypes? Old women Seers? Finding out about the future but the language is so obtuse so as to be entirely useless until the event comes to pass?” He paused and laughed.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you with the old woman comment,” Finn said, sounding as if he was forcing the words from his throat.

      “You did not offend me,” Vorian said.

      “Oh,” Finn said, looking thoroughly stymied.

      “And you, blade wielder,” he said, turning his sightless eyes on Tessa. “Though it is not forever, his love will heal you and make you stronger. He will help you end the Severance.”

      Tessa’s eyebrows drew together in consternation.

      Was he talking about Finn?

      “But the music man,” Vorian smiled, and she was almost blinded by it. “He will be your true love. Your forever.”

      Finn’s face clouded, and he gave her an unreadable look.

      “Don’t worry, Finn. When the end comes, neither of you will be sad.”

      Tessa held up her hand, a little tired of hearing about her love life. Especially since she didn’t quite know how she felt about Finn.

      “But that is enough about your double love line,” Vorian said.

      “What?” Tessa asked.

      “Your love line. It is doubled. There’s two of them. Give me your hand.” Vorian reached out, and Tessa crawled forward and gave him her palm. Vorian peered down at it and nodded sagely. “See this line that swoops down across the top of your palm? In most people, there’s one line. But you, Tessa, have two.

      Tessa looked up at the blind Seer.

      “It means that two men will hold your heart,” he said. “But look here, how the one line ends abruptly and the other continues and continues? It confirms what I have said. It’s just as I expected.”

      Tessa gave Finn another confused glance.

      “You can see that?” she asked, looking up into Vorian’s seemingly blind eyes.

      “No,” he said and laughed hard.

      Tessa withdrew her hand, annoyed.

      “Oh come now, you two,” Vorian said. “Can’t you take a joke? I’ve been blind since birth. I can’t see a raven in a cave in the dark of the moon.”

      “But no one could see—” Finn stopped and shook his head as if to clear it. “Never mind.” He stood. “Tessa, I think we should go. I’ve heard more than enough.”

      “Wait,” Vorian said, holding up his index finger. “One more thing. A warning.”

      Finn turned back to face Vorian, his attention once again caught by the odd Seer.

      “Tessa, you will end the Severance. And you will get the thing you want most.”

      “What?” Tessa gasped, putting her hand to her chest in shock. “That can’t be. In Perdira’s Mire, I—”

      Vorian cut her off.

      “I know of those events. They were necessary. And it is true that that particular dream will never come true because—” He stopped.

      “Because?” Tessa asked impatiently.

      “Because in the end, that is not the thing you truly want most.”

      Tessa blinked, puzzled, and the Seer smiled benevolently at her.

      “Thank you for coming, Tessa, Finn,” Vorian said, placing his hands together in prayer position and speaking the ritual Faerie words of farewell to travelers, as if he knew they were on a journey. “May the Stars guide your way.”

      They were dismissed.

      “If you’ll follow the stairs down, they lead out into the street. Perhaps an easier exit than the way you came in.”

      “Thank you, Vorian,” Tessa said, still feeling completely perplexed and bewildered. “May the Stars shine upon you.”

      “May the Stars shine upon you,” Finn repeated, already turning toward the stairs. It seemed that he couldn’t get out of that close, dark little house fast enough.

      They walked quickly out of town, not talking till they reached the forest.

      “So that’s what you were getting a bad sense about. The Seer. You knew that he was looking for us.”

      Finn glanced at her with a frown on his face. “I sensed danger. I felt it in my gut. It wasn’t like I saw the future or something crazy like that.”

      “You know that there are Seers, Finn. They’re real.”

      “Of course, but that man was a charlatan. I hope you didn’t believe a word he said.”

      Finn blushed a little, and Tessa’s eyes widened in surprise. Did he mean what the Seer had said about their love life? She supposed that was Finn’s way of telling her that he didn’t have feelings for her. Well, that was just fine with her. She didn’t need a relationship. That would just complicate things.

      “We can get provisions elsewhere,” Finn said, and he was walking so quickly she could hardly keep up.

      “You don’t have to walk so fast,” she protested.

      “I just want to get out of here.” He shuddered. “This Shadow-cursed place gives me the shivers.”

      She continued to walk slowly, putting her hand on his arm and forcing him to slow down.

      “Do you believe what the Seer said?” she asked him, needing to know what he thought.

      Finn gave her a serious look. “I think that he knew what he was talking about.”

      “Really?” Tessa asked, a little surprised that he would say that, considering he had just called him a charlatan.

      “Really,” Finn repeated, his face solemn. He stopped walking. “There’s just something about you, Tessa. If I was going to pick a Faerie to end the Severance, it would be you.”

      “Really?” Tessa asked again, unable to believe that he actually believed the Seer.

      “No,” he said, suddenly getting a sarcastic look on his face. “But only because nobody can end the Severance, Tessa.”

      He huffed out his breath and began walking again.

      “But back at the inn near Perdira’s Mire, you said…” She jogged a little to keep up with his fast pace.

      “I was half asleep and mostly joking, Tess. And I said that it would solve the problem. Not that it was possible.”

      She pressed her lips together, feeling annoyed. Finn didn’t seem to notice.

      “Let’s go get provisions in the next village over. And find a tavern. I need an ale. Badly.”

      “May you fall in the Chasm, Finn.” Tessa caught up to him. She punched him hard in the shoulder, the joint making a loud crack. “I thought you were serious about me ending the Severance.”

      “Ow,” he said, clutching his arm and starting to move away from her. “It’s not that I don’t think you particularly can’t do it. It’s just that everyone knows that no one can do it.”

      Tessa scowled but said nothing.

      “Don’t blame me,” he said. “It’s not my fault that some pickpocket led us to a crazy blind guy that’s too good looking for his own good and thinks he’s a Seer. Who then told us a bunch of nonsense.”

      “Actually,” Tessa said, slowing down and letting him get ahead of her. “You left your money in a far too obvious place. I think it is your fault.”

      Finn’s laughter echoed back to her, and she shook her head. The man was maddening. Tessa meandered along a lot more slowly, letting him pull ahead and thinking about what the Seer had said.

      She lifted her hand to examine her love line, and Tessa’s breath caught in her throat.

      The Seer hadn’t been joking around after all. Whether he could see them or not, there were two lines sweeping across the top of her palm. The upper one ended shortly after it began. Was that really Finn? Sure, she was attracted to him, and she liked him. She might even care about him as a friend. But love him? She wasn’t so sure about that. It would be foolish to fall in love with Finn. Especially since he had just implied that he didn’t have feelings for her.

      And then there was the second line that ran right off her palm. The music man, the Seer had said.

      Forever.

      The Seer who couldn’t see had been right about her palm lines. He had been right about Finn’s vow, which she needed to ask him about sometime. She watched Finn’s back moving away from her.

      “Come on, Tess,” he said, turning and giving her that charming grin that made her heart stop. “Get moving.”

      Stars alight. The Seer might have been right about her feelings for Finn, too. Though she hoped not.

      Tessa thought about that.

      And she wondered what else the blind man might have been right about.
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      They had been traveling nonstop ever since they had met the Seer, and Finn had been pushing Tessa harder than ever with her training. The time to be back at Direwood Castle was nearly upon them, and he wanted her to be ready. If she wasn’t, they both might die.

      One evening as they walked across the Great Plain, the wind began to blow. Finn and Tessa walked slowly across, Finn refusing to suggest it was time to camp. And the reason he didn’t want to suggest it was time to camp was because he didn’t want to admit that he shouldn’t have insisted that they start across the endless plain so late in the day in the first place.

      Finn turned his head to look at the foothills of Tartarus that led into that terrifying withered land. Tartarus was to the north, and straight ahead to the east lay the Direwood Forest—still another three days’ ride. Just gazing at Tartarus from this far away made the hair on his neck stand up. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to actually go there.

      He gave his head a shake to clear the thought. He would never go there.

      That was the land of the Dark Mages and their monsters. Blood magic abounded. It made his skin crawl to think of it.

      It was another dangerous place in Esper—like Perdira’s Mire—from which many who ventured in never returned.

      Tessa followed his gaze and shuddered visibly, her curls pulling out of her braid as the wind picked up speed.

      “I wish we were past Tartarus,” she said. “Whenever I travel near it, I always get the feeling that someone or something is watching me the whole time.”

      “Can you not give me more spooky thoughts about that place?” Finn asked, disgruntled. “I have enough of my own fearful thoughts to fill my nightmares. And for good reason. That place is—”

      “Let’s just keep on,” Tessa said, interrupting him. “Perhaps we’ll reach the edge of the Great Plain before nightfall.”

      Finn gave her a pitying glance. Sure. They would make the edge of the Great Plain by nightfall. The edge that he couldn’t even see at the moment.

      He puffed out his breath in mild irritation. He probably shouldn’t have made her train the extra hours that morning. If he hadn’t, they probably would have made it to the other side by sunset.

      But no. It had been the right decision to train more. They were getting closer to the Dark Court every day, and the time was nearing for Tessa’s demonstration of the Unity Blades for the queen. Because of that, they had been spending as much of the day as possible training.

      And Tessa was good. He would give her that. Considering how much time she had put into learning the blades, she had an insane level of skill already. But she still wasn’t ready to take the sheaths off, and that was a problem.

      He grimaced as he thought about the second time she had tried taking the leather safeguards off. It had been two days ago. Everything had gone well—until it hadn’t. Finn glanced casually down at Tessa’s wrists that were still bandaged. There was some bright red blood on the white cloth, as if the wounds had opened up again and been bleeding.

      Not good.

      He stared ahead of them as he trudged along, his steps quiet in the grassy soil. The dark green of the Direwood had appeared, though it was only a thin line on the horizon. Within that forest lay their doom. Or possibly their salvation. It was still hard to know which way it would go. He stifled a groan.

      Tessa would be ready.

      She had to be.

      But they needed to train more. It was a doubled-edged blade—he snickered to himself at the word play—that the blades were so tricky to master because once you had mastered them, you were extremely dangerous in a fight. But until you had them totally figured out, you were a serious danger to yourself.

      There was no way that the queen would allow Tessa to demonstrate with the sheaths on. Chasm and Shadows, Tessa probably wouldn’t allow herself to demonstrate with the sheaths on. That would mean possible—if not probable—death. Of course, they would have a few more days training by that time, but still.

      Finn pushed his depressing thoughts out of his head and concentrated on the slightly less depressing thoughts of the mess he had made of their camping arrangements for tonight.

      He looked around them, pushing the hair out of his eyes as the strengthening wind blew it into his face. They would have to camp out in the open. It had been a foolish move to start across the plain so late in the day, and he cursed himself up and down in his mind for having suggested it. If they had stopped at the edge, they would be comfortably eating stew or poking the fire right now.

      “I can hear your thoughts grinding in there,” Tessa said, her steps plodding in a way that was quite uncharacteristic of her. And once again, Finn worried that he was training her too hard.

      He considered an acceptable answer to her comment.

      “You seem tired,” he said, deciding to avoid discussing his thoughts altogether and hoping she wouldn’t be annoyed by his assessment of her health.

      “I am,” she said. “But I’ve been worse. You’re worried about the training?”

      Finn was silent, again thinking about his response before speaking. She seemed a bit fragile since their impromptu visit to the Seer, and he was getting unreasonably concerned about Tessa’s wellbeing.

      “I guess…” He met her eyes for a moment, looked away at the ominous shadow of Tartarus, and swung his gaze to Tessa’s pretty eyes with the dark shadows under them. “I guess I’m worried about you.”

      Tessa blinked in surprise, and Finn backpedaled.

      “I mean, I’m worried about training you too hard. I don’t—I mean—I didn’t mean—” He pressed his lips together and rolled his eyes.

      “Finn,” Tessa said, looking him over. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “No,” he said, trying to ignore the fact that he’d just opened up to her. He shook his head. “No, definitely not.”

      What was he thinking? Why had he said that? She was the Captain of the Guard for the Dark Court. And he still wasn’t sure he could trust her. He couldn’t be getting attached to her. He cared about her like a colleague. Nothing more. They were a team in this stupid quest. That was all it was.

      He pushed away the thoughts of how she had chosen to save his life in Perdira’s Mire and how he had nearly died getting the Otherworld sheath for her. That had all been part of the mission. There was nothing behind it. He didn’t have feelings for her, especially since she was likely going to slit her wrists in the next few days, killing herself.

      This idea did not sit well with him, and he couldn’t help himself. He glanced down at her wrists again.

      “Of course not,” she said slowly, studying him. “Stars forbid, you should worry about me.”

      “Yes,” he said emphatically. “Stars forbid.”

      Tessa laughed and Finn gave her a rueful smile.

      “Well, maybe I do care a little,” he said. “We’re a team. I need you healthy so we can save both our lives. You shouldn’t read anything into it.”

      He leaned into the wind that was so strong now it could almost hold him up.

      “Of course not,” Tessa said again, clearly reading something into his words despite his warning. Stars above, Finn himself was reading something into his words, so there was no doubt that she was.

      But he shouldn’t lead her on, that would be—

      He didn’t get a chance to finish his thought because his attention was suddenly and abruptly brought back to the present. The wind had been steadily rising, getting stronger and stronger until they were sort of pushing against it to move forward.

      Ahead of them, the wind suddenly twisted and became a funnel cloud before their very eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Shadows take me,” Tessa said, turning wide eyes on Finn. “What are we going to do?”

      Finn looked away from her to stare at the whirlwind, his mind a blank.

      “I don’t know,” he said, raising his voice. “We’re in the middle of the Great Plain. There’s nowhere to go. Nothing to hide behind or beneath.”

      “In the name of Severance, Finn, we’ve got to do something.”

      He shrugged, unable to tear his eyes away from the enormous whirlwind that was coming toward them. The wind was tearing at their clothes, and the walking stick that Finn had been using was ripped right out of his hands.

      “It’s too big. It’s coming too fast. We can’t outrun it. It’s too close.”

      “Shouldn’t we at least try?”

      “Don’t know,” Finn said, eyeing the menacing storm. “It probably wouldn’t do any good, since it’s magically generated and someone probably sent it to kill us.”

      “Magic?” Tessa asked faintly, turning to face the whirling cloud that was coming slowly toward them.

      “Magic,” Finn said. “You sense it?”

      “Shadows take me.”

      “Yes, exactly,” Finn agreed, losing himself in the mesmerizing quality of the spinning wind and debris.

      “What about opening a portal?” Tessa shouted over the noise of the tornado, reaching for her sheath. Finn had taught her about how one blade opened a portal and the other closed it, and she had a good grasp of how it worked. She could probably do it, but there was no way that she should try.

      “Can’t,” Finn yelled above the wind, grasping her hands in his before she could draw the blades. “With this wind, they’ll be blown right out of our hands. I already lost my walking stick.”

      “Finn—”

      He shook his head and examined the tornado that was moving inexorably in their direction. “We can’t risk losing the blades. They’re just too valuable. And we already talked about the cost. A portal is not an option.”

      The storm picked up speed, heading directly toward them, and all he could do was hold Tessa’s hand firmly, take a deep breath, and close his eyes.

      The tornado hit them, knocking them to the ground and then nearly lifting them into the air. But fortunately, it moved past quickly enough that they were soon in the eye of the storm. The noise there was indescribable. So loud. So dissonant. And the sudden changes in pressure made his ears pop every few seconds. He felt as though his ears were bleeding. And maybe they were.

      Finn had never felt fear like this. He had fought many people and monsters, but he had never fought anything like this. The storm was so impersonal. It didn’t care in the least whether Finn and Tessa lived or died. And that very indifference made it seem so much worse. The storm would kill them, and it simply wouldn’t care. Their lives were insignificant compared to the power—both magical and meteorological—whirling around them.

      Finn clung to Tessa’s hand, unable to do anything else.

      Then a rock hit him on the head, and he went unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      When Tessa awoke, the first thing she noticed was the silence. She sat up quickly, regretting it when her head spun. Something must have hit her and knocked her out. She put a hand to her head and breathed deeply to calm the nausea.

      A quick glance around the shadowy clearing revealed that it was night and Finn was nowhere to be seen. She got to her feet as quickly as she could, holding on to a tree as she did. The bark was rough and scraped her hands. She turned them palms up and saw tiny drops of blood welling up. But that was the least of her troubles. She needed to find Finn and get them back to where they were supposed to be.

      She tried to figure things out. The tornado must have picked them up and then dropped them here. But where were they, that there were trees? And who had sent a magical tornado to kill them? She decided that the whirlwind must have carried them far across the plain to the Direwood.

      A groan from nearby sounded like Finn, and she stumbled in what she hoped was his direction. Every inch of her ached, and her skin felt scoured raw from the sand that had been swirling in the tornado.

      About twenty paces away, Finn lay on the ground. There was a gash on his head that already had a scab on it. Thank goodness, he wasn’t bleeding anymore. But he was still out cold.

      “Finn?” Tessa asked, kneeling painfully beside him, her leg muscles protesting the movement. He didn’t move. She put the back of her hand on his cheek and rubbed lightly. “Finn, are you awake?”

      He didn’t move, but she could see that he was breathing. There was no way that she could drag him anywhere, so she would just have to wait till he woke up. Tessa sat back on the ground, and for the first time, she really looked at her surroundings.

      They were in the woods, but it wasn’t the Direwood as she had first thought. Now that she paid attention, it was obvious. She knew that forest like her own backyard. She had spent so much time in it training and searching it for escaped prisoners.

      No, she knew without a doubt that this was not the Direwood. Around her, gnarled oaks grew close together, seeming to crowd in on Tessa. The trunks were dark and ominous.

      She frowned.

      Where in the name of Severance were they?

      Tessa sat very still, listening, and she caught the sound of owls, maybe an occasional wolf howl, and some slithery, rustling sounds that all were a normal part of the forest at night. She had slept out enough times that these sounds brought no fear.

      But underneath the normal sound of the woods was something else. Something eerie and ominous was reverberating beneath her. There was a caustic and suffocating cloud of fog drifting in and a slight rumble every other minute.

      Tessa felt dread twisting her guts.

      Where were they? And what were the sounds, the smells, and the tremors? She swallowed hard, terror trying to creep in, but she shoved it ruthlessly into the box where she kept her fears. If she wanted to survive what was about to happen, she needed her wits about her.

      The tremors grew stronger, and Tessa breathed slowly, keeping aware of her environment and watching for even the most minute changes. There was nothing that she could put her finger on that was happening, but she knew that the danger was growing. She clenched her fists until they hurt, but nothing happened.

      Finn groaned again. Tessa was beside him in an instant, hushing him.

      “Shh, shh,” she said, gently running the back of her hand along his cheek. “Hush, Finn. Are you awake? Please be awake. I can’t carry you.”

      Something in her quiet, desperate tone must have gotten through to Finn, and he cracked his eyes open, giving her a confused look. She touched her finger to her lips, indicating he should be quiet. He gave one nod, then closed his eyes in pain. Tessa helped him sit up. When it seemed as though he was ready, she got him to his feet, looping one of his arms over her shoulder. Finn leaned heavily on her, and they began to move through the forest.

      It was dark.

      Roots seemed to reach out and trip them, though it was likely they were only stumbling because they were tired and sore. At least, Tessa hoped the roots weren’t actually tripping them. Because there was only one place in Esper where even the trees were malevolent.

      But no.

      They couldn’t be there.

      Shadows take me, please let us not be there.

      No doubt Shadows would take them, if that was where they were. She wondered for a brief moment if that was where the curse word had come from.

      They continued on, shambling toward what Tessa hoped was the Great Plain. Then with a cry of surprise that she quickly cut off, they fell. Finn moaned in pain.

      “What?” she whispered frantically. “What is it?”

      “Ankle,” he bit out, speaking for the first time since he had woken up. “Twisted.”

      “Shadows destroy me,” she muttered, upping her cursing. Tessa helped him stand again.

      “I can still walk,” he said, so low she could barely hear him. Sure, he could walk as long as she took most of his weight.

      Her back began to ache from him leaning so hard on her, and she pushed away the worry, dread, fear, and terror that were threatening to escape in a scream she couldn’t control. Tessa knew that they just had to put one foot in front of the other. Eventually, they would get out of here.

      Unless the woods shifted and they never found their way out. That was a possibility, too.

      Tessa peered ahead in the shadowy darkness, trying to decide which way to go. Left, she decided. There were less trees to the left. But when they went that way, the branches seemed to close in on them, catching on their clothes. Tessa drew in a deep shuddering breath, closed her eyes for a moment, and stepped forward. There was nothing else to do but keeping moving.

      She must have missed it when she closed her eyes. The telltale wisp of smoke, which indicated a monster’s lair.

      With a shriek she couldn’t hold back, Tessa and Finn fell to the ground and then through the ground—falling, falling, falling.

      When they finally hit, Tessa felt an excruciating pain in her hand. Then there was nothing but blackness again.
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      Finn hit the bottom of the hole with a groan of pain, but he didn’t lose consciousness, and for that, he was grateful. At the last moment, before they had fallen through the sinkhole, Finn had seen the smoke twisting up through the chimney hole of the monster lair and had known what it was they were falling into.

      He pulled his sword, feeling grim.

      When he nudged Tessa, she didn’t move or respond. She was out cold, or at least, she wasn’t moving. This was bad. She might die. Not now. But her not waking up might eventually lead to her actual death. Because if she was out of commission, then they would fail to achieve their goal, thus ensuring the queen’s wrath. And if the queen was angry, she would probably kill Tess.

      He watched for her chest to rise and fall—it did. And he let out the breath he’d been holding. Then, he took stock of their surroundings while he waited for her to wake up.

      There was a tiny amount of moonlight that filtered in the hole they had fallen through, giving him enough light to make out a few things. From where he sat, he could see several large grey rocks in the cave, and he wondered whether the monster that lived in this cave slept behind one of them and that was why he couldn’t see it? There was a sound like waves on the shore that rose and fell. Finn hoped it meant the beast was sleeping.

      Monsters of all kinds burrowed into the ground and created caves where they lived. The softer or smaller kinds would reuse old caves of monsters that had died so they didn’t have to dig their own. This cave certainly smelled as though a monster had died here. He could hardly breathe, the stink was so suffocating.

      Finn heard Tessa give a quiet gasp of pain as she awoke, and he watched her curl up into a ball. Thank goodness she was conscious. They needed to get out of there as soon as possible.

      “Tess?” he whispered, moving his eyes around the cave and trying to spot the creature. Even though she was clearly hurt, she didn’t make a sound, only quietly sat up, holding her hand against her chest. “What’s wrong?”

      She shrugged, clearly ignoring some serious pain.

      “Broken bone in my hand maybe,” she said quietly. “Doesn’t matter.”

      Finn thought that probably it did matter, but they had bigger problems at the moment. The rising and falling sound of what he thought was the monster breathing stayed steady. That meant that whatever it was was probably still sleeping.

      “We’re in a monster’s lair,” he said, keeping his voice as low as he could and still be heard by Tessa.

      Her eyes got wide in the dim light, but she nodded like she already knew.

      “But Finn,” she said, and swallowed hard before continuing. “There’s only monsters in…”

      Finn gave her a grave look and, with a feeling of dread, finished her sentence.

      “Tartarus.”
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        * * *

      

      “Chasm and Severance,” Tessa cursed, using as soft a voice as Finn. She felt panicky. “We have to get out of here. There’s a dim light over there. Maybe it’s the entrance to the cave.”

      She scrambled to her feet, stifling a groan of pain as she unthinkingly used her hurt hand, and dislodged a rock. The stone bounced and rolled a couple feet—the sound excruciatingly loud in the stillness of the monster lair. She stopped moving, giving Finn a petrified glance. Then she mouthed sorry.

      “Yes,” he murmured, limping closer. “We do need to get out of here. But preferably without waking whatever’s sleeping in this cave.”

      Tessa grimaced. She needed to calm down. She was making the situation worse. But her old trauma from the monster arena was coming back worse than it ever had, and she felt scared out of her wits. She could barely breathe, never mind think up a plan to escape.

      Finn had a twisted ankle, and Tessa’s hand felt like someone had shoved a red-hot poker straight through it. She had heard that broken bones in the hand were the most painful of all breaks, and she could now say from experience that that assessment was correct. And they had to get out of there without being attacked by the monster because neither of them could fight with their injuries.

      “Right,” she said. Fear churned in her stomach, but she pushed it ruthlessly away. She needed a clear head, and being afraid never helped. “Put your arm around my shoulders and lean on me. Let’s go.”

      Finn’s warm, strong arm around her shoulders made her feel a tiny bit better as they moved towards the dim light. They crept as quietly as they could, with Finn limping. They went around the odd boulders that were sprinkled all over the enormous cave.

      “This place is huge,” Finn whispered in Tessa’s ear, making her shiver. “Why would a monster need a lair this big?”

      Tessa didn’t know and didn’t care. All she wanted was to get out of there. Now. The place reeked of monster stink, and she felt like throwing up every other minute, but she headed toward the light with single-minded determination.

      “Tess,” Finn said, and she recognized pain in his voice. “I can’t walk that fast.”

      She clenched her jaw at the delay but slowed down. “Sorry.”

      After what seemed like an endless time, they reached the edge of the enormous cave. Finn had knocked his hurt foot against one of the boulders, which clearly made his pain worse—though he wasn’t complaining. But Tessa had to slow down even more, which both worried her and—though she didn’t want to admit it—scared her, as well.

      They moved right up to the light.

      “It’s not the entrance to the lair,” Tessa whispered, despair and terror finally getting the better of her. “It’s just a luminescence orb. What are we going to do? What are we going to do?”

      “Shh, shh, calm down,” Finn said, his deep voice quiet and a bit rough as he squeezed her shoulder, soothing her ragged nerves. He leaned in a bit and pressed his forehead against hers, staring into her eyes. “Shh. It’s going to be all right.”

      “I’m okay,” she said, drawing a shaky breath and trying to control her fear. She reined in her emotions, making herself strong again. “I’m fine.”

      Tessa wanted to slap herself for such a show of weakness, but with Finn, it never seemed as though he were judging her. He never seemed to find Tessa’s occasional lapses in strength a problem. In fact, he seemed to enjoy being strong for her when she couldn’t be.

      Tessa had never experienced anything like it, and she enjoyed it, but it also made her feel a little odd. Nobody had ever really taken care of her. Sure, she had had servants in the Light Court, but they hadn’t cared about her. And she had never been more than a two-dimensional image to her parents. Her sister had loved her but had never been very demonstrative.

      This? What Finn did? It was nice.

      But that was the last thing she ought to be thinking about right then. She could only assume her mind was trying to distract itself with these thoughts about Finn in order to avoid thinking about the enormous problem facing them.

      How in the name of Severance were they going to get out of here without being devoured by the monster?

      Tessa opened her mouth to ask again what he thought they should do when she noticed that he was looking at the light. It was a luminescence orb—a ball of light created by a spell. It was the kind you could pick up.

      “Why’s there a luminescence orb in a monster lair?” he asked, pondering.

      “Why do you think, Finn?” Tessa asked, wondering that he could be that dense.

      He glanced up at her in shock. “This is where the Dark Mages are making the monsters for the queen?” he asked, clearly panicking.

      “They have a few places along the border. I don’t know much about it. Or what the deal is that she has with them. Only that it’s ancient and, of course, her getting the monsters is what caused the fight between the King and the Dark Queen that led to the Severance in the first place.”

      Finn wasn’t looking at her. He was gazing around the room as if assessing it.

      “I have a little spell in this stone that strengthens other spells,” Finn muttered, pulling a purple crystal out of his satchel, where she had noticed that he always seemed to have magical objects.

      “You always have a little spell,” Tessa said with a laugh.

      “That, I do,” Finn said. “This whole satchel is full of stones with useful spells. The satchel itself also protects the objects from water and Dark Magic. My grandfather taught me to always be prepared.”

      “Lucky for us.”

      “So what if I used it on this luminescence orb?”

      “That’s brilliant, Finn,” Tessa said with relief, glad that at least someone’s mind was working. “Maybe then we can see the way out of this place.”

      Finn picked up the orb. He said some words under his breath, and the light ball brightened until Tessa had to look away.

      “Climb up on the rock and hold it so we can see the whole cave.”

      She took the light ball from Finn and tucked it in her pocket, making it suddenly intensely dark. But she didn’t need to see in order to be able to climb up a boulder.

      Holding her broken hand close to her chest, she awkwardly scrambled up the rock until she stood on top. Then she pulled the luminescence orb from her pocket and held it aloft. The brightly glowing ball lit up the cavern as light as if it were day.

      Tessa stood perfectly still, her body motionless in dread as she gazed at her worst nightmare come true.

      “Tess?” Finn whispered.

      Tessa didn’t move. Didn’t speak. She couldn’t. Her brain had shut down. Terror filled every cell in her body.

      “Tessa?”

      She realized she had to shush him. Had to stop him from waking them. She got down as quietly as she could but ended up sliding the last few feet and landing with a jolt that hurt her hand.

      “Shh,” she said, stepping in close to Finn and holding the light ball close, trying to cover its beams. She moved away from the rock she had just been standing on.

      “What is it?” Finn asked, bending to put his face close to hers.

      “The boulders,” she said, so softly he could scarcely hear her. “So many. Don’t know what kind. Finn, we’re going to die.”

      Finn’s expression grew concerned. “Tess, you’re not making any sense. Did you see a way out?”

      She shook her head violently.

      “What did you see?”

      “Monsters,” she said and then swallowed audibly. “Hundreds of them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Finn froze.

      “What do you mean monsters? Like plural?”

      He shifted his eyes around the monster lair. It was night. No one knew where they were. And no help was coming. They had to get out of this mess on their own.

      “The boulders,” she said. “They’re all monsters. There’s hundreds of them. This isn’t just one monster’s lair. Stars above, there’s so many of them, Finn. I can’t think what we should do.”

      Tessa seemed the most freaked out that he had ever seen her—and they had been in some pretty stressful situations. Her breath was coming in short gasps. He needed to calm her down. Finn squeezed her shoulder again and gave her a gentle shake.

      “Tessa, what’s going on? Are you okay?”

      She shook her head so that it practically vibrated. “Not okay. I was in the monster arena once. I survived but…” She trailed off.

      He took a guess. “But you were completely traumatized by what had happened, and now you have a terrible fear of monsters?”

      Tessa pulled the light ball out of her pocket, and Finn used the stone to turn it back to its original brightness.

      “Maybe we can just walk out,” Finn suggested.

      Tessa peered at him as if she were trying to decide if he were crazy or not.

      “What?” he asked. “We’ve been walking around them so far. And you even climbed up on one. They seem to be heavy sleepers.”

      She gave him a nasty look, but on the upside, his somewhat ridiculous suggestion seemed to shake her out of her fear.

      “Yes, and maybe the stars will fall again,” she said. Her voice was still low but was now filled with sarcasm. “But I won’t wait for such an unlikely event.”

      “Tessa, we have to stay positive. We’re going to get out of this alive. We can still fight.”

      “Certainly,” Tessa said, the sarcasm never leaving her voice. “And maybe you’d like to try singing down the stars as well, Finn.”

      “Tess—”

      “I have a broken hand, and you have twisted your ankle. How do you think we’re going to fight?”

      “I don’t know, but we can’t just give up, can we?”

      “I didn’t say we’d give up, but stop talking nonsense,” she said, berating him. “We’re not going to get out of here with our fighting skills. We need to use our heads.”

      “Oh, okay,” he said, contemplating that idea. “Well, what do you suggest?”

      “I have no clue, Finn.” Tessa closed her eyes as if she were about to lose it.

      “The Unity Blades,” Finn said, feeling reassured. He drew a deep breath and then almost choked from the horrible stench. “Of course. We’ll make a portal. Like when you fell from the geyser.”

      Relief flooded Tessa’s face, and Finn felt better. They were going to make it out of there. He balanced himself on his good foot and reached under his arms, releasing the blades from their Otherworld sheath.

      Nothing happened.

      He frowned and reached again.

      No blades.

      “What’s going on? Where are your blades?” Her face was worried again.

      She gave Finn the orb and reached with her good hand to retrieve her own blades.

      Her hand came out empty.

      “What’s happening?” Finn asked.

      They stared at each other in the faint rays of the once-again dim luminescence orb. The sound of what Finn now realized was the monsters snoring washed over them, a strangely peaceful sound in this frightening situation.

      Tessa frowned, staring into space.

      “We’re in Tartarus,” she said, as if that explained everything.

      “And?”

      “And there’s Dark Magic everywhere in this place.”

      Finn suddenly realized what she was saying. “Which makes using an Otherworld sheath next to impossible. And that means creating a portal with the blades in order to escape is not an option.”

      “Right,” Tessa confirmed.

      “Shadows take me,” Finn muttered, desperately hoping they wouldn’t. Then he went on in a firm tone of voice. “I think we should stick to our original plan. Locate the entrance to the cave and walk out. The creatures haven’t stirred so far. Stars and Shadows, you even climbed on one. If we’re quiet, I think we can get out of here that way. Sometimes, the simple ideas are the answer.”

      Tessa frowned but didn’t seem to have a better suggestion. “Fine. How do we find the entrance to the cave?”

      Finn felt stumped. “Follow the wall?”

      Tessa did not look pleased, but she let him lean on her again and moved toward the rock wall of the cave. “This is the worst plan ever.”

      “Yes,” Finn said, focusing on walking and not on the agony in his ankle. “Definitely.”
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        * * *

      

      Time dragged by and Tessa lost track of where they were and how many minutes or hours had passed. The only sounds were the snoring of the monsters and the soft crunching of their feet in the sand of the cave.

      Her shoulder had been aching for some time as they slowly circumnavigated the enormous cavern. Finn seemed to be getting heavier, or maybe he was just leaning on her more because the pain of his injury was increasing. When they had stopped for a rest, she had caught sight of the swollen ankle, and it did not look good.

      Her own hand was so painful, she couldn’t even think. All she could do was put one foot in front of the other because if she stopped, she knew she would fall down and not get back up.

      They hadn’t found the entrance, which clearly puzzled Finn. Tessa, herself, didn’t have enough brain power to figure it out.

      “I’m sure we’ve been around twice,” he said softly, his breath touching her ear as he turned his head to speak to her. “It doesn’t make sense that we haven’t found the way out.”

      Tessa drew a deep breath. “There’s got to be a way out. So maybe we have found it, and we just didn’t know it.”

      Finn’s puzzled frown grew deeper as he thought about that.

      “What if—” He stopped, thinking hard. “What if that pile of them that we recently passed is actually the entrance to the cave? What if that’s how they prevent anything from attacking them while they sleep?”

      “That would be terrible,” Tessa said, swallowing hard. “Because then the only way to get out would be to wake them up.”

      Finn wrinkled his nose at the thought. Tessa slowly turned them around, and they hobbled to the place where there had been a lot of them piled up. She sniffed.

      “What are you doing?” Finn asked, giving her a confused look.

      “Sniffing for fresh air,” she said. “These creatures can’t possibly make a proper seal.”

      “Of course not,” Finn said, eyeing the lumpy pile of monsters.

      “So if this is the entrance, there must be fresh air getting in through the hole. If we caught the scent of something other than this stuffy, monster-cave smell, then that would confirm that this actually is the entrance.”

      “Get us closer to the wall,” Finn said, and they moved toward the wall, walked along it, then in front of the pile of monsters and along the cave wall again. They didn’t smell anything but nasty monster breath.

      “Stars and Shadows,” Tessa said, feeling despair invade her. For so long, she had been in control. She hadn’t liked her life, but she had control over it. But ever since they had gone on this quest, everything had been wild and out of control and awful. She couldn’t take it anymore.

      “What’s that?” Finn asked as they turned to face the pile of monsters again. He stood up straight on his good foot, lifting his face.

      “What’s what?”

      He inhaled deeply. “Stars above,” he said, turning to smile down at her. “You were right. Fresh air.”

      Tessa sniffed. “I don’t smell anything.”

      “That’s because you’re too short,” he said, giving her a grin. “From my height, I’m getting an air current, and it must be coming from outside, from through this pile of monster bodies.”

      “So this is the entrance,” Tessa said. “Of course, this presents a new problem.”

      Finn met her eyes. “The monsters are blocking the way out.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “How do we get out if they’re in the way?”

      “We’ll have to wake them,” Finn said, wincing as he spoke the words.

      “Wake them?” Tessa asked, her dread and panic ramping up again at the thought. She hadn’t been so scared in a long time. “But we can’t fight. Last time, I fought them, but I’m injured. I can’t fight. No. No. We can’t wake them.”

      “We have to,” said Finn. “There’s simply no other way out.”
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        * * *

      

      Tessa stared at the stack of monsters. They slept peacefully, but their rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth did not bode well for her and Finn’s survival if they were woken up. She pulled on Finn, making him sit. They needed to rest for a moment and then determine what they were going to do next.

      There was no way she was going along with any plan that involved waking the monsters. She would go out of her mind with fear.

      “Finn,” she whispered, leaning her head against his because she found it comforting. “You know how you said that the Dark Magic makes using the Otherworld sheaths next to impossible?”

      “Yes,” he said, a question in his tone.

      “Well, that means that it’s not impossible. Only almost impossible.”

      “Tess…”

      “No, hear me out,” Tessa said. “If we wake those monsters, sure the entrance may be clear, but that won’t do us any good if we’re dead.”

      “True.”

      “So, what’s the deal with the sheaths? If we could draw the blades, we could make a portal to get out. It would be easy.”

      Finn sighed, and when Tessa gazed up at him, the glow from the luminescence spell lit him with light and shadows, making the dark circles under his eyes even more pronounced.

      “What’s the deal with the sheaths? Well, Dark magic can’t destroy Light magic.” Finn smoothed her hair as he spoke. She knew he was only doing it to calm her down, but she liked it anyway. “It can only push it aside.”

      “Everyone knows that, Finn. Get to the point.” She was too exhausted to be polite.

      “But,” Finn went on, not acknowledging her interruption. He began to twist one of her curls around his finger. “Light magic does destroy Dark magic. Or no, it doesn’t destroy it. It’s like when you light a candle, the darkness is transmuted into light. That’s what happens when Light magic meets Dark magic. It’s transmuted. Making the wielder of the Light magic even more powerful, if they are strong enough to absorb it, that is.”

      “Tales heard at my grandmother’s knee,” Tessa said, feeling restless. She shook her head to make him stop playing with her hair, and he untwisted the curl.

      “So what’s happening when we try to use the Otherworld sheaths. The darkness is pushing on the Light Magic just enough that the spell is misaligned and won’t work.”

      “Oh,” Tessa said, feeling dejected.

      She dropped her head, wanting to cry. They were going to die there. Of all the ways she had almost died, she had never imagined that she would starve to death in a monster cave. Or be eaten by monsters. Tessa’s idea had been to always stay far, far away from Tartarus and its monsters.

      So much for that plan.

      “But Finn, even if we get the blades out, will they work?” Tessa asked as a sudden thought occurred to her.

      “Well, they should,” he said, not sounding very certain. “It’s not a spell. The blades are Light magic. So they should transmute any Dark magic around them. And they ought to work fine.”

      “You don’t seem quite sure,” Tessa pointed out.

      “That’s because I’m not,” Finn said. “I’m not an expert.”

      “Yes, you are,” Tess pointed out. “You and your grandfather are the only people that know anything about these blades. That kind of makes you an expert.”

      “Maybe.”

      They were silent a long time until Finn suddenly straightened.

      “I’ve got it.”

      “What?” Tessa asked, not really caring. She was too tired to care. They were never getting out of there.

      “I know how we can get the blades out.”

      “The blades that we’re not sure if we can use?” Tessa asked.

      Finn ignored her. “It’s out best chance, Tess. We have to try.”

      Tessa sighed. “Fine. How?”

      “We have to unite our magic.”

      “Unite our magic? As in, merge Starlight? Like those idiots in the Direwood? No way.”

      “But it’s the only way to produce a field of Light magic that the sheaths can work in.”

      “Shadows and Chasm, Finn. This is your solution?”

      “Come on, Tessa. It’s our only chance.”

      She shook her head. “We could go insane. We could lose ourselves. We could die from the surge of magic like those two back at the castle.”

      “We could,” Finn acknowledged. “Or we could unite long enough and not die. And I would pull my blades. And we’d make a portal while we were merged and go through it and save ourselves.”

      Tessa pursed her lips. This was no solution at all. “What about the other thing?”

      Finn dropped his eyes, and was he blushing? No. Couldn’t be. It was just the dim light playing tricks on her eyes.

      “You mean that the merging sometimes makes the two people fall in love?” he asked.

      Tessa nodded.

      “That won’t happen,” he said, his tone suddenly clipped.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m never going to fall in love again.”

      Tessa was taken aback by the anger in his voice.

      “If I were stupid enough to fall in love with someone,” Finn said. “The Dark Queen would only kill her anyway.”

      “What?” Tessa asked, bewildered. She knew it was true. It had happened to her. But what did Finn know of the queen’s penchant for killing the person you loved the most and then watching you writhe?

      “Never mind,” he said, and his eyes were bitter. “Trust me. I’m not going to fall in love, Tessa.”

      “Well, me neither,” she said, feeling defensive. Stars above, it’s not like I asked him to love me, for Chasm’s sake. “I’m just reminding you of the stakes. The magic doesn’t care whether you want to fall in love or not.”

      “Hmph.”

      There was a rumble from the far side of the cave, and Finn and Tessa stared at each other, eyes wide.

      Were the monsters waking up?

      “Come on, Tessa,” Finn said, holding out his hand. “Do you trust me?”

      Tessa frowned. Did she trust Finn? Of course, she did. He had saved her more than once on this quest. He had chosen to help her when he didn’t have to. He was a good man.

      “Yes,” she said, his warm, strong hand enveloping her small cold one. “I trust you.”

      “Then let’s try this,” he said, glancing in the direction of the rumble and then meeting her troubled gaze. “After all, what choice do we have?
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      Tessa scowled down at the sandy ground of the monster lair that they were sitting on. The rumble of the monsters awakening made her bones vibrate, though there was no sign of movement yet.

      She thought it must be the middle of the night by now. Exhaustion made her limbs heavy, and she was in constant pain. All she wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep for about twenty days. Instead, she was supposed to merge her magic with Finn’s in the most dangerous procedure a Fae could engage in.

      Sounded like fun.

      “Fine, we’ll unite,” she said, feeling reluctant. “From what I know about monsters that are in hibernation, it takes some time for them to come out of their sleep coma. I’d guess that we have about half an hour before all the monsters wake up fully and attack us.”

      “How in the name of Severance do you know that?” Finn asked, an incredulous tone to his voice.

      “I’ve worked in the Dark Court for hundreds of years, Finn. You get to know some things about monsters.”

      “Of course,” Finn said, blinking. “So we have twenty minutes.”

      “Right. How do you suggest we proceed?”

      Finn suddenly looked unsure. “Well, uh, it can’t be that difficult, right?”

      Tessa gaped at him. “You don’t even know how to merge Starlight? How can you be suggesting such a thing and not have a clue what to do?”

      “Well, I’m not the kind of Fae who merges magic, Tess. But if those two idiots in the Direwood could unite, I figure two well-educated, intelligent people like ourselves can.”

      “Why do you think I’m well educated?” Tessa asked, getting distracted by the comment. She felt a sharp poke of anxiety that made her sit up straighter. It was the same worry she always felt when anyone nosed at her cover story. “I’m just a soldier.”

      Finn looked down at her and raised one eyebrow. She was sitting next to him as they leaned against the wall, and she realized he had put his arm around her back and she was now leaning against his chest.

      She probably shouldn’t, but she couldn’t help it. She liked it. And if they were going to die anyway, who cared whether she was snuggling up to Finn or not?

      “You may be a soldier, but clearly, you’re high born, Tessa. If you’re trying to convince anyone otherwise, you should stop because no one will believe you.”

      “Why?” she asked. She hadn’t exactly been trying to convince people that she was low born, but she had thought she was acting the part fairly well.

      “There’s just something about you, your movements, your speech, even your mannerisms.”

      Finn had been paying that much attention to her?

      “All those things point to a high-born Fae. You’re clearly not someone who was birthed in a hovel and worked like a dog for twelve hours a day your whole life.”

      “But I ran away when I was young,” she said. “Came to the Dark Court. I was barely an adult when I left.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Finn said, shaking his head. “Childhood and youth make an indelible imprint on people, so much so that it can never be erased.”

      Tessa thought about this. Had her life in the Light Court affected her so much? Then she remembered how much she had wanted—well, still wanted—to go home. Of course, the Light Court was important to her. Of course, it had imprinted itself upon her.

      “Tessa,” Finn said, and she lifted her gaze to meet his. “If you’ve been trying to fool anybody into thinking you’re low born and they’ve believed it…”

      “What?”

      He shrugged the shoulder she wasn’t leaning against. “Well, it’s just that you were probably the one who was being fooled.”

      Tessa shook her head to clear it. “This is besides the point. Are we doing this or not?”

      “We are,” Finn affirmed.

      “All right, well, I know something of how to do it. I’ve seen stupid criminals that we were arresting doing it. And I’ve seen stupid grunts, that were new to the guard and didn’t know about the rules against uniting, doing it. And I’ve seen stupid high-born Fae doing it for the thrill.”

      “Right,” Finn said, his voice sounding sour. “So, you know how. I get it.”

      “Yes, and I’ve seen just as many of them coming out of it, their minds never the same, the magic channels in their bodies damaged beyond what Elixir can repair, shortening their lives by centuries. And of course, like the pair in the woods, I’ve seen quite a few of them die from the magical surge, as well.”

      “I get that this is dangerous, Tessa,” Finn said, and now he sounded annoyed.

      “Not just dangerous, Finn. Risky. Stupid. Foolish.”

      “But we’re not doing it for the high, Tessa, like those others.” Finn said, taking her hand and interlacing their fingers together as he made his point. “We’re doing it to save our lives. And we’ll never do it again.”

      “That’s what they all say.”

      “Come on,” he said. “Just tell me what to do.”

      “Fine. There’s different ways to combine magic, but the easiest is palms. You know that when you make a vow, you’re not supposed to touch the energy points in the palm together for very long?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Well, that’s because uniting is what happens if you keep your palms together for too long a time.”

      He looked down at their hands.

      “You can’t unite from just holding hands,” she said.

      “I thought the reason that Fae don’t shake hands was because of the possibility of exchanging magic,” Finn said, wrinkling his nose in confusion.

      “That’s right. Because you wouldn’t want to accidentally make a vow. Though honestly, the palms don’t usually connect when two people shake hands, so it’s not very likely that a vow would happen. It’s just to be safe, I guess. But that’s besides the point. Look.” She lifted their connected hands. “See how there’s a space between our palms when we hold hands? That’s why it’s fine.”

      She blushed a little as she drew both their attentions to the fact that they were holding hands. Finn didn’t seem to notice. He was scowling as he thought about it all.

      “So, the Fae don’t shake hands because of the worry about accidentally making a magical vow, but the chance of that happening in reality is quite unlikely. And holding hands doesn’t cause a vow or uniting because even though the palms are close, they’re not touching?”

      “Right.”

      “So, to sum up, you can’t exchange magic, make a vow, or unite without pressing the palms firmly together so that the magical energy points in the hands actually come into contact. And if you want to unite you have to press them together for a long time.”

      “That’s it exactly. Now are you ready?”

      “Wait. Is there anyone that you know of who can unite without becoming addicted or getting killed?”

      “No,” Tessa said shortly. “No one that I’ve ever heard of.”

      “Stars above,” Finn said, letting out a shaky breath. “Let’s be safe then.”

      “Finn, there is no safe way to do this.”

      “Let’s just get it over with then. Either way, we’re going to die. I’d rather die uniting with you, than being chomped by a monster.” His eyes were intense as she met his gaze, and Tessa got a shock that sent a wave of energy through her body. She wished she could ask what he meant by that, but there was no time.

      “Good point,” Tessa said, scooting around so she was facing him, and Finn did the same. “Press your hands to mine.”

      She laid her hands on her legs, palms up, so she could rest the broken hand on her thigh. Finn took a deep breath and placed his palms resting lightly on hers. Then he pressed firmly. Her hand hurt but she ignored it. She’d had worse pain.

      The energy immediately buzzed between them. But Tessa and Finn had both done this before—made a vow with the magic in their palms. Most people had.

      “Now is when we’d usually separate our hands,” Tessa said. “But instead, we keep them together.”

      “That’s it?” Finn asked.

      “No, you also have to will the magic to combine. It doesn’t just happen. Starlight usually stays in the being to which it’s been assigned. But it can move. You don’t need to do anything specific. From what I’ve been told, you just have to want the magic to merge, and it will.”

      Finn got a determined look on his face and closed his eyes. Tessa closed her eyes too. She turned her focus inward and sent her will into the magic inside her, giving it permission to mingle with Finn’s.

      And that was when it started.

      Their magic began to blend together, and she felt it. The euphoria.

      Tessa had never felt anything this good.

      Not when something wonderful had happened. Not when she was drunk. Not during sex. This was better than the best orgasm she had ever had.

      She could sense Finn’s energy intermingling with hers, his darker, chocolatey note a complement to her lighter minty energy. And it was amazing.

      No wonder those addicts never wanted to separate.

      This thought brought Tessa back to what they were trying to do. She kept the connection but opened her eyes. Finn’s face was lit with ecstasy, and she supposed she probably looked the same.

      “Finn,” she whispered.

      He opened his eyes.

      “The blades.”

      He nodded. “Do we need to keep our palms touching? Will breaking the physical connection break the magical connection too?”

      “No,” Tessa said. “Touching hands is only necessary for the initial connection. To break the magical connection, once again, you have only to will it.”

      She awkwardly got to her feet, keeping her hurt hand against her chest.

      “Let’s pull out the blades, then,” he said when he was standing too.

      “All right.”

      Finn balanced on one foot as he used both hands to reach for his sides and, with a quick look at Tessa, withdrew the blades. The light from the luminescence ball glinted on the rainbow sheen of the metal.

      “It worked,” Tessa whispered, feeling amazed. Like she hadn’t really thought it would. “You did it.”

      “Now you,” Finn said.

      Tessa reached with her good hand and pulled out one of her blades.

      “The other one, too. We don’t know how much we’ll need them if something goes wrong. We can’t have them in the Otherworld sheath where you can’t access them.”

      Tessa handed Finn the blade she had already taken out. Then she used the same hand and, with some contorting, twisted her wrist so that she could take the other blade out. She took the first blade from Finn and, holding them both in one hand, tucked them in her pocket. Finn did the same.

      “What now?” she whispered.

      Their gazes locked, and Tessa found that she couldn’t look away. Those brown eyes held hers, and she was snared. Tessa’s pulse pounded in her hurt hand, but she barely noticed with the bliss flowing through her body.

      Finn reached up and slowly tucked a stray curl that had come out of her braid back behind her ear. Tessa swallowed hard. She knew it was the merging that was causing this behavior. That it was starting to make them fall in love with each other.

      Right, she thought sarcastically, because you weren’t falling for Finn before the merging. Why don’t you tell that story to someone who’ll believe you, Tessa?

      She wrapped her good hand around his neck, and he rested his hands on her hips. Tessa knew she should stop. They needed to open the portal. The monsters would wake up soon.

      And yet…

      “I’m going to kiss you now,” Tessa said, and the intensity in Finn’s eyes made Tessa’s breath catch in her throat.

      “Tess,” he said, and the hoarseness of his voice only increased her desire. She wasn’t sure if he was going to tell her to stop or to hurry up, but before he could decide, she was pulling his head down to hers. In a second, their lips touched, and she stopped thinking altogether.

      Tessa hadn’t thought it possible, but the ecstasy that she felt running through her kicked up a notch, and she gasped, tugging him closer. Finn pulled her body tight against his, and they kissed until she was out of breath. She never wanted to stop.

      But then, from somewhere outside the haze that she was in, Tessa heard a rumble much louder than the first. And a moment later, it turned into a roar.

      Finn and Tessa both pulled away from the kiss at the same moment, staring at each other as if they were drunk—and she supposed they were.

      But their time was up.

      The monsters were awake.

      And they were in trouble.

      “The portal,” Tessa yelled over the hideous sound of the monsters rousing. “We need to open it.”

      “There’s no time.”

      “Separate,” she gasped as her concern ran through her alongside the bliss. “Then we need to separate. The Light magic must have woken them up.”

      Finn closed his eyes, and she did the same. Tessa willed herself to separate her magic from Finn’s, and just like that, she was one person again.

      Cold and alone.

      With a cave full of grumpy monsters coming for her.

      And they looked pissed that Finn and Tessa had disturbed their slumber.
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      What a night. I am so done with this monster lair.

      And the night was far from over, of course.

      The rock monsters reminded Tessa of a drawing she had once seen in a book of mythical creatures. They looked similar to something called a piranha fish. Compact grey bodies, rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth, beady red eyes that seemed angry, except these creatures before her had legs and tails and, of course, no fins.

      The monsters closest to them screamed in anger and began charging them. Finn and Tessa had no time to do anything except run along the wall of the cave. There was a whoosh of hot smelly air as one of the huge creature’s jaws snapped shut behind them, missing them by inches.

      Some of the monsters were still asleep, and Tessa followed Finn as he limped away from the wall, aiming for those that still looked like boulders. They climbed over them and went around them, using the snoring monsters as barricades between themselves and the furious creatures that had awoken.

      Tessa’s pulse was hammering in her veins. Jaws were snapping all around them. She dodged without thinking, simply acting on instinct. Finn got his back against the cave wall once again and pulled Tessa next to him. He swung his blades in a wide arc, and the monsters jumped back, sensing the magic.

      “There’s too many,” she said, looking dubiously at her own curved blade. “Can we even kill them with such small blades?”

      “What are you talking about?” Finn asked, turning his head to give her an incredulous look. “These blades were made to kill the Dark Queen. They can handle a few little monsters, I’m pretty sure.”

      Finn swung his arm at a monster who had been edging closer and managed to scratch it. It fell to the ground, writhing and screeching.

      “What in the Chasm?” Tessa asked, shocked.

      “The magic of the blade,” Finn said, breathing hard. “It transmutes some of the monster’s essence into Light magic instead of Dark. Can you imagine if a part of you was just gone? You’d be rolling on the floor in pain, too.”

      Tessa was amazed. She hadn’t realized the blades had so many different properties.

      “So, what’s the plan?” she asked as another monster reared up before them with an earsplitting roar. Finn struck upward into its soft belly, leaving it collapsed on the ground.

      “The same,” Finn said, his eyes on the beasts surrounding them. “We open a portal. But I need to be able to focus. And I can’t do that while I fight off monsters. That means you have to do it.”

      “Me?”

      “It’s going to take two good hands to keep these creatures away from us long enough for you to open a portal.”

      “But I’ve never done it before,” Tessa protested. “And what about all those dos and don’ts you told me? I can’t remember any of that.”

      “You can do it, Tess. Stop worrying.”

      Tessa nodded, eyes wide. If she had to do it, she had to do it. “Okay. Tell me.”

      “Do you have the right blade out for opening a portal?”

      Tessa checked her knife and saw that the blade she had grabbed did indeed have the runes that spelled Open etched into the metal.

      “Yes,” she said, excited.

      “Great,” Finn said, slashing at another monster and keeping it from getting too close. “It’s just like using any magical object. You need to bring your attention to the object and intend what you want it to do.”

      “Got it.”

      “Now,” Finn said, his eyes darting back and forth to the monsters that had encircled them. “You use the blade with the curve away from you, then focus, and intend to cut a hole through reality itself.”

      “Right.”

      “And then you imagine the place where you want the portal to end up.”

      He suddenly lunged forward at a monster who was getting too close and, with a hooking motion, slashed across its neck. Black blood flowed freely, and there was a terrible stench. Finn leaned back against the wall, breathing hard, a look of agony on his face. He had put some weight on the twisted ankle, and it must have been terribly painful.

      But Tessa couldn’t think about Finn. She needed to concentrate. She had to do this. She turned away from the monsters and breathed in, attempting to calm herself enough to focus. She bit her lip hard enough that she tasted blood.

      “Use the blade, curve away from you,” she muttered to herself, holding it properly. “And focus.”

      She closed her eyes, and just like she had done when she had been falling from the geyser and needed to change forms, she drew up a concentration and singlemindedness she required. She focused, creating the intention to rip a hole through reality.

      “Where to? Where to?” She held on to the tight focus that she needed to create the portal. And when the image of the place came to her, she shrugged a little. It would have to do. She had no more time for thinking. Finn wouldn’t be able to hold them off forever.

      Tessa focused and drew the blade across in front of her at about eye level, with the curved edge of the blade up. There was a little shimmer in the air. But nothing else happened.

      “It’s not working,” she hissed at Finn.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, taking his attention from the monsters for half a second to look at her.

      “I drew it across like this,” she said, demonstrating. “And there was a little shimmer. But nothing happened.”

      Finn rolled his eyes and huffed out a breath of frustration. “You made the portal, Tess. Just not very conveniently.”

      “What do you mean?” Tessa asked, feeling confused.

      “Duck down and look up.”

      “What?”

      “Just do it,” he said as he used a crossing motion in front of himself to strike at yet another monster.

      Tessa ducked down and looked up.

      And there was her favorite spot in Direwood Castle. The tower. She was looking up at it, but it looked as though there was a four or five foot drop down to the stones.

      When she stood up again, she couldn’t see the portal at all. The opening was only in one direction.

      “It’s here,” she said, feeling elated. “I did it.”

      “Yes, well, let’s use it then. These monsters are getting bold. You go through first.”

      “Wait,” Tessa said, a thought suddenly occurring to her. “How do we use it?”

      “Well, you remember the one I made to go to Isadore’s right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I drew the blade vertically so we could walk through it. But this one is horizontal and pointing up. That means we have to go up through it.”

      “And how?”

      “We just jump up,” Finn said. “It’ll be fine.”

      “With your twisted ankle?”

      “Oh.” He appeared to not have remembered that.

      “Yeah, exactly. I’ll have to boost you. You can’t possibly jump with that foot. You can barely walk.”

      “And what about the monsters?” he asked, cutting deeply into two monsters’ bellies and then leaning back against the wall as they fell to the ground.

      “We drive them back,” Tessa said. “Then you climb on my back and go through. As soon as you’re gone, I’ll jump straight up and through the portal.”

      “That’s a terrible plan,” Finn said with a half smile as he remembered that she’d said the same thing a little earlier.

      “Definitely,” Tessa said, smiling back. “But it’s all we’ve got.”

      “Right. Let’s do it then.”

      They advanced together on the monsters, swinging their blades and slashing at the horrible creatures, Tessa with only one arm, Finn limping heavily. The monsters pulled back at their attack.

      “Now,” Tessa said, running back and crouching on the ground.

      Finn followed closely, dragging his hurt leg. Then he stepped with his good foot on to her back, groaning because of the weight he had to take on the hurt ankle as he stood up through the portal. Tessa pushed up as soon she felt his weight on her, giving him several extra inches of height.

      With a suddenness that surprised her, his weight was gone. Tessa glanced around and saw the monsters closing in again, their huge teeth gleaming and covered in saliva. She swiped at them, and they backed off for a second.

      That was all the time she needed. With a burst of adrenaline, she jumped hard and felt the buzz as she went through the portal. Then her eyes got big as she saw the tower below her. She was instantly falling toward the stones with all the momentum of her jump, plus gravity. Reacting with her fighting instincts, Tessa tucked and rolled over and over, cradling her arm against her torso. Even with her quick reflexes, she still crashed into the parapet and then lay staring up at the sky, feeling out of it. Her wrist ached something awful.

      “Finn?”

      “Here,” he answered, pain in his voice. “You need to close it, Tess.”

      Tessa stood up quickly as she imagined a monster falling through by accident and landing right on top of them. She took the other blade from her pocket with her good hand and drew it across the portal, which sealed itself, and she could see up into the grey sky above the castle instead of into the cave in Tartarus.

      “We made it,” she said, feeling unbelievably tired. “We’re safe.”

      There was a noise on the stairs, but Tessa was too weary to turn and see what it was.

      “We made it all right,” Finn said, and at that moment, she went completely still as a dagger was placed at her throat. Tessa cut her eyes over to Finn without moving her head as he went on speaking. “I don’t know about being safe.”
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      The Dark Queen was sitting on an obsidian throne in one of her lesser reception rooms. She was surrounded by her usual posse of Dark Fae, including Runa, Tessa noted. The queen wore a long blood-red gown that hugged every curve and accentuated her breasts. Her full lips were painted to match the dress. And she was sipping something blue in a delicate crystal glass. The morning sunlight streaming in the window hit directly upon her and highlighted her misleading beauty. Tessa wondered if the queen had set the chair in that location for that exact reason.

      Ransetta watched their arrival without reaction, seeming unsurprised to see Tessa and Finn—beat up, dirty, and barely conscious being thrown to the floor in front of her.

      “Callahan,” the Dark Queen said, gazing at Tessa. Finn had been dragged by two burly guards, his hurt leg bumping on the floor and his face a mask of agony. When they threw him down and kicked his hurt leg for good measure, he gave a groan and appeared to go unconscious from the pain. The queen didn’t seem interested in him, turning her attention back to Tessa. “I didn’t expect to see you here so soon.”

      “My Queen,” Tessa said, getting to her feet with effort. Direwood Castle’s usual smell of fear and despair invaded her nostrils, and she tried to breathe shallowly. She bowed to Ransetta, who was studying her as if she couldn’t make up her mind what to think. “We ran into some difficulty in our quest.”

      The queen leaned forward at this, a maniacal gleam in her eye. “Did you get the blades?”

      Tessa drew a shaky breath and made herself hard, tough—the person she needed to be in the Dark Court.

      “We did, Your Grace.”

      “Ah,” the Queen said with satisfaction. “Good.”

      She didn’t mention that she and Finn were hurt. She didn’t request to be dismissed to wash and have their injuries tended to. That would be a sign of weakness. And she was back in the Dark Court. She could no longer afford to be weak.

      When the Queen was done with them, they would clean up and recover. Nothing mattered except that the Dark Queen not find a reason to kill them today.

      With shock, Tessa realized that that was what her whole time in the Dark Court had been like for the past three hundred years. Each day was merely about making sure that the queen didn’t have a reason to kill her.

      What a life.

      And just like that, the sense of being a prisoner descended on her again. She had only been there twenty minutes, and already, she felt like a trapped animal. If only gnawing off her leg were enough to set her free, she would do it in an instant.

      “What’s this my guards are telling me about a magical disturbance on the North Tower?” the queen asked. Her slender leg was hooked over the arm of the throne, and her calf was swinging back and forth. Tessa found the movement mesmerizing in her exhausted state. “And then they bring you and the thief here. What’s going on?”

      Tessa’s mind worked as quickly as it could. How much of the truth should she tell her? How much ought to be concealed? Tessa decided that she would give a very general account and beg to give the details after Finn’s injuries had been tended to. That might work and would get them out of the queen’s sight, as well, without betraying weakness on her part—even though her broken hand was a screaming, throbbing balloon of swollen flesh, making her feel nauseated.

      “The quest went well, my queen,” Tessa said, keeping to her feet by sheer force of will. She was ready to keel over. “We got the blades and were making our way back to the castle when suddenly, a whirlwind appeared and swept us away into Tartatus.”

      The queen’s eyes shifted to Runa for a moment and then back. Tessa frowned, also glancing at her rival, who was giving her a smug smile. But Tessa didn’t have the brain power right then to puzzle out what the two women were wordlessly communicating about. She was too tired and beat up.

      “We ended up in a monster lair and only just escaped with our lives.”

      Runa whispered something in a nearby Fae’s ear, and she and her friend laughed. Tessa kept a neutral expression on her face and ignored her enemy. She had to focus on giving her report and getting out of there so that she could get Finn medical attention.

      “And how did you get here?” the queen asked. “Tartarus is a considerable distance.”

      Tessa hesitated only a fraction of a second. Not enough that the queen would notice. “Finn had a traveling spell in a crystal,” she lied.

      “The energy signature was large,” the queen said, unhooking her leg, leaning forward, and scrutinizing Tessa. “I would have thought it was something more significant than a traveling spell.”

      “It’s a special one,” she said, lying glibly. “You can use it anywhere in Esper. It needs more power because of that.” Her only thought was that the queen not find a reason to kill them today.

      Them? She realized that she had thought them the first time, too. As if she and Finn were together. A unit. Stars above, since when had she ever been concerned about anything more than her own survival? And at what point had Finn become so important that she wanted to protect him from the Dark Queen? Of course, everyone deserved protection from the Dark Queen, but—

      Her thoughts were cut short as the queen spoke, and Tessa snapped her attention back to the woman in front of her.

      “I see,” the queen said, but Tessa desperately hoped that she didn’t see. The powerful Faerie sat back, resting her head on her hand, leaning her elbow on the arm of the throne and studying Tessa as if she were a curious insect.

      She didn’t want to tell the queen about the blades’ ability to form portals because she was pretty sure that the queen didn’t know. And that would give her an advantage in acquiring the Scroll of Severance, if she ever got a chance.

      “So, you’re not ready to give the demonstration then?” The implication was that she had failed.

      “Your Grace,” Tessa said, holding on to her temper. She clenched her jaw and stayed in control of herself, unable to believe the nerve of the woman. They were here early. They had been plagued by a tornado, a cave full of monsters, and some unknown enemy that was trying to kill them. And the Dark Queen wanted her demonstration. Now.

      Didn’t she have eyes in her head?

      “I apologize for being unable to show you the blades immediately. But we are both injured and in need of a Healer. Once we have healed, we will be more than happy to give you the demonstration.”

      “Injured?” the queen asked, a disinterested expression coming on to her face.

      “Finn’s ankle is twisted, and my hand has a broken bone. They’re only minor injuries, but they would greatly hamper our ability to truly show you what the blades can do.” Especially since Finn appears to be unconscious at the moment. “It was my understanding you wanted a serious demonstration.”

      “Yes,” the queen said briskly, her tone showing that she was done with them for today. “I do. Very well then. Get yourselves to the Healer, and when you are ready, let me know, and we will set up the demonstration.”

      “Yes, my queen,” Tessa said, bowing deeply again and then moving toward Finn. She beckoned to a couple guards to bring him. Fortunately, they were two of the kindest guards, a man and a woman. If they had all been in different circumstances, Tessa would have considered them her friends. She wondered if it was coincidence that they were here or if they had heard of her return and sought to help if they could.

      “Can you carry him to the Healer?” she asked the two guards.

      “Yes, Captain,” they said, picking him up carefully and heading for the door.

      “Be careful of his ankle. It’s twisted.”

      “Oh and Tessa,” the queen said, and Tessa stopped, pivoting on her heel to look at the queen. “Don’t take too long recovering. You know my patience is…” The Queen smiled like a Skransser who had just consumed a soul. “Well, just don’t take too long.”

      Tessa gave a quick nod and left, more than happy to be out of the queen’s repulsive presence.
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      It was a few days after their unexpected arrival at Direwood Castle, and Finn woke in the room they had given him, which was located in the wing where the royal guard slept and wasn’t far from Tessa’s. During their convalescence, she had taken to spending most of her day in the chair next to his bed, and he wasn’t going to complain. He enjoyed the company. As he opened his eyes, they lit upon Tessa in her usual spot, gazing out the window, seemingly lost in thought. Finn took a moment to admire how pretty she looked before he spoke.

      “Tess,” Finn said, and Tessa’s eyes moved to his face.

      Her hair was falling in lovely brown curls. He had never seen her with it down, and she was such a beautiful sight that he almost couldn’t breathe. She wore an outfit of royal-blue satin pants with a white shirt that was belted at the waist—the usual outfit of a soldier on leave. She wore a blue satin ribbon in her hair the same vibrant color of her pants, and it seemed to make her sapphire eyes even darker.

      “Hey, Finn,” she said, her voice soft.

      Finn noticed that she only used the soft voice with him. When there were others from the Dark Court around, it was always the hard voice, the hard expression, the hard Tessa.

      I sort of miss having her all to myself.

      But that was silly. There was nothing between Tessa and him. They had been on a quest together. That was all. Now that was done, and all that remained was the demonstration for the queen. Then they could both get on with their lives—whatever that meant.

      “How are you?” he asked, looking at her broken hand, the bandages clean and white against the tanned skin of her arm. He could smell the fresh scent of the balm that the healer had used, and it reminded him of home and summer and childhood.

      “Better,” she said. Then her face fell.

      “What is it?”

      “I asked about Nat, and they said she’s not here. She’s attending one of the queen’s ambassadors on a visit to the mages.”

      “I’m sorry you won’t get to see her,” Finn said, knowing that Nat was Tessa’s best friend in the Dark Court.

      “It’s fine. I mean, I really wish she was here. But seeing her again will have to wait.” She frowned. “I’m better, Finn, but not better enough. The Healer won’t give me any more Elixir. Says that it’s dangerous to give too much because the magic may surge and destroy the patient.”

      “Tessa, that’s because it is dangerous, and too much Elixir can kill you.”

      She sighed. “I know. But the queen’s patience will not last much longer. And I can’t even practice with this hand.”

      Finn pressed his lips together. “There’s nothing we can do about the queen’s patience. You should maybe be resting. You might heal faster.”

      “I’m resting,” she said with a graceful shrug of one shoulder. “I’m just resting here. I hate lying in bed when I’m not sleeping.”

      “At least you can walk around,” he said, putting a long-suffering look on his face in the hopes of making her smile. She didn’t. “The ankle is pretty much back to full strength, but the Healer says if I walk on it too soon, I may have a setback.”

      “And we can’t have any setbacks,” Tessa said, her face serious.

      “No,” Finn said, his happy feeling turning solemn. It was easy to forget that they were still in a dangerous situation when they were surrounded by all this luxury. And this part of the castle was only for the guards.

      Tessa turned and looked out the window again so that he could see her face only in profile.

      “I’m going to tell the queen we can do the demonstration next week. We’ll just have to be ready, Finn.”

      “Next week? Stars above, Tess. It’s too soon.”

      “I know, I know. But I’m pretty sure she won’t wait much longer than that anyway. And it’ll hopefully give us some time to train.”

      “Train?” Finn asked unhappily. She was as stubborn and strong as she was beautiful, but he wouldn’t let her do that. “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?” she asked, getting up and coming over to sit on the edge of his bed.

      “The healer said no using it for another week. Only then are you supposed to start exercising it.”

      “So?” she asked.

      “So, you have to heal as much as possible. Otherwise, you won’t be able to do anything, and you will definitely slice yourself. You can’t train before we have to show the queen. Otherwise, you’ll definitely kill either yourself or me during the demonstration.”

      “Are you telling me that we are going to have to do this in front of the entire Dark Court and the queen with my training incomplete and no practice at all beforehand?”

      “Yes,” Finn said, nodding unhappily. “Pretty much.”

      “Shadows take me,” Tessa cursed.

      “We can’t knit bones or affect how much patience the queen has,” Finn said. “Over those things, we have no control. We just have to trust the Stars, Tessa. Because there’s no one and nothing else that can save us.”

      There was a heavy quiet in the room.

      “Chasm and Severance, Finn,” Tessa said, picking lint balls off the bedspread. “I’m truly afraid one of us is going to die.”

      “Tess.”

      “You know it’s possible.”

      “It is. But you can’t think like that.”

      “How should I think, then?”

      Finn caught her hand. “That we’ll get through this.” He captured her gaze, his heart pounding so loudly he thought she would hear it. “Together.”

      Tessa looked surprised. “What do you mean?”

      “We got through a lot worse when we were on our quest because we worked together. Didn’t we?”

      Tessa seemed stunned by the idea. “I… don’t usually work with anyone,” she said, her eyes troubled.

      Does she really hate the thought of working with me that much, Finn wondered. He pulled his hand away from hers, irrationally hurt by her words, but he covered it up with a rational explanation.

      “Not forever. Just for this. Just for the demonstration. To keep us both safe. We’ll figure something out so that neither of us dies.”

      “Just for the demonstration?”

      “Yes.”

      She nodded. “Fine. I can do that.”

      An unexpected feeling of satisfaction filled Finn at the thought of them continuing to be partners. But he ignored it. Tessa didn’t want them to be together, and he ought to keep that in mind and not get a bunch of silly ideas in his head about having her all to himself. At least he could spend a few more days with her before he had to go on the run again.

      That will have to be enough, he thought, because Tessa will never be mine.
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      Tessa stood before the queen in the arena. She was wearing the outfit that she had been forced to don for this demonstration. And she figured that the queen was either amusing herself or trying to embarrass Tessa. She needn’t have bothered. Tessa could fight in anything. And she wasn’t modest in the least.

      It was a warrior bra that had metal inserts to protect her breasts. The leather covered the metal, and it was tightly secured in the back. The shirt, if it could be called that, left her midriff and arms bare. She wore a short leather skirt that matched the bra. And her hair was tied back in a ponytail that was braided. Sturdy boots protected her feet.

      Finn was on the other side, wearing only brown leather pants and chest armor, which left his muscled arms, his tight abs, and his sides bare. He also had on boots.

      Ransetta’s idea was no doubt that the more flesh showing, the more places from which blood might flow. The Dark Court loved their blood.

      Tessa was deeply concerned that she might mess up and kill herself. Or maybe she would kill Finn. Or more likely, Finn might kill her. These weapons were extremely deadly, she now understood, and were not suitable for a demonstration.

      Tessa looked away. She couldn’t look at Finn. After all that they had been through together, she didn’t want either of them to die. She wasn’t sure what life would be like if Finn wasn’t in it. She simply couldn’t imagine it anymore. If he was gone, there would be nothing but an empty hole.

      “Callahan, you clean up well,” Ransetta said, her serpent smile sending shivers up Tessa’s spine. “Are you ready? Let’s get this started.”

      Tessa nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

      “Well, then, show me the blades,” the Dark Queen said, her eyes greedy.

      Tessa hesitated only a moment and then reached at her sides, intending to retrieve the blades. A moment later, they were in her hands, no sheaths on the razor-sharp metal.

      She took a deep breath and focused on the feeling of the Starlight within her, allowing it to focus her energy. Then she began to spin the blades. First, one, and then they were both moving—spirals of death rotating around her slender wrists, which were so easily slit. She flipped and whipped them around her hands, making it look easy.

      She blocked out all the sound, the yelling, the jeering—everything. The only thing she was focused on was spinning the blades. Over, under, around her hands. The moment stretched, and still, she spun them. They were nearly a blur, she was moving them so fast. And then suddenly, she felt that it was time to stop.

      She spun them several more times and then caught them, facing the queen. She was breathing hard, and when she stopped, the world crashed in again. Tessa could hear the crowd, mostly all cheering now. Finn stepped up behind her, so close she could feel his heat.

      But she didn’t take her eyes off the queen. Ransetta was looking at her. And it wasn’t the usual disinterested or calculating expression. The Dark Queen was looking at her with something that approached admiration—as well as wariness.
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        * * *

      

      Finn found he was holding his breath as he watched Tessa spinning the blades. She had had no practice for over a week. The only thing she had done was a warmup a few minutes before they’d come out here.

      Please let her not slip up. Please let her not slip up.

      Because a mistake in this case meant her cutting her wrists and possibly dying.

      Time slowed down as she flipped the weapons around, and he held perfectly still until she finally caught them. He was so proud of her that he wanted to throw his arms around her, pick her up, and swing her around and around.

      But this certainly wasn’t the place for that sort of reaction. So instead, he stepped up behind her as close as he could. Her shoulders were moving up and down from her breathing. She had been as scared as he had.

      But they weren’t done yet.

      “Impressive, Callahan,” the Dark Queen said.

      “Thank you, my queen,” Tessa said, bowing her head.

      “Proceed,” Ransetta said, and Finn gave a nod. That was his cue. He moved to the middle of the arena and lifted his arms wide, palms up. The uproar continued for some time until they noticed him and quieted down.

      “We will begin,” Finn said, not needing to lift his voice because the acoustics in the arena took it and amplified it so that even those sitting in the highest seats could hear. And Finn commanded such presence that the mad denizens of the Dark Court actually stilled, the arena becoming absolutely silent.

      “First, we will demonstrate with the sheaths on so that we can give you a sense of how the blades are used.”

      Some people booed.

      “And so we can be more vicious,” Finn added, a devilish look on his face. The crowd roared until Finn lifted his hands, and again, they quieted.

      “Then the sheaths come off,” he said. There was a ring of steel in his voice Tessa had never heard before. “And the blood will spill.”

      The crowd cheered again and began chanting blood, blood, blood, blood. At that point, Tessa knew there was no calming them. The only thing to do was to fight.

      She faced off against Finn, keeping her weight low, and whipped out the blades, which were covered with the magical leather sheaths that they had used when they were training. They both held the blades with the curves facing up.

      Tessa waited, touching the Starlight within her, and found the calm she needed. She drew in a breath and danced back as Finn lunged at her. Tessa blocked his arm with her wrist, again and again, as he repeatedly attempted to cut her without holding back in the least.

      Finn’s eyes were serious, and Tessa could tell he wasn’t pulling any punches just because she wasn’t finished with her training. He had said he wouldn’t, but she supposed that she hadn’t really believed it.

      Of course, she had been the one who said that he should not hold back, that the queen would know something was up or that Tessa wasn’t as trained as she wanted to be or whatever. It would show weakness if he did. And the queen ate weakness for breakfast. So he was fighting hard. But it still surprised her.

      Finn slashed with big strikes across her body, and Tessa evaded him. He came in for a cut at the neck, and she blocked and then twisted her hand so the sheathed blade hooked around his wrist, effectively pinning his hand. When fighting with the blades sheathed, you could use the curved blades to control your opponent, and that was precisely what she was doing—exactly as he had taught her.

      As he tried to hit her with the other blade, she caught his other wrist in the same way and held his pinned hands together, moving them down between them. Then she headbutted him and pushed him back. He stumbled, dazed.

      He gathered himself and moved in to attack again with a similar move on the other side. Tessa repeated her defense but, this time, used the blade to twist his arm and push it to the side, baring his forearm. Without thinking, she slashed it. The crowd screamed with pleasure because Tessa had drawn first blood—even though there was no blood. Yet.

      Finn seemed surprised, and Tessa couldn’t tell if he was acting or not. He swiped in long straight-armed arcs at her, and she ducked a few times, then turned under one of his strikes. Coming out behind him, she twisted his arm, forcing him to bend over, and kicked him as hard as she could in the calf. She would have cut across his neck, but he fell down, using the momentum to roll away from her slash.

      Finn was on his feet in a moment, attacking again. Strike after strike, Tessa blocked until he hooked her arm in the same way she had done to him. With the other hand, he made a ripping stroke for her belly. Tessa pulled her body back just in time, and the blade whooshed through the air, nearly cutting across her abdomen.

      She used the blunt ends of the blade to land a couple hits to Finn’s arms, which he blocked. And one to the head that he didn’t. She pressed the advantage and knocked him off balance so he fell to his knees. Tessa kicked out for his chest and, as soon as she hit him, realized her mistake.

      He had let her hit him, and he grabbed her leg, slashing across the back of her knee and effectively crippling her. The crowd was screaming, but then they began chanting for blood again.

      Tessa had lost.

      That was not good.
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        * * *

      

      The queen held up one hand, and the insane crowd was instantly quiet. Nobody would make noise when Ransetta didn’t want noise. Neither would they be silent when she wanted them to be rowdy. Everyone knew what happened when the Dark Queen’s whims weren’t catered to.

      “That’s enough. Captain of the Guard, please approach.” The queen no longer seemed pleased.

      “I see that you can use the weapon,” Ransetta said, showing some concern, and that surprised Tessa. “But you were to have mastered it. Can you hold your own with the blades in a true fight?”

      “I can,” Tessa said, hoping that it was true.

      “Good,” the Dark Queen said, looking relieved. “I’m glad to hear that because I have decided to make the night’s entertainment a tad more—shall we say—entertaining.”

      “Your majesty?” Tessa asked, feeling worried but trying not to show it.

      “How about you show your skill with the blades on my favorite monster?”

      “What?”

      “Well, I was going to make you kill the handsome thief or maybe have him kill you, but that seemed a bit clichéd and overdone. So, I came up with something better.”

      Tessa turned to see where the queen was looking. She clenched her jaw when she saw the door open and a seemingly harmless humanoid figure emerge.

      “A Char, your grace?” Tessa asked, glancing in dismay at Finn, whose eyes got wide. “I can’t fight a Char.”

      “You can. And you will. With your pet thief.”

      “We’re supposed to fight it together?” Tessa asked, feeling a tiny bit better for half a second, but the relief quickly evaporated since there was no way she would be selfish enough to let Finn be a part of this doomed battle. She wished she could have Finn on her side when she fought that monster.

      But she couldn’t let Finn face that thing. Not if she could save him.

      “Of course, together,” Ransetta said. “You’re partners.”

      “No.” Tessa gave her head a shake. “We’re not partners. We’re nothing. This is my fight. I’m Captain of the Guard. I’ll face it alone.”

      “Oh?” the Dark Queen asked, her face deceptively innocent looking. “You’d be willing to die to protect this man?”

      She glanced at Finn with speculation, and Tessa felt her stomach clench, knowing she needed to stop that thought before it went any further.

      “Die to protect the thief?” she asked, injecting incredulity and disbelief into her tone. “Of course not. I always work alone. He will only get in my way.”

      “I see.” The queen studied her for a moment longer, and then Tessa saw her interest in Finn fading, since she was not going to be able to torment Tessa by taking him from her.

      “I felt that you needed a challenge, Callahan,” the queen said, sitting back and crossing her legs. She was wearing a slinky green dress tonight that made her look like nothing more than an evil serpent. “I think you may be starting to go soft after being Captain of the Guard for so long. That’s why I’ve designed three tests that will show me your mettle and your loyalty. They will show whether you still deserve to have my trust and your position in the Dark Court.”

      “Yes, your majesty,” Tessa said, trying to sort out what Ransetta was up to.

      “The quest for the blades was the first test. This fight is the second.”

      And there would be a third. Tessa wondered what it would be. Nothing good. She knew that.

      “So you will fight the Char with the thief as ordered. If he gets in your way, it will only make the challenge more interesting.”

      A challenge the queen had called it? A test? Tessa guessed that was one way of describing fighting a Char. Or you could call it certain death. Yeah, that was probably more accurate.

      “Let the fight begin,” Ransetta said, flourishing her hands. “My champions will best the Char or die trying.”

      The crowd went wild, jumping to their feet and screaming, and she knew that they were hoping for the latter. They were excited to see Tessa and Finn die, not to watch them win.

      “Finn, we’re in trouble,” Tessa said as she stood beside Finn, stripping the leather sheaths off the blades. “She wants us to fight that thing.”

      “Don’t worry,” Finn said, pulling the sheaths off his own blades. “We can do this.”

      “How? Fighting a Char is impossible. No one has ever survived.”

      “We will,” Finn said.

      “How?” Tessa said again.

      “By working together. Just like in Perdira’s Mire. Just like in the monster lair. We’ve got this, Tess.”

      Tessa stared into his brown eyes that held nothing but conviction, and she suddenly felt that it was possible. That maybe they could survive.

      Finn walked calmly over to the edge of the arena and dropped their sheaths on the floor. He then returned to where Tessa stood in the middle. With an exchanged glance, they began flipping the blades faster and faster. Tessa couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction at how good she was with the blades, considering how short of a time she had been training with them.

      Then the Char began moving toward them, and she thought that it was probably a good thing that she was enjoying these moments because they were likely to be her last.
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      Tessa examined the approaching Char while the crowd in the arena cheered, anticipating her and Finn’s deaths. Her supper from earlier roiled in her stomach, and she wished she hadn’t eaten. Ransetta sat on her throne, a self-congratulatory smile on her face. Tessa wondered if she was rooting for Tessa or for the Char.

      “So, Tess,” Finn said, getting her attention. He had his blades out and was bouncing a little on the balls of his feet, ready for a fight. “Exactly what can this thing do?”

      Tessa raised her eyebrows in surprise. “You’ve never heard of a Char before?”

      “I have. But only the stories. What can they really do?”

      Tessa looked away from Finn toward the monster coming at them. “A Char’s most fearsome power is that it burns from the inside out. If it touches you, your skin will burn on contact.”

      “Lovely,” Finn said.

      “And it wants to burn you because that’s how it feeds. The more it burns you, the stronger it gets. So, make sure it doesn’t touch you.”

      “Ugh,” Finn said, disgusted.

      “It can also make itself insubstantial at will and is very hard to actually hit in a fight.”

      “Okay,” he said, drawing the word out.

      “One good thing for us is that it’s blind,” she pointed out.

      “Blind? Good for us.”

      “Right. But to make up for it, it has almost perfect hearing, and it uses echoes to easily track its prey.”

      “Perfect hearing. Hmm, not good for us.”

      “Finn,” Tessa said, turning to face him as she felt a sudden and fierce regret that her life was going to end like this. “I have no idea if we’re going to survive.”

      “Tess, don’t.”

      Tessa didn’t stop speaking.

      “But in case we die, I want you to know that I—” She stopped, pressing her lips together. “I—you—well, I want you to know that you mean a lot to me.”

      “You mean a lot to me, too, Tessa,” he said, his eyes worried. “But we are getting out of this alive. I know it.”

      “From your lips, to the Stars’ hearts,” Tessa murmured, turning to face the monster again.

      The Char was tall and thin. It had long arms with two joints instead of just one elbow. This enabled it to trap its victims more easily. There were no eyes where they would usually be located, but only smooth forehead all the way to its nose. And she couldn’t see any external ears, but she didn’t doubt that the thing had excellent hearing because Finn was pacing slightly to the left, Tessa was keeping pace with him, and the Char was tracking their movements easily.

      Also, the fearsome creature seemed to be glowing, its flesh like a live coal. And Tessa knew from the one other time she’d had contact with a Char that the burns were the most painful you could experience. She didn’t mention that to Finn. They were condemned to death as it was. It wouldn’t help him to know the agony that was in store for him.

      Tessa readied herself as the Char got close enough to attack. It suddenly lunged at her, and she jumped back, feeling the heat as its hand swung past her. She slashed with a straight arm at its head. Her blade passed through nothing as the Char disappeared. It reappeared directly behind Finn, and Tessa shouted a warning.

      Finn tucked into a roll as the Char’s red-hot hands clapped together, thankfully missing him entirely. He jumped up a few feet away, watching the creature carefully.

      It suddenly roared—a terrifying sound—and flew at them, half running, half floating on the heat waves it was giving off. Tessa took off running for the far side of the arena with Finn beside her.

      “Don’t let it separate us,” he yelled.

      The Char chased them until it had them pinned against the boards. They turned and ran along the edge, getting away from it until it suddenly appeared directly in front of them.

      Tessa couldn’t stop her forward momentum, but Finn grabbed her arm and dug in his heels, pulling her to a stop inches from the Char. They stumbled hastily backward as the thing came at them again.

      “There’s got to be a way to get an advantage,” he said to Tessa.

      But she knew there wasn’t.

      It was simply a matter of how long the monster would play with his supper.
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        * * *

      

      “There’s two of us and only one of it,” Finn said as they dodged it. The Char had changed its tactics and was reaching out its long arm and poking at them at random intervals. It had grazed Finn, and he had a bright-red burn on his upper arm, but so far, that was the only injury either of them had sustained. They were keeping away from it for now, but they would eventually get tired and make a mistake, and then it would kill them. The roaring of the onlookers had faded into the background as he focused on the monster before them.

      “We have to go on the attack instead of just defending,” he said, twisting to the side as the Char poked at him again.

      “What do you suggest?” Tessa asked. “I’m open to anything that will get us out of this.”

      “We have to hit it when its substantial. And I’ve noticed that if it disappears, it always reappears beside or behind the other person so that it can gain an advantage.”

      “Right,” Tessa said, weaving to the right and then the left as the Char swiped at her.

      “So what if I attacked it and forced it to go insubstantial, and then when it shows up next to you, you can surprise it and stab it?”

      “Sounds good,” Tessa said, and he admired how unafraid she was. “Let’s do it.”

      Finn attacked the Char, swiping at it repeatedly. It backed up but eventually went insubstantial. It reappeared as expected behind Tessa, and she whipped around as fast as she could, slicing for its face. Her blade hit flesh, and the metal heated up so fast that she almost dropped her blade. It went insubstantial almost immediately, but when it popped up again beside Finn, he could see the that monster had a gash in its cheek.

      “Yes!” he shouted. “Tess, you did it.” He felt elated. Maybe they might scrape out of this with their lives.

      But then the Char shrieked hideously again and went for Tessa, doing its strange floating run. She took off for the other side of the arena, running full out. It appeared in front of her, and she dodged. It disappeared and popped up again in front of her. She dived under it, rolled over, and then was straight back onto her feet. She spun to face it, blades swinging.

      Finn ran toward her as fast as he could. The Char was furious because she had cut it, and it was bent on revenge. She was going to need backup.

      The thing appeared behind her. She turned. It disappeared and reappeared at her back again. Over and over. Every time she turned, it materialized behind her. She seemed to be getting dizzy. And she couldn’t get away.

      Finally, she stumbled, and the Char’s long thin arm shot out and grabbed her by the neck with unnatural strength. Tessa screamed as it burned and continued to burn her flesh. She struggled, but the Char wouldn’t let her go.

      Finn approached carefully, not sure how to get her out of this. But he had to. He couldn’t let Tessa die. She was still screaming in pain. He sliced at the Char, but it merely made its arm insubstantial in that one spot, never letting go of Tessa.

      Shadows take the creature.

      Finn moved in closer to try and cut the part of the arm that it was holding Tessa with. Because either it would let her go or Finn would cut it. Either way, it was a win.

      But as he got close enough to attack it, he wasn’t expecting the Char to grab his neck with its other hand. Finn yelled. The pain was excruciating. He couldn’t think.

      Now they were both going to die.

      And it was his fault.
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        * * *

      

      The pain was all of her. She couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. All she could do was scream in agony. Soon, the Char would burn down to her jugular. Then it would all be over. And she would be glad to die.

      But from far away, she heard Finn’s cry of pain, and she felt her every nerve go on the alert.

      No. Not Finn.

      She didn’t have the strength to save herself. But maybe she had the strength to save Finn. But how?

      She opened her eyes.

      The Char was holding each of them, one on either side of him. Finn was staring at her with so much suffering in his eyes that she could hardly stand it. The smell of burning flesh was horrible. He lifted his hand and reached out for her. She blinked and lifted her own hand.

      If she could just touch him one last time, then maybe she could die in peace. It put unbearable pressure on her neck to reach out like that, but she did it anyway.

      The moment seemed endless, but then Finn grasped her hand so tightly it almost hurt. She didn’t care. She could feel him, and the pain dimmed a little. Now she could let go and return to Starlight. She was done with this painful life.

      Then a thought occurred to her.

      If she could feel his Starlight, he could feel hers.

      And…

      She willed her magic to merge with his and saw his eyes widen when he felt what she was doing. He began trying to unite, too. But it wasn’t working.

      Finn’s eyebrows drew together, and he reached out with his other hand. Tessa lifted her hand, too, brushing the Char’s side. She groaned in pain as a fresh burn bloomed on her arm, but they clasped hands, feeling their palms come firmly into contact.

      Instantly, they united, and the ecstasy nearly blocked out the pain.

      “Tess,” Finn gasped, barely able to speak. “A field of Light magic… would… kill it.”

      The Char seemed to realize that something was going on, and it began kicking at them and bumping them with its double elbows, all the time never letting go of their necks. This caused fresh burns to come out all over their bare skin, but neither of them wavered. The bliss was blocking some of the pain.

      Tessa gave herself completely to the uniting. She felt the Light magic flowing through her body. That was when she realized that she needed to stop the flow. Let the magic pile up. So she willed the magic to stay in the circle of their arms, building up more and more pressure.

      The raucous crowd seemed far away. She kept her eyes on Finn’s as the Light magic grew stronger and stronger.

      The Char suddenly noticed the danger, and it tried to get away, letting go of them. But it was too late. The field of Light magic was too strong, and it was caught.

      Tessa let the pressure build and build, until finally with a nod from Finn, she released it and the Char exploded in a blast of magic. Rainbow colors of energy flew everywhere, and a shockwave spread out from them, knocking out everyone in the arena and shattering all the glass in the entire place.

      It was very quiet with the Char gone and everyone unconscious. Tessa noticed that she and Finn had been healed from the Light magic. They stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment, and then Finn pulled her into his embrace.

      Tessa felt tears coming to her eyes, but she didn’t let them fall. They clung to each other, holding on tightly, unaware of the rest of the world. Tessa drew in a shaky breath.

      They were alive.

      They had done it.

      They had survived.

      Together.

      And Tessa knew that in spite of her warnings to herself, she did care about Finn. Deeply. And there was no way this could end well, so she was looking at a horribly shattered heart when it all came crashing down.

      But at this point.

      In his arms.

      She honestly didn’t care.
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      When Tessa was brought before the queen in one of her receiving rooms, tired and sweaty, she honestly didn’t know what to expect. And Finn’s words still rang in her ears.

      “We’re partners, Tessa. You shouldn’t go and see her alone. Especially after the stunt we just pulled.”

      Tessa had explained to him that you didn’t go against the queen’s orders unless you had a death wish. If she wanted to see Tessa alone, then Finn definitely shouldn’t come with her. It didn’t stop Tessa from wishing he was there, though.

      The ancient Fae studied her for a long time. Tessa knew that this was one of her tactics to terrify whoever came before her. Tessa wasn’t terrified, but it was unnerving nonetheless. Because she did have a healthy respect for the havoc the dark queen could wreak and the power that she had over Tessa’s own life.

      “Well played, Callahan, well played,” the queen said, a smile finally breaking over her face. “No one has surprised me in a long, long time. That was very inventive.”

      She waited for the queen to lose it on her. Often, Ransetta started her worst screaming rants by being complimentary to her victim. But the rant never came, so Tessa didn’t say a word.

      “I must say, I didn’t expect so much of you, Tessa. You’re good—I know—but I didn’t think you were that good. You return early with the blades and having mastered them in less time than you were given. It is quite impressive.”

      Tessa tried not to look sour at the backhanded comment. “Thank you, your grace.”

      “Are you two addicted?”

      “Your majesty?”

      “Are you addicted to uniting?”

      “No, your grace, I can explain…” Tessa said, but the queen held up her hand and she stopped speaking.

      “No need to explain. If you’re not addicted, then I won’t have any trouble from you if I decide I want him.”

      Tessa clenched her jaw.

      “I’m still hoping to have him in my bed,” Ransetta said, staring off into space, no doubt imagining what she’d do to Finn. Tessa felt sick that such a thing might happen to Finn. She also felt something else. Something that was a lot like jealousy boiling in the pit of her stomach.

      But that was ridiculous. There was nothing like that between her and Finn.

      “He’s nice eye candy,” Ransetta said. “We can keep him around a while longer.”

      “Respectfully, your grace, Finn is more than just a pretty face. He’s the one with the inventive ideas. Maybe we should consider promoting him.” Tessa kept her face blank and stoic, as if she didn’t care one way or the other. As if she was just providing her opinion as Captain of the Guard.

      “Maybe,” the queen said thoughtfully. Then she dismissed the topic with a wave of her hand. “Now, about those blades. Tell me everything about how you got them so that we can begin arming our people.”

      Tessa took a deep breath, sure this was not going to go well. “The thing is, your majesty, I almost died getting them. And I had to give away the thing I wanted most in the world.”

      “What?” Ransetta asked, completely taken aback. “What are you talking about, Tessa?”

      “The story about Perdira’s Mire is true. We had to go there. I had to promise Perdira, herself, that I would give up the thing I wanted most. And then she threw a bunch of magic at me that nearly killed me. She gave me the blades in the end, but she made me promise I would not give them to you.”

      “Did she?” the queen asked, her eyes once again staring into space. Tessa had a feeling that she was now lost in the past, not the future.

      “Yes, Finn agreed to get me an Otherworld sheath like he has for his blades. It was the only way that Perdira would agree to grant my wish.”

      “Perdira,” the queen said, a funny look on her face. “My old friend. I had thought she was dead long ago. And that the rumors about her being in that swamp were just that. Rumors.”

      “She is still there, your grace,” Tessa said, glad to be on firm ground about this at least.

      “Well, if that’s how you got the blades, we certainly can’t outfit our army of weaklings that way. Thank you for your effort. The blades will have to be recompense enough for what you gave up to get them.”

      “Yes, your majesty.” Tessa bowed, intensely grateful that the queen was looking at the situation that way. “Was there anything else you wanted?”

      The queen glanced around at the empty room, and then she touched one of the many rings on her fingers, swept her arm around—probably activating the anti-eavesdropping spell she always used for blocking sound when she didn’t want anyone to overhear a conversation.

      “There’s just one more thing. Your first mission with the new blades.”

      “Yes, my queen?”

      Ransetta didn’t speak for a long time, and when she finally did, Tessa was stunned by her words.

      “I want you to find the Keeper of the Scroll,” Ransetta said, still not looking at Tessa. “And I want you to get the Scroll of Severance from him and bring it to me. Kill anyone who gets in your way, including Nyall of the Light Court, who has been sent to find the Keeper as well. If you can’t get the Scroll, then bring the Keeper to me.”

      It was a good thing that the queen wasn’t looking at her at that moment, because Tessa couldn’t help her shocked reaction at being ordered to find a practically mythical magical object.

      Oh, and also to kill her oldest friend if he got in her way.
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        * * *

      

      The near-silent hum of the anti-eavesdropping spell hung in the somber air of the receiving room after the queen told Tessa that she was going to have to kill her friend. Of course, the queen didn’t know that he was her friend because the Dark Queen didn’t know that Tessa was a spy sent to undermine everything the Dark Court did.

      The order was a surprise in more ways than one. First of all, it was her friend, which seemed like perhaps it wasn’t a coincidence. Second, it wasn’t like Tessa was some menial assassin. She was the Captain of the Guard, and she had assassins who usually did this kind of killing for her. It wasn’t that she hadn’t killed anyone—many soldiers had died by her hand in battle—but she had never murdered someone in cold blood.

      It was completely inappropriate for the queen to ask this of her. And yet, for some reason, the queen was giving this mission to her. Then it came back to her that the queen had said she was testing Tessa’s loyalty to the Dark Court.

      This must be the third test.

      Tessa’s bruises and cuts were pulsing with her rapid heartbeat. The sweat on her body had dried, leaving her chilled in her skimpy fighting outfit. She was terribly uncomfortable physically, but the worst discomfort was internal. She didn’t know how to respond to Ransetta’s surprising pronouncement at all. And that worried her.

      She had known Nyall since they were both babies. And, yes, it was true that he had become rather pompous and irritating since they had grown up. And he had been a complete asshole the last time she had seen him.

      But he was still her friend.

      And she didn’t want to kill him.

      Also, acquiring the most powerful magical object in Ahlenerra and going against the King in the process seemed like a very bad idea.

      “Why, your majesty?” Tessa wanted to let out a sound of frustration, but she kept it in, her face impassive. The queen locked her gaze on Tessa’s face.

      “The Keeper has been located for the first time.”

      Tess frowned. “Hasn't he been hiding since you gave him the Scroll?”

      “Yes.”

      “So why would he suddenly be caught? Why now? After hiding for thousands of years, that seems very odd. Almost like a trap.”

      “You're not wrong, Callahan. By design, when the King and I created the Severance, we chose the Keeper and gave him the Scroll. He was supposed to keep himself and the Scroll hidden—forever.”

      “So...”

      The queen gave a sigh, as if she was very tired. “Look, Callahan. I don’t know why the Keeper has allowed himself to be located. And, frankly, I don’t care. I have it on good authority that the Light Court is going to try and get the Scroll of Severance from the Keeper.” The queen shook her head. “I can't let that happen.”

      “How? Where? When?”

      “He’s been spotted at the summer festival in Asmoore.”

      Tessa didn’t say anything. The surprising revelations were coming too quickly, and she could barely keep her wits about her and follow along with what the queen was telling her.

      “I don’t know where he hides the rest of the time,” the queen said. “Nor does it matter. As long as I get to him before the Light Court does.”

      “But, your majesty, why would they be trying to find him? Why now?”

      “I’m not sure,” the queen said, looking thoughtful. “The agreement between the King and I was to split Ahlenerra in two with the Chasm of Severance. And the Hundred Years Ball would be the only time that the people of our two lands would meet.”

      If it had been anyone other than the queen speaking to her, she would have said, tales heard at my grandmother’s knee, and rolled her eyes. But it was the queen, and Tessa let her speak. She needed as much information as possible if she was to deal with Ransetta’s latest whim. Plus, it would be more than dangerous to interrupt.

      “The monsters, including me, would stay over here, and the King and his perfect Fae would stay over there,” Ransetta said, staring down at the floor in misery as if she wanted to be swallowed up by it.

      And for the first time, Tessa saw the woman behind the crown, behind the madness. She saw, for one fraction of a second, the woman who had tried to protect her people and who had been brutally shunned and punished for it.

      No wonder she had become who she was.

      The queen shook her head, looking up again at Tessa, and the powerful, in-control Dark Queen was back. No sign of the vulnerable woman, whose heart had been broken by the man she loved. Tessa wondered for a second if she had imagined it. But no. She had seen it. And it had completely changed the way she saw Ransetta.

      And she could never unsee it.

      “And of course, there were all the Fae that just got dragged along with my banishment. But that’s neither here nor there.” She once again gazed with unfocused eyes out the window and then spoke softly as if remembering something from long ago. “Maybe the King wants to end the Severance.”

      “And what do you want, your majesty?” Tessa asked, also in a quiet voice, trying not to break the sharing mood that the queen was in. “Do you want to end the Severance?”

      “Oh no, Callahan, I have something much better planned,” she said, and her voice was louder, the cunning look back in her eye.

      Better than ending the Severance? Not likely. “What’s that?”

      “What I’ve always been after. The defeat of the Light Court, of course, and for the King to suffer. Greatly.”

      “And how will you do that, your majesty?”

      “I’m going to capture him and become queen of all of Ahlenerra. Nothing would cause him more pain than that.”

      Tess blinked at this admission.

      The Dark Queen ruling over all the Fae land? Not a good idea.

      “You, Callahan, will find the Keeper first. Get the Scroll if you can. And kill Nyall and his team if they become a problem. Take the handsome thief with you to help, since he’s not dead and he has been quite useful in getting you the blades and training you on them.”

      “But, your grace—”

      The queen gave her a mildly annoyed look when Tessa attempted to interrupt. It was the look she gave before she had someone beaten to death, and it stopped Tessa in her tracks.

      “Then I will have the Scroll instead of the King,” the queen continued. “With it, I can destroy the Light Court.”

      “I thought neither you nor the King could be killed without destabilizing our entire land,” Tessa said, thinking back to what Finn’s grandfather had said.

      “That’s true. I can’t kill him. But if I could make him suffer terribly, that would be nearly as good. The King and I are both linked to the Scroll magically, and it’s the only way I can get any power over him because he is the most powerful Faerie in the land. I can’t kill him. But tormenting him for the rest of eternity would be almost as satisfying.”

      Tessa tried not to show her disgust.

      “Of course, your majesty,” Tessa said automatically because there was no possible way she could say no, but her mind was thinking furiously. “But how will I get onto Light Court lands to kill him?”

      “Here’s a spell that will get you across the Chasm.”

      In her graceful hand lay two bracelets made from what looked like pale yellow diamonds—the only stone strong enough to contain a spell this powerful, Tessa guessed. It was strong Dark Magic indeed that could get them across the Chasm of Severance. When she made her reports to the King, he always created a portal for her. Not even the King gave her something with which to cross the Chasm.

      “May the Shadows guide you on your journey,” Ransetta said, handing over the bracelets.

      Tessa took them with trepidation. “And may they cover you in darkness until I return, your grace,” Tessa said, using the ritual words.

      Everyone knew that you couldn’t cross the Chasm of Severance because of the magic spell that the King and Queen had created when they had separated. Other than the magic that holds together the entire realm of Esper, there was nothing more powerful than the magic that created the Chasm of Severance. Because it had been created from the pain of love turning into hatred and there was nothing stronger than that.

      “We will discuss the details later, Callahan,” the queen said with a wave of her elegant hand. “Leave me now.”

      With a bow, Tessa left the room, and as she walked down the corridor, a tiny smile lit her face. This mission had fallen to her for a reason. It was so that she could do what the Seer had said she would.

      Tessa would get the Scroll of Severance.

      But she wouldn’t give it to either of the spoiled brat monarchs that ruled the Seelie and Unseelie courts of Ahlenerra.

      Tessa would get it for herself and for her people.

      And she would end the Severance.

      It was really possible.

      And she was going to do it.
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      Tessa’s hand shook a little when she knocked on Finn’s door. She had learned so much, and she wasn’t sure how she would tell him everything. And she was so excited about finally having a way to accomplish her goal.

      Finn opened it immediately, grabbing her arm and pulling her inside. He shut the door and, grabbing her other arm, pushed her against it. He examined her closely as if looking for injuries. On impulse, she clasped his forearms too, not sure what was going on.

      “Well? What did she want? Are you okay?” Finn studied her with worried eyes. It was such an unexpected gesture, and the anxiety on his face was so genuine that Tessa was momentarily caught off balance. She stared back, lost in his eyes, her heart pounding wildly.

      “Tessa?” he asked, seeming even more concerned. “Are you all right?”

      Tessa shook her head a little, trying to clear it, not sure what had just happened to her.

      “Uh, yeah. I’m fine. I wasn’t in trouble.”

      “Okay.” He looked relieved and released her. “Come in. Sit down. What did she want?”

      Tessa took the chair, and Finn sat on his neatly made bed. The smell of Finn’s soap and his battle leathers permeated the room, and it comforted her a little.

      “She wants me to kill my friend,” Tessa said, the enormity of what the queen had just asked her to do coming back to her in a wave of heaviness.

      “What do you mean?”

      “There is a man. His name is Nyall. She wants me to kill him.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s Light Court. And she thinks that the King is trying to get the Scroll of Severance.”

      Finn looked completely bewildered. He stood up and began to pace.

      “So, you’re saying that you have to kill this Light Court Fae, Nyall?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he’s your friend?” Finn put more emphasis on the word friend than was strictly necessary.

      “Yes.” Tessa had long ago had a crush on Nyall. But surely, that hadn’t shown in her tone? Well, the crush had been more recent than long ago. But still. She was over that.

      So why am I blushing, then?

      “How do you have a friend that’s from the Light Court?” Finn asked, studying her with sudden suspicion.

      “I met him at one of the Hundred Years Balls,” Tessa lied, feeling terrible about it. But there was no way that she could tell Finn about being a spy in the Dark Court, even if they were partners and good friends now. She was way past the point of when she could have come clean.

      “Ah,” he said, suddenly ill at ease. “Of course. I’ve… met… some Light Fae that way, too.”

      Tessa suspected that he had done more with said Light Fae than just met them. But she didn’t comment on that.

      “How does the queen expect you to get into the Seelie lands?”

      “She gave me these?” Tessa held out her palm to show him the bracelets.

      Finn studied them with concern as they seemed to vibrate in her hand with the strong Dark Magic they contained.

      “Those look powerful. What are they for? And why do you have two?”

      “She said they’d get us across the Chasm,” Tessa said, and Finn seemed taken aback. “You’re to go with me,” she added, in case it wasn’t clear.

      “But she just tried to kill me. And now she wants to send me on a mission of this importance? She doesn’t even trust me. If we hadn’t merged our magic, I’d be dead.”

      Tessa shrugged. “I don’t try to figure out the queen’s whims. I only try to ride them to my advantage as much as possible. That is the only way to survive in the Dark Court.”

      Finn examined Tessa. “Do you want me there?”

      Tessa frowned. “Of course. Why would you say that? I thought that you thought that we were better together?”

      “We do work well together. It’s just that this friend of yours…” Finn stared at the floor, his face troubled. “Nyall.”

      “What about him?”

      “Maybe he wouldn’t take kindly to you showing up with me to save him.” He suddenly glanced up. “You are going to save him, aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “Good.”

      “But we’re going to do much much better than that, Finn,” Tessa said, suddenly forgetting Finn’s awkward questions about Nyall as she remembered her goal.

      “We are?”

      “We’re going to get the Scroll,” Tessa said, determination in her voice. “And I’m going end the Severance.”
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        * * *

      

      “What are you talking about?” Finn asked, staring incredulously at Tessa. “Get the Scroll? End the Severance? Are you crazy? What did Ransetta do to you in there?”

      Tessa glowered at him. “I’m not crazy. And you said yourself that I should do it.”

      “I was kidding.” Finn ran a hand through his dark brown hair. “Like when I said I believed the Seer. It’s called sarcasm, Tessa. You know, a joke?”

      Tessa shook her head. “So, are you saying that you think that I can’t do it?”

      “No one can do it. It’s impossible.”

      “The Severance was created by Fae, and it can be uncreated,” Tessa argued. “It’s not something that is immutable, like the land.”

      “Of course, it’s immutable. Look at the Chasm. It’s a part of the land. There’s nothing more permanent or more impossible to change than that, Tessa.” He got up and began to pace, his bare feet padding across the stone floor. “It’s madness to think you can do this. You’re going to get yourself killed. Twice. Once by the Dark Queen for crossing her. And once by the King for taking his precious Scroll.”

      “You really have that little faith in me?” Tessa asked, crossing her arms over her chest, more upset than she wanted to admit.

      “It’s not that,” Finn said, stopping his pacing and coming to face her. “It’s just…”

      “What, Finn?” Tessa jumped to her feet and tilted her head to scowl up at him. “It’s just that you’re too scared to try to change things? It’s just that you think that I’m not good enough to do anything this important? Or maybe it’s just that you don’t want anything else to do with me. We got the blades, saved our skins, and now we’re done. And everything you said about us being better together and all that was just Shadows and wind.”

      “No,” Finn said, upset. “That’s not it at all. You’ve got it all wrong.”

      He moved closer until he was staring down into her eyes, his chest rising and falling with his erratic breathing.

      “Then tell me, Finn Noble. What is it?”

      There was silence in the room after her final question. Tessa waited, anger pounding through her veins.

      “It’s just…” Finn started, once more his eyes on the stones that made up the floor. Tessa didn’t say anything, waiting impatiently for him to speak—to explain himself.

      Finally, he lifted his gaze and met hers.

      “It’s just that you will surely die on this ridiculous mission and—” Finn swallowed, breathing hard as if what he wanted to get out was extremely difficult for him to say. He took her hands in his, causing a wave of energy to spread through her until every bit of her body seemed to be humming.

      “And—” He broke off again. Finally, he gathered the courage to say it. “And I don’t think I could stand to lose you, Tess.”

      He stared at her a moment longer and then left the room, the door slamming behind him. Tessa stood there. Stunned. Not at all sure what to make of his words.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you kidding me?” Finn asked, staring at the eight-inch wide plank stretched across the Chasm that would allow them to cross over into the Seelie lands. It was not attached at either end. This was one of the narrowest parts and it was still thirty feet across. Below them, the fall to the bottom was dizzying. It was not so high that you couldn’t see the bottom, thus giving you a comforting false sense of security, but was just high enough to be completely terrifying. The plank, which probably had once been quite sturdy, now appeared to be old—ancient even—and about to fall to pieces.

      Of course, the only way across the Chasm was a simple board. What else would it be? Finn gazed up at the sky, which was grey and dreary—much the way Finn’s life was feeling more and more these days.

      “This is where she said that her people cross sometimes using the bracelets.” Tessa’s voice was worried, and Finn looked back at her.

      “What is it?” he asked, concerned by an odd note in her voice.

      “Nothing,” Tessa said with what was probably supposed to be a nonchalant shrug. “I just… I’m not good with heights.”

      “The fearsome Captain of the Guard is afraid of heights?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Not afraid. I’m just not good with them. I have this issue with my inner ear the Healer said. Affects my balance.”

      He lifted his eyebrows.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      Finn closed his eyes, searching for some semblance of calm. Of course, the best fighter in the kingdom had a problem with heights. A sigh escaped him.

      “Why don’t we just fly across in our tiny form?” he suggested. “It would be safer.”

      Tessa shook her head. Some curls had come free of her ponytail and were whipping around her face. Of course, the wind seemed to be rising just as they were about to cross an impossible chasm on a rickety old board.

      How had he gotten here?

      “The bracelets are for our regular forms only. They won’t work when we’re small, even if we could carry them. Which we can’t. Plus, flying across in our tiny forms will set off the wards, Finn. As if the King and Dark Queen would leave such a ridiculous loophole.”

      “And we can’t use the blades because of the Severance spell,” Finn said.

      “Exactly. It’s the most powerful spell in all of Ahlenerra, meant to keep any Fae from crossing. The King and Dark Queen would have thought of that.”

      “Fine. Fine. But I have to say that it sure looks as though the queen is setting you up to fail over and over again, Tessa. Are you sure she’s actually on your side?”

      “Not at all,” Tessa said, staring across the immense chasm. “In fact, I’m pretty sure she didn’t expect me to come back alive from the quest for the blades. But that’s not the point.”

      “What’s the point, then?”

      “We have a way to get into the Seelie lands without the wards being set off, Finn.”

      “And just so we’re clear, those are the wards that will kill us if they’re set off?”

      “Yes, those wards.”

      “And you’re sure that the bracelets will protect us from the wards?” he asked.

      “Fairly sure. And it doesn’t matter if she’s on my side or not, as long as we get what we want.”

      “You mean so long as you get what you want. The Scroll for yourself.”

      “Not for myself, Finn,” she said, an irritated look on her face in response to his admittedly goading words and tone. “For all of us. To end the Severance.”

      “You’re so full of Shadows and wind, Tess,” Finn said. “You only want to end the Severance so you can get what you want. You’re no saint. You’re the Dark Queen’s right hand for goodness sake.”

      Tessa stared at him, clearly hurt, and he felt bad about what he had said. Until she spoke, trying to hurt him back.

      “You’re just as full of it yourself, Finn, with your whole Shadows may care attitude about everything. As if nothing matters to you.”

      “I did care about things… before,” Finn said. “And it only got me hurt. I’ve decided that it’s just easier not to. I need to keep my distance.”

      “See?” Tessa asked, lifting her shoulder and dropping it again. “Shadows and wind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You got me the Otherworld sheath,” she said, coming over to him and poking him in the chest. “You almost died. Then just because I say that I usually work alone, which is true, you get all pissy and upset with me. Won’t talk to me anymore.”

      “So what do you care?” he asked, annoyed. She was the one who didn’t want him. “We’re just partners. Just trying to stay alive. Nothing more.”

      She shook her head, her anger dying down.

      “We’re more than that, and you know it, Finn,” she said, her voice sounding tired. “And what about what you said after I went to see Ransetta? What did you mean?”

      Finn didn’t know what to say. He was totally embarrassed that she would bring that up. “I… just never mind, Tessa. We have a mission. Let’s keep things professional.”

      “Professional?” she asked, her irritation flaring again. “Professional? You’re the one who kissed me, Finn.” She held up two fingers and he stared at them. “Twice.”

      And damn it if he didn’t want to kiss her again.

      But that would be the height of foolishness.

      “Just for the record,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her. “You kissed me the second time.”

      She blushed and turned away from him to gaze at the Chasm again. Finn took a deep breath, trying to calm his heart that was pounding in his chest. He needed to keep his distance. He had already let his guard down more than he ever had since Emmy, and Tessa hadn’t responded. She had said she usually worked alone. She didn’t want him. So why was she pushing him like this?

      “Whatever, let’s just get across,” he said, his voice gruff.

      “Fine,” she said. “But we’re not done with this.”

      He glanced at her and away again.

      “Yes, let’s cross,” Tessa said, her voice trembling a little as she, too, turned to face the Chasm again. “Preferably without dying.”

      It gutted Finn to think that she was nervous about crossing and he couldn’t help her. Not that it was his job to take care of her. She didn’t want him. And they were, after all, going to save some guy she clearly had feelings for.

      Still, he couldn’t help wanting to protect her.

      Stupid.

      “I don’t suppose that these bracelets will keep us from falling,” Finn said, fiddling with his and making sure it was attached properly. He leaned a little toward the edge and peered down into the chasm.

      “No such luck,” Tessa said, regret in her voice. “They’re only to get us past the Light Court wards and across the magical barrier that divides the Seelie and Unseelie lands.”

      “Fine,” Finn said, standing up straighter. “No use putting it off. Here I go.”

      He stepped out onto the board and felt it bow and sway a little under his weight, but it held. The wind was creating an odd keening noise as it blew across the top of the chasm.

      “This is ridiculous,” he muttered, focusing on the land on the opposite side. He lifted his arms to help with balance. Then he looked at the board a couple feet in front of him, keeping his eyes there and moving forward.

      Once he was out over the chasm and far from the edge, he wanted to look down, but he wasn’t dumb enough to do it. He kept his concentration locked down and put one foot in front of the other. His arms were out at his sides, helping keep his balance, and he thought he was doing quite well until he got to the far side.

      Finn was getting tired, and he struggled to keep the necessary focus. Especially when he realized that he was almost across. But he would have been okay if a big gust of wind hadn’t come up and pushed him just a little bit off balance. Just a wee bit.

      Just enough to make him fall.

      Finn yelled as he tipped off the stupid board and into the Chasm.

      That’s it, he thought. My life is over.
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      “No!” Tessa screamed.

      Finn had fallen in the chasm.

      No. No. No. No.

      She stepped out onto the board, barely taking any care at all. Not even thinking about what she was doing, she walked quickly across the board to the other side—her entire being centered on the fact that Finn had fallen in. He couldn’t be dead. He just couldn’t.

      She walked fast, hardly paying any attention to her footing. She stopped a few feet from land when she saw, to her intense relief, that Finn was hanging on to a rocky outcropping about four feet below the so-called bridge.

      “Finn, are you all right?” she asked, close to tears but holding them back.

      “I’m fine, but I could use a little help.”

      “What should I do?” Tessa asked, unable to think because she was so glad that he wasn’t dead.

      “Get across first,” Finn instructed. “Then get the rope. I’ll be fine for another minute.”

      “Right,” Tessa said and looked toward the edge.

      And suddenly, she felt dizzy and off balance. She froze, not sure if she could move any farther. The cold wind blew, pushing at her as if it was trying to knock her off.

      “What’s wrong?” Finn asked, sensing her hesitation.

      “It’s just… my balance issue.”

      “Hold your arms out to your sides,” he said. “Focus a couple feet ahead of you on the board. Don’t look down, and don’t look where you’re going. Just one step at a time, Tess.”

      Tessa drew in a shaky breath, not sure at all. Usually, she was so strong and sure of herself. And yet this ridiculous balance issue had gotten to her a few times, and all of those times had not ended well.

      But she remembered that Finn needed her help. She had to get across. Tessa fixed her eyes on the board a few feet in front of her and willed her foot to move. She took one step, felt her balance going, and adjusted her arms, trying to get back under control.

      This was ridiculous.

      She was the Captain of the Guard.

      But there was nothing she could do about this condition. Nothing but fall to her death, she supposed.

      She felt herself pitching forward, and she fell, landing on the board and straddling it. She grasped frantically, wrapping her arms around the plank and holding on tightly. Her face pressed against the rough wood that was bouncing up and down slightly.

      “Tess, are you all right?” Finn asked, his voice strained.

      “Yes,” she managed to get out. “I’m fine.”

      “Good, then you should be able to inch your way across on your stomach.”

      Yes. She could get across if she didn’t need to balance. Tessa wished she had thought of that in the first place. She lifted her head, scooting forward a couple inches. Then she did it again and again until she reached solid ground.

      Once she was on land again, she took a big breath. But then she thought of Finn hanging there. She couldn’t waste any more time. She fumbled in her pack for the rope and tied it to a nearby tree, moving to the edge and dropping it down to where Finn was still clinging to the rock.

      Tessa watched, her heart in her throat as he let go and grabbed for the rope with both hands. He grasped it and swung out, bumping against the rock. She scrambled back and began pulling on the rope, lifting him a hand at a time as he climbed up.

      Soon, he was over, and she helped pull him away from the edge, dragging him back until they both fell to the ground, exhausted. She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her face into his shoulder to hide her tears of relief. After a slight hesitation, he pulled her close.

      “This is a fool’s errand,” Finn said into her neck. “And we’re both going to die trying to get the Scroll.”

      Tessa took a shaky breath and clung to Finn more tightly. She was seriously freaking out retroactively that he had fallen in the Chasm.

      What if he had died?

      “Hey,” he said, seeming to notice that she was close to losing it. He smoothed her hair, trying to calm her shaking, and she breathed him in—soap, woodsmoke, and some other man-scent that was distinctly Finn. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m really sorry, Finn,” Tessa said the first thing that popped into her mind, her hands clenching his shirt. “If I had a choice, I would never have gotten you involved in all this.”

      “I make my own choices, Tess. You’re not responsible.”

      She spoke into his shoulder so he wouldn’t see her face. “But what if you had died?” She drew in a deep sobbing breath. “I don’t think I could stand to lose you either.”

      She felt him go still. After a while, she couldn’t take it anymore. She lifted her head to look at him—to try and figure out what was going on in his head.

      “I didn’t die,” he said gently. He searched her eyes as if wishing he could read her mind. “Nobody’s losing anybody.”

      Tessa nodded, so upset she was unable to speak.

      “Hey, look. We’re in the Seelie lands. Home of the Light Court. For the first time ever. Let’s check this place out.”

      Tess felt guilty for continuing to lie to him but what could she do now? She was in too deep.

      “Sure,” she said, her voice weak.

      “Good. Now let’s get to the Festival,” Finn said, getting to his feet and pulling her up. “From the briefing it sounds like a pretty good party.”

      “Well, we are Fae,” Tess said, knowing that her race had made a name for themselves as people who knew how to throw a party.

      “Light Fae,” Finn reminded her because they, of course, would be pretending to be Light Fae while they were on this mission.

      Tess felt overwhelmed by the layers of deception she had created. Now she was a Light Fae, pretending to be a Dark Fae, who was pretending to be a Light Fae. It was truly ridiculous.

      Tessa sighed as Finn helped her up. She had had such high hopes for this quest. She honestly wanted to get the Scroll so she could end her people’s suffering. And yet the very first challenge had nearly taken them both out. She desperately hoped that Finn wasn’t right—that this wasn’t a fool’s errand that would get them both killed.
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        * * *

      

      Finn leaned against an ancient tree, watching the crowds at the Festival in Asmoore. They were waiting until close to midnight in order to search under the cover of darkness. Also, by the time it got that late, the party would be well underway, and few people would notice or care what they were up to.

      The Starlight overhead and the many bonfires lit up the night, and all the Fae in attendance were chattering happily. There was lively music playing constantly. And some people had already begun to dance. The Festivals were held in the summer on the first day of the new moon across Ahlenerra every year, in order to collect Elixir from the Starlight and to drink it. They were happy occasions. Starlight could only be collected on nights when there was no moon and no clouds in order for the Elixir to be maximum strength.

      The festivals were times when the Fae remembered what it must have been like before the Severance. Before the dark times came upon the land.

      Before Ransetta ruled the Unseelie Court and death was an everyday occurrence.

      For Finn, it reminded him of home and his childhood. And he had to admit that he was feeling awfully nostalgic for those days. At least, it meant that he wasn’t thinking about the beautiful Faerie that seemed to have bewitched him completely, despite his best attempts at remaining aloof from her. He blew out his breath and folded his arms across his chest, feeling uncomfortable in the fancy clothes he was wearing in order to fit in with the festivalgoers. He hadn't worn such garments since his grandfather had taken him to court.

      Where was Tessa anyway?

      She had gone to go get them some Elixir.

      “Way to blend in,” Tessa said next to his ear, materializing out of the shadows. He started in spite of himself and then frowned.

      “I’m only here to help you,” he grumbled. “As ordered by the queen.”

      Tessa handed him a goblet and gave him an unsure smile. “And I appreciate your help,” she said in a quiet voice.

      Finn met her eyes and then glanced away, not saying anything. He had said too much back at Direwood Castle. He ought to have kept quiet. Kept his distance. And now, he was completely confused about where they stood.

      What had Tessa meant when she’d said that she couldn’t stand to lose him either? Had she meant what he had meant when he had said it? Or was she just worried about him as a partner and a friend?

      Finn took a deep breath and a sip from the pewter goblet he had been handed. It was all too bewildering. He couldn’t figure out how he felt about her. Distance had been a good idea. He ought to have kept away from her.

      Well, he would keep his distance from now on. No matter how pretty she looked tonight. He couldn’t be getting tangled up with the Captain of the Guard for the Dark Court. He clenched his jaw as his words inadvertently brought up an image in his mind of exactly how he’d like to be tangled with the Captain —in his bed.

      Shadows and Chasm, I’m supposed to be keeping my distance. Not fantasizing about her.

      Tessa was wearing a beautiful forest-green gown that emphasized her figure and which was completely distracting. Finn hadn’t seen her in a dress before, and he was having a hard time keeping his eyes off her. She had two small braids wrapped around her head like a crown, and her brown curls were falling around her shoulders. Her blue eyes in the half darkness looked black.

      She lifted her goblet to her lips and drank deeply, tipping it until the entire thing was drained. She took a deep breath afterward. Finn gave her a black look.

      “I’m going to get another,” Tessa said, starting to walk away.

      “Wait,” Finn said, catching her hand to stop her.

      Tessa’s jaw dropped, her eyes falling to their hands and then moving back up. She met his eyes with surprise and something else in her gaze he couldn’t quite decipher.

      “Shouldn’t you go easy on the Feeyun?” he suggested. “You’re going to need your mind clear for the mission.”

      “We have hours before we have to send out the finding spell,” Tessa said, shaking her head in an exaggerated fashion. “And if I have to kill Nyall and his team tonight, I’m going to get good and drunk beforehand.”

      “So there is something between the two of you,” Finn said, unable to stop himself as jealousy flared up inside him. He was a fool to be jealous. But there it was. He pulled on her hand and she stepped closer. Too close for people who were just partners or friends.

      Tessa raised her eyebrows. “Not that it’s any of your business,” she said, a question in her eyes. “But no. There is nothing between us, and there never was."

      Finn tilted his head to the side and gave her a look that said he didn’t believe a word she was saying.

      “Fine,” she admitted. “I had a crush on him for a while. That’s all. He never saw me like that.”

      “He’s a damn fool, then,” Finn said under his breath.

      “What?” Tessa asked, the expression on her face indicating that she had actually caught what he had said but wasn’t sure whether to believe her ears or not.

      “Nothing,” Finn said. “You shouldn’t drink any more.”

      “He’s my friend, Finn. Of course, I don’t want to kill my friend.”

      “Maybe you won’t have to kill him.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m still getting drunk,” she said, taking his goblet, tipping it up, and draining it in one shot. She handed it back to him.

      “You must have a sober spell, then?” he asked, eyeing her and trying to figure out what was going on in her head. “There’s no way you could accomplish your mission otherwise.”

      “I do have a sober spell. So I can get as drunk as I want, and as soon as I take the pill, I’ll be sober as an elf.”

      Tessa sighed, and Finn could smell the sweet scent of the Feeyun she’d already drank.

      “I still don’t think it’s a good idea. We’re not here for the party.” He shook his head. “We’re on a quest. You want to steal the most powerful magical artifact in Ahlenerra and then do the impossible, remember?”

      Her face suddenly grew serious.

      “I remember,” she said in a wistful voice. “It must be the dress. I haven’t been to a Festival in years, other than to work, and I haven’t worn a dress in a long time, either.”

      “Well,” Finn said, turning away and letting go of her hand. If he looked at her with that vulnerable expression on her face for a moment longer, he wouldn’t be able to keep himself from kissing her. “I’m sure if Nyall never thought about you like that before, he will tonight.”

      “Hmph, right,” Tessa said, complete disbelief in her voice. And Finn turned back to meet her eyes, not sure if she was joking. Surely, she knew how beautiful she was?

      “There’s not a man here that isn’t affected by you in that dress, Tessa. I’ve seen the looks they’ve been giving you. I’m sure that Nyall will be impressed.”

      “Not a man here who isn’t…” Tessa repeated softly, glancing around at the crowd and then bringing her gaze back to him. She studied Finn too closely for comfort, and he tore his eyes away, knowing that he had given away too much—again. Wasn’t he supposed to be keeping his distance?

      “I don’t care what Nyall thinks,” she said quietly, playing with the skirt of the gown. And Finn couldn’t help but glance at her again, wondering what she meant by that cryptic comment.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Tess had gotten drunk. But she had taken the sober pill and they were about to set off the finding spell that would locate the Keeper. The spelled handkerchief began to glow a bit when Tess activated it, and it floated in the air before them.

      “Okay,” Tessa said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

      She touched her thigh through the dress where Finn knew she had a dagger stashed—probably checking that it was still there. He clenched his fists, ignoring the images his brain brought up of her shapely legs wrapped around his waist while he—

      Finn stifled a groan. Distance. He was keeping his distance.

      The cloth began floating away. As it always seemed with finding spells, it went just faster than they could walk comfortably, forcing them to almost break into a run to keep up with it. Finn always wondered if the mages that made the finding spells did it on purpose for their own amusement.

      They threaded their way through the crowds, following the scrap of cloth that held the spell. Nobody seemed concerned that someone was using a finding spell in public. And they had been banking on that. It was probably due to the fact that everyone at the festival had already consumed copious amounts of Feeyun and were already starting to dance around the fires, paying no attention to anyone else—lost in their own hazy drink-induced happiness.

      The spell wasn’t as annoying as most finding spells were. It mostly weaved in and out of people, although occasionally it tried to go through a tent. Or it flew over a fire, and they were forced to quickly go around or lose it.

      Finn found himself constantly apologizing for bumping into people and knocking them aside as he tried to keep the finding spell in sight. Tess, on the other hand, seemed to know exactly what was coming up and where to go as they followed the cloth through the Festival. Finn found it odd but explained it to himself as Tess just being completely on top of everything, as usual.

      “Come on,” Tessa hissed at him as he apologized to yet another man when he elbowed him and made him slosh his drink. They arrived at the edge of the Festival and were able to jog and keep up with the finding spell as it made its way along the edge of the tents through the forest.

      Suddenly, the cloth stopped and dropped to the ground.

      “What the…”

      “This spell isn’t sophisticated enough to find his exact location, and using stronger magic would draw more attention than we want,” Tess explained, glancing around at the area of Asmoore where the finding spell had led them to. They were at the point where the festival field met the town. The first buildings had signs indicating that they were a tavern and an inn. She could see more businesses and houses farther in when she peered down the street.

      “What are we going to do now?” Finn asked, sitting down on a stump. The smell of the food they were selling at the festival drifted over to him, and his stomach grumbled at the delicious odors of bread and meat. As his stomach growled, he wished he’d eaten more for supper. He’d had only a sandwich from the feasting tables. Now that he couldn’t eat, he wanted to. Of course.

      “Well, he could be anywhere in a fifty-foot radius of the cloth,” Tessa said, pacing back and forth in front of him.

      Finn found himself admiring her in spite of his resolution to keep his distance. Her skirts swished as she made the turn at the end of each lap, and her movements were agile and sure—the sign of someone completely comfortable in her body. The sign of a warrior. He loved that she was so strong. But she didn’t look like a fighter tonight, and that was what was messing with him.

      “Okay. And so we search everywhere within fifty feet?” Finn tried to keep up with the conversation, pushing away his confusing thoughts about Tessa. He glanced around. “That would mean making a thorough search of that inn, which could be problematic. You can’t just go in and do like you usually do, declaring you’re allowed to search it by order of the queen.”

      “That’s right. I certainly can’t do that. We need to be smart about this. Besides, if we want to get the Scroll for ourselves—”

      “You want to get the Scroll for yourself,” Finn corrected her, but she continued on, ignoring him.

      “To get the Scroll,” she repeated, “we need to be smart and figure things out. We need the Keeper. And we need to get to him before Nyall.”

      “Fine,” Finn said. “How do you propose we go about being smart and finding him before Nyall?”

      “Well, if you were an ancient Fae trying to avoid notice, where would you hide?”
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      “If I was the Keeper, where would I hide?” Finn repeated and paused.

      The faint sounds of the music and revelry from the festival in Asmoore drifted to Tessa. It was dark, but she could see Finn well enough by starlight. He had an expectant expression on his annoyingly handsome face. His brown eyes were gazing at her with that look he’d had for most of the day—as if he were trying to figure her out.

      She wished she could figure him out.

      But she couldn’t even think straight with how good he looked right now. He had on formal clothes, which she’d never seen him wear before. And though she liked his usual stubble, seeing him clean-shaven was a new experience. It made her want to run her hand down his cheek. It felt as though there was a constant flow of energy back and forth between them. The tension was seriously killing her.

      And she was supposed to think? To figure out where the Keeper of the Scroll would hide? It was too much to ask.

      She threw her hands up.

      “Yes. Where? If you were the keeper of the most valuable object in Ahlenerra, where would you wait until it was time to drink your Elixir?”

      “Seriously?” Finn asked, and when Tessa nodded, he sighed. “Somewhere safe. Somewhere close. Somewhere where no one would notice me.”

      “Safe, close, where no one would notice.” Tessa thought hard. She snapped her fingers. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “That tavern. We’ll check here first.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s close, and no one would notice some old Fae having a pint. And the most important thing?” She pointed above the door. “Like every tavern in the Seelie lands, there are wards over the door.”

      “So?”

      “So, anyone who meant harm couldn’t come in. He would be safe.”

      “Are you serious? They have these at every tavern?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “How do you know this about the wards?” Finn asked, suspicion in his eyes.

      Tessa searched for a reasonable explanation that didn’t involve telling him that her family had come to this Festival every year for generations.

      “I’m the Captain of the Guard, Finn. I prepared for this mission. I was briefed on the Seelie lands and customs. I memorized the map. That’s all.”

      “But I noticed it before. It’s like you knew exactly where to go. Like you’ve been here before. Have you been here before?” Finn was gazing at her, perplexed.

      “Finn, of course, I haven’t,” she said, keeping her tone calm and slightly insulted that he was questioning her. “I was thoroughly briefed before we left. Stop being weird. Let’s just find him.”

      “Okay,” Finn said, but he didn’t seem convinced by her explanation.

      Tessa felt terrible that she couldn’t tell him the truth, but she entered the tavern, pushing on toward her goal. There was only one thing to do and that was get the Scroll. End the Severance. And restore the Fae lands to their former glory.

      It was the only way she could ever have her life back. Finn would never understand, and she couldn’t tell him until it was all over. If he knew what she really was, he would never forgive her. He might not help her.

      That was why she shouldn’t be having those thoughts about how good he looked and how kind and strong he was. She shouldn’t be letting him hold her when she was upset. She shouldn’t be replaying those kisses they’d shared over and over in her mind before she fell asleep every night. Because even if she told him everything when it was all done, he probably wasn’t going to forgive her for lying to him. He had already told her that he couldn’t tolerate deception because of what had happened to whoever it was that had died because of lies. Plus, there was a goodness in Finn that simply was not compatible with someone like Tessa. She knew that.

      So there would be no more dreaming of Finn.

      Because there was no way they could ever be together. There was no way she could ever be with anyone. Falling in love with Finn could only lead to heartache.

      And the last thing she needed was a broken heart. What she needed was to get real.

      Saving their land was the only possible source of happiness and satisfaction that could ever come out of her life now. She needed to focus on that.

      Find the Keeper.

      Get the Scroll.

      End the Severance.

      Tessa and Finn stood side by side just inside the door, surveying the boisterous crowd that was here to pass the time until the collection of the Elixir began at midnight. There was the slight smell of smoke in the air from the raging fire in the fireplace and a stuffy warmth in the room that suffocated her.

      “There,” Tessa said in a quiet voice. “In the far corner, next to the fireplace.”

      “I see him. How do you know it’s him?”

      “I don’t. I just have a feeling.”

      Finn shook his head, clearly unhappy.

      “Let’s go,” Tessa said sharply. “He’s got what we need.”

      “What you need,” Finn said, clearly annoyed with her.

      Good, she wanted him annoyed. It would be easier to keep her heart safe if he was irritated with her.

      “Same thing,” she said to anger him even more and moved into the tavern, leaving Finn to follow behind.
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        * * *

      

      Finn fumed—furious that Tessa assumed he would follow her. He wasn’t her dog, for Chasm’s sake. Unfortunately, he was starting to understand that she had made her way into his life to the point where he honestly couldn’t imagine it without her. And he knew that he would follow her. She knew it too, by the way she didn’t even look back to see if he was coming.

      The suspicions that he’d had about her when they’d first met were rearing their ugly heads again, and he didn’t know how to stop the unpleasant thoughts. How had she known about the wards? Was it that she had really been that well briefed?

      Or was it that she had been here before?

      He didn’t know what it meant if she’d been in the Seelie lands in the past. The only thing he knew was that if Tessa had been to the Festival in Asmoore before, then he didn’t know her at all.

      The thought was depressing, and he pushed it away.

      Finn pressed his lips together, watching the sway of her hips as she made her way through the crowd. Then with a long-suffering sigh, he followed her into the tavern, hoping that this night wouldn’t end with both of them dead.

      “Excuse me, sir,” Tessa said as Finn caught up to her. The old man that was maybe the Keeper of the Scroll was sitting next to the fire with a thick cloak wrapped around him, even though it was hot with the huge fire and the crowd in the tavern. The old man seemed cold, and he shivered when he looked up at Tessa.

      “May the Stars shine upon you, sir.” Tessa spoke the blessing with deep respect and curtseyed low before the old Fae. He glanced around as if he was wary, and if the old man was who they thought he was, he certainly had reason to be.

      “Stop that,” he said, frowning and tugging at the sleeve of her gown. “Get up. Get up. Just sit down. The last thing we need is to advertise who I am.”

      Tess and Finn exchanged a look and sat down at the table with him. The chair was comfortable, and Finn wished he was simply coming to the tavern for a goblet of Feeyun and to enjoy the fire and some company. It seemed like forever since he had been able to just relax and have a drink, like forever since he had been on the run, forever since he had had a normal life.

      “I’ve been expecting you,” the old man said. “I’m Jory, and I think you know what I do.”

      “Are you the…” Tess leaned forward to say it, but the man held up his thin hand.

      “I am,” he said. “But we can’t talk here. The King’s men are looking for me, too. It was unavoidable.”

      “Unavoidable?” Tess asked. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I had to allow my location to leak in order to get you here,” he said. “But doing so meant that everyone knows where I am. As I said, unavoidable. But necessary. Still, I can’t be caught by the King’s men.”

      He leaned in and spoke in a low voice.

      “I have a safe place where we can talk. We must go there. We haven’t much time.”

      “Haven’t much time for what?” Tess asked, unsure. “And where is this place? And what is—”

      “After we’re safe,” Jory said, interrupting her questions.

      Tessa’s bewildered face changed to determined as she stood and made her way out of the tavern, followed by Jory and then Finn.

      As soon as they stepped out the door, there was a shout, and suddenly, ten or more men and women started moving in their direction. Finn reached into his satchel and flung one of his stones, which contained a Statue spell, on the ground. Instantly, everyone within fifty feet of them was frozen.

      “Nyall’s people,” Tessa said, grabbing the old man’s arm and pulling him around the back of the tavern.

      “I hope you can run, old man,” Tessa said, sounding worried. “Or the King’s going to catch you after all.”

      “They’re the King’s royal guard?” Jory asked, his eyes concerned.

      “They are,” Tessa said. “And I have it on good authority that they’re coming for you.”
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      Tessa took hold of the old Fae and practically dragged him along as she dodged in and out of tents, around fires, and skirted the few permanent buildings that the village of Asmoore had built for the Festival. Many Fae were still finishing their supper. The collecting of the Elixir didn’t start until midnight.

      “Have... to... stop,” Jory said, hardly able to get the words out, he was breathing so hard.

      “Finn, we need somewhere to hide so he can rest,” Tess said as they dodged behind a tent. Finn gave a nod and disappeared. Tess turned to the Keeper, who had his arm around Tessa’s shoulders and was leaning on her heavily. “The spell bought us a little time, but not much. Finn will find us somewhere safe to rest till you can go on.”

      Jory nodded, his legs sagging.

      “Tess.” Finn’s voice came from behind her. “In here.”

      She pivoted on her heel, and he nodded toward a large empty warehouse that stood lurking at the edge of the forest. The Elixir was processed there, and it was empty. Tomorrow after the collection was over, it would be a hive of activity while many people worked to process the Elixir. But for now, it was deserted.

      Tessa helped Jory through the door, and he collapsed on the floor as soon as they were inside.

      “What’s wrong?” Tess asked him.

      “I’m coming to the end of my time,” he said, his voice wheezing.

      “We’ll get you some Elixir,” Tess said, concerned.

      “Elixir can’t save me, Tessa. But don’t worry.” Jory patted her hand. “All will be well.”

      “How did you know my name?” she asked. “I never told you.”

      “I’ve been expecting you,” Jory said as Finn shut the door, barred it, and came over to them.

      “I'm pretty sure they saw us come in,” Finn said, pulling his blades, his voice echoing a little in the large room.

      “No,” Tessa said, and he swiveled his head around to look at her. “Not the blades. Not this time.”

      She held up a bow and arrows that she had snatched on their mad run through the Festival. Finn’s eyebrows lifted, and he smiled at her, impressed. Tessa gave him a self-satisfied look, feeling proud of herself.

      “Get back,” she said, and Finn helped Jory move behind a vat. Tessa put the quiver on her back and pulled an arrow. The bow and arrows were her weapon. She had almost forgotten—in her attempt to learn the blades—how skilled she was with the weapons she already knew.

      She nocked an arrow and pulled it back, aiming directly at the door.

      “Try not to kill them, Tess,” Finn said, his voice quiet. “They’re just doing their jobs.”

      Try not to kill them? These were her people. If Nyall was with them, that meant that some of them were her friends. She wasn’t going to kill them. But she would have to be careful.

      Fortunately, she was that good.
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        * * *

      

      A minute later, the door flew inward with a loud crash, and five guards stormed through, swords drawn. Tessa’s focus narrowed, and she let fly the arrow on her bow, already drawing another from the quiver. The first arrow hit a guard in the tender part of the arm, guaranteed to cause the most pain but little permanent damage. She twisted her torso, keeping her arms steady, and shot the second, third, and fourth. Four guards were down, groaning on the floor. But she couldn’t see the fifth.

      “Tessa, watch out!” Finn shouted, and she dropped her bow and spun on her heel, ducking as the fifth guard swung at her. He was built like a cyclops and had the advantage in size and strength—and of course he had surprised her. That meant that she wasn’t ready when his other fist rocked her head back with an uppercut that made her see stars—and not the blessed kind.

      She was launched backward and landed on her back, winded. The guard advanced on her.

      For a moment, she couldn’t move. Then she struggled to her feet and lifted her hands to protect her face. The guard sent a big haymaker punch her way, and she ducked again. Surprisingly, he caught her with a left hook that made her ears ring.

      Stars alive.

      She was slow. Maybe Finn was right, and she shouldn’t have drunk so much Feeyun tonight. Then she remembered that she had used her sober spell, so it couldn’t be the Feeyun. As she took a step forward, she kicked a stone and felt a buzz of magic. Shadows and Chasm, he had put a slow spell on her.

      She stepped in and dealt him several blows to the chest that made him stumble back. But then he came at her again, bending low, throwing his shoulder into her stomach, and driving her into the wall. Her head hit hard, and there was suddenly two of him as she slid down to the floor.

      Tessa crawled away, trying to get to her feet. The guard followed her and grabbed her arm, yanking her and pulling back to hit her with the knockout blow.

      Finn smashed him in the head with an enormous Elixir-stirring spoon. The guard dropped Tessa, and she let out an oof as she hit the wooden floor again.

      Tessa looked up at Finn, incredulous. “Really?”

      He inspected the huge spoon. “It was handy.” He shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      “I had him,” Tessa said, mad that what looked like an eighty-seven-year-old kid had nearly gotten the best of her.

      “Right,” Finn said, lifting his hands in surrender. “Sure.”

      “I did,” she said, touching her lip where it was split.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Thanks,” she said reluctantly.

      “Come on,” he said, taking her hand and pulling her up. “I have a portal open. Jory’s already safe. We have to get out of here.”

      Tessa let him tow her toward the vat that he and Jory had been hiding behind when all of a sudden she heard a familiar voice.

      “Tess?” Nyall asked as he stepped through the warehouse door. Tessa went very still. “What are you doing here?”

      Tessa turned to look at Nyall, and she saw he had a spell, which he threw at her. It hit her in the chest, and she reeled back.

      “I’m sorry, Tessa,” he said.

      “Shadows take the bastard,” Finn said, catching her as she fell. Tessa felt strange, dizzy. But Finn had her under the arms and was dragging her behind the vat and through the portal.
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        * * *

      

      Finn dropped Tessa rather unceremoniously once they were through, and she watched as he closed the portal before the King’s royal guard could follow them. Once they were safe, he knelt beside her.

      “Tess, are you okay?” he asked, checking her for injuries. He gave her his hand, and she pulled herself to sitting, still feeling unsteady.

      “A stun spell,” she said, already sensing that the magic was wearing off. “I’ll be fine in a minute. Where are we?”

      “Not sure. Jory asked me to bring us here. It looks like some sort of tunnel in a cave system."

      Tessa gave him a surprised look at the same time that her ears registered the dripping of water somewhere farther in and the mossy odor the walls were giving off.

      “I have to admit,” Jory said, sounding better, “that I did plan this. But I didn’t intend for there to be so much kerfuffle.”

      “Kerfuffle?” Tessa said. “Those men were trying to kill us to get to you.”

      “True,” he said, trying to looking contrite but failing. “I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, now, tell the truth, ancient one,” Tessa said, with a grin. “That’s the most fun you’ve had in a thousand years.”

      Jory smiled.

      “I like your sass, missy. And you’re right. That might have almost done me in, but it was a lot of fun. And thanks to your friend’s Unity Blades, we’re almost to safety. It’s just a little farther along this tunnel.”

      Tess noticed Jory getting to his feet.

      “Jory, don’t you think you should rest?” she said, worried about the old man.

      “No,” he said, his voice sounding weak. “We need to get to my quarters. Come. They’re this way.”

      Tess and Finn exchanged a look of concern but followed the ancient Fae, who led them through a maze of tunnels. His steps got slower and slower until finally he stopped and sat down, leaning against the cave wall.

      “Jory, are you all right?” Tess said, crouching next to him.

      “No, but that’s fine. It’s as it should be.” He closed his eyes. “I planned it this way. But I didn’t plan on all that running. It took a lot out of me. I’m not going to make it to my quarters.”

      “Not going to make it?” Finn said, his eyebrows drawing together. “I have a lightening spell. We could get you there.”

      “There’s no time,” Jory said. “But thank you. My Starlight is waning. I must do this now.”

      “Do what?” Tess said. “You’re scaring me, Jory. You aren’t going to… die, are you?”

      “Yes, but that’s as it should be,” he said again.

      “You keep saying that,” Tess said. “What’s going on? You can’t die. You’re the Keeper of the Scroll. What will happen to the Scroll if you can’t… keep it anymore?”

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m leaving it in good hands.”

      Tess huffed out her breath and knelt before him where he sat on the boulder, the sharp rocks on the floor of the cave digging into her shins.

      “Can’t you explain, Jory?”

      He took a shallow breath, eyes still closed.

      “No, I haven’t much time left. I must do it now. There is no time for explanations. My part in the prophecy must be fulfilled.”

      “The prophecy?” Tess said. “What part?”

      “No time,” he said once more. "I will return to the Starlight whence I came.”

      “What?” Tessa frowned up at the old man, who seemed to be getting more and more translucent.

      “Press palms with me,” he said, and though Tess wasn’t sure why, she trusted him.

      “Why?”

      “Please, Tessa.”

      She lifted her hands.

      “Are you sure about this, Tess?” Finn asked, his deep voice concerned.

      Tessa didn’t know why, but she was sure. And she nodded at Finn and pressed palms firmly with Jory.

      Light glowed from their hands. But it didn’t feel like making a vow or Uniting. It was different. Tessa knew that the energy points in the palm could be used for other things than vows and merging magic. But she had never seen it done before.

      It was like something was pouring out of Jory and into her. She breathed deeply as the flow of magic increased and filled her up until she felt as though she couldn’t take any more.

      What was going on?

      “Tessa? Are you all right?” Finn’s voice sounded afraid and as if it were coming from somewhere far away.

      But she couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. She was held by the magic, pinned in place. A shot of fear went through her, and she wondered what the old man had done to her.

      All of a sudden, a huge shockwave blasted outward from him. When Tessa came back to herself, Jory looked older and more frail. There were dark shadows under his eyes that hadn’t been there before. His skin was papery thin and white, and there seemed to be Starlight shining through it. He was glowing from the inside out.

      “Tessa,” Finn said when she opened her eyes. He pulled her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly. “Stars alive, are you all right? What did he do to you?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. Then she glanced down at the old man and realized that he looked like he was about to keel over. “Finn, how are you not unconscious from the magical shock wave?”

      He held up a grey stone, then stored it back in his satchel. “Protection spell. I activated it when we started on this chase.”

      “Jory,” she said, turning to check on the Keeper. “We’ll take you to your quarters. So you can rest. Is that all right?”

      Jory nodded, but he looked so pale and wan that Tessa wasn’t sure he would make it back. He suddenly went limp, but Finn let go of her and caught him, laying him carefully on the ground.

      “I’ll use the lightening spell and carry him,” Finn said, his face troubled. “I hope he’s going to make it. We’ll be in big trouble if you’ve somehow killed the Keeper of the Scroll, Tess. If he’s killed, no one will ever find the Scroll, and the Severance will never end.”

      “I know, Finn,” Tessa said, fear and worry making her tone impatient. “I know. What could have drained so much of his life force?”

      “Chasm and Shadows, Tessa,” Finn said. “Are you serious? He did something to you. You were out of it for at least a minute, the both of you glowing. Somehow, whatever he did took most of his Starlight.”

      “What did he do?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Finn poured what looked like fine sand into his hand and moved his hand over Jory, ready to sprinkle it. Right then, Jory opened his eyes.

      “No,” he said, and Finn pulled his hand back. “No spells.”

      “Jory,” Tess said, kneeling beside him and taking his hand. “What’s going on? Please tell us.”

      “Jory.” Tess felt tears in her eyes but she refused to let them drop.

      “You will end the Severance. You’ll figure it all out."

      She nodded as one rogue tear fell and dropped on to the Keeper’s robes.

      “But how?” she asked.

      “Tess, you are…” The Keeper drew a shaky breath and began to cough. Tess could hear the sound of feet pounding down the tunnel.

      “I’m what, Jory? Someone’s coming.”

      Nyall appeared around the bend and ran toward them.

      “Tess,” the Keeper whispered. “You’re the…”

      He lifted his hands and struggled to take off an amulet that he was wearing. Tess helped him and then ducked her head so he could put it on her.

      “For you,” he said, and what color he’d had faded from his cheeks. “Because you’re the...”

      Before he could finally finish his sentence, the old man’s body began to shine more and more brightly until he grew too radiant to look at, and with a burst of light like shooting stars, he disappeared.

      Gone.

      “Tess,” Nyall said, his eyes wide and appalled. “What have you done?”

      Tess snapped out of her shock. “Nothing,” she said, jumping to her feet. “I’ve done nothing.”

      “Nothing,” he repeated. “Was he the Keeper of the Scroll?”

      “Yes,” she said, feeling horribly guilty.

      “You killed him,” he said, horrified. “I’ve heard of ancient Fae dying in a burst of Starlight, their bodies disappearing completely. You’ve killed the Keeper, Tess.”

      “No, Nyall, I swear,” Tess said.

      At the same time, Finn spoke. “She didn't do anything.”

      “Right,” Nyall said, not believing them in the slightest. “I was here. I saw it all. When you took the amulet off of him, he died. Maybe the amulet was the only thing keeping him alive. I don’t know. But as soon as you took it off him, he disappeared in a burst of light. You killed him, Tessa. And you’re going to have to answer for it.”

      Nyall spoke into the enchanted pin that all the King’s guard wore in order to communicate with each other over long distances. The spell also allowed them to find each other.

      “All guards report to my position immediately. Someone has killed the Keeper of the Scroll.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, Nyall, please don’t do this,” Tess said. “I didn’t kill him.”

      “Being a spy in the Dark Court has completely ruined you, Tessa Callahan,” Nyall said, deep disappointment in his eyes.

      “What?” Finn said, but Nyall ignored him.

      Tess glanced frantically back and forth between Finn and Nyall, who wouldn’t stop talking.

      “Before you ran off to be a spy, I considered you a sister. A friend. But not anymore. I don’t know who you are anymore.”

      “Nyall,” Tess said, hurt by his comments and terrified about what this revelation would mean for her relationship with Finn. “That’s not true. You know me. You know I wouldn’t do this.”

      “The Tess I used to know would never do this,” he said. “But how can I discount what I’ve seen with my own eyes?”

      “Nyall…”

      “And how do I know that the Dark Queen doesn’t have some control over you?”

      “She doesn’t.”

      There was a lull, and Finn spoke into the silence.

      “Tess, is this true? Are you a spy in the Dark Court?”

      Finn’s voice was low and even, as if speaking slowly and quietly was the only thing keeping him calm.

      Tess turned toward him and swallowed hard. “Yes.”

      “And have you been deceiving me the entire time we’ve known each other?”

      She blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. “Yes.”

      He nodded, dropping his eyes.

      “Finn, please, let me explain—”

      Finn held up his hand, and she stopped talking.

      “I can’t…” he said.

      They all turned when about twenty guards ran into the section of the tunnel where the three of them were standing.

      “Arrest them!” Nyall shouted. “They killed the Keeper!”

      “I’m so sorry,” Tess said to Finn, shifting into her tiny form and flying swiftly away down the tunnel toward the Keeper’s quarters. When she glanced back, Finn was nowhere to be seen. He had probably used an invisibility spell. The twenty guards were all in their tiny forms as well, chasing her. Nyall stood there in his regular form, furious and glowering at her as she zipped away.

      Tess sped up, flying as fast as her wings could carry her. Even though she didn’t know where she was going to go. If this tunnel ended at the Keeper’s quarters as he had said, then she was going to hit a dead end soon.

      What she would do then, she had no idea.
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        * * *

      

      As Tess flew as fast as she could down the tunnel, she began to feel lightheaded and dizzy. Maybe it was from whatever the Keeper had done to her. She did have that feeling of being overloaded with magic, which usually presented symptoms like this.

      Her flying became erratic, and she bumped into the cave wall, hitting hard and falling to the ground, stunned. She could hear the humming of the guards’ wings as they approached, and she tried to get up but fell down again.

      The guards were coming.

      They were going to arrest her.

      She would never end the Severance if she were captured.

      She couldn’t let that happen.

      Tess made a desperate effort and got to her feet, only to collapse again a moment later. She lay there, unable to move as the guards flew into sight, zooming down the tunnel in tight formation.

      Shadows take me, Tess thought. It's over.

      Then, inexplicably, they stopped.

      What the…

      “Where’d she go?” one of them asked.

      “She’s just gone,” another added.

      “The tunnel ends in a dead end, so where could she have gone?” the first one asked, perplexed. From where she lay, he seemed to knock on the air, but Tess heard the sound of his knuckles hitting hard rock.

      What in the name of Severance was going on?

      The guards all looked around, talking amongst themselves in confusion.

      Tess was finally able to sit up. She tried to think.

      The guard had said that the tunnel ended in a dead end. But Tess looked around and saw that there was plenty of tunnel continuing ahead of her.

      And how could they not see her?

      She suddenly realized that it must be an illusion—a protection spell that the Keeper would have on his quarters to keep out intruders. But then why had she been able to fly through the wards? She watched in bewildered relief as the guards flew back down the tunnel.

      No time to figure it out now. She needed to get out of there.

      Tessa tested her wings. They seemed fine. She flew up into the air a little. All was well.

      Tess decided to continue down the tunnel and see if she could find a way out. After only a few seconds, she spotted light filtering down into the tunnel. When she looked up, she could see a hole. A way out.

      She flew up and out, finding herself on a hill quite far away from Asmoore. She could see it in the distance. Not only had they walked and flown a long way, but there must also be a spell on the tunnel so that you walked farther than it seemed you had.

      Tess landed lightly on a nearby rock and stared at the lovely view without seeing it.

      Her life was in ruins.

      Nyall, her oldest friend, thought she was a murderer. Finn probably hated her for lying to him. The Keeper was dead, so she would never get the Scroll and end the Severance. Plus, the Dark Queen would find out now that she was a spy, which would definitely put a target on Tessa’s back. And the King would think that she had killed the Keeper and would want her arrested for that crime.

      Tess swallowed hard, trying not to throw up.

      What was she to do?

      Where was she to go?

      She had no friends except Nat, and she couldn’t go back to the Dark Court to ask her for help. Lorcan, Nyall’s brother, was a friend, but she couldn’t endanger him by asking him for help. She wouldn’t do that to him. He was a kind, gentle man. An artist. He was ill-prepared to help a fugitive. And he didn’t deserve the trouble she would bring. It was enough to have messed up her own life. She wouldn’t destroy anyone else’s if she could help it. No, she would have to do this on her own.

      She needed to hide. And there was only one place she could think of where no one would come looking for her.

      The Borderlands.

      On the border that the Cyclopean Forest shared with the Unseelie lands, there was a zone that was so dangerous that no one from the Unseelie Court policed it, and the Cyclops population steered clear as well. It was called the Borderlands, and nobody wanted to go in there because it was unlikely that you would ever come out.

      It was the hideout of the worst criminals from the Unseelie Court and other lands, as well. The Borderlands were the last place Tess wanted to go. Especially since, as Captain of the Guard for the Dark Queen, she had probably been the reason many of the criminals had ended up there.

      It would be horribly dangerous. But if she could reach that place and then hide out so that none of the criminals knew she was there, she would be safe from reach of both the King and the Dark Queen. She would buy a powerful cloaking spell so that they couldn’t find her magically either.

      Then she would take a breath and try to figure out what to do. Her life in Ahlenerra was over. With both the monarchs after her, she would eventually be caught. But she didn’t want to leave. This was her home. She loved it. She didn’t want to have to go somewhere else in Esper and be an outsider for the rest of her life.

      Tess stopped that train of thought.

      She would go mad if she thought of all she had lost.

      No, she needed to focus on her plan.

      Get across the Chasm. Travel north. Hide in the Borderlands.

      After that, she would figure out the rest. So, first things first, she needed to cross back over the Chasm to get back into the Unseelie lands, so she could travel north to the Borderlands. And to do that, she needed the bracelet the queen had given her that would allow her to cross the Chasm.

      She searched her pockets.

      Nothing.

      Where were the bracelets?

      With a groan, she sat down on the boulder, her head in her hands.

      Finn had the bracelets in his satchel.

      And there was no way he ever wanted to see her again, never mind help her.

      Her plan would never work.

      Her life was in shambles.

      Tess drew in a shaky breath.

      Shadows take me, but I am so screwed.
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      It was morning, but it appeared to be just after dusk as Tess trudged to the gazebo in the middle of the island. When she reached it, she sat down on the bench that ran along the circular wall. She gazed around at the Twilight Forest that surrounded her. It was the most beautiful place in all the Seelie lands — in all of Ahlenerra, she would wage. The trees were tall and lofty, with short branches that grew beginning seven or eight feet off the ground all to the top. The canopy was dense, and the treetops had grown together so as to completely block out the sky.

      Each branch drooped, heavy with fruit that hung in bunches of white, oblong globes. The fruit’s white skin and shape were quite ordinary. But the fact that it glowed from the moment it began to grow until it died and shriveled was quite extraordinary.

      The entire forest would have been as dark as night due to the thick canopy, but because of the glowing fruit, it was in a state of constant twilight that was quite pretty.

      Tess had sent a summoning spell to Finn, explaining that she needed his help one more time and after that he wouldn’t ever have to see her again. She didn’t really expect him to come. But she intended to stay all day, just in case he took pity on her.

      The day went by slowly, with no indication of the passage of time since Tess couldn’t see the sun or the sky. Eventually, her stomach told her it was supper. And her despair told her that he wasn’t coming.

      She decided to wait until nightfall. Maybe she would even stay overnight. Just in case.

      She knew it was stupid.

      Finn didn’t ever want to see her again.

      He wouldn’t want to help her.

      She sighed deeply and lay down on the bench.

      It seemed as though she had only just closed her eyes when she heard a voice.

      “Tess.”

      She sat up quickly.

      It was Finn.
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        * * *

      

      “Finn,” Tessa said, swallowing hard. “You came.”

      Finn steeled his heart against the brightness in her eyes that was probably unshed tears. He had spent his time since he had seen her last trying to erase any sign of the past few months that he had spent with her. He had bought new clothes and shaved. His hair was cut. He had traded a couple of his more valuable spelled objects for a horse. But he couldn’t erase Tess from his heart, no matter how much he tried.

      “I don’t want to talk,” he said, his jaw tight. “I don’t want an explanation. Just tell me what you need. I owe you my life. So I’m going to help you. Then we’ll be even. And I never want to see you again.”

      She nodded, several quick fast nods.

      “I need the bracelets. I need to cross the Chasm because—”

      But Finn held up his hand.

      “I don’t care,” he said, fishing around in his satchel and pulling out the bracelets. “Here.”

      He held them out, and Tess slowly approached.

      She glanced up at him, but he kept his face impassive. When she reached out her hand, he dropped them in her palm so he wouldn’t have to touch her.

      There. He had done his duty.

      Been a good person.

      Repaid her for saving his life.

      And now he could go on his way, never to see her again.

      At the thought, a lump formed in his own throat. He spun on his heel and started walking away before he did something stupid like take her in his arms.

      “Finn,” she said in a small voice.

      He stopped. Something pulled him back to her, in spite of how angry he felt at Tess for deceiving him and lying to him all this time.

      “Please, I owe you an apology.”

      “I don’t want one,” he said, not turning around but not walking away either.

      “Finn, please.”

      “Fine,” he said, spinning around. “You have two minutes.”

      “I’m so sorry that I lied to you and that I deceived you. It’s been my life for so long…” She pressed her palms together in front of her lips, and the stone wall he had put up around his heart cracked a little. “But that doesn’t make it right. I should have told you. After Perdira’s Mire. After we fought the Char. I should have told you the truth.”

      “But you didn’t,” he pointed out, trying to shore up the wall. He couldn’t let her back in. It would hurt too much if she lied to him again.

      “But I didn’t,” she repeated, pressing her lips together before she went on. “I was so scared you were going to react like this that I couldn’t. I was a coward. I didn’t want to see you looking at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I really am everything you thought I was the first time we met.”

      Finn didn’t say anything, not trusting his voice.

      She gave a humorless chuckle. “Maybe I am. Maybe Nyall is right. I’ve been in the Dark Court for so long. I’ve done terrible things for the Dark Queen. Maybe I am the evil Fae you thought I was.”

      Finn couldn’t tear his eyes away from her face. One part of him wanted to never forgive her. She had done a terrible thing to lie to him to his face for so long. She was an awful person.

      But the other part of him, the stupid, irrational part of him wanted to forgive her for everything, to hold her and tell her that she wasn’t that person, that he knew the heart of her, so the surface stuff didn’t matter.

      And yet, he kept silent.

      She had hurt him too much.

      After Emmy, he hadn’t let anyone into his heart. And now he had been dumb enough to allow Tess in, and she had destroyed his faith in her. In love. How could he ever trust again?

      “Or maybe I was just doing my job,” she said, her voice sounding a little stronger. She held his gaze. “Maybe I was saving our land from destruction. I don’t know how many times I have prevented the Dark Court from destroying the Light Court. I don’t know how many lives I’ve saved. Hopefully, more than the ones I’ve destroyed.”

      “Tessa,” he said, unable to keep quite any longer.

      “No, Finn. There are things that I’ve done that I am ashamed of, but being a spy in the Dark Court isn’t one of them. Saving our land and our people over and over from a war that would mean losing so many lives isn’t one of them either.”

      Finn dropped his eyes and stared at the elegant swirls in the tiles that made up the floor of the gazebo.

      “And I have a feeling that if you were me, you would have done the same,” she said.

      She was right.

      Finn knew she was right.

      But how could he forgive her? How could he trust her?

      Tess moved closer. She gazed up at him.

      “I want to forgive you, Tess,” he said, his voice rough. “But how can I ever trust you again?”

      “I’m not asking you to forgive me, Finn. I don’t blame you at all.”

      “Tess,” he said, his heart aching.

      “But I can give you this.” She reached out tentatively and took his hands. He let her, and she lifted them, pressing her palms to his.

      “No, Tess, you don’t have to,” he started, but she interlaced their fingers, holding on tight, and he let her.

      “I swear that I will never lie to you or deceive you again in any way, ever,” she said, her voice strong and true. “I’m so sorry, Finn. And I don’t want you to forgive me, but I want you to know that you can trust me. The palm vow will make sure of that. And even if I hadn’t made it, I would never lie to you again.”

      She pulled her hands away.

      Finn stared at her.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” he said.

      “I wanted to,” she told him. “I owe you that, at the very least. And like I said, I don’t want your forgiveness.”

      She stared off into the forest.

      “I’m going to go now,” she said, giving him one last, sad smile. “Thank you for the bracelet. And may the Stars shine their light upon you wherever you go, Finn Noble. Because you deserve it.”

      She stepped around him and walked slowly across the gazebo toward the steps.

      Finn felt as though his heart was shattered.

      That was when he realized… he was in love with Tess. He wouldn’t be feeling so much pain for someone he didn’t care about.

      And this agony was almost worse than losing Emmy. His first love had been that of a young man—pure and true, but lacking depth. This? This was hard, and messy, and full of tears and blood and sweat. But it was also real. It wasn’t going anywhere. And he knew it could weather some tough storms.

      Because it wasn’t based on illusion.

      Then the idea struck him that, though he didn’t know her true story, his feelings for Tessa were real. How he felt was real, no matter who she was.

      But he had no clue who she was. He reminded himself that she had lied about everything. What was he thinking? He couldn’t be in love with her.

      Yet he was.

      And he couldn’t let her go. Not now. Not like this.

      “Tessa,” he said, and she turned around, clearly not wanting to hope. “Maybe you could tell me the whole story.”
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      “Well,” Tessa began as they sat down on the bench in the gazebo. “I grew up like a princess.”

      There was a flare of light as the palm vow for Tessa to tell him the truth was satisfied.

      “You,” Finn said, in disbelief. “A princess?”

      “I’m not a princess,” she said, trying to explain. “I grew up like a princess.”

      The morning sun came through the window creating a square of light on the floor, and Tessa kept her eyes on it as she told her story.

      She explained how her father was the advisor to the King. As the advisor, he was the one who would be in charge if anything ever happened to the King. And if anything ever happened to Tessa’s father, then Tessa’s sister would be in charge.

      “And, Stars forbid, if anything ever happened to my sister, then I would… well,” she said, gesturing helplessly. “I guess I would rule the land.”

      “Chasm and Severance,” Finn said, completely taken aback.

      “Which made us something like heirs to the throne. And we were treated as such. Pampered and protected as much as any princess of the realm would have been.”

      “That must have been nice,” Finn commented.

      “It was comfortable,” Tessa said, trying to explain. “I was happy for a time. But it was like I was a china doll. Set upon the mantle and not to be touched in case of being broken. I never really lived.”

      “Is that why you became a spy?” Finn guessed.

      Tessa nodded. “Yes. I wanted to be useful. You don’t know what it’s like to be a burden to everyone. To have no purpose. To be constantly handled with kid gloves. Some days, I thought I would go insane, start screaming and tearing my hair out.”

      Tessa took a deep breath and let the feeling of being trapped drain out of her.

      “I offered to become a spy for the Light Court. My family disapproved, and the King wouldn’t give his permission, so I decided that I would show him that I could be useful. I would go to the Dark Court and get some important intelligence. When I brought the information back to the King, he would have to let me be a spy. I ran away that night.”

      “Just up and took off? Did you say goodbye to anyone?”

      Tessa dropped her eyes. “No. I didn’t say goodbye. I couldn’t. They would have tried to stop me. I haven’t seen any of them but Nyall since I left.”

      “Wait,” Finn said, thinking. “How did you cross the Chasm?”

      Tessa’s eyes clouded at the memory.

      “I traded an extremely valuable family heirloom and some of my own Starlight for a Dark Magic spell that would let me cross. The Dark Mage who gave me the spell to get across the Chasm also gave me a magic mirror to communicate with the King.”

      “Are you kidding?” Finn asked. “You made a deal with a Dark Mage?”

      “It was no joking matter, Finn. I assure you. I thought the Dark Mage was going to drain my Starlight dry.”

      “You could have died giving your own Starlight like that, Tess.”

      “I know, Finn. Why do you think I was so nervous when you paid Isadore for the Otherworld sheath? Of course, I didn’t realize the risk at the time.”

      Finn shook his head.

      “Stars above, Tess, it all must have been so hard.”

      Tessa drew a deep breath.

      “Not as hard as what came next,” she said, her face dismal.

      “The Dark Court,” Finn said.

      “The Dark Court,” Tessa said. “I was caught skulking around Direwood Castle and dragged before the queen.”

      “Been there. Done that. Wait, skulking?” Finn gave her a half smile.

      “I suppose I thought I was being stealthy. I was trying to act like a spy.” Tessa could cry for the innocent and naive young woman that she had been. “They found me on the second day.”

      Finn was silent. He looked like he didn’t want to hear what came next.

      “It wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The queen could have had me killed by one of her monsters for her amusement. But something I must have said convinced her, and she let me join the royal guard.”

      “That can’t have been easy for an almost-princess,” Finn said.

      “It wasn’t. I wanted to leave every second from the time I arrived, but I stuck it out. And soon, I earned my place. The others stopped picking on me. Once I got the King the first useful piece of intel, he sure changed his mind about me. I moved up the ranks. It took a hundred years, but finally, the Dark Queen appointed me as her Captain of the Guard.”

      “And then your real work began, I bet.”

      “Yes. Whenever the queen planned any attack on the Light Court, I alerted the King. We didn’t want it to be too obvious that they had been warned, so lives were still lost.” She sighed deeply. “But many more were saved, and I counted that as a win. That the balance was kept between the Seelie and Unseelie Courts.”

      “Talk about playing the long game,” Finn said, staring out the window.

      They were quiet for a while after she finished that part of her tale.
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        * * *

      

      Finn felt conflicted. Sure, he had wanted to know everything. But he hadn’t counted on how it would affect him to think of a young Tessa, a Light Fae—never mind that, a princess—who had never known hardship, thrown into the cesspool that was the Dark Court. He couldn’t imagine what she had been through, and he didn’t want to. His heart softened even more, knowing that she had been trying to protect her people. The same way she had in Perdira’s Mire. The same way she had when she had tried to get the Scroll.

      She still just wanted to help.

      “I had just come back from my yearly visit to the Light Court to report in to the King when you and I first met.”

      Finn smiled a little, remembering how he had boasted that he would beat Ransetta’s best warrior. And he had. Barely.

      Tessa smiled a little, too.

      “I didn’t mean to cause you trouble,” Finn said, with regret. “I was just trying to save my life.”

      “And it worked,” Tessa said, trying to reassure him. “I respect that. I didn’t want to go on that quest, but now I have an immensely useful new weapon that also has magical properties that can greatly help me.”

      “Tess…”

      “I know I said I wished it all hadn’t happened. But then we wouldn’t have met and… In the end, it was all for the best, Finn.” She nodded, her expression earnest. “I wanted to tell you so many times. I wanted to tell you everything. But I knew it would destroy the only relationship I had had in three hundred years.”

      Relationship? Finn’s breath caught in his throat.

      But Tessa was staring down at the stone tiles of the gazebo where she was fiddling with the edge of her shirt. Then she looked up with those blue eyes of hers.

      “I wanted to tell you. But I just couldn’t do it. I knew it would all end sometime. But I wanted it to last as long as possible. I’m sorry, Finn. I was selfish. I should have told you the truth a long time ago.”

      All of a sudden, a few things came clear for Finn.

      “I couldn’t figure out at the beginning why you seemed to be such a contradiction,” he said. “How you could swear that you were loyal to your monarch and yet save my life. I couldn’t understand how someone who clearly had a strong allegiance to the Dark Queen and did her bidding could have nearly given her own life to save mine.”

      He stopped.

      “But that’s why. I get it now. You were loyal to the King. Your true monarch. Everything you did makes sense now. I thought I didn’t know you anymore. But all that, it’s just history. It’s not you.” He leaned forward and took her hand, holding it between both of his. “All along, you’ve been a good person, Tessa. Trying to do what’s right. And that’s why I need to…”

      Tessa held up her hand, stopping him. Finn wanted to apologize so badly that he could taste it, but he stopped speaking.

      “No, I know what you’re going to say. And I can’t let you. You don’t have to forgive me, Finn.” She curled her hand into a fist and pulled it away from him.

      And when he looked at her, he felt no more anger or betrayal but only peace and stillness inside.

      “You don’t give forgiveness for the other person. You give it for yourself. Another one of my grandmother’s wise sayings.”

      “But you can’t,” Tessa said. “You just can’t.”

      “Too late,” he said, scooting over so that their thighs touched.

      “Too late?” she repeated, confused. “For what?”

      “You can’t tell me not to forgive you.”

      “Why not?” she asked in such a small voice that he never could have imagined would come out of such a fierce fighter.

      “First of all, it’s not your call.”

      “And second?” she asked, staring up at him.

      “You can’t tell me not to forgive you because I already have,” he said, bending down and pressing his lips to hers.
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        * * *

      

      Finn pulled away from Tessa and sat back, moving a little farther away from her again. She had the tips of her fingers on her lips and a dazed expression on her face that made him smile. He was glad that she was as affected by his kisses as he was by hers.

      Finn tried to get the conversation, which he had so successfully derailed, back on track. “The question, I suppose, is whether you can forgive yourself for the things that you’ve done.”

      “I’ve done some terrible things,” Tessa said, her voice a little stronger. “But you have to understand, I’ve been doing this for hundreds of years. Sometimes, I almost forget that I ever had a life where I wasn’t pretending to be something I was not.”

      “I can’t imagine it,” he said.

      “Are we really going to try this?” she asked, biting her lip.

      “We are, Tess,” he said. “I don’t want to spend another day like yesterday.”

      She nodded.

      “So what now?”

      “Now, we should get to making the plan.”

      “What plan?” Tessa asked, tilting her head like an inquisitive bird.

      “The plan to get the Scroll,” Finn said, not sure if she was kidding or not. “What other plan would we be making?”

      “What do you mean, Finn?” Tessa asked, her face disappointed. “That’s all over. The Keeper’s dead, and no one knows how to find the Scroll anymore.”

      Finn shook his head.

      “What are you talking about?” Tessa demanded. “Did the Keeper not really die?”

      “Of course he’s dead.”

      “Then no one can find the Scroll.”

      Finn grinned. “You really don’t realize, do you?”

      “Realize what?”

      “Tessa, you know where to find the Scroll.”

      “I do not,” she said, giving him a look of complete bewilderment.

      “I've been thinking about this and trying to figure out what the Keeper did.”

      “And?”

      “I think he poured all his Starlight into you.”

      “So...”

      Finn reached along her shoulder and pulled on the gold chain that hung around her neck so that it came out of her shirt

      Tessa took the golden amulet, studying it.

      “So, I believe he made you the Keeper of the Scroll when he gave you all his Starlight and gave you the amulet.”

      “You think I'm the Keeper? But I feel like me. I don’t know where to find the Scroll.”

      “Maybe his memories are kept separate from yours by a spell,” Finn guessed. “You might go crazy if you had thousands of years of memories dumped into your brain all at once.”

      “That’s true,” Tessa said, her eyes wide. “But if the memories are there, then if I could just figure out how to access them, I could find the Scroll. And end the Severance.”

      “That’s right, Tess,” Finn said, a grin on his handsome face. “We still have a chance to finish what we started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      Tess woke up the next morning in the gazebo, curled up next to Finn with his cloak over the both of them. She stared for a long time at the ceiling. It was still eternal Twilight on the island, but her stomach knew it was morning. She would need some breakfast. Soon.

      Tess lay there, perfectly still so she wouldn’t disturb Finn.

      She gave a tiny smile.

      Nothing had changed

      And yet, everything had changed.

      Tessa felt stunned by what she had learned the previous night.

      How could I be the Keeper of the Scroll?

      It was mind blowing.

      Though, she could never have imagined that this would be how she would get the Scroll and be the one to end the Severance, she supposed that becoming the Keeper certainly gave her access to it, anyway.

      Finn stirred and turned toward her. He kissed her forehead.

      “I can hear you thinking,” he said, tucking a curl behind her ear.

      “It’s about finding the Scroll,” Tessa said. “How do I find his memories?”

      Finn thought for a moment.

      “Well, how do you access any magical object or spell?” he asked. “By willing it.”

      Tessa shrugged. It seemed too easy, but she would give it a try. She closed her eyes and intended for the memories to come to her.

      Nothing.

      Tessa opened her eyes and shook her head.

      “Maybe we’re making this too difficult,” Finn said. “You have the Keeper’s memories inside you. What do you do when you try to remember something? Do that.”

      Tessa stared into space, trying to remember.

      Nothing.

      “Finn, this isn’t working.”

      “How about this,” he said. “I’ll just ask you about where the scroll is, and you just tell me.”

      Tessa rolled her eyes but waited patiently for Finn to ask the question.

      “Hey, Tess?”

      “Yes, Finn,” she said, laughing a little at the ridiculousness of this attempt.

      “You remember that Scroll you hid? The Scroll of Severance?”

      “I do remember that Scroll, Finn.”

      “Right, right,” he said, looking as though he were trying hard to keep a straight face. “Well, do you remember where you stashed it? I kind of need it.”

      “Hm,” Tessa said, playing along. “Now let me think. Where did I put that?”

      She closed her eyes, letting her mind drift, wishing desperately for the information to come to her. After a minute, her eyes popped open.

      “It’s not working. The memories aren’t going to be of any use if I can’t get to them.”

      “Look, we just have to figure out how to get to them. And we will.”

      He kissed her and they both sat up.

      “I’m starving,” Tess said. “Let’s get off this island and find some food.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Finn said.
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        * * *

      

      “Tess,” Finn said as they climbed a steep hill together. It was midmorning, and Tessa’s stomach was full of berries they had found in the woods. Not the best meal but better than one eaten in a Faerie jail, which was where they would be eating if they didn’t avoid the villages. They had already seen two Wanted posters with their faces on them. The King worked quickly. “I just thought of something. What about the Hundred Years Ball?”

      Tessa stopped dead. She turned toward Finn. “It’s in a week.”

      He nodded.

      “And all Fae must attend. The magic will make us.” Tessa stared up at the cloudy sky, breathing in the fresh smell of the rain-drenched forest.

      “Every Fae in the land will be there, including—” Finn paused, and Tessa finished his sentence for him.

      “The King and the Dark Queen.”

      They stared at each other.

      “Shadows take me,” Tessa said, clasping the amulet in her hand as if it might give her some comfort. “What will we do?”

      Finn got a determined look on his face.

      “I don’t know, Tessa. But one problem at a time. You need to access those memories so that we can find the Scroll. Maybe this could all be over before the Hundred Years Ball even starts, and we would never need to attend it ever again.”

      They were silent at that thought, and Tessa turned and began climbing the hill again, still holding the amulet in her left hand.

      “What if you could use the amulet to help you remember?” Finn suggested.

      So Tessa worked on it for most of the morning as they walked. She tried everything she could think to activate the magic. She used the focus and concentration exercises that she had picked up when she was learning to fight. She tried the most ridiculous things she could think of.

      Nothing.

      “Maybe we need some help,” Tessa said, late in the day. “We’re close to the Chasm.” She thought for a moment, then snapped her fingers. “I know who we can ask. It’s only a couple hours from here. Or I could make a portal?"

      “Tess, remember we need to avoid using the blades except in emergencies.” Finn frowned. “Magic exacts a price, and it could seriously shorten your life if you use them too much.”

      “Fine. Fine. We’ll walk.”

      “And you’re sure you can trust this person?” Finn asked.

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      “If you’re sure?”

      “I really am, Finn.”

      “Fine, but remember, the King and Dark Queen will have everyone in the land hunting for us. We need to stay in the shadows.”
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        * * *

      

      “A castle,” Finn said, staring up at the beautiful glass structure that had been built on a gorgeous hilltop. “This doesn’t seem like staying in the shadows, Tess.”

      “You’re going to have to trust me,” she said, meeting his eyes. “Do you?”

      There was the sound of horses inside the keep.

      “I do, Tess. I understand now, and that makes a lot of difference. I just wish you would have told me sooner.”

      "Me too," she said, giving him a tentative smile.

      "So, are we going in or what?” he said.

      Tessa smiled and pulled him by the hand toward the small door beside the larger gate. “We're going in. Come on. I can’t wait.”

      She tugged him through the small door and entered the castle. She kept to the servant's hallways and avoided being spotted by anyone. She was a good spy. He could see that.

      “Where are we, Tess?” he asked as they ducked down another beautiful wide stone corridor.

      “This is my aunt’s castle. I spent most of the summers of my childhood here. I’m almost as close with her as with my own mother. I know she’ll help me.”

      Finally, they came to a door that Tessa knocked on and then opened without waiting to be asked in. The room was opulently furnished in burgundy with white accents. A woman stood up quickly, startled. She looked remarkably like Tessa, just about twenty years older and blonde. The woman still had a good figure, and only a few wrinkles marred her lovely face.

      “Tessa?” she asked, an amazed look on her face. “Is it you, Tess?”

      “It is, Aunt Tarina,” Tessa said, a wide smile on her face. Finn had never seen her look so open and happy.

      “We hadn’t heard any news of you in years,” Tessa’s Aunt said. “I wondered if you had gotten yourself killed in that horrendous Dark Court.” Hurt flashed across her features. Then she glanced over at Finn, and her nose wrinkled in distaste. “Oh, is this one of them?”

      Tessa’s brilliant smile faltered a little. “The Fae of the Dark Court aren’t all like the queen, Aunt. This is Finn. He’s my,” she hesitated a second, “friend. He’s had my back more times than I can count. He’s a good man.”

      Tessa’s Aunt didn’t seem convinced.

      “May the Stars light your way, m’lady,” Finn murmured respectfully.

      “Right, sure, and also yours, Finn,” she said, but she didn’t appear to mean her words, and she didn’t extend her forearm in greeting. Tessa’s lips tightened at the slight, but Finn just smiled. He didn’t care what this snooty woman thought of him.

      “Aunt, I need your help,” Tessa said. “It’s a long story, but I have someone else’s memories inside me within their Starlight. And I’m having trouble accessing them.”

      “Someone else’s Starlight? You’ve taken someone else’s Starlight?” Tessa’s aunt scowled. “That’s dreadful, Tess.”

      “No, no, it’s not like that,” Tessa said, her eyes wide. She stepped forward and took her aunt’s hands, explaining fervently. “He gave it to me willingly. I can’t tell you everything, but it’s very important that I access the memories. They contain the information that will lead me to an extremely valuable magical object that I must get. For the King. For all of us. Surely, you understand?”

      “Really, Tessa, what you’re telling me is… a little troubling. I know that you’ve been in the Dark Court for a long time and maybe… well, what if you’ve been affected by them?”

      Tessa drew in a deep breath. “Look, Tarina. I know there are certain prejudices that the Light Court has against the Dark Court, but you must understand that though some of Ransetta’s closest court are evil, most of the Fae in the Unseelie lands are just like us here.”

      “Fine,” the woman said, clearly unconvinced. “What do you want me to do, Tess?”

      “I need your help. To access the memories.”

      “Hm.” Her aunt got to her feet and went through one of the doors. Tessa went after her, and Finn followed Tessa.

      They entered a small room in which every wall was covered with small silver hooks. On the hooks were a myriad of amulets and magical charms. There were shelves along the lower part of the walls with jars containing potions. One shelf was all boxes lined with black velvet that had jewels and stones of all colors embedded in them. Another shelf was covered in blue satin and had rings laid out in orderly rows. In one corner, there were scepters leaning, each with a different shining jewel on top. And on a desk there were row after row of tiny bottles and vials filled with different-colored liquids—potions, no doubt.

      The room fairly vibrated with magic.

      Tessa stopped just inside the door, and Finn bumped into her.

      “What’s all this?” breathed Finn into her ear.

      “This is my aunt’s magical object room,” Tessa said. “She curates stones, rings, scepters, potions, amulets, anything of a magical nature that the King and the Light Court might need.” She stepped farther into the room. “What do you think, Aunt? Have you got something that can help me?”

      Tessa’s aunt nodded, reaching for a potion. It was in a small purple bottle. She carefully took it off the shelf and brought it to the wooden work counter that stood in one corner. With slow, meticulous movements, Tessa’s aunt removed the cork, setting it to the side with care.

      Then she took a purple jewel from one of the velvet boxes and selected a silver ring with no jewel in the setting. She sat down at the tall stool next to the counter and set the purple jewel into the setting. Then, using a golden tool, she closed it around the ring and the jewel, and when she took it out, the jewel fit the setting perfectly.

      “Drink this first,” she said with a kind smile. “Then I’ll give you the ring, and we can have some lunch.”

      A potion? Finn didn’t like the look of this at all. “Are you sure, Tess?” he asked.

      She nodded, smiling happily. “My aunt practically raised me, Finn,” Tessa said, giving her aunt a sweet smile and obediently downing the herb-scented liquid.

      “Now, put this on,” the older woman said, and Tessa did. The ring resized itself around her finger as it touched her. By the time she had slid it all the way on, it fit perfectly.

      At once, her face brightened, and she turned toward Finn.

      “The Spring of Reminiscence,” she told Finn. “That’s where it is. I remember… so to speak. Thank you, Aunt.”

      She beamed at her aunt and then turned to say something else to Finn.

      At that moment, Tessa’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she collapsed to the floor.
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      “Chasm and Shadows,” Finn exclaimed, rushing to Tessa’s side and lifting her head into his lap. “What happened to her?”

      Tessa’s aunt had grimaced in pain as she watched her niece crumple before her on the floor of her little magic shop of horrors. In spite of seeming to be upset about her collapse, she didn’t move to help her. She glanced toward the ceiling in one corner, as if someone might be watching. But Finn didn’t have time to decipher the woman’s motives and behavior. Something was wrong with Tessa.

      “Why are you just standing there?” he asked, putting his ear down to listen for her breathing. He felt warmth on his cheek and relaxed a little. “Something’s wrong.”

      He glared at Tessa’s aunt, who was doing nothing while Tessa went unconscious. Then he realized that the woman had an undoubtedly guilty expression on her face and a wickedly sharp, jeweled dagger in her hand that she was holding toward him, arm straight.

      “Guess we won’t be having lunch,” she said with a little shrug.

      “What did you do to her?” Finn demanded.

      “There’s nothing wrong with her,” she said, rolling her eyes as if Finn was stupid for being worried. “The King warned me that Tessa might come to me for help.”

      “You betrayed her,” Finn said, furious. “What kind of aunt are you?”

      “Don’t you dare insult me, you Dark Court spawn,” she hissed the words at him. “I don’t know what you do in Ransetta’s court, but a Light Court Fae doesn’t disobey a direct order from the King.”

      “She trusted you, and you betrayed that trust,” Finn pointed out, feeling outraged. “So, who’s the Dark Fae here?”

      “It’s not that simple,” the woman said, clearly disgusted with his mere presence. “I am loyal to the King.”

      She bent closer, turning her back to the corner of the room where she had glanced before. Her expression changed to earnest—as if she wanted him to believe her.

      “I can’t just go against him to save my niece,” she said, her tone insistent.

      “What’s in that corner?” he asked, not looking there and keeping his eyes on the aunt—and the dagger.

      “It’s a watching spell,” she said. “There’s no sound, though.”

      Finn nodded in understanding and put his hand up to rub his nose as he spoke so anyone watching wouldn’t be able to read his lips.

      “So, you felt like you didn’t have a choice. Fine. But you did something to her. What did you do? How can I counteract it?”

      “I just knocked her unconscious. Don’t worry. I wouldn’t really hurt her. She’s my niece. I’m not a monster.” Like you, seemed to be the implication. “She’ll wake up in an hour or so.”

      “I can’t believe you did this,” Finn said, and it was his turn to be disgusted. “I don’t care if you were forced. A person always has a choice. Tessa wants to come back here so bad, but you people don’t deserve her.”

      Tessa’s aunt seemed to lose her temper. “I gave Tessa what she needed. And I did what I had to, to save my life. The King’s guard is on their way. There’s a garrison stationed near here, and they should be here any moment.”

      Finn clenched his jaw, his hand curling into a fist.

      When her Aunt saw the fist, she frowned and grabbed Finn’s shirt, putting the dagger to his neck. Finn was surprised. The woman had more combat training than she appeared to. He held his hands up, and she pulled him so that they were nose to nose above Tessa’s unconscious form.

      “I knocked her unconscious and called the King’s guard,” the woman spat the words. “And I gave her the ring to access the memories, like she asked. ”

      “So?” Finn asked, livid. “You want a medal for best aunt?”

      Tessa’s aunt pressed her lips together. “You’re missing the point, Dark Fae. I’ve done my part. Now you have to do yours.”

      Finn blinked in surprise, and the woman gave him a pointed look. Then he understood. They needed to put on a show for whoever was watching so that the King would think that the aunt had followed his orders. And because Tessa seemed to love her so well, he decided to help the betraying wench.

      Finn gave one nod to show he understood. She let him go and stood up, keeping the dagger pointed at him. He laid Tessa gently on the floor. Then kneeling, he held out his hands as if he would let her bind him. When she lowered the dagger, he reacted.

      “Shadows take you, woman,” he yelled, jumping to his feet. He hoped his performance was convincing.

      Tessa’s aunt darted away from him as he pulled one blade with a magic hum and slashed at her, missing by less than an inch. Her eyes grew wide in fear, but she gave him a tiny nod and then ran out the door, slamming it shut. There was the sound of a bolt sliding home.

      They needed to escape this place. Now. He pulled a small bag from the pocket where he kept the spelled objects he always had on him. He dipped his hand in and withdrew a pinch of powder. He threw it in the air toward the corner with the watching spell, and the dust turned into a magical cloud that would block anyone from seeing what he was doing.

      Quickly, he stowed the little bag again and then checked the blade he had out to see that the symbol for opening the portal was on it. It wasn’t. He sheathed it and pulled the other one.

      “The Spring of Reminiscence,” he muttered as he drew a line in the air with the blade face down. The portal opened up, and he carefully lifted Tessa and sent her through it. He went to climb through himself but then looked around the room. There must be something useful to them in here. He went to the spot where the aunt had gotten the potion for Tessa and grabbed another one. He didn’t stop to read the label because there was the sound of shouting outside the door and the sound of the bolt being withdrawn.

      The guards were here.

      He stowed the blades—and the potion—in the Otherworld sheath and jumped through the portal just as the soldiers burst through the door.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa’s eyes fluttered, and she looked up at Finn, who was staring down at her with a worried frown on his face. There was the smell of forest and the sound of water trickling.

      “Tess,” he said, with relief. “You’re awake.”

      “What happened?” Tessa asked, putting her hand to her head. She had a splitting headache.

      “Your aunt knocked you out.”

      Tessa gave him a look of disbelief.

      “Not with her fists,” he said, helping her to sit up. “It was the potion.”

      Tessa’s face grew troubled.

      “She said the King had warned her that you might show up and ask for help. He just wanted her to detain you. And she would have without the blades.” Finn pulled one, flipping it several times and then putting it back.

      “You got us out of there with a portal?” Tessa asked, getting slowly to her feet.

      “Yes, but look, Tessa,” Finn said, needing to explain. “Don’t feel bad. Your aunt was forced to turn you in. She gave you the ring you wanted, for the memories. And she gave us a chance to escape. She helped you as much as she could.”

      Tessa felt slightly sad and disappointed. “Right.” Then she pulled herself together and drew a deep breath. “No lunch spent reminiscing about old times with my aunt. That’s fine. I didn’t want to do that anyway.”

      Finn didn’t say anything.

      “So, where are we?”

      “Speaking of reminiscing…” He gestured at the water.

      “We’re at the Spring of Reminiscence? You brought us right here?”

      Finn gave a nod. “Yep.”

      “The water smells so fresh, and I feel sharp, like my mind is really clear.”

      Finn smiled and pointed toward the water. “It’s the spring. Even breathing in the mist must affect a person.”

      “The spring,” Tessa said, taking a step back. “It’s magic?”

      “Of course, it’s magic,” Finn said, astonished. “You haven’t heard of it? It helps you remember things you’ve forgotten.”

      “Guess we could have just come here in the first place,” Tessa said, dropping her eyes. “Instead of going to my aunt, the traitor.”

      “Nah,” Finn said. “She didn’t really betray you. And you only remembered this place once you had the ring. And I only remembered it when you mentioned it. So we had to go there. Don’t second guess yourself.”

      “Okay, well, what do we do?” Tessa asked, still feeling a little sad.

      “You can access the Keeper’s memories?”

      Tessa twisted the delicate silver ring with the purple gemstone embedded in it that was on her right ring finger.

      “I can. Everything. But only when I activate the memories. Otherwise, I can’t sense them. That must be how the ring works.”

      Finn nodded, running his fingers through his hair. “So, do you remember how to get to the Scroll?” He looked around at the small waterfall. It was maybe nine or ten feet high. The fall of water lacked much pressure. When Tessa looked up to examine the Spring, she noticed that the water was coming out of the rocks of the cliff above their heads and dropping into a shallow pool.

      “Follow me,” Tessa said, pulling off her clothes and dropping them on the ground. Finn politely averted his eyes, though she wouldn’t have minded him looking. She wasn’t modest. Not anymore. “Good thing you can swim.”

      “What?” Finn asked, a startled look on his face.

      Tessa didn’t answer but walked through the waterfall, which was falling in a sheer curtain of water. She sort of hoped he was watching. It was stupid. But she wanted him to want her.

      “Come on,” she called through the water, and Finn soon appeared behind the waterfall, where it was very loud.

      The only thing he was wearing was the satchel where he kept his spells. They both stood in the waist-deep water, and she had to tear her eyes away from his muscular chest. She kept her back to him, but she wished that giving in to her desire was an option because—Stars above—Finn was even more delicious without clothes than he was fully dressed. And she had found him pretty attractive when he was clothed.

      “Stay close.”

      She began to climb, being careful because the rocks were wet and so were they. When she got to a small cave, she entered. Finn soon clambered through behind her. They had to crouch down because the ceiling of the cave was so low. Tessa sat down, putting her feet through a hole in the wall.

      “Stars and Shadows, Tessa. What are you doing?”

      “We have to go in here,” she said, pointing to what looked like a shadow on the wall but was actually an opening.

      “This seems like a terrible plan.”

      “Dropping into a dark hole in a cave when we don’t know what’s at the end of it? Definitely.”

      “Right,” Finn said, resigned. “Let’s do it then.”

      “See you down there,” Tessa said, pushing off. It was a little freaky, but she didn’t worry about it because she had memories as if she had done this before. There was some sort of very slippery moss and water running down the tunnel. As soon as she pushed with her hands a little, she was sliding down into blackness.

      Finn’s startled gasp echoed off the rocks from above her.

      Tessa was slipping down and down into the blackness. Her heart was pounding hard because even though she knew what was happening, it was pitch dark and she couldn’t see, so she couldn’t anticipate anything.

      Soon enough, she came out and dropped about six feet into a deep pool. There was dim light in this cave coming from some hole in the ceiling high above them. She swam quickly out of the way, and Finn soon shot out, making a big splash as he landed.

      “Shadows take me,” Finn swore as his head popped out of the water.

      “Save your breath,” she said. “And follow me.”

      “Farther?” Finn asked in a whiny tone of voice.

      Tessa took a deep breath and ducked under. She swam, holding her breath until she reached another hole underwater. She checked to see that Finn was following and then went through.

      Tessa only had to swim through about four feet of underwater tunnel, and then she popped up in yet another pool. She climbed out and grabbed for a towel that she knew would be to the left of the pool.

      Finn surfaced a moment later, gasping a bit for breath and then climbing out of the water. Tessa handed him a towel, and he covered himself. She found several robes hanging on the hooks where the towels were hung. They were too big for her and too small for Finn, but they put them on.

      Tessa looked around and saw that they were in a small room that looked like a study or a bedroom. There were books covering two whole walls. On the third wall, there was a fireplace with the hooks for the robes and towels on either side. In one corner was the pool they had come up through that was surrounded by a stone floor, which they were now shivering on. In the opposite corner on the fourth wall was a large bed.

      “Warm me,” she commanded.

      The fire jumped to life, instantly putting off so much heat that they were warmed up in mere seconds.

      “Warm me less,” she told it, and it cooled until it was just a good amount of heat.

      “A Provision spell,” Tessa murmured to herself.

      “What about clothes?” Finn asked, looking uncomfortable in his robe that only came to his knees.

      Tessa held up her arm that was drowning in her robe, trying not to look at Finn’s lean, strong legs. There was a suspicious bulge under the tiny robe, and she averted her eyes before her traitorous body gave in and begged him to take her.

      “We had to leave ours. We couldn’t have swum all that way wearing any. Guess we’ll have to find some.”

      “What about that spell?” Finn suggested. “Can a Provision spell do that?”

      Tessa raised her eyebrows. “Maybe,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Dress me.”

      They waited. Nothing happened.

      “Clothe me?” she tried.

      And just like that, they were dressed in the kind of clothing they usually wore.

      “I’ve even got a handkerchief,” Tessa said as she checked out her new clothes.

      “Me too,” Finn said with a grin, pulling his out of his pocket and then stuffing it back in. “This is amazing. I’m beginning to really like this place.”

      “From the Keeper’s memories, I know it’s heavily warded, and the only entrance is the way that we came in. There’s an exit out the top of the mountain, but you can’t enter that way.”

      Finn raised an eyebrow. “What about leaving through a portal?”

      “We can’t. It’s spelled against that. Although the Keeper, in his later years, used to come and go using a spell.”

      “Hm.”

      Tessa plopped down in an armchair on one side of the fire, and Finn sat in the other. Food appeared on the table between them.

      “This place is great,” he said appreciatively. He picked up a cube of cheese and popped it in his mouth. “Is it the Keeper’s home?”

      “It is,” Tessa said, helping herself to a cookie that tasted like it had just come out of the oven. “There are lots of other rooms. It’s almost as big as a castle. Some cave rooms, you can walk between, but the ones he really doesn’t want people in, you have to swim to all of those chambers.”

      “It’s a nice place, Tessa.”

      “Are you implying that it’s mine, now, Finn? Because now I’m the Keeper? I’m not sure I’m comfortable keeping something so… opulent.”

      Finn shrugged. “Seems like a safe place where no one could find you. I’m not sure I’d turn that down. But you don’t have to figure that out tonight. There’ll be time for that. Right now, it’s late. We need to get a good night’s rest and then go for the Scroll in the morning.”

      Tessa sighed. She was extremely tired. Her arm and shoulder ached where they were still healing. And all her muscles were sore. Plus, her head still hurt from the potion.

      “A good night’s rest. Okay. Then we get the Scroll.”

      She walked over to the bed and climbed in. The fire popped and crackled softly in the quiet chamber. Finn got in too, curling up, his back to hers.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice sounding sleepy to her ears.

      “Sleeping.”

      “Okay,” Tessa said, ignoring her disappointment. But even if he had been making advances, she honestly wouldn’t have been able to keep awake another moment. Finn’s warmth was comforting.

      Might as well go with it.

      Because, after all, who knew what the morning might bring?
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Tessa and Finn were sitting at the magic table finishing breakfast. Tessa sat back, feeling full, well rested, and confident—prepared for whatever lay before them.

      “Okay,” she said, standing up. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” Finn confirmed. “What do we do now to get the Scroll?”

      “I know where to find it,” she told Finn, grabbing a handful of cookies. “Let’s go.”
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      “Up here.” Tessa handed him a cookie, and he took it, biting into the rich treat. The magic table had provided them with breakfast—a wide assortment of delicious foods, including cookies. He hadn’t had such luxuries for quite some time.

      Might as well enjoy them because he might be dead later.

      Tessa, still crunching on her cookies, led Finn to a door in the Keeper’s network of caves behind which was a spiral stairwell.

      “This is the exit I mentioned. It also happens to lead to the place where the Scroll is kept.”

      The stairs curled upward, seemingly forever. Finn could smell a slightly damp odor from the water-filled caves below them, and every once in a while, he got a whiff of sweet buttery goodness from the cookies that Tessa was eating. Finn felt as though they would never get to the top, but the view of Tessa’s ass was well worth the climb.

      He had been pretty wound up the night before, but he knew this was not the time for trying to indulge in any fantasies he might or might not have been having about Tess since he had met her.

      He had been getting a vibe from her that made him think she wouldn’t have been averse to the suggestion that they lie together. But he just couldn’t. No matter how much he wanted to. It wasn’t the right time. Everything in both their lives was on unstable ground. Shadows and Chasm, they might not live through today. But if they did, he was definitely going to revisit their relationship and where it was going.

      Tessa certainly seemed to know where she was going. She moved with a sureness that was born of years of experience living in this place, which she got from the Keeper’s memories, he supposed.

      Finally, they emerged into a rough cave, and Finn could hear a strange moaning sound that set his nerves on edge. Tessa didn’t seem concerned though, and she followed the passage until it came out on to a path that was about three feet wide and curved around the rocks heading down the mountain to the right. When he looked left, he saw that the path continued up the mountain. He realized that the moaning sound had come from the wind blowing across the opening of the cave, which he could no longer see because it was spelled.

      Finn stepped out confidently beside Tessa to the edge of the ledge… until he saw the drop off. In shock, he took three quick steps backward until his back hit the force field of the spell covering the exit. His heart was pounding so hard that he thought it might escape his chest.

      “Shadows and Chasm, Tessa.”

      “It’s high, isn’t it?” she asked, glancing around and showing none of the balance issues that she had displayed when they crossed the chasm. Maybe because the Keeper hadn’t had balance problems, when Tessa was accessing his memories, she didn’t have them either. It was all a little mind-numbing, and Finn stopped thinking about it.

      “It’s the highest point in Ahlenerra.”

      Finn believed her. It was indescribably high.

      He took a few deep breaths and then stepped out beside her again. The ground was so far below them that he couldn’t tell exactly what was down there. It was green, so maybe trees or grass. When he looked out, he could see Ahlenerra stretching away before him. Far off, he could see the black slash that was the Chasm. And beyond that, the grey that was the Unseelie lands.

      “Wow,” he breathed. “This is amazing.”

      “It is,” Tessa said, with a contented smile. “This way.”

      She stopped before what seemed to be more rock that looked exactly the same as all the rock they had passed before.

      The wind blew her curls out from the braid she had confined them to, and her cheeks were pink from the brisk morning air. He gazed into her lovely blue eyes and wished that this was already over.

      “You sure?” he asked, doubtfully.

      “I’m sure.”

      She closed her eyes and then felt around until she found what she was looking for. She pressed it, and suddenly, the rocks began to move. Finn and Tessa stepped back onto the path they had arrived on, watching the spectacle. Golden rays of magic shone from the cracks in the mountain. Some rocks moved back and down, and some moved up. The rocks kept sliding—dropping and raising and readjusting themselves for another minute until everything was still again.

      Finn glanced around in awe. There was a large round platform extending in a semi-circle out from the mountainside. The stone was white and smooth—as opposed to the rough grey granite that the rest of the mountain seemed to be formed from. The platform had ornate symbols carved into each tile. In the middle of the half-circle was a pedestal at waist height that had risen out of the rock and was made of some sort of white marble with green twists through it. The golden magic light had abated, but the rock was so pure and bright that wherever the morning sun hit it, it seemed to still glow from within.

      “Wow,” Finn whispered.

      “Agreed,” Tessa said. “It’s quite impressive. The Keeper had probably planned for having spectators at an event as important as this. No doubt, he had expected the King and the Dark Queen to have been here for when the Severance ended. Nobody was expecting it to turn out the way it did.”

      The two of them approached the pedestal, and Finn saw that there was a round spot in the flat top of the pedestal. Tessa pulled the amulet from under her clothes and took it off, preparing to fit it into the stone.

      “Tess,” Finn said, suddenly worried.

      She turned to face him, tucking her brown curls behind her ears to keep them from blowing into her face. He stepped in close because the wind seemed to be getting stronger and louder.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Are you sure this is safe?” Finn asked, glancing at the amulet-sized space.

      “No, not at all,” she said, and a tiny corner of her mouth curved up. “It’s a terrible plan.”

      “Definitely,” he said, taking her hand.

      “You worried about me, Finn?”

      “Yes,” he said, not holding back. “You and I haven’t had very much luck with magic since we met.”

      She laughed. “That’s true, Finn,” she said. “I guess we just have to hope for the best?”

      “Tessa…”

      “I honestly don’t know what’s going to happen,” she said. “The Keeper has never taken the Scroll out since he put it in here.”

      “So, if it’s so dangerous, are you sure you should do it?” he asked, unable to explain how anxious he felt about her doing this.

      “Finn,” she said without fear. “I have to. This is what my whole life has been leading up to. It’s all I have.”

      Finn gazed at her, searching her eyes.

      “It’s not all you have,” he said. “You have me.”

      Tessa smiled. “And I’m glad of it,” she said, putting her hand on his cheek. “But I have to do this. No one else can. It’s keyed to the Keeper’s Starlight, and I’m the one who has that now.”

      “But, Tess…”

      Her smile broadened. “I like when you call me that.”

      “Please be careful, Tess,” he said, making her give that sweet half-smile again. And he wanted to kiss her so badly, he ached. But he knew it wasn’t the time. He would have to content himself with that lovely smile and hope she came through this like she had come through everything else.

      But Finn had a gloomy feeling that the magic guarding the Scroll was like nothing they had ever seen before. And that it would be more dangerous than any spell anywhere else in Esper.

      Tessa let go of his hand and once more stepped up to the pedestal. She took a deep breath and blew it out. She glanced at Finn. He felt serious but no longer worried. Whatever would happen, would happen. There was no turning back and nothing they could do about the future.

      She lifted the amulet without taking it off and carefully positioned it above the space in the stone where it would fit exactly. She obviously wasn’t going to chance it falling. Then Tessa took another big breath and slowly began to lower it into the space. A little more and she would release it.

      At that moment, there was a shimmer of magic, and suddenly, the ledge and platform were crowded with fearsome soldiers. And every one of them had an X on their collarbone above the heart.

      “What… how…?” Finn sputtered. “If this place is warded against portals, how can they just appear like that?”

      Tessa felt a sinking feeling in her stomach.

      “It’s the Keeper’s quarters that are warded. Nothing else.” She grimaced. “We’re in trouble, Finn.”

      “Yep, as usual.” He gave her a saucy grin. “At least we know we can make portals.”

      “Yeah, well, looks like we might need one.”
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      Without warning, more than twenty warriors had appeared on the platform and the path leading to it. They were dressed in leather armor with breastplates and wrist coverings made of steel. And they were fully armed with swords and knives—ready for battle.

      One of them threw a ball at Finn, and he batted it away. But the ball exploded when he hit it, and white dust showered all over them.

      “Shadows take me,” Finn said, coughing. “The Dark Court’s anti-shifting dust. They used it on me when I was caught by the Skransser.”

      “I know of it,” Tessa said, feeling wretched. “It’s Dark Court protocol to treat prisoners with it, so they can’t escape. That means we can’t change into our small forms. We’re trapped up here.”

      “And if there was any doubt that the Dark Queen was the one behind the attacks…” Finn trailed off and inspected their opponents.

      “Finn,” Tessa said, feeling worried as she retrieved her blades from the Otherworld sheath. “Is that an X on that warrior’s collarbone?”

      “It is,” Finn said, pulling his Unity Blades.

      “Whatever,” Tessa said, gesturing impatiently with her own blades. “What are we going to do? There’s no way we can fight them all. And like you said before, it’s suicide to try to fight those who wear the X. Especially this many of them.”

      Finn was silent, then he spoke.

      “I have a lode stone that’s spelled to be much stronger than normal.”

      “What does—” Tessa cut herself off as Finn drew a black stone from his satchel and threw it onto the path that led farther up the mountain. Instantly, all of the warriors’ swords and knives were drawn away from them, making a big ball of weapons around the small lode stone. A moment later, they couldn’t hold their shields anymore, and they went flying over, too, hitting the other metal objects with a loud clank. Tessa could see the fighters struggling as the lode stone pulled at their metal armor. But it wasn’t strong enough to drag a muscled fighter over to it.

      “—that do,” she finished.

      “A lode stone?” Finn asked, surprised. “It pulls anything with iron towards it. This small stone is spelled to have the pull of a much larger stone.”

      “Why didn’t we lose our weapons?”

      “Because they don’t have any iron in them. They’re made from a rare metal that only the strongest Fae can call up from the depths of Esper. No iron. No attraction to lode stone.”

      “Got it,” Tessa said. “Well, it’s a little more even now.” As she spoke, the mercenaries recovered from their shock of having been relieved of all their weapons. It seemed that none of them had a wooden staff or bow and arrows, so that was lucky.

      “It is,” Finn agreed. “But we’re still going to get our asses kicked.”

      The warriors had black eye paint around their eyes and those scary looking scars on their collarbones. They were unnaturally quiet as they moved toward Tessa and Finn.

      “We’ll have to use every weapon at our disposal,” Finn said softly.

      “You mean making a portal with the blades?”

      “Portals, with an S,” Finn corrected her. “It’s our only advantage.”

      “What about the cost?”

      “If we don’t use them, we’ll pay with our lives. In this case, it’s justified.”

      “What’s the plan then?”

      “You knock them out. I dump them in a portal.”

      “That’s your plan?” Tessa asked, raising her hands, blades ready, as the first warrior ran at her.

      “I know,” Finn said, changing his blades so that the curve was facing downward. “But it’s all I’ve got.”

      “It’ll have to do,” Tessa said, blocking a punch and jumping to avoid a foot sweep. She ducked under another jab and landed a hard punch to the guy’s knockout point.

      Finn drew a line across the stones, and as the man fell, he dropped straight into the portal.

      The fight got messy, and Tessa was barely holding her own. Finn sealed each portal after he had pushed a warrior into it.

      “Tess, be ready to jump through this portal,” Finn said, and knowing that he must have a plan, she went with it.

      He scraped a line across the stone in front of her, and she jumped through. A second later, she emerged from the other side of the portal just above the battle. She fell on two of the warriors, landing on them and smashing them to the ground. They were instantly knocked out, and Finn opened a portal, shoving them in.

      “Again, again,” she said, with a grin, blocking a kick from one of the fighters and using a backhand strike to break his nose.

      Finn laughed and dragged his blade in front of her. She took out warrior after warrior either with her fists, her blade, or using a portal. Finn fought beside her and opened portals for her.

      “One more,” she said, but Finn already had a vertical one open. She ran straight into it and came out at the last fighter’s head level. She kicked him in the head and landed beside the body with a thump as her boots hit the stone platform.

      She was breathing hard, but she and Finn had defeated the Dark Queen’s minions. Now they had only to get the Scroll and get off this mountain.

      “Well, this was a triumph,” she said to Finn, feeling satisfied.

      “Tess, we’re not done.”

      Finn’s wary voice made her look up, and she saw immediately what he had spotted. Something that looked like a black jungle cat but had eyes like a snake. It spat, and the creature’s spittle landed next to Finn, the caustic liquid instantly burning a hole in the stone. “Tessa? What do we do now?”
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      Tessa thought frantically, but before she could think of anything, the creature jumped. Finn reacted to protect himself, bringing his arms up over his head. But Tessa went into motion and sliced the air in front of him.

      The wild cat disappeared through the portal. Finn stared at her with wide eyes, frozen.

      “Thanks,” he said, his voice faint.

      Tessa gave one firm nod. “I have an idea,” she said as the next wildcat appeared above them in the rocks.

      “Okay,” Finn said. “What is it?”

      “You stand there. And don’t look threatening.”

      “What?” Finn asked, confused. “Why?”

      “Because you’re bait,” Tessa said, darting forward as another cat jumped and fell through the portal she had created. Finn scowled at her. But he stood there.

      The wild cats appeared and leapt at him, since he seemed the easiest target and they could see that Tessa had claws—the blades. Every time one of them pounced on Finn, Tessa tore a hole in reality right before it landed on him, sending the cat through the portal.

      “Well, I guess that’s the last set of monsters,” Tessa said when the final wildcat had been sent through a portal.

      Finn gave her an outraged look. “You had to say it, didn’t you?”

      A second later, there was a magical poof, but when they observed the environment for the threat, there seemed to be nothing. Just rocks. But the fresh, brisk air on the platform was suddenly filled with the disgusting stench of monsters.

      There was danger here. Tessa could feel it.

      If only they could find it before it found them.
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      “Tess, does that smell remind you of anything?” Finn asked, sniffing the air.

      “Yes,” she said, thinking. “Isn’t it like the monsters we fought…”

      “In the monster den.” Finn met her gaze and finished her sentence.

      “Shadows take me,” Tessa said, whipping out her blades. Finn was beside her in an instant and had his blades out by the time the first rock stood up, revealing it was actually a monster. There was the clink of something glass falling on the stone.

      “What’s that?” Tessa asked, crouching down and snagging the small bottle.

      “A potion I grabbed at your aunt’s. I had it in my Otherworld sheath—grabbed it by accident. I hoped it might come in useful.”

      Tessa read the label as more monsters stood and eyed them. “Eternal sleep.”

      “I don’t know about you,” Finn said. “But I intend to put these monsters into the non-magical kind of eternal sleep. The kind they’ll never wake up from.”

      “I’m with you,” Tessa said, pocketing the potion. “Let’s do it.”

      Finn stepped forward and slashed at the first monster, cutting it. The beast became enraged and pounced on Finn, knocking him backward and pinning him. The horrible creature bit Finn, tearing a ragged gash in his forearm where he had it above his head protecting his face. Finn yelled in pain.

      Tessa dispatched her beast and ran toward the one holding down Finn. She lifted her blade high and stabbed into its eye. It immediately stopped moving.

      Finn dropped back in relief, and Tessa rolled the monster off of him so he could sit up. Then she swung at the next monster attacking them, forcing it back. The two of them scrambled over to the rock wall, and Finn dropped a blue crystal from his satchel on the ground in front of them.

      All of a sudden, the beasts attacking them were running into a wall they couldn’t see and knocking themselves out. It was quiet inside the protection spell.

      “These ones are a lot more active,” Finn said. “And more vicious than the ones in the cave.”

      “Probably because those monsters in the den had only just woken up,” Tessa pointed out, holding the gaping wound closed with her hands.

      “Hurry and bind it,” he said, his voice tight. “The spell won’t last long.”

      Finn passed the blade of the hurt arm to his good hand and stowed it in the Otherworld sheath because he wouldn’t be able to use it anymore. He was bleeding profusely, and he and Tessa had blood—both Finn’s and the monsters’—all over them already.

      “What should I wrap it with?” she asked, at a loss.

      “My handkerchief,” he said, giving her a half-smile. “Remember?”

      “The Keeper’s Provision spell has been more than generous to us,” Tessa murmured, pulling out the large handkerchief that the Keeper’s house spell had provided Finn with.

      “Indeed.”

      She wrapped his wound quickly because he was already looking pale and woozy, then pulled the cloth tight, which made him groan. When she was done, she stood and turned to face the next beast. The spell from Finn’s crystal disappeared just as the beast lunged.

      Tessa fought with it, wounding it in several places. The monster scratched her with its long claws, but she saw an opening and stabbed it in the heart. It dropped before her, and she glanced at Finn.

      He stood slowly, and they faced the monsters.

      “Can you fight?” she asked.

      Finn did not look good.

      “I’m fine,” he said, a hard look in his eye as he surveyed the beasts before them. “But I have a better idea than fighting them.”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t think you’ll like it.” His eyes lit with mischief.

      “Tell me,” she said, absolutely certain she wasn’t going to like it.

      “We just have to jump off the cliff.”
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      “This better work, Noble,” Tessa said as they took off running toward the edge of the platform, beyond which lay a thousand-foot drop that would shatter every bone in their bodies if they fell.

      “Get ready to dive,” he said as they dodged and ran around the clumsy rock monsters, slashing at the ones who got too close. The monsters slowly took notice that their prey was running and gave chase, their footfalls thumping on the stone.

      “How many times have you done this?”

      “Quite a few times when my grandfather was training me,” Finn said, pulling ahead. “I only missed twice. Only broke three bones.”

      “I don’t have time to practice, Finn,” she growled.

      “Then you better be precise because you only get one shot.”

      “Wait,” Tessa shouted as Finn reached the edge several steps in front of her. But he wasn’t listening and he wasn’t stopping. He sliced the air in front of him, tucked his arms in at his sides, and sailed through the portal. Behind her, the rock monsters were pounding after them, unaware that they were about to plunge to their deaths.

      The Dark Mages really ought to make smarter monsters, Tessa thought. She brought her hands above her head like she was diving into the water and launched herself off the platform and into the portal.

      In shock, Tessa realized she was heading for the stone of the platform, and she stowed her blades, instinctively tucking into a somersault. She rolled several times till she came to rest. Quickly, she got to her feet, withdrew her blades, and looked around.

      The rock monsters were gone—all of them had fallen off the cliff.

      Finn looked worse than before.

      “Did you break something?” she asked, going to where he was standing and holding the arm with the bite. There was an odd dip where there ought to be straight bone.

      “Of course I did,” Finn said, his voice tight. “But never mind. Just use the amulet. We need to grab the Scroll and get out of here before anything else arrives.”

      Tessa was pulling the amulet out of her shirt as three humanoid monsters with blue, translucent skin appeared, making a triangle around them with their arms.

      “Too late.”

      Whatever magic these monsters used, it seemed to slow time. Tessa made a run for the space between two of their hands, feeling as though she was moving through jelly. She let go of the amulet just as the three creatures lit up with blue light, freezing her only inches from breaking out of their triangle of death.

      In slow motion, she watched—unable to free herself—as the creatures linked and blue lightning shot from their fingertips. If she could have seen from above, they would have made a triangle with their arms and the blue lightning that arced in the space between their hands.

      Before either she or Finn could react, they were being shocked magically—like she imagined being hit with a lightning bolt would feel like—and she couldn’t talk, couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything except spasm in extreme agony.

      The pain coursed through her magical channels, overloading them again and again. It was like she was being dosed with too much magic in an endless loop of torment. No doubt the same thing was happening to Finn. And they couldn’t escape. They would be stuck here till they collapsed, and then the Dark Queen would have them.

      And yet, Tessa realized through her haze of pain that though she was unable to move, the amulet was still falling. In slow motion, she watched as the magical object gently floated down, down, down.

      With a shower of sparks and a sharp crack, the amulet hit the blue lightning, breaking the spell. The monsters shrieked in torment as their own lightning was blasted back into their bodies. Time sped up again. The three creatures collapsed immediately.

      Tessa felt her own legs giving out on her, and she took a couple steps away from the monsters before she sat down. Finn plopped down beside her with a moan of suffering when he jarred his broken wrist.

      “This could not get any worse,” Finn muttered, his face white.

      Suddenly, there was a shimmer of magic, and Runa Byrne stepped onto the platform out of nowhere, giving them a little smile. Tessa’s enemy looked good—a lot better than Tessa did at the moment. She had her black hair braided back, and her lips were painted a deep purple. Runa wore a brown warrior skirt and chest armor. She glanced around.

      “No soldiers or monsters? You have been busy, Callahan.” She pulled her sword from a sheath on her back. “Got time for a—let’s call it a chat—with me?”

      She flipped her blade and came into a fighting stance, her booted feet wide apart.

      “Had to say it, didn’t you?” Tessa gave Finn a disapproving look.
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      “A chat?” Tessa asked, keeping her eyes on Runa’s sword. She got to her feet, stepping in front of Finn, but kept her hands holding the blades at her sides. For now.

      “You think you’re so great, Tessa,” Runa said with a sneer, prowling back and forth in front of them like a tigress. “It should have been me to become Captain of the Guard all those years ago. And you know it.” Runa shook her head a look of disbelief on her face. “The queen chose you. I don’t know why. You’re far too soft, always have been.”

      Tessa watched Runa, letting her say her piece.

      “So, for the good of the Dark Court, I had to take certain… steps… to ensure that you didn’t return from this ridiculous quest. It was time that a proper Dark Court Fae should become Captain of the Guard, not some interloper from Shadows know what part of the Valley.”

      “What are you saying, Runa?”

      The woman strode a few steps to the left and then back again, swinging her sword around idly. Tessa and Finn watched her warily.

      “What I’m saying is that you have been terribly hard to kill, Tessa. I will give you that.”

      “Hard to kill?” Tessa asked, confused.

      “Those who wear the X are fearsome warriors. The fact that they didn’t kill you when they were hired to? Twice? It shows you do have some fighting skills, I suppose.”

      Tessa and Finn exchanged a look.

      “But I was really impressed at how you got out of the monster cave,” she said, a calculating look in her eye. “I bet the queen doesn’t know that the blades can create portals, does she?”

      “Shadows take her,” Tessa murmured to Finn.

      “We should be so lucky,” Finn whispered.

      “She can’t tell the queen about that.”

      “No, that would be very bad.”

      “And now,” Runa went on. “I see you’ve bested the soldiers and the monsters. I told the queen you would. Such a waste of resources.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Finn said, holding the hand on his good arm up, palm facing Runa. “Are you saying that it was you that was trying to kill us all along?”

      “Of course, Starshine,” she said in a voice you would use when speaking to a small child. “Try to keep up, okay?”

      Finn ignored her insult.

      “I’ve been watching you get beaten over and over again by my warriors and monsters,” Runa said in satisfaction.

      “Notice we’re still here, and they’re not,” Finn muttered. “And you’ve been watching everything.” Finn was puzzling it all out. “Was it you sending all those monsters? How?”

      “I was given a teleportation lantern to use.”

      “A teleportation lantern.” Finn’s mouth fell open, and Tessa gasped.

      “The kind that burn Elixir?”

      “That’s right,” Runa said, delighting in their horror.

      “How could you?” Finn asked, outraged. “Wasting Elixir like that?”

      “Foul magic,” Tessa said, disgusted. “I really didn’t want to kill you, Runa. But you’re making it awfully difficult.”

      “Kill me?” She laughed, though she did seem a little uncomfortable. “You’re not going to kill me. But if it makes you feel better, Callahan, it was the queen who ordered me to use the lantern.”

      “Told you,” Finn said.

      But Tessa was thinking out loud. “Those who wear the X, the tornado, the monster cave—”

      “Oh and don’t forget crossing the Chasm, Callahan.” Runa pointed at Tessa. “I especially enjoyed that one.”

      “Stars above, Runa. You really do block out the Starlight don’t you?”

      “Insults don’t bother me, Callahan. You’ll have to do better than that. I’m actually walking in Starlight all the time since my promotion.”

      “Promotion?” Tessa asked, not believing Runa for a moment. “She wouldn’t. Not you. Never you.”

      “Really?” Runa asked, laughing a little. “You’re wrong, Tessa. About so many things.”

      “What do you mean?” Tessa asked, feeling caught off guard. Had the Dark Queen really promoted Runa?

      “She’s made me Captain of the Guard—in light of your betrayal.”

      “She wouldn’t.”

      “After what you pulled? Killing the Keeper and coming for the Scroll yourself?” Runa gave her an incredulous look. “She certainly would.”

      “I didn’t kill the Keeper.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m the new Captain of the Guard. And I’m on my first mission.”

      “And what is that, Runa?”

      “I’m here to finally kill you, Callahan. And of course, your pet thief over there.” Finn narrowed his eyes at her as she inspected him. “Seems a shame. Waste of a pretty face.”

      “You know what?” Tessa asked, losing patience. “Shut it, Runa. I think we’re done chatting. I’m ready to take you out.”

      “As you wish,” she said, and without warning, she threw a red stone at Tessa that turned into a fireball as it flew.

      “Watch out,” Finn yelled, pushing Tessa to the side.

      It still caught Tessa on the thigh, and she screamed in pain at the magical burn—the acrid smoke making her cough.

      But what was worse, the momentum from Finn’s push made her trip and fall hard on the stone, rolling over and over till she reached the edge of the platform and—unable to stop herself—she rolled right off the edge.
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      Shadows and Chasm!

      With desperation, Tessa grabbed at the ledge and hung on with all her might. She scrabbled with her toes and found a small space to wedge her right foot into. Her leg screamed in agony because of the burn, but she ignored the pain. Using all her strength and focus, she pulled herself up and back over on to the platform, pushing with her feet to help and scraping her fingers raw in the process.

      She lay on her back, feeling grateful to still be alive. She took half a moment to catch her breath and stared up into the blue morning sky, wondering if she would live to see the afternoon.

      When she got up, she saw Finn on the other side of the platform. He kept his hurt arm close and fought Runa one handed. And damn it if he wasn’t holding his own, Tessa thought admiringly as she moved in.

      He must have used a power spell. He had mentioned that he had a couple in his wonderful little satchel and that he often used them when he was losing a fight. The sound of Finn’s blade colliding with Runa’s sword echoed off the mountainside.

      Tessa felt reluctant as she drew her own blades and ran toward them. She really didn’t want to kill Runa. The woman was conniving, ruthless, and ambitious. But Tessa didn’t think she was all bad. Just corrupted by the influence of the Dark Queen.

      It was unfortunate they probably would have to kill her to stop her from killing them. Immediately, the thought of the potion Finn had brought popped into Tessa’s head. All it would take was a cut if she used the potion he had snagged at her aunt’s. And then she wouldn’t have to kill Runa.

      Tessa transferred both blades to one hand and, with the other, withdrew the potion from her pocket, pulling off the cork with her teeth. She spat it out and dumped the entire contents of the vial onto both blades. She dropped the vial with a clink as the glass bottle hit the stone without breaking. Then she checked the blades. They seemed perfectly dry, but one cut from either of them, and the victim would fall into a deep and endless sleep.

      Perfect.

      Tessa looked up and saw that Runa was pushing Finn backward toward the edge of the platform.

      Oh no. That was not happening.

      Tessa ran along the edge of the platform, and bending forward as she passed Finn, she slammed her shoulder into Runa’s torso, smashing her back into the mountain. Runa’s head hit pretty hard, but she got back up, looking stunned.

      Tessa pressed her advantage and sliced several times with the blades. But Runa recovered quickly and blocked every attack with ease. She even twisted her sword at one point and nearly disarmed Tessa. Runa had always been better at defense than offense; Tessa remembered from their sparring days. At that thought, Tessa had an idea. Maybe she should be drawing her into attacking and allow her to think she had the advantage. Then when she thought she was winning, Tessa could surprise her because her guard would be down.

      Tessa took a step back, and Runa surged forward with her sword, making big wide slashes at Tessa. Tessa bobbed left, then right. She dodged and then tucked and rolled as a huge overhead strike nearly hit her. She smacked her head on a stone and felt momentarily unable to move.

      Shadows take me. This wasn’t the plan.

      Runa grinned and lifted her sword in two hands, preparing to give the killing blow. At the very last moment, Tessa rolled desperately out of the way, and Runa hit her sword on the stone, rattling every bone in her body by the looks of the way her arms had gone slack.

      This was it.

      Tessa jumped up and slashed for the other woman’s exposed outer arm. It would make a cut that would put her to sleep, but Tessa wouldn’t have to kill her. Unfortunately, Runa moved at the same time, and Tessa had to change her swing a bit to avoid hitting her jugular. So, instead, she slashed across Runa’s face, cutting from temple to chin.

      Runa gave an ear-splitting scream.

      And the next moment, she fell to the ground completely unconscious.

      Tessa pulled her own handkerchief from her pocket and wrapped the wound on Runa’s face so it would stop bleeding. The crimson blood soaked through the white cloth and gave Tessa a troubled feeling.

      Damn. The woman was going to be seriously pissed when she woke up. But there was nothing Tessa could do about that now.

      “What did you do?” Finn demanded. “She’s not dead.”

      “Put her into an endless sleep,” Tessa said, lifting one shoulder while she put pressure on the bandage to stop the bleeding.

      “Endless?”

      “Well, you know, she probably needs a kiss or something to wake her up, but generally endless until that happens, yes.”

      “Why?”

      “It was better than killing her, wasn’t it?” Tessa asked.

      “Guess so,” Finn said doubtfully. “I have a feeling that’s going to come back to haunt you.”

      Tessa huffed out her breath, unreasonably upset that Finn was questioning her decision to put Runa to sleep. She was a terrible person. And maybe even deserved to die. She had been trying to kill the both of them, after all. And Tessa would have been well within her rights if she had killed her. Instead, she had merely put her to sleep. She had been merciful. How was that a bad thing?

      He was right, of course. If Runa ever woke up, she was going to have an even worse cause for vengeance than before. Too late for regrets now, though. She would worry about Runa later.

      Tessa strode over to the column, her footfalls echoing in the quiet morning.

      “Right. Better do this while I can. I don’t think the queen would have sent anyone else.”

      Finn joined her, and she took the amulet off, preparing to drop it—much less carefully this time—into the stone. But at that very moment, the amulet disappeared.

      Tessa gasped.

      A moment later, all the bodies were gone from the platform too, but that was of no consequence.

      “What in the Chasm?”

      “Where did it go?” she asked, staring at him.

      “It’s right here,” came a voice from the other side of the platform.

      Tessa froze at the sound, then pivoted slowly.

      The Dark Queen was standing on the very edge of the platform, wearing a dress as black as death. She appeared completely unconcerned about the thousand-foot drop behind her.

      And she was holding the amulet.
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      “Tessa Callahan,” the queen said, the amulet hanging from one thin finger. “You disappoint me.”

      The Dark Queen, Tessa, and Finn stood on the platform in the bright sunshine, the wind ruffling their hair. Runa was in an endless sleep on the stones. There were puddles of monster blood here and there. Tessa had a pretty bad burn on her leg that must hurt terribly and a few nicks and cuts from the battle with the monsters, soldiers, and Runa. Finn, of course, had his own monster bite, broken wrist, and various injuries.

      But all that paled compared to the evil before them.

      The Dark Queen was here.

      She was furious.

      And Tessa and Finn would be her new playthings to torture.

      “She didn’t send anyone else,” Finn muttered. “She came herself. That can’t be good.”

      “Ransetta,” Tessa said, not pleading yet, but trying to appeal to the queen’s reason. Finn stepped up beside her. She watched the amulet that the queen had begun swinging back and forth. “This has gone on long enough. We need to end the Severance. You have to let me.”

      “I don’t have to do anything, Callahan. I am the Dark Queen. I am the First. I have almost infinite power. And now I have the amulet that is going to make the King suffer more than he could ever imagine.”

      Finn mumbled something about a woman scorned, and Tessa elbowed him.

      “Ransetta,” Tessa tried again, her tone of voice slightly more distraught. “Think about your people. From both the Seelie and Unseelie Courts. They deserve to have their land back. Undivided. They deserve that. You deserve to have all your power back. You could rule over the entire land, instead of just this half.”

      The queen wasn’t swayed in the least. “You think the King would actually let me rule, Callahan? Then you’re more of a fool than I thought.”

      “My queen,” Tessa started again, but Finn knew it was useless to argue anymore.

      “Enough talk,” Ransetta snapped, her eyes dark with rage and betrayal. “I am clearly not your queen anymore, Callahan. If I ever was.”

      Tessa winced at this mention of her deception and treachery.

      The queen removed a wooden staff from an Otherworld sheath, and Finn and Tessa took advantage of her momentary distraction to pull their own weapons.

      “If you catch a magical blast when you’re spinning the blades, it will deflect it,” Finn whispered, beginning to flip one blade in his good hand as the queen slowly approached.

      “You never told me that.”

      Finn shrugged, keeping an eye on the queen who was whipping her staff around like she definitely knew what to do with it.

      “You never asked.” He grinned at her. “The more velocity they have, the greater the blast they can withstand.”

      “Well, make sure you don’t get hit. If she captures us, we’ll never see the light of day again.”

      The queen stopped about twenty feet away and planted her feet. Finn wondered why she was stopping. Obviously if she was going to fight them with a staff, it would have to be in close quarters.

      “Shadows take me,” Finn said with a pretend frown. “I knew I should have had more breakfast. And to think, that cookie might have been my last meal.”

      Tessa rolled her eyes, and Finn winked.

      “I like daylight,” Finn said, feeling determined. “She’s not going to capture us. Not today.”

      Tessa began spinning her blades, faster and faster. The queen lifted the staff and pointed it straight at Tessa. Then Finn realized why she hadn’t come closer. She was going to fight with magic. Of course. He should have known. He could see a charge building on the end of the staff, and a few seconds later, she let fly a huge red blast.

      Tessa whipped her blades up, and it hit, deflecting wildly to the cliff wall where it blew up a bunch of rock. Stones rained down on them and all three covered their heads to protect themselves. The queen recovered first and shot another bolt at Finn, who was once again flipping his blade.

      He swung, continuing to spin the blade around his hand effortlessly, and sent her magic up toward the sky. Then the magical blasts came one after the other, the queen not giving them any time to think, but only react.

      One shot through the air and hit Finn in the foot. He danced back with a hiss, his boot smoking. His attention was distracted for only a moment, but that was all it took. The queen aimed at his chest, and the magical blast hit him square in the solar plexus.

      He fell backward with a groan and lay still. He was conscious but couldn’t move. He didn’t know what the magic had done to him, but he felt overloaded. Finn felt as though all the magical channels in his body had been completely overwhelmed.

      He watched helplessly as Tessa spun the blades and deflected every shot the queen aimed at her. Then the queen got smart. She aimed at him. Finn tried to roll out of the way but couldn’t, and Tessa’s attempt to block it for him wasn’t quick enough.

      The magic hit him again, and he felt searing pain all along his magical channels and throughout his entire body. He groaned in agony.

      The queen barely seemed to move, and yet suddenly, she was beside him, the glowing end of her staff pointed down at him. But Tessa was there too, behind the queen with her blade at the ancient Fae’s throat.

      They were at a standoff.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Tessa,” the queen said, a mocking smile on her face. “I have a feeling you might have got a little attached to your pet thief, haven’t you? You wouldn’t want me to have to kill him, would you?”

      “Ransetta,” Tessa said, a warning tone in her voice.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” the queen said with false concern. “I won’t kill him. Of course not. All you have to do is give me the Scroll.”

      “Don’t do it, Tess,” Finn said, turning his head as some of his movement came back to him. “Don’t. You know what she’ll do with it.”

      Tessa face was conflicted. “I can’t let her kill you, Finn.”

      “Better that than giving her the Scroll. You should go.” He glanced quickly at the blade. “You should leave now.”

      Finn flicked his eyes toward the blade again, the one that opened portals. Tessa blinked, hopefully understanding his meaning. She could get away from here. Even with the amulet, the queen couldn’t get the Scroll out without Tessa. Only the Keeper of the Scroll could remove the Scroll from its hiding place because it was keyed to the Keeper’s Starlight.

      Tessa gave a little head shake and then a look that seemed to mean something, but Finn didn’t know what.

      “No,” she said, putting away her blades. “I’ll do it. I’ll open it and get the Scroll.”

      Tessa held out her hand.

      “Give me the amulet,” she said, glaring at the queen and making absolutely no attempt to be polite.

      The queen smiled and handed it over, following Tessa toward the column but still keeping her staff trained on Finn.

      “That’s right, Tessa. You always were good at following orders. No need to stop now. Just give me the Scroll, and I won’t kill him.”

      “Palms,” Tessa said, holding hers up.

      “No way,” the queen said, gripping her staff so tightly, her fingers turned white.

      “Then no Scroll,” Tessa said, her face resolute. “You think I’m stupid enough to believe that you won’t kill him after you get the Scroll? Just for the fun of it? I’ve known you far too long, Ransetta.”

      Ransetta’s smile faltered a little, and she pressed her lips together. The two women stared each other down for a long minute, and then Ransetta held up her hand. Tessa clasped it for a moment, until the vow took, and then let go and turned toward the pedestal.

      Without any hesitation or attempt to be careful, she slammed the amulet into the stone. And the moment it touched, the column began to sink, the earth shook, and reality shimmered for a moment as a wave of powerful Light magic moved out in ever-widening concentric circles.

      As it hit Finn, he felt the ability to move come back into his body, and he stood up. He flexed his arm where the monster had bitten him and his wrist had been broken. It was healed. He felt stronger than before. That was the power of Light magic.

      Tessa and the queen stumbled back when the magic hit them, and as Finn moved forward, he caught Tessa around the waist and spoke into her ear, the warmth of her body comforting him.

      “We need to use the blades and get out of here,” he whispered, glancing at the queen who was rubbing her head as if it hurt.

      “No, I have a better plan. Just back me up.” She shoved him away from her before the queen could notice.

      “Where’s the Scroll?” the queen asked, sounding shrewish. “Do I have to kill him after all? I can kill him if you don’t keep your end of the bargain.”

      “The Keeper hid it well,” Tessa said, aggravated. “There’s more to getting it than just the amulet.”

      Tessa touched the ring, activating the Keeper’s memories, and strode toward where the column had now disappeared into the platform. She crouched before it, and both Finn and the queen, still holding the staff toward Finn, stepped forward to see better.

      Then Finn realized that the top of the pedestal wasn’t one solid piece of stone. It was made up of many pieces, and Tessa was shifting them around like a puzzle box. She worked for a couple minutes, moving pieces here and there as if she knew what she was doing.

      Finally, she pushed the last piece into place with a click and removed the amulet from the pedestal, putting it back around her neck. The Dark Queen didn’t seem to notice. The rock shuddered, and Tessa stood up, facing the mountain. With a low rumble, a large chunk of the mountainside moved slowly out of the way, leaving an enormous archway. The smell that wafted out was old, ancient even, and the queen took a deep breath. Tessa glanced at Finn and the queen, then stepped through into the cave that contained the Scroll of Severance.

      The Dark Queen smiled in a way that made Finn’s skin crawl and his stomach turn. He didn’t know what plan Tessa had, but he hoped it was a good one.

      Or things were about to get really, really bad.
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      Tessa stepped through the enormous stone archway that led into the Scroll room, feeling dwarfed by the ceiling so high above her. But she had a feeling that had been the architect’s intention.

      The Dark Queen and Finn followed close behind her as the magic sensed the presence of the Keeper’s Starlight and slowly shut the large stone door again, effectively trapping them in the Scroll room.

      But Tessa didn’t feel trapped.

      She felt as though she were coming home. As though she were finally doing what she had been born to do.

      And nothing was going to stop her.

      Tessa knew everything because she had the Keeper’s memories. She strode forward with purpose, her footsteps echoing in the tall chamber.

      The tiles of the floor had been placed in concentric circles of ever-darkening blue. When Tessa arrived in the middle and stepped onto the round circle made of a lovely blue crystal, there was a hollow-sounding click. The crystal lit up from within, the walls of the chamber began rotating with a grumbling of stone on stone, and a shiver of magic went through Tessa.

      The room was a cylinder and built with smooth blue stone, so perfectly circular that it had to have been created with magic. No stonemason’s hand could ever have made it so completely free of any fault or defect. As the walls rotated, they revealed an alcove built entirely from the royal-blue crystal of the circle Tessa was standing on.

      Finally, everything stopped moving and was quiet and still again. She knew the queen and Finn were behind her, but her entire awareness was on her mission. She could think of nothing else.

      Tessa’s hands shook as she approached the Scroll of Severance. A bright light illuminated it from no source that she could discern. She stopped before the blue crystal case that contained the Scroll.

      This was it.

      Her heart pounded in her chest.

      “Can I use your knife, Finn?” she asked, keeping her eyes on the Scroll as she held out her hand. He pulled a regular knife out of the sheath in his boot, putting the handle into her palm.

      “What’s going on?” the queen asked, her tone petulant. She clearly didn’t like being out of the loop. Tessa could smell her sickeningly sweet perfume, and the scent irked her as much as the queen’s presence. “And don’t forget that his life is forfeit if you don’t give me the Scroll.”

      “I know, I know,” Tessa said, controlling her temper. She really wished the other two weren’t there. She needed all her concentration for what she was doing. She didn’t have any energy for idle chit chat.

      Closing her eyes, she felt for the magic lock that was keyed to the Keeper’s Starlight. With a deep breath, she sent her magic into the lock spell. After a moment, a drawer popped out of the side of the glass case. Tessa opened her eyes. The drawer was made of pure white marble, and she couldn’t tell where it had come from. She took the knife and drove the tip into her pointer finger without flinching.

      “Blood magic?” Finn asked, stepping back. Tessa glanced over at him. He had a scowl on his face. “I didn’t know the Keeper had used Dark Magic.”

      “It’s not Dark Magic,” the queen said with a wave of her hand, dismissing his foolishness. “Blood is used to key all sorts of magical locks. Don’t be such a simpleton, thief.”

      “Only the blood of the Keeper, freely given, can open this case,” Tessa explained, taking her finger and holding it over a small circle that had been inset in the otherwise smooth stone drawer. She squeezed her finger and let one drop of crimson blood fall on the stone. The blood spread out and filled the circle. Then, with a pleasant sound, the top panel of the blue crystal case slid away and revealed the Scroll of Severance.

      Tessa drew a deep breath, knowing that the next few moments of her life would change Ahlenerra, and everyone in it, forever—either for better or for much, much worse.

      Tessa reached in and picked up the Scroll. There was a surge as the magic recognized her, and she carefully pulled the ancient piece of paper from the case. She noticed it was written in Railltah, the ancient Fae language. The parchment hadn’t deteriorated at all because of the magic protecting it.

      Ransetta was smiling broadly with greed in her eyes.

      “Finally,” the queen said, reaching for it. Tessa took one step toward her and held the Scroll out.

      “Please Tess, don’t do this,” Finn begged.

      But Tessa didn’t falter. Time seemed to slow down as she set the Scroll into the queen’s hand, and there was a flash of light as she fulfilled her vow. The queen couldn’t kill Finn now because she had said she wouldn’t if Tessa gave her the Scroll.

      Tess smiled broadly. Finn was safe from the queen forever.

      The next moment, though, before the queen could grasp it tightly, Tessa snatched the Scroll back and whipped out one of the blades, slicing the tip across the queen’s now empty palm. Tessa prayed she had pulled the correct blade for opening a portal because otherwise, this plan was going to be completely Shadow-cursed in about a minute.

      Ransetta shrieked in rage and pain as her blood welled, and then her eyes rolled back in her head, and she swayed on her feet but didn’t fall. Tessa didn’t waste any time but took two steps to the side and scored a portal across the floor in front of the queen. Then she stuffed the Scroll in her shirt as she ducked behind the Dark Queen’s wobbling form.

      “Help me, Finn,” she yelled as the queen recovered and lifted her staff, looking for anyone upon which to vent her wrath.

      But Finn was already beside Tessa, and together, they pushed the queen toward the portal. She instantly realized what they were doing and dug in her heels, but the sleeping potion on Tessa’s blade had weakened her, and she didn’t have her full power.

      “Push,” Tessa shouted, giving her entire strength to it.

      They both shoved the queen as hard as they could, and with a scream of fury, the queen lost her balance and fell through the portal with a splash.

      They looked down through it and saw her rising up out of the water like a vengeful siren. She clearly had at least some of her powers back and was lifting her staff to point it at them.

      “Quick,” Finn said, stepping back. “Close it.”

      Tessa tore the closing blade out. The queen’s staff was poking through the portal, and she had it aimed right at Finn.

      “Tess, she said she wouldn't kill me, not that she wouldn’t hurt me,” Finn said in a worried tone as the staff’s end began to glow. “And it really hurts to get hit by that staff, Tess.”

      Tessa drew the blade across the floor, fumbling and only half closing it. The staff point was crimson.

      “Tessa,” Finn said again as he dodged a blast from the staff. “I’d rather not get hit by the staff again. There’s only so much agony I can take in one day.”

      Tessa focused and carefully drew the blade across the rest of the open portal with a whooshing sound, closing it tightly and trapping the queen. The portal had cut off the end of her staff as it shut, and the wood fell to the floor with a clunk—inert and harmless now that the evil behind it had been stopped.

      Tessa pulled the Scroll out of her shirt and checked it for damage, then carefully stowed it in her Otherworld sheath.

      The Scroll was fine.

      And it was hers.

      Tessa had done the impossible.

      She had found the Scroll of Severance.
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      “Shadows and Chasm, Tess,” Finn said, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close. “You did it.”

      Tessa hugged him back, a feeling of calm and satisfaction spreading through her.

      “I did it?” She shook her head. “We did it.”

      Finn smiled at her.

      “And how did we accomplish such a feat as pushing the Dark Queen, the First, into a portal without her being able to stop us?” Finn asked, skeptical.

      “It was the sleeping potion. There was still some on the blade. I knew it wouldn’t make a Faerie as powerful as her go to sleep. But I figured it would slow her down enough for us to push her in.”

      “That was a big risk, Tess.”

      “I know. There was no other way.”

      “Where did you send her?”

      “To see an old friend,” Tessa said, suddenly feeling immensely tired. She slid down to the floor, leaning against the stone wall. Finn sat down next to her, his shoulder touching hers. He waited patiently to explain.

      “To Perdira’s Mire,” she said with a chuckle. “I thought it fitting.”

      Finn laughed. He took her hand and held it. “Very fitting. Full circle, even.”

      “Where did you send the warriors and the monsters?” she asked.

      “The Direwood,” he said. “I thought it fitting.”

      They smiled at each other, and suddenly, their eyes locked. Tessa’s heart kicked up a notch, and she felt the Starlight mingling in their hands.

      “I guess there’s only one question left then,” Finn said, and she saw his eyes drop down to her lips and then back up to her eyes.

      Tessa wondered if he was going to kiss her. And if she wanted him to.

      Ha. Who was she kidding?

      She wanted him to.

      She’d been dreaming of his kisses for weeks.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Who do you know that reads Railltah?”

      Tessa’s heart fell. No kiss then. Well, whatever. It didn’t matter. She didn’t want Finn, anyway. Right?

      Yeah. Right.

      “I don’t suppose you can?”

      “Nah.” Finn shook his head. “Not me.”

      “Well, then I guess I have my work cut out for me, finding a translator.”

      They might have done this amazing thing together, but Finn didn’t want her. Tessa got to her feet and headed to the wall, trying not to feel too disappointed. Being with him would be too complicated anyway.

      “I guess I’m going to be busy for a while, trying to end the Severance,” she said, opening a little door and pulling the lever inside. The stone of the mountainside slid out of the way again so they could exit. Finn didn’t respond to her statement. They walked out onto the platform where the sun was turning a warm yellow in the afternoon sky, and Tessa closed the mountain up again.

      The wind had stopped blowing, and all of Ahlenerra lay before them bathed in a golden light, as if the sun itself was placing a magical blessing on the land. Tessa and Finn stopped and simply gazed at the loveliness together.

      “Soon, there won’t that gaping wound across Ahlenerra anymore,” Tessa said, pointing at the black scar of the Chasm that tore in half the otherwise beautiful landscape.

      “Because of you,” he pointed out, finally saying something.

      Tessa smiled. “Because of both of us, Finn.”

      Then she decided to take a risk for once, and going up on her toes, she pressed a chaste kiss to Finn’s firm lips.

      He seemed surprised.

      “Just a goodbye kiss,” she explained, lifting her eyes to his.

      “Tess,” he said, in a rough voice, catching her hand and holding it.

      Tessa’s breath came faster as she tried not to hope. “Yes?”

      “I don’t think I can stand to lose you,” he whispered, searching her eyes.

      “Then don’t,” she said and closed the distance between them. Their lips met, and the kiss, which started gentle, soon turned passionate. They kissed until Tessa lost her breath and thought she might spontaneously combust from the fire inside her. She pulled away before things got really out of hand.

      Finn grinned at her and stepped back.

      “What now, Keeper?” he asked, running his hand through his hair and looking a little dazed.

      Tessa turned back to look at the beauty that lay spread out before them, a peace entering her soul that she hadn’t felt in a long time. She was no longer employed by either the Dark Court or the Light Court.

      She didn’t know where that left her, but she knew that she was free.

      “Time to go,” she said with a small sigh. “We still have work to do. This is only the beginning.”

      Finn took her hand with a smile, kissing the back of it.

      “Where you go, I will follow,” he said, repeating the words that the man in the Direwood had said before he exploded from merging magic.

      “That is a terrible plan,” Tessa said with a laugh.

      “Definitely,” Finn said, hooking her arm through his. “But I think I’ll stick with you anyways. Somebody’s got to keep you from getting killed.”

      As the sun disappeared over the edge of the world, Tessa and Finn walked side by side, back down the mountain and toward their destiny.
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        Crown Of Visions, Book Two in the Fae series releases August 22nd!
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      Hello dear readers,

      

      I hope you have enjoyed Blade of the Fae. This book was truly a labour of love. And I appreciate that you are reading this Author’s Note, because not everybody does. Since you have decided to spend some more time with me, I will give you some behind the scenes info about the book — and me.

      

      First of all, I am a major fan of adventure. And books have always been my way to get some because I am not exactly adventurous in real life. And when I get to make up the adventure, that’s even more fun. I love kickass heroines who decide their own fates and don’t need saving. And heroes who kick ass but also have a softer side.

      

      I’ve always enjoyed weapons, fight scenes, and the training that goes into becoming a good and disciplined fighter. I took karate and kickboxing for some time when I was younger and that always informs my hand to hand combat scenes. I also watch clips from movies to get realistic sequences of moves.

      

      The Unity Blades, which are karambits, were inspired by a woman I follow on Instagram, who posted a video of her flipping them (and getting cut), which I thought was super cool (except the slitting your wrists part). So, when I needed a unique weapon, I decided to use the curved blades. I watched many a movie clip to see how they would be used in fighting, to be able to write the scenes with the Unity Blades realistically.

      

      Magic. I love magic. I love it so, so much. And as you might imagine, writing a book about magic has been a lot of fun. Most of my previous work was in sci fi, which explains the unexplainable with science. In these books, I enjoy being able to explain it with magic.

      

      Inventing curse words. This was amusing. And new ones keep popping up in subsequent books. Some of my favourites are the harshest swear, ‘Shadows take me’, which seems far too pretty to be a curse word. Another one I like is what is supposed to be a replacement for the word ‘damn’, which is shadow-cursed. The ritual farewell words in the Dark Court are sort of creepy and make me shiver… May the Shadows hide you. What in the Chasm? That’s another fun one.

      

      Anyway.

      

      Many of what you might have thought were made up words come from Irish Gaelic. I’ve always loved the Celtic legends and I’ve tried to weave some of that into the story (more to come in subsequent books).

      

      Now, what was difficult about writing these books? One of the things was actually using the made up curse words, which don’t seem to have a strong enough feel to them sometimes to convey the appropriate emotion. Another thing is that it’s really hard to set up high stakes for someone who’s immortal. I would write myself into a corner and then say, Stars Alive, they’re only functionally immortal so they can’t even die without great difficulty. Chasm and Severance, how can I even make this exciting without threatening their lives? Fortunately for me, there are many things worse than death.

      

      Also, making up monsters I found difficult and my teenage son helped me with the Char’s powers. I did invent the Skransser, though.

      

      So, at the end of the story, they accomplish their goal but find out there’s more to do. I hope that made you happy. Yay, more adventures! There’s a much larger story that’s unfolding than Tess and Finn realize right now. And this book is only the beginning. Yay, more Fae! (Ha. That rhymed.) (Totally unintentional but if I could have planned it, I would have.)

      

      I hope you’ll join me on the next adventure: Crown of Visions. This second book is all about the famed Hundred Years Ball, which is a week long party. Yay, Faeries revelling! That’s got to be fun. Except that Tess and Finn are going to be trapped with the King and Dark Queen, who are super pissed with them. Uh oh. All they have to do is avoid capture and find a magical object that no one has been able to find for thousands of years and everyone is now looking for. No problem.

      

      If you’ve enjoyed this book, please consider giving it some book love by leaving a review that will help other readers. Sometimes we forget that books need love too. No doubt the Stars will light your way forever if you do.

      

      Thank you so much for reading and as they say in Ahlenerra…

      

      May the Stars shine their light upon you.

      

      Sincerely,

      

      R. A. Rock

      

      For more extras, info about my other books, and to get to know me better please go to…

      

      rockthefae.com and/or follow me on Instagram. I’m @wordsrock.

      

      (I know the play on words is so clever you can hardly stand it.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Seven Sons

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
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      When I was in grade two, my well-meaning teacher told me that I overused the word nice in my writing.  As you can imagine, my younger self was both irritated and insulted.  Somehow my eight-year-old brain thought that nice was the perfect adjective to describe… well, just about everything, I suppose.  And anyways who was she to tell me how to write?  If I wanted to use the word nice, I was darn well going to use it.

      Fast-forward thirty-three years and my stories are anything but nice, perhaps in reaction to that very first criticism.  I like to write about what people do when terrible things occur.  Hm.  What would these characters do if the worst thing they can possibly imagine… happened?  Let’s put them in that situation and see.  I love magic and mystery, action and adventure, fight scenes, and sweet moments, too.  And I’m all about taking the reader along for the ride.  So, I hope you’ll come along on this magical adventure.  I can’t wait to see where it leads!  (I hope it’s someplace nice.)
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