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        Oh, what a tangled web we weave

        When first we practice to deceive

        ~ Old Earthen, Walter Scott

      

        

      

      

      Kesh

      

      Faerie was not how I remembered. Cloying magic hung thick in the air, its perfume intoxicating. Clouds swept across a daylight sky, their crisp whiteness peppered with the occasional flash of pixie wings. The long grasses in the palace gardens whispered secrets to one another. Together, it all worked so hard to be beautiful. But as I walked through the palace gardens, the enormous, brightly colored flowers leaning toward me, I saw only ugliness.

      Ironic, given that I had once thought Calicto ugly. During my years as a human messenger, living in Calicto’s B sector, breathing recycled air, surrounded by towers of tek and metal, I’d longed to be home again, to feel the rain on my face, to breathe the air. How blind I had been. Calicto was honest. Faerie was lies. Ironic, indeed, for a race who couldn’t lie. But they liked to bend their rules and none knew how to bend them better than Faerie’s new king.

      I looked up. Night was approaching. Sometimes, that meant days until the twinkling dark skies would pull across the canvas above, other times hours. When night came, Arran would be executed for a massacre he’d had no hand in. Unless I stopped it.

      I couldn’t let Arran die for me. Not again. Perhaps the piece of polestar inside me meant I was supposed to stop Oberon. Perhaps the ink marking my skin was part of a greater plan. But I didn’t yet have the answers or know the future. I just knew what had to be done.

      The path through the gardens changed around me, snaking off course to meet a stone wall. Trailing ivy parted like a curtain, and there, hidden behind, was a doorway. The gardens had led me straight here. During my years-long absence, they hadn’t forgotten the path.

      “Nashey,” I whispered, thank you, in saru.

      Waving grasses hissed in reply.

      Not all parts of the palace were made of glass, just the showy receiving rooms and façade. The palace foundation stood on glittering black bedrock. Strings of faelights hung high on the walls, lighting my way. I had always preferred the secret parts, the hidden parts, despite knowing where these corridors led.

      Venturing deeper inside the palace where daylight didn’t penetrate, I pushed open a door and entered a familiar chamber. Old panic tried to cinch my heart. My gaze fell to the large circles, symbols, and grooves carved into the stone floor. I knew every swirl, every gouge. I remembered how they’d felt beneath my fingertips as I’d clawed at them and clung to them as though they could save me.

      Lanterns on the walls flickered to life. My passing stirred up glittering dust. I crouched at the foot of the carved marks, staying outside the circular boundaries, and listened. No screams. Those were in my head.

      The first time Oberon marked me, I begged him to tell me what I’d done wrong. I could hear that girl now, sobbing as she begged a Faerie prince to forgive her.

      The second time he marked me, I cried in silence. By the third time, I welcomed the pain. The fourth, I ached for it. And on the fifth… I smiled, because I knew I belonged here, beneath Oberon’s hands.

      I touched a mark on the stone inside the circle. My sleeve climbed up my forearm, revealing the matching thorned ink lying silent and still on my forearm. Warfae markings. A declaration of service to Faerie. Rewards. Or so I had believed. But now I wasn’t so sure.

      “You should not be here.”

      Sirius stood in the open doorway, staying outside the threshold. His leathers of reds and browns painted him in autumnal colors. Green eyes shone like emeralds, and his red hair tumbled around his face, hacked at and unruly since I’d thrown razor-tek into those locks. The cloak sitting sideways on his right shoulder hid his tek arm. Did Oberon know he’d lost an arm? Probably. The king missed nothing.

      I straightened and brushed my hands together. It wasn’t so easy to brush off the past. “Over there, you remember… he cut open my skin and poured poison inside.”

      Sirius didn’t reply. I hadn’t expected him to. He had witnessed it all but had never spoken a single word of it.

      “Here, he painted the marks into my skin with hot nightbane talons. I almost didn’t survive the first time.”

      “Warfae marks are not meant for saru.”

      How right he was. But the way he said it, lofty and aloof, reminded me of the gulf between us. Him a Royal Guardian, and me a saru slave. The only thing missing was the collar around my neck.

      For hours, days, and sometimes weeks, Oberon would come and work to turn me into his tek-whisperer. His assassin. His Wraithmaker. And at the time, I loved him for it, because I was saru, and the prince could do anything to me, so long as he noticed me. The pain was the price I paid for his attention. I was a foolish thing, a broken thing. But today, now, I was no longer that thing. Today, I could make a difference.

      “Does your arm hurt?” I asked.

      “Incessantly.”

      I had never learned why Oberon needed Sirius to watch him work. They had never spoken about it in my presence. Sirius had watched so silently without moving that I’d forgotten he was there at all. The silent sentinel, like a piece of furniture.

      “Good,” I told the fae now.

      “You would think so.” He sighed and added, “Night approaches.”

      Arran’s deadline. I hadn’t gone to him in the palace cells, afraid of what I might say. Afraid I might make promises I couldn’t keep or that I’d sling accusations at him. None of this was his fault, but I still wanted to rage at him over this foolish love for a woman he didn’t know and a king who had condemned him. Arran had done what any good saru would have. What I would have done… once.

      “Take me to Oberon,” I said.

      Sirius’s lips twisted in the way they always did when I tried to order him. “He is addressing his court.”

      I crossed the room and squared up to the proud Autumnlands fae, pushing onto my tiptoes. He peered down his perfect nose, refusing to give an inch. Hard masculine lines cut the picture of a judgmental face. Straight, fae-tipped ears completed the unyielding picture of a sidhe in his prime. Proud. Untouchable. So very Faerie. “Have you told him yet how to save Faerie?”

      Sirius’s glare twitched away.

      I’d thought as much.

      The guardian had his doubts about the king. And if a Royal Guardian had doubts, others did as well, putting Oberon in a precarious position.

      “I can’t let Arran die for me,” I said. “He didn’t kill those fae, I did. Everyone knows it. If you love your king, you will take me to him, before he makes a mistake that will cost him his crown.” And maybe his life.

      Distrust turned Sirius’s returning glare brittle. “What can you do?”

      It was a good question, one that had many answers, but I could only tell him one: “Save a hero, like I should have done a long time ago.”
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      My presence, by now, was well known among the fae. Gossip traveled fast on Faerie’s winds. But knowing the Wraithmaker had returned and seeing her beside the king were two very different things. I was ordered to keep to the miles of servants’ corridors, far away from the shining lordly guests and their keen, burrowing gazes.

      After navigating those back corridors, I rattled around a royal receiving chamber, alternating between watching the darkening sky through the window and pacing outside of the elaborately decorated suite. My boots thudded softly on the plush carpet, my hard presence muted by the drapes and cushions, by softness and light.

      For what I was about to do, Kellee would have called me a fool. I could hear him say in his high-and-mighty marshal tone, “Don’t be a martyr.” But he wasn’t here. Talen would have looked at me with all the answers in his eyes but none he could speak. He wasn’t here either.

      An empty ache yawned inside.

      I couldn’t think of them, left behind, battling monsters.

      I’d only been back on Faerie for a couple of days, but more time had passed since they’d taken me from them. Enough time for the battle to have been won or lost.

      Sirius entered the room, face grim. “This is unwise.”

      I assumed that meant the king was coming.

      I paced faster until a wall of rusty reds blocked my marching.

      “You’ll get yourself killed,” he added.

      Stepping around him, I continued pacing.

      “After all this time, after everything that has transpired, you would die for the gladiator?” he asked, words clipped.

      “You don’t understand. He tried to save me once, and I killed him for it. And even after forgetting our past, he tried to save me again. He believed he was doing the right thing. The saru… how they—how we think…” How could I explain what being a saru was like to a fae like him? We were animals to him, pets, playthings. “We can’t help the way we are. I can’t let him die again.”

      “You’re right, I don’t understand. Your life is worth more than his.”

      I stopped pacing and looked up at the guardian. So fae, so sure of his place in a world in which he belonged. “One life is not worth more than another. All lives are equal. All saru are equal. All fae are equal to saru—”

      He snorted. “You’re absurd.”

      He would think so. “I’m doing this.”

      “You’re not saru.”

      “I am.”

      “No, you’re not.” He approached, cloak flaring wide, making him seem bigger, and he wasn’t small to begin with. As he approached, that old saru part of me urged me to drop to my knees. I lifted my head and looked him in the eye. His steps faltered, and he halted outside my reach. “While I was not part of your harem and therefore not privy to its secrets, I saw enough. Saru are not Faerie touched.”

      I stood my ground and ignored the harem reference. Typical of a fae to assume I somehow owned the males around me when in fact, I no more owned them than I could own the stars in Faerie’s skies. What I’d had with Kellee, with Talen... harem was too light a word. “Whatever you think you saw changes nothing. I was born saru. I lived as saru. I am saru.”

      He turned his head away, teeth grinding, and then lowered his voice to a hissing whisper. “I saw you summon Light, a Faerie power few fae possess. It was minor and ill-directed, but I witnessed it. You cannot lie to me about this.” He spoke as though he were angry, like this was all my fault, but his whispering the words wasn’t for my benefit. He didn’t want Oberon to know what he’d seen.

      I glanced at the closed door. Sirius had told Oberon none of this. Not Talen’s words on how to save Faerie, and nothing of the Nightshade or freeing the unseelie. He was a Royal Guardian, the crown’s stalwart servant, and he was keeping secrets from his king. His silence, should Oberon learn of it, would see him executed alongside Arran. One word in Oberon’s ear and I could see it done.

      Sirius lifted his tek hand. The cloak fell back, revealing the smooth beauty of working metal fused with flesh. My finest work. He despised it.

      Cold, metal fingers touched my shoulder.

      There was more in his eyes than stubborn denials, more emotion than I’d seen from him in all the years I’d known him. More than these last few weeks he’d spent in my company could account for. Why did any of this matter to him?

      “And that is why I must do this.” I closed my hand around his metal touch and lowered it back to his side. “I am nothing in Oberon’s shadow, but in death, I can show Faerie the truth. I will die for one worthless saru, but my death will change everything.” My words were lies, but here, in Faerie, the fae thought themselves immune to untruths. They forgot my greatest strength. I had no wish to die, but I would save Arran, and in a palace made of mirrors, I had to tread carefully.

      The chamber door swung open and Oberon strode inside in a storm of royal blues and golden thread, his night-black hair tightly braided. His crown snagged my attention. It suited him. He wore it well. Eledan had fashioned himself an oak one that had looked just as good, although it had been an illusion.

      I dropped to a knee. “My king.”

      The guardian failed to kneel. Realizing his mistake a second too late, he dropped and bowed his head low, but in his haste, he had failed to cover his arm. His tek hand gleamed, fingers spread. In the seat of fae power, human tek was an affront to all things Faerie. Belatedly, Sirius curled his hand closed and hid it behind his back.

      “Sirius, at ease,” the king ordered, a dangerous note ringing in his voice.

      The guardian straightened and stepped back to the edge of the room, blending with the shadows.

      “Do not think to petition for the life of the gladiator,” Oberon told me. “My decision is final. Preparations are underway. I will not be persuaded to spare him.”

      I stood, carefully reworking the words in my head, and regarded my king in the same cool, studious way he regarded me.

      He checked the door, now closed, and narrowed his eyes at me once more. Finished assessing me, he looked around him, reading the small, informal room with its quilted furniture and flowing drapes as though it were the first time he’d seen it. Perhaps it was. The palace contained dozens such rooms, and they all looked the same. Sometimes the palace birthed new rooms from nowhere and for no reason, just because it could.

      Satisfied, he unbuckled his cloak and tossed it over a daybed, then loosened his waistcoat, inlaid with gold. “My Wraithmaker,” he murmured, thoughts wandering.

      With the waistcoat hanging open and loose, he rolled his sleeves up past his elbows. Warfae markings snaked up his forearms. He’d discarded his lithe, courtly softness with the pretty attire. Beneath was a warfae general, a male of power and prowess, a king-in-waiting. This was the Oberon I’d always known. I’d been alarmed when I’d first seen Eledan, his brother, outside of Faerie, and how he had been built for combat. Oberon was the same, but he deliberately hid his warrior’s physique beneath his kingly robes at court. The brothers had the same features, but where Eledan’s appearance had been honed by years of tek exposure, which had hewn his softer edges, Oberon still had something softer about him. The king was no less striking, but in a different, smoother way.

      His stiff demeanor melted away, and the fluid, relaxed sidhe came to the fore. I wondered if anyone at court saw this side of him, the truth of him. At least, this truth of him. He likely had many.

      “I often thought of you,” he said.

      He had?

      “I hadn’t realized…” He trailed off as he came to the window, the inky darkness pushing against the daylight’s fringes entrancing him. “It is a dangerous thing to wish for the dark. It answers.”

      Sirius stood behind me, mutely watching the exchange. The guardian knew much of my past but not everything. How would he handle the truth?

      “I killed those fae on Calicto,” I said, imagining Sirius’s cheek ticking. He’d already known, but would hate to hear it. Triumphant defiance brought a smile to my lips. I hid it again before the king could turn and see. “I programmed the drones to attack. It was a slaughter. They didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Oh, I know.” Oberon turned his back to the window, and his lips ticked up in a devastating smile. I’d seen Eledan wear the same seductive smile a thousand times before. Eledan’s had twitched like a living thing. Oberon’s was swift and light but no less dangerous. They were more alike than I’d realized. “Sjora was looking for a fight and a way to prove herself,” he said. “You gave her exactly what she wanted and eliminated her treasonous followers. I could not have hoped for a better outcome.”

      So, my massacring all those fae was… acceptable? I hadn’t expected that smile or this reaction. I might be the Wraithmaker, but I’d always followed Oberon’s orders to kill. The Game of Lies had been different. I’d had no orders then, and I’d killed Faerie’s people. His people. “I should be the one to pay.”

      “Yes. I am fully aware it is you I should have executed.” He relaxed into a high-backed chair and drummed his fingers on the arm, his face pensive. “The gladiator’s death is a small price to pay for your life.”

      “Killing Arran is a mistake.”

      Oberon breathed in and tilted his head, studying me once more. “I have missed your obstinacy. No one else dares to defy me openly. Behind my back, they twitter. I’d rather they challenge me openly. The whispers are relentless…” Again, his attention wandered to the window.

      “And that’s a problem, my king.”

      His gaze snapped back to me. “Whatever you are trying to do, do not waste your breath. I will not allow you to die in his place. Your life is worth more than his.”

      I didn’t need to look at Sirius to know he was smiling at the king echoing his sentiments. “All of Faerie knows I killed the queen.”

      Oberon glanced at Sirius. I couldn’t see what passed between them, but I guessed Sirius hadn’t known the truth, not for certain. That had changed. If Sirius proved himself too much of a risk, he would need those secrets he was holding on so tightly to.

      “They want justice,” I added.

      “Justice?” the king snapped. “Faerie is dying. There is no time for justice.”

      “And what are you doing to save Faerie as their king?”

      His fine, dark eyebrows furrowed at my tone. “More than you can comprehend.”

      I had the king’s ear. I had always known I would return to Faerie and have a chance to push back against his campaign in Halow, to have him hear about the plight of the people he so ruthlessly exterminated, but I needed to strike at something he cared about, something with enough influence to sway him from his path to eradicate anything not seelie fae. “Sjora wanted to see Eledan on the throne. I doubt she was alone in that desire. Your rule, my king, is precarious.”

      Oberon’s fingers stopped drumming. “My brother is as good as dead.” He pushed to his feet and crossed the distance between us in a few sharp strides. “You performed perfectly.” His penetrating blue-eyed gaze roamed over me from head to toe, softening and becoming keener, more astute, until the anger had all but vanished. “Strip,” he ordered.

      I blinked and immediately began unbuttoning the gown his saru had dressed me in. It was a plain garment, functional with minimal decoration. And now it was coming off. This wasn’t unusual. Neither would be what came next, but years had passed since I’d stood naked before him, and where I’d once delighted in having my king’s attention on me, the flutter in my chest suggested my feelings had changed.

      I eased the sleeves off my shoulders, pulled my arms out, and pushed the gown down until it pooled at my feet. I toed it aside, crossed my arms over my chest, grabbed the vest, and lifted it over my head. The undergarments were the next to go. I reached behind my back and worked at the fastenings, as if all this was perfectly acceptable. Only it wasn’t. Sometime since fleeing Faerie to hunt down Eledan, sometime on Calicto while living a normal life, sometime during the weeks I’d spent with Kellee and Talen, I’d changed. Calicto had changed me. Halow had changed me. I didn’t want this, not anymore. But now was not the time to make a stand.

      We survive today to fight tomorrow. Hadn’t Kellee said that? And battles weren’t always the bloody kind.

      Oberon folded his arm across his front and propped his elbow on his loose fist, tapping a finger to the side of his head in thought. There was no heat in his lingering gaze, just raw concentration.

      I discarded the chest wrap and pushed my panties down. When I straightened, Faerie’s air touched my marked, naked skin.

      Oberon took a few steps one way, then the other, studying the markings wrapped around my thighs, torso, and arms, and then he circled me, examining every inch. My saru heart rattled its tiny cage.

      Oberon’s hands clamped on my waist, the king at my back. I slammed my teeth together and stared at the pattern of vine-like art painting the walls. His hands were smooth, like the hands of all immortals who healed their scars. His touch was soft and warm. It had been soft and warm when he’d marked me too. I tried to block out the sensation, tried to block out everything. This hadn’t bothered me before. Why was this time different?

      His fingers kneaded my muscles and swirled over the marks he had scorched into my flesh, pushing in, up my spine, and over my shoulders. Part of me hated this intrusion, but part of me wanted it too. Faerie’s king was touching my skin. His hands—hands that had built armies, killed millions, and commanded Faerie’s legions—roamed my body. I tried and failed to steady my breathing. If he saw my shivering, if he heard my shortening breaths, he’d punish me. This was nothing to him, just a clinical examination, but his hands reminded me of the last time a fae had touched me, the last time fingers had swept along my marks, his body beneath mine, hands stroking, mouth bringing me to life.

      Oberon came around to face me, and brief confusion gathered lines on his brow.

      My skin had risen in goosebumps, and there was no way to hide my hard nipples. Oberon saw it all.

      Heat warmed my face and chest. The heat of shame. I wanted to snatch up my clothes and cover myself or maybe fall to my knees and beg his forgiveness. No saru was allowed to look upon a sidhe without permission. And to desire one? To desire the king? It didn’t matter that it wasn’t him I wanted, it was Talen. I ached to have Talen back, to have him here beside me so I wasn’t alone.

      Oberon turned away, saying, “Your loyalty and success has earned you more marks. I will see to it personally.”

      More markings. Once, I would have wept with joy. Now, a small part of me wanted to weep in frustration over the wrongness of it all.

      “You spent time with Lord Devere?” the king asked, heading toward the window.

      I swallowed to moisten my parched throat and clear its knot. “I did.”

      “What happened to him?”

      I considered lying, but Oberon already knew part of the truth, if not all of it. “We fucked. I killed him.”

      The king’s stride faltered. “He always did desire saru flesh.” He turned, arched an eyebrow, and said, “He was not the only fae to touch you?”

      How much had Sirius told him? How much did Oberon already know about Kellee and Talen? A lie now would undermine his faith in me. I had to pick my lies carefully. “No.”

      “Your pilot.” Oberon stopped at the window and gazed out at Faerie. “Tell me of him.”

      “I needed him to navigate the ship.” Technically true. I filled my head with thoughts of the unnamed pilot I’d shot between the eyes, and the lust eased as sadness crept in. Thinking of Talen would only heighten Oberon’s suspicion.

      “And the vakaru?” Oberon asked, keeping his back to me. “Tell me of him.”

      I had known this day was coming since Talen and Kellee had captured me. Fate was always going to bring me back to Oberon for him to ask his questions. I’d spent nights awake going over my answers, crafting the truths so I wouldn’t have to lie.

      “The vakaru is a Halow lawman. A marshal. He detained me after I secured Eledan.” I reached down for my clothes. I could do this. I’d lied to Mab for years. The trick was telling the fae what they wanted to hear so they didn’t search for the lies. “Eventually, he released me, with conditions. I’ve spent the last few months trying to escape him.”

      “I have not instructed you to dress.” He hadn’t turned, hadn’t looked. “Does he know you’re mine?”

      I dropped my vest. “Yes. He tried to kill me numerous times.” True.

      “That’s unsurprising. His kind were only good for killing.”

      “Do you know him?”

      “A lone vakaru is not a concern,” he replied, circumventing my question. Listen to what he doesn’t say. Considering everything I had seen on Valand, Oberon knew exactly who Kellee was. But did he fear the last vakaru warlord?

      The king faced the room and me once more. “We have more pressing matters.”

      He crooked his finger, and Sirius stepped forward. I’d forgotten the guardian was here and felt him keenly now that he stood beside me. He’d seen me naked hundreds of times before, but this time—everything about this time felt different. Because I was different. Before, I’d been glad to be in the same room as Oberon, to have him look at me, notice me, touch me. Now, I wanted to find a weapon and run it through him. Through them both.

      “Sire?” the guardian asked.

      “From this day until I say otherwise, you are Mylana’s guardian.”

      My lana.

      My star.

      My slave name.

      Oberon had never called me by that name to my face, but somehow, impossibly, he had always known it. All saru names were sacred. We never told the fae. It was the only thing we owned. So how could he know?

      Unless he’d been present at my birth? But that would mean he had always watched me. He’d let me grow and seen me kill fellow saru and climb through the ranks until the day I stopped Aeon from killing him. I’d survived everything Faerie had thrown at me, and until now, I’d thought I’d survived by my own doing. But what if we had always been connected, this new king and I? What if I had always been his, just like Kellee had said. Worse, Eledan had said it; before the fae came and ruined Halow, he had told me the truth:

      “We gave you that name. We built you up. We made you what you are today. From the moment the saru breeding bitch squeezed you out, bawling into this world, you belonged to Faerie. Everything you know, everything you are, we gave to you.“

      I heard it so clearly, as though the Mad Prince were standing beside me, hissing the words into my ear. I’d thought he had meant the Wraithmaker name. But what if he’d known the truth, even then? We made you what you are today.

      I was falling. If my past was a story, if everything was a lie, then what part of me was true? Was anything about me real?

      I was saru. That was real. That was the truth. Polestar or not, I would always be saru.

      “You want me to guard her?” Sirius asked, barely suppressing a snarl.

      Neither of them saw my trembling. I closed my hands into fists and pushed the bad thoughts away. It didn’t matter. The past couldn’t hurt me. Not anymore. I was my own person now.

      “I want you to be her guardian,” the king was saying. “You will be at her side during every moment of every day. You will watch everything she does and every word that passes her lips you will report back to me.”

      The king knew everything I’d told him was karushit. Kellee capturing me, Talen being my pilot—Oberon knew they meant more to me than tools by which I’d tried to get back to Faerie. How could he not? And so, Sirius was to be my punishment, my cage.

      Sirius stiffened. “Sire, have your saru observe her. I am a Royal Guardian. I have served you and Faerie in battle for thousands of years. My place is by your side—”

      “Should any harm come to her,” Oberon cut in, “that same harm will be inflicted upon you. You are to protect her with your life. If she dies, you will die as well. Do you understand?”

      Oberon couldn’t mean it? Sirius was immortal. To kill him for my short life? It was an insult.

      Sirius fell to one knee and bowed his head. “Sire, please… do not cast me out like this.”

      Oberon’s gaze grew heavy. “Do not beg, Sirius. It’s beneath you.”

      “Guarding her is beneath me—”

      “Do not presume—”

      “The arm!” Sirius lifted his metal arm and rocked back on his heels. Tek veins gleamed. Metal shone. “This monstrosity was not my doing! She did this to me. She mutilated me. She is a curse!”

      “Silence!” the king boomed, filling the chamber with more than noise. His power crackled, thinning the air. “Or by Faerie you will die alongside the saru gladiator.”

      Sirius closed his eyes. His tek hand curled into a fist, and slowly, flexing his control, he rose to his feet. When he opened his eyes, he was the immovable wall of guardian he’d always been. “You are punishing me.”

      Oberon smiled. “No, I am promoting you. Mylana is everything and must be guarded at all costs.” He turned his attention to me. “The gladiator will die in your place. If I hear a single word of protest fall from your lips, I will confine you to the catacombs.” He nodded to the door. “You are both dismissed.”

      I gathered my clothes and followed Sirius out of the room. The guardian marched ahead like an angry wave of fire, leaving me to dress while jogging to catch up with him. “Sirius…” On and on, he walked, cloak flaring. Any faster and he’d been running. “Sirius, wait!”

      He stopped rigid in the corridor, radiating the kind of fury that had my saru instincts readying to fight or flee. I stepped around him to block his path. His cheek twitched as he glared far over my head, wishing he could strike down the saru in his path and make his life much easier.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know he would do this.”

      His throat bobbed, and when he spoke, he continued to look over my head. “For all the gifts he has bestowed upon you, you are mortal. You’ll eventually wither and die, and I will live. All of this will be another moment in the tapestry of my past. I will survive you, Wraithmaker.” He shoved me aside and strode to the turn in the corridor. “Come, saru. You will need to secure us shared sleeping quarters.”

      Sirius would not let me out of his sight. He would follow Oberon’s words to the letter because he had everything to prove. My plans to save Arran and rescue all saru from their fate would be much more difficult to execute with Sirius as my shadow.
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      I had always protected others. Since Oberon had taken my people from me, I had always righted the wrongs, fought against injustice for those who couldn’t fight for themselves. I had thousands upon thousands of deaths on my soul, and I had always planned on balancing those scales. The star cradled in my hand stood for that justice. It represented the laws that governed Halow, represented everything right. But those laws had died when the fae returned, and I was beginning to wonder if “right” was a dream. I continued to wear it, this small golden star, as a token, a shield. Now tarnished and scratched up, it still stood for something. It had to. I had to stand for something.

      “You have been staring at that star for hours. Unless it is also a key, what do you hope to gain from it?” Talen inquired. The fae sat cross-legged in the center of the small cell the Earthens had locked us inside. The heat of the iron bars beat against him, but he showed no signs of pain. Not yet. He looked like something from the Earthen fairy tales, effortlessly striking in his leather getup. I was surprised they hadn’t executed him on Hapters. When they had come blazing through the chaos in their enormous ship, we had lost against the unseelie. If anything, they’d saved us, but we wouldn’t have needed saving had they not attacked in the first place.

      I pinned the star to my coat and leaned forward on the bench. “The law is gone. We live by morals now.”

      “Do Earthens have morals?”

      Earthens had been Oberon’s original experiment, the origin of humans. Their kind had spread beyond Earth and Sol, prompting the First War with Faerie. After Mab’s peace treaty, they settled Halow, grew, and developed, birthing tek cities like Calicto and Point Juno, cities among the stars. Humans of Halow differed subtly to the humans of Sol—the original Earthen families. I’d only met a few Originals in all my years, and all of them were holier-than-thou assholes.

      I rubbed my hands together, pushing out the itch to free my claws. “They struck while we were already engaged in a fight. What do you think?”

      Talen’s eyes narrowed. “I could free us with a touch. I need only get close to one of them to incite their rage and have them—”

      “No.” From what I’d learned of him over the past few months, he could do a whole lot more than that, but the last thing we needed were more enemies. I still hoped Hapters had been a misunderstanding. “Don’t.” Not yet. I would speak with their captain and try to come to some agreement. They were keeping us alive for a reason. That meant we would have an opportunity to talk. Once I was out of the cell, I’d get a better idea of our location and possible options. Find a ship, get back to Hapters, and assess the damage…

      “Is the ship alive?” The last I’d seen of the warcruiser, it had been bent and broken, lying limp in the sky over Halow.

      Talen’s fingers gripped his knees. “Yes, but she’s in considerable pain.”

      I would never have believed the day would come when I pitied one of the fae’s world-eating ships. But ours—Shinj—had done nothing wrong. We had done nothing wrong. The Earthens had attacked from behind like cowards. All this time, all Halow’s people dead, worlds destroyed, and they had been absent. Why appear now?

      My fingers itched again. I got to my feet, needing to move, to think, to clear my thoughts from my increasing restlessness. The cell wasn’t much larger than a few meters squared but pacing helped settle my thoughts, until they fell to Kesh.

      I’d seen her run into the fray.

      Watched her slow.

      Turn back…

      “And Kesh? Do you feel her?” I asked, careful to keep my tone level.

      Talen bowed his head. “I don’t know.” He touched his chest and then dropped his hand. “The distance between us is too great.”

      She’d hurt him. By cyn, she’d hurt all of us. But Talen hadn’t seen the fierceness of her charge. He hadn’t seen her rush into a wall of monsters to save him. I’d seen it. All of it. She would have toppled an army single-handed to save him.

      “Do you think she left us?” the fae asked. He lifted his head, and that same indifferent expression sat easily on his face, but his eyes held the truth. Always had. He loved her—the fool. By cyn, she’d made fools of us all, but damn her, I loved her for it too. Hated her most of the time too, but we’d been working on that before they’d taken her.

      “No.” I gripped the bars and clenched my hands so hard the muscles ached. The way she had slowed, her shoulders dropping, her pace slowing suggested she hadn’t betrayed us. I’d seen that blank look on the faces of the folk on Hapters when Sirius had drugged them. But Sirius hadn’t drugged Kesh. The guardian, for all his many, many faults, had more integrity than that. I’d fought Arran. The gladiator liked to deflect, distract, and then make his move. “The kid took her.”

      “Arran? I don’t see how. Arran is a skilled fighter, but Kesh is… ruthless. Had she not wanted to go, she would not have gone.”

      I smiled at all the times Kesh had gotten me on my back, at the precision with which she struck, at the raw, unyielding way with which she fought. She thought herself cumbersome and slow, but I’d stopped holding back in our sparring long ago. And every time I’d seen her in that Faerie coat, her whip at her side, her drone a looming death sentence in her wake—fuck, she’d take my heart and rip it from my chest. Every damn time.

      “There was a time, once, when she would have left.” I’d had to lock her up, something I wasn’t proud of, but it had been necessary. I’d known, given enough time, if I showed her another way outside of Faerie, that she’d come around. We all needed perspective before we could change. And she had. She’d more than come around. She’d taken up the challenge of becoming the Messenger and embraced it. To come back from the puppet she’d been and remake herself anew? That took strength and courage. “She chose to fight alongside us.” She made the right choice.

      “So, he took her back to Oberon, back to Faerie.”

      I turned my back to the bars, leaned against them, and flexed my fingers. “Yeah, by my count, she’s already there.” For all the crimes she had committed, the king would kill her. But he’d draw it out and let all of Faerie watch her demise. Everything was a pantomime with the fae. And I couldn’t get to her. She was millions of miles away, facing her own execution, and I was stuck in this cell.

      Talen watched my hands move, knowing me well enough to understand why I had started rattling around this damn cage. I couldn’t afford to free my claws here. I looked human. The Earthens would talk to me, trust me, but if they discovered what I was, they’d kill us both. Earthens had written legends about me. They had turned me into a monster that had rampaged through their ranks, drinking their blood, slaughtering thousands, driving spikes through severed heads, and I couldn’t blame them for that. They were right. I had been that monster.

      I winced and pressed my teeth together, forcing back the ache.

      Talen’s gaze darkened with knowing. “They shouldn’t have caged us together.”

      “They don’t know—” what we are.

      It would be fine. Someone would come soon. Once I was out of the cell, I’d get a better idea, the restlessness would pass. Unleashing the beast in me wasn’t an idea I relished, and not with Talen trapped here too. He might not be the Nightshade anymore, but he was nightmare enough for the Earthens to lose their collective shit if we showed our true selves.

      Maybe it would come to that. If it did, this cell wouldn’t hold us. We’d have to fight our way out of this mess, Nightshade and Drochfhoula together. That was Plan B, and I hoped I didn’t have to put it into action, even if a deep-seated, raw part of me wanted it all to go sideways so I could tear through the Earthens one more time. It had been a long, long time since I’d been Drochfhoula, but the hunger had never left.

      Talen picked a speck of dust or fluff off his leathers. “Attack me and I’ll put you down. Again.”

      I grinned. For a fae, his right hook was lethal, and he was fast too. When I’d lost control with Kesh, I didn’t realize he’d moved until after I’d hit the floor. “Try it, fae.”

      “And have you lose another bet with Sota?” The corner of his mouth twitched. “I’ll let you keep your pride, Marshal.”

      I huffed a laugh and felt the tension in my muscles ease.

      The distant clanging of doors sounded, and human voices traveled through the walls. I straightened and faced the bars, putting myself between the closed entrance and Talen. The fae could look after himself, but Kesh would kill me if anything happened to him.

      “How do you want to do this?” he asked.

      “With diplomacy.” I looked behind me at the silver-haired fae sitting upright and proper on the floor. He looked harmless, unless you knew the fae, then you’d know he was as lethal as any predator. If I were Earthen and on the other side of the bars, I’d kill him. We just had to hope that whoever was about to greet us had better morals than I had. “If talks fail, we’ll try Plan B.”

      “Plan B?”

      “Stardust and shadow.”
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      Kesh

      

      My shared chamber with Sirius was in one of the palace’s towers. Had I chosen my quarters, I would have picked a room at ground level so I could slip out the window, but a pair of saru had found Sirius and me and escorted us here. Apparently, Oberon had selected the highest tower chamber.

      I entered first, with Sirius close behind. The saru hurried out, eyes downcast. With Sirius here, I couldn’t speak with them. The fae in my shadow would be a royal pain in my ass.

      Beyond the window, Faerie’s sprawling city houses glistened like glass pebbles toward the rolling green fells. I opened the window and leaned out. Sweet, magic-kissed air teased with my hair and touched my face, as gentle as a lover. A few hundred feet below, the jewel gardens formed tiny patchwork squares. I couldn’t climb down, but at least nothing could get in either. Nothing without wings, anyway.

      “There’s one bed,” Sirius grumbled. “It’s obviously mine.”

      I closed the window, leaned back against the sill, and folded my arms, taking in the proud guardian. My guardian. He stood at the bedside, looking down at its fluffed pillows and flower-patterned quilt as though he were offended that someone would think to complement his mighty faeness with flower print.

      “It’s my room.” I sighed, an ache blooming behind my eyes. “It’s my bed.”

      “You are mistaken.” He tore off his cloak and tossed it on the bed, claiming it. “If you are saru, then this lone bed is meant for a sidhe.” He grabbed a pillow and dumped it on the floor. “You may sleep beside it.”

      I’d take that pillow and hold it over his face if he continued to belittle me. “You won’t be sleeping anyway. The second you close your eyes, I’m sneaking out of the room to commit dastardly Wraithmaker deeds, and Oberon will punish you.”

      His eyes widened. My lips twitched in response. If I couldn’t get rid of him, I could at least screw with him. Maybe he’d get so tired of my company he’d risk Oberon’s wrath just to be free of me.

      He threw his glare at the ceiling. “Faerie, I have done nothing to deserve this torture.”

      I sauntered over, scooped up the pillow, dumped it on the bed, and lay down over the quilt, trapping his cloak beneath me. His green eyes had tracked me the whole way, sizzling with hatred. “Go ahead and move me.”

      He reached down.

      “But remember Oberon’s interest in the other fae who had touched me.”

      He straightened and scowled. That scowl was a beautiful thing.

      I admired my chipped nails and added, “If you were to touch me and Oberon asked that same question again, well… I could hardly lie to my king, could I?”

      With a snarl, he yanked the pillow out from under my head and threw it at the wall. “I will not be sleeping, therefore I will not require the bed. You may have it. May you dream of the Hunt and wake up screaming.”

      I beamed at him. He glowered back.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, I would very much like to sleep.” I made a show of fluffing my remaining pillow on my bed.

      He stalked around the room, looking for a corner to brood in, but as we were in a tower, there wasn’t one. We didn’t have much. A single paper screen, a dresser with its mirror facing the wall, and a few mismatched chairs. Sparse, even by saru standards, and practically a prison cell compared to the luxury Sirius was used to.

      He dropped to the floor and leaned his back against the wall below the window. He drew a knee up, laid his metal arm over it, rested his head back, and locked his stare on me. So, this was how it was going to be.

      I shuffled onto my side and breathed in the spicy, autumnal scents rising off his cloak. Sleep tugged at my senses. I needed it. The last time I’d slept soundly, Talen’s arms had been wrapped around me. My heart stuttered at the memory. He was worlds away, if he was alive at all. I couldn’t feel the bond. Did that mean he was dead? I’d give almost anything to know he and Kellee were safe, even if they thought me a traitor. It didn’t matter. I’d only ever wanted them, my silver fae and unseelie monster, to survive.

      Click-clack, click-clack.

      Sirius rippled his tek fingers.

      He saw me watching and froze, then, with a sly grin, started up again. Click-clack, click-clack. Stop me, his smile said.

      I turned on the bed, keeping my back to him, but that didn’t block out the noise. Click-clack, click-clack, click-clack, over and over and over.

      “Must you?!”

      “This wretched arm is your gift. Live with it, like I must.”

      I buried my head under the pillow and clamped down on it. The constant clicking faded into the background. I needed to sleep, to dream… Arran’s life depended on it.

      Slowly and carefully, like a thief, sleep crept in…

      Sirius’s clicking changed into the click-clack of unseelie claws. A storm raged ahead, a great swirling vortex of dark bodies and dark wings. Hapters. Enormous cracks cleaved the ground, opening a deep gash in the plain, and on the other side of the chasm, winged unseelie tore into Talen. He looked like them, both hideous and beautiful. His wings, like theirs, were leathery, but his were studded with stars. His body was painted with darkness. I called his name, but the wind tore it away. I couldn’t reach him.

      The chasm yawned deep into nothingness.

      This wasn’t right.

      I wasn’t here for this, for them, for Talen… I was here for something else… for someone else.

      Arran held his hand out beside me.

      “We’ll go somewhere,” he said. “I’ll always keep you safe.”

      His hand turned into talons and claws. His mouth opened too wide, yawning like the chasm behind me and threatening to swallow me down.

      I snapped awake to the sounds of Sirius’s clicking fingers. The dream had only lasted moments, but it had felt longer, and I had no wish to revisit it. I twisted and glared at the guardian.

      “Having trouble sleeping?” Click-clack. Click-clack.

      I sprang to my feet and headed for the door. “Best keep up, Guardian.”

      He was on his feet and striding after me before I made it around the tower’s tightly packed steps.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I need something to help me sleep soundly,” I told the saru.

      He had been the only one brave enough to meet my eyes when I’d entered the kitchen. The rest had scattered, melting into the shadows and disappearing into servants’ doorways to escape the imposing sight of the Wraithmaker and a Royal Guardian.

      The saru boy stood at a large island counter, chopping a vegetable into precise slices. No older than fifteen years old, he had the rough but clean hands of a household saru and a fresh face. His family would be nearby, watching and whispering or passing words from palm to palm.

      “How long?” he asked briskly.

      “A few hours.”

      The vegetable pieces fell. He stabbed at a piece of fruit like he might prefer to stab me.

      A woman approached, wiping her hands on her apron. She’d bundled her hair up, though curls had sprung loose, and had a splash of flour smudged across her chin. “Here.” She dumped a small glass bottle on the counter between her son and me. “Now, be gone. We don’t want you here.” Her words were fire, but her old eyes were cold.

      “What is it?” I picked up the bottle of clear liquid and gave it a shake.

      “A mixture that will help you slumber, but you won’t sleep too deeply. We have been forbidden to make anything stronger of late.”

      “Why?”

      She winced, and her son blurted, “Nightmares.”

      “Nightmares?”

      The boy caught his mother’s scowl and dropped his gaze.

      Collective nightmares… how interesting. Did Oberon know Eledan was dreamwalking among the saru? A good saru would tell their house manager of the intrusion, but I knew how persuasive Eledan could be. He likely scared them until they wanted more. His illusions had a way of twisting fear and desire until they became indistinguishable. They could never admit the things the Dreamweaver had them dreaming.

      Sirius snatched the bottle from me with his good hand. His metal arm he held out of sight, behind his back and under his cloak. “What is in this exactly?” he demanded.

      “The main ingredient is valerian root, Guardian,” the mother replied.

      “Side effects?” he grunted.

      “Prolonged lethargy, vivid dreams—”

      I snatched it back. “Thank you. It’ll do just fine.”

      She bowed her head low, posture wooden. Her son eyed me from behind her, knife in hand. Sonia, a saru friend, had told me the Wraithmaker was a horror story among the saru. These were not the people of Halow. They did not know or see me as their Messenger. To them, I was a saru gladiator turned traitor and queen-killer. If her son plunged his knife into my chest, the saru would hail him as a hero. I was the villain in this picture. These sentiments weren’t isolated to the saru, either. The fae believed them too. All of Faerie wanted me dead. That reality was only now beginning to surface around me.

      I ached to tell these saru not to fear me, that I was on their side, that I would fight for them and free them, but Sirius would report every word back to Oberon, and these saru were not ready for the truth, just like I hadn’t been. It would take more than empty words to free them.

      Sirius wordlessly followed me back to the tower. “I will need to sample the mixture myself—”

      I popped the cork and downed the bottle, tapping the bottom to free every last drop.

      Sirius slammed the chamber door behind us, rattling its frame, and squeezed his eyes closed. He clenched his fists, one flesh and one tek, at his sides, fighting the urge to leap across the room and throttle the life out of me. “What if it’s poison?” he asked through gritted teeth. When he opened his eyes, fury had them glowing. “What then?”

      I shrugged. “Then you’ll get your wish and I’ll be dead.”

      “No.” He glared. “I will have to drag your carcass to the throne room, where Oberon will, in turn, poison me.” He crossed the room to the dresser, boots striking the wide floorboards. It didn’t take long, with those long legs of his. He seemed to consider pacing back again, but instead, he leaned against the dresser and looked at me like my old jailor, Dagnu, used to. Like he knew I could do more but wasn’t out of pure obstinacy. “Most of Faerie wants you dead. There are numerous ways in which they could see it done. This room is not a fortress, and I am but one guardian. Do you understand how despised you are?”

      Sjora and the Game of Lies had made that perfectly clear.

      I snorted a dry laugh. The question was rhetorical.

      “I would poison you myself if I thought I could survive the king’s wrath,” he said. “His obsession with you is baffling. It makes him weak. Killing the gladiator will not appease the court.”

      “Careful now. You wouldn’t want him to hear your doubts.” I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off my boots. “He’s using me. I am a tool, nothing more.”

      Sirius looked over, his permanent frown in place.

      “Didn’t you realize?” I asked. “It was never about me. The marks, all those hours he spent pouring pain under my skin, they were never gifts. It has nothing to do with me at all.”

      “To what end?”

      To hide a weapon capable of banishing the dark. “I don’t know,” I lied.

      Sirius scoffed. “You’re wrong. The way he behaves with you, he isn’t like that with anyone else.”

      Because he made me. I couldn’t tell Sirius that either. “Fine, you’re right and I’m wrong. He’s obsessed with a saru. What other explanation could there be?”

      His pretty sidhe face sharpened into a scowl as he tried to read between the lines. Oberon’s behavior made no sense to anyone who didn’t know what the king had done to me. His apparent affection for me undermined the king’s reign and things would only get worse if he killed Arran. Why, some might wonder if the Wraithmaker had her claws in their king and was trying to take down Faerie from inside the glass palace. It had crossed my mind, but I only appeared that powerful from the outside. Inside, I was alone and didn’t stand a chance against Oberon or Faerie.

      Exhaustion ate at my mood. I needed to sleep. Arran didn’t have long…

      I lay on my side and pulled the sheet over me. The sweet sunbaked taste of autumn landed on my lips. I’d pulled Sirius’s cloak over me. He hadn’t protested, and I didn’t feel much like giving it back. Maybe he’d steal it back while I slept. I closed my eyes, head full of autumn, and waited for sleep’s embrace.
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      This dream was different. Glass and steel shimmered and sparkled so brightly it hurt to look at for long. Outside, the inward sloping windows, the long-dead city of Calicto bristled with Arcon tek. This was Arcon. And here, in this illusion-wrapped world, a different king occupied the throne. 

      “You’ve been looking for me.” The timbre of his voice, which had haunted me for months, spilled shivers down my spine. 

      My heart thump-thumped in my ears. I turned to find Eledan sprawled carelessly on his oak throne, one leg draped over the chair’s arm. A crown of twigs sat askew on his head. The Mad Prince. The Dreamweaver. Oberon’s brother. My nemesis. He wore a smirk as crooked as his pretend crown. He looked so much like his brother, as though the same cosmic designer had crafted them both, but Oberon’s design was one of love, whereas Eledan’s cutting edges had been born of anger.

      I knew I was dreaming, but that didn’t make the experience any less real. Not so long ago, Eledan had trapped me in a fantasy where time had held no meaning. I still wasn’t sure if the dreams had been his fantasies or mine. And here we were, together again.

      He painted a pretty picture, this fallen prince, but if I looked closer, I noticed its flaws. His boots were missing, his feet bare, and the dark shirt he’d shrugged on had lost a few buttons. Even his hair, once silky and smooth, was frayed and dulled. The Dreamweaver, wherever Oberon kept him, was weak. He looked like a dream that reeled you in with beautiful promises and then turned into a nightmare once its teeth sank in your neck.

      He gestured at himself. “Take it all in. I have all the time in this world.”

      He hadn’t moved from the throne. I wondered if he could or if the effort of keeping up this illusion had trapped him on this throne he’d fashioned for himself.

      “The saru in the palace are having nightmares. Are they yours?” I asked, keeping to the windows and their warm light.

      He sighed dramatically. “What else am I to do but terrorize saru?”

      “Leave them alone.”

      He smiled and my little saru heart fluttered with fear and far worse emotions. “Will you make me, Wraithmaker? Or should I call you Messenger now? She killed a queen, made a king, but they say she thinks it’s all a dream.” He flicked a hand, indicating the room, Arcon, and the dream we were in.

      “Or nothing girl?” I suggested.

      He laughed silently. “Nothing girl. I liked her. She was the ghost. But I see you are no longer her. A pity, really. She and I had a great deal of fun.”

      “I’ve come to bargain,” I said before his words could sink their claws into the past and drag all my memories out of hiding.

      “Oh?” He leaned forward. The shadows followed. “Please, do make it quick. I’m terribly busy losing my mind as well as my heart.”

      “I free you, and in exchange, you help me save Arran.”

      He screwed up his face. “Who, by Faerie, is Arran?”

      “Aeon.”

      “Aeon?” Aeon probably didn’t feature in his past at all. He’d spent the last thousand years in Halow, a long way from Faerie and its recent history. But he would have learned of Aeon from Sota’s memories. It took him a moment of searching to recall. “The dead gladiator? What did he do? Profess his shallow saru love for the Wraithmaker and catch my brother’s attention?” He blinked. “Oh, exactly that. How very… saru.”

      “It’s more complicated than that. Can’t you see it all up here?” I tapped my forehead.

      He sniffed and shrugged a shoulder. “Your head is a tiresome place when filled with the vakaru and your silver fae.” He rolled his eyes. If he hadn’t delved into my head recently, then perhaps he didn’t know about the events on Hapters and Valand, about Kellee and Talen or the Nightshade raising an undead army. That was good. I needed to hold all the cards in this game against the Dreamweaver.

      “You do not have the power or the knowledge to bargain for my freedom,” he said. Under his gaping shirt, the tek veins throbbed, feeding life into his human-made heart. The heart I had ripped out. A precursor to the religious talismans on Hapters. And here was their god. Not so godly now.

      “Tell me how,” I said, “and I’ll do it.”

      “Hmm…” He turned thoughtful. “I propose a counteroffer, to test your intentions. A small bargain. A foundation on which we can build our new partnership. What do you say?”

      “All right.” A small trade could work, but Arran didn’t have long. The bargain would have to be something significant. “Stop dreamwalking the palace saru.”

      He pursed his lips, pretending to consider it. “And what do I get in return?”

      “Me.”

      “You?” He seemed skeptical, but then he was bargaining with an infamous liar. “In what regard?”

      “In a dream. For one night. Twelve hours.”

      “One night?” He sat upright on his throne, planted both feet in front of him, and leaned forward. “What makes you think I want you?”

      I smiled my Wraithmaker smile. “You spent nine months with me. Nobody forced you. You already told me once how you enjoyed it and wanted that again.”

      “Nine Halow months is nothing to me.” He shooed away my explanation. “A blink in my lifetime.”

      “Tell me you don’t want this bargain and we’ll move on.”

      He stilled, guarding his response. If he said he didn’t want this, he’d be lying. If he said yes, well… he’d be admitting too much. He couldn’t answer unless he spoke the truth, so he didn’t answer at all. “I will leave the palace saru to their sweet dreams for a week in exchange for a night with you, beginning now.”

      “Beginning when I choose.”

      He laughed, and the sound crawled inside my bones. “Well, that could be any time, and I doubt your little gladiator has long. Do you think the Hunt will come for him? The things of nightmares rarely waste their time on saru, but the Hunt do as they please. Or they used to… Faerie is so different…” His focus shifted, growing distant, until he caught himself and grinned. “What a show that would be. I imagine a saru body wouldn’t survive more than a few minutes, and the mind… well, the Hunt might take that for eternity.”

      I swallowed the bile rising up my throat. Arran’s intentions had always been good. He did not deserve an eternity of torture.

      “All right.” I was really doing this. Twelve hours with the Dreamweaver. He could make one hour last a lifetime. Twelve? He’d almost destroyed me during those nine months. Twelve hours to free the saru from the Dreamweaver for seven days and earn his trust so we might bargain with bigger stakes. I’d be all right. The nothing girl was dead. I was the Messenger now, and Eledan couldn’t get to me. “Tomorrow night.”

      “Twenty-four hours from this moment?”

      I nodded. “One thing…”

      “Oh, now she adds terms? What other things will you have me do, Messenger?”

      “Make it known to the palace saru that it was I, as the Messenger, who gave them back their peaceful sleep.”

      His smile crawled across his lips, making them twitch. “You wish for me to tell them how you tamed the Dreamweaver?”

      “Only for seven days. As you said, what is seven days to you? It’s nothing. After that, you may stalk their dreams again.”

      He pretended to think on it. I had him. I’d had him since this dream began. Wherever Oberon had locked him up, Eledan was starved for company. Real company. He had been lonely on Calicto. Now, his isolation had driven him out of his mind.

      “Very well, Messenger. I agree.”

      “And you’ll consider the larger bargain? You save Arran and I save you?”

      “Let us begin small. I have my doubts as to whether you can save me, especially as you helped bury me in this prison to begin with.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Twenty-four hours,” he reminded. “Enjoy your time in the real world. I intend to enjoy you during every moment of mine.”
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      We were on a tek ship. That became clear as Earthen guards led me away from the holding cell. Point Juno, my home for a few decades, once had the same glass-and-metal aesthetics as this Earthen vessel. Every polished surface shone. Lights blinked and rippled along walkways. The barely audible hum of tek fluttered around me like an insect buzzing on the periphery of my hearing. My gritted teeth ached.

      Men and women dressed in similar dark blue overalls, marked with the Sol symbol of connected circles, which symbolized their precious planet Earth and its mighty star at its center, went about their business. Tek shimmered in the seams, enhancing their clothes, enhancing them. Ocular implants meant their penetrating glances saw beyond my outward appearance. If Sol had access to Halow’s old databanks, each person who glanced my way already thought they knew Marshal Kellee.

      Glass walkways bridged enormous bays that displayed a small army of Earthen crew and their drone-helpers. They were deliberately giving the tour. Look at how mighty we are. So mighty they hadn’t lifted a finger to help Halow. And this ship was easily the size of Shinj, and perhaps bigger. A tek juggernaut. Earthen tek had come a long way since they had sought to make peace with me on Valand, but all the tek in the worlds couldn’t change their nature.

      My tour ended in a room lined with hovering screens, like a gallery, only the screens depicted the movement of troops and atmospheric readings on a planet I didn’t recognize, with numbers and text scrolling on and on. It couldn’t fail to impress.

      “Marshal Kellee, my apologies for keeping you with that monster,” a woman said. She appeared to be in her late forties. She appraised me with kind, wise eyes, free of ocular implants. “I admit we were at a loss about what to do with you. We still are. I’ll arrange for more comfortable quarters once we’re through here. Please sit.”

      My escorts filed out, and the doors sealed closed. I didn’t hear a lock, but I didn’t believe, with all this tek, that the room would have security as antiquated as a mechanical locking system. If the captain was linked with her ship or a drone, she could lock the door with a glance or a thought.

      “My name is Captain Pierce. Welcome to Excalibur.”

      Taking up the offered seat, I flicked my gaze over the captain, at the Sol Alliance logo on her uniform jacket, her tightly pinned dark hair, and her easy smile. Captain Pierce had given the order to attack us on Hapters. This friendly demeanor was one of her many faces.

      My fingers itched. I locked them together and gave the captain a charming smile. “Interesting name, for a spacefaring vessel.”

      “You know the Earthen legend of King Arthur?” she asked, brow lifting.

      “I have a friend who likes to read old Earthen tales.” The friend you have locked up. “If I remember correctly, Excalibur stood for peace.”

      “That’s right. But it was a sword, a weapon meant for war.”

      “Must all weapons be used, Captain?”

      “Yes. At least once, as a deterrent if for nothing else.”

      “Those in power during the thousand-year war say the same. Your tek prowess killed millions as a deterrent…”

      Some of her softness hardened. “Millions of fae. And in doing so, their queen signed a treaty that heralded peace between us for hundreds of years. A treaty their new king has tossed aside, making those countless deaths meaningless.”

      She was right. Oberon had thrown away millennia of peace in his crusade to kill all his humans. I conceded with a nod.

      “We observed your ship and its crew for several weeks.” Her tone had lost all its friendliness, as had her eyes. “When it became clear certain individuals were unleashing fae magics, we swiftly disabled the vessel.”

      I’d suspected they had been tailing us since their appearance on Hapters while Sirius had distracted us. They believed they had seen us free the dark fae on Hapters and Valand. Admittedly, it appeared that way from the outside. “There were civilians on our ship—”

      “The Hapters civilians are perfectly safe. Once we’re safely out of Halow space, we will house them, temporarily. When Hapters is cleared of fae, we will return them.”

      Had they let us do our job, Talen would have controlled those dark fae and the Hapters people would have had their homes back by now, but arguing over the past wouldn’t help the future.

      Was Hulia among those they had saved? They might not know she was namu, the same as they didn’t know I wasn’t human.

      “And our ship?” I asked.

      She hesitated. “Contained.”

      Contained. A simple word for what was likely torture. “And what of the fae on the ship?”

      “Executed.”

      I hid my grimace by rubbing a hand over my mouth. War. There were never any winners. I’d killed fae. Killed a shit-ton of humans too. But always in battle, when it was kill or be killed. I hadn’t lined up my enemies and executed them. There was a line, and without that line, Sol’s humans were no better than the fae they fought. They hadn’t always been this way. Once, their emissary had come to Valand speaking of choices and peace. I’d killed her. It seemed both humans and the last vakaru had changed a great deal.

      What happens when both sides are wrong?

      “Then why am I sitting here, Captain?” I asked. She was watching my every expression and weighing each word. I would not easily talk my way around this woman.

      “My orders are to scout the Halow system, assess the aftermath, and report my findings back to the Sol Alliance. You’re the first authority figure we’ve encountered. It appears the fae struck strategic points first with surgical precision. Halow’s infrastructure collapsed within days of the defense net falling. There are numerous channels of chatter, but no organized force remains. No central government. To your knowledge, did anything of Halow survive? Can anything be salvaged?”

      Fear surfaced in the captain’s eyes. The fae had wiped out billions on their doorstep, and now they might be coming for Sol. She should be afraid. Unless they had an armada of these shiny vessels with this tek, the fae would come and cleanse the human infestation the way they had in Halow. The only reason they hadn’t was the distance of Sol from Faerie. But it would happen. They would come.

      That was why Captain Pierce had fired on us when our back was turned. Fear.

      “Very little survived,” I said. “The fae are working their way through Halow. A few pockets of resistance remain—”

      “Like this Messenger figure? We’ve heard much of her—”

      “A myth but a nice thought.” I smiled, treading carefully.

      “A myth?”

      “What else could she be? A woman capable of killing thousands of fae with a magic whip and an antiquated wardrone?” I chuckled. “It’s a nice fantasy, like your King Arthur. People need hope to cling to.”

      Captain Pierce wasn’t playing my game. She came around to my side of the long table. I picked up the thwump-thwump of her strong heart. The fear I’d sensed in her had fluttered and died. This woman was iron wrapped in the guise of a Sol captain. Many over the years had underestimated her. I wouldn’t.

      “What was the purpose of your visit to Valand?” she asked.

      “We were searching for survivors.”

      “And you happened to find a fae warcruiser prior to this?”

      “The fae left it behind. Stealing it seemed like a good idea.”

      All her friendliness was gone now, shaved off behind a stern razor’s edge. “The fae in the cell, he piloted it?”

      I laughed to diffuse the rising tension. “Well, I sure as karushit didn’t.”

      “He helped you search for survivors.” Another statement. “Why would he do that?”

      “Because he’s on our side.” I swallowed, feeling the heat of her gaze.

      “Why?”

      “Is this an interrogation? Because it’s beginning to feel like one.”

      “Does it need to be?”

      By cyn, this woman would have made a formidable marshal. “We registered an enormous energy spike on Hapters. It overwhelmed many of our sensors. What transpired on Hapters isn’t entirely clear. Were you helping to free those fae or fight against them?”

      “Wouldn’t it have been pertinent to find that out before you attacked?”

      “We did, but I want your answer so I can know the man I’m dealing with, Marshal.”

      I leaned forward. A sound clunked from across the room, and a wardrone drifted into sight. The tek itch ramped my senses up a notch. Sleek and silver, the drone resembled a floating dagger. A single lens at its front was flanked by two smaller lenses, making the three-eyed thing unnerving. It hovered into position behind Pierce and watched. My history with wardrones wasn’t the best.

      “We were dealing with the fae threat on Hapters and working to return the refugees to their homes,” I said. “Had you thought to ask before you attacked, we would have explained our intentions. We could have worked together…” I spread my hands and leaned back like none of this bothered me.

      Her drone’s gaze drilled down, reading my body heat and heart rate. I’d been shot by Sota enough times not to want to anger her floating slice of lethal tek.

      “I would like to believe you, Marshal Kellee,” she said, returning to her spot behind the table, “but all evidence points to the contrary.”

      “Then your evidence is karushit, just like your policy of shooting first and asking questions later. We were attempting to contain the dark fae threat. Our intentions were always good.”

      She swept a hand across her table, bringing a console to life beneath its surface. “There’s something good you can do for us. We picked up an old drone on Hapters.” She tapped away at her screen, moving on to a new topic. “It suffered considerable damage, but it’s intact. As well as being highly modified, its databanks are encrypted.” Looking up, she used two fingers to fling the image across the tabletop. I looked down at the picture of Sota. “Perhaps you could help with that?”

      I’d warned Kesh. Sota was a liability. And now he was in Sol’s hands. They wouldn’t stop picking that damn drone apart until they discovered its secrets, such as the map to an ancient and all-powerful Faerie weapon. “I’m more of a hands-on kinda guy. Tek isn’t my area of expertise.”

      Her smile cut like a knife. “I’m sure you’ll manage.”

      With the resources they had here, they’d crack Sota open eventually and find the map. A weapon like the polestar in human hands? I wasn’t sure what was worse: the fae or the Earthens wielding it.

      “I’ll do what I can.” At least I’d know where Sota was. Considering everything I’d seen so far, Excalibur was a fortress, and Talen and I weren’t getting off this ship without some serious firepower. Plan B was looking more and more tempting.
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      Kesh

      

      I’d been glad for the pain before. Anything to serve Oberon. The woman I’d been, the saru who had wept tears of joy even as her prince had mutilated her, she was long gone. Now, I endured and I survived Oberon’s affections. There were more lives at stake than my own.

      In the basement chamber, where the faelights flickered and the swirls in the floor glowed, Sirius watched, outside my line of sight, like he always had, and Oberon poured his ink-acid concoction into incisions in my skin. I endured every meticulous cut and every drip as I thought about Kesh Lasota’s life on Calicto. The nobody messenger girl with a fake life. It hadn’t been a bad life. Somewhere in all that time, I’d begun to believe my own lies, making them true. And then there was Kellee, the smart-mouthed marshal who had followed me home and never left. Despite all our ups and downs, he had stuck by my side. And Talen, the imprisoned pilot. Imprisoned behind more than tek and bars. Imprisoned behind a name he no longer wanted. And Aeon, foolish Aeon. He had tried to save us both, again, by forgetting. And here we were, in Faerie’s clutches, about to be crushed. But I had a plan. All I had to do was make the Dreamweaver mine. Here, he was powerful, and with him, I would be too.

      My consciousness swayed. I’d stopped feeling the pain hours ago, but Oberon’s firm fingers continued to work, painting me in warfae markings. The same marks Eledan, Oberon, and hundreds of other fae had been gifted over the centuries. But why give them to me? I was a fool no more. These marks weren’t rewards. I’d belonged to Oberon my entire life. This was all part of his plan, part of something to do with the polestar. I was nothing more than his tool.

      I’ve always survived them.

      When the king finished, honeyed words of praise fell from his lips, words of pride and strength, but they might as well have wisps buzzing around me for all they meant. The king left, and when Sirius lifted me off the floor, cradling me in his arms the way he always had before, I didn’t fight. The procedure had numbed my body and driven me inward, but my mind remained sharp, and there I plotted my next move.

      Sirius carried me through the tunnels, faelights twinkling on and off like stars, and my flushed skin tingled under Faerie’s soft air. A part of me wanted to pretend the last six years away from Faerie had never happened. That I was just the Wraithmaker again, Oberon’s obsession, and I’d never seen Faerie from the outside. But once the weariness passed, I’d crush that little voice forever.

      The bed cradled me now. I smelled autumn. My eyes fluttered closed.

      No!

      I snatched Sirius’s metal wrist. His glare flashed in warning. I squeezed tighter. I couldn’t let go. If I let go, I’d fall.

      “Please…” My voice was a broken thing. I didn’t care. “I can’t sleep, not yet.” The Dreamweaver would find me, and weak as I was, I’d never survive him.

      He plucked my weak fingers off his wrist and turned away.

      “Sirius…?”

      The guardian’s shoulders tensed.

      “Talk to me. Tell me something about yourself…” My vision blurred, swirling all his reds together and turning him into a living flame. I blinked, and his outline sharpened, becoming hard and cold again. “Words cost you nothing.”

      He didn’t turn, didn’t move. But the slight movement of his back muscles beneath his shirt betrayed his careful breathing.

      He was angry. That was part of the flame I’d seen in my semiconscious state. He probably thought I didn’t deserve this gift. He hated everything about this, everything about me. He always had.

      “Leave, then.” I turned my face away. My weak body leaked tears I didn’t want him to see. “Leave and maybe I’ll be dead by the time you return. Oberon will not blame you… if his marks kill me.”

      The growl of dissent was all the answer I received before his boots beat out a rhythm across the floor and the door closed. He was gone, and all I could think was how I wanted him back, because even his company was better than this solitude, better than falling asleep.

      I closed my eyes, ignored the tears, and waited for the inevitable.
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      “The marks were gifts.” Sirius’s rumbling voice tempted me out of the dark. “They were the highest accolade bestowed upon mighty warriors in a time long before the thousand-year war with the humans.”

      The guardian had pulled up a chair to my bedside. All I saw was his shoulder and side profile. The rest of him was angled away, toward the window, as though he’d rather be anywhere but here. But he was here. He had left, but he’d come back, and now he was talking. Not snarling or growling or looking down at me like he wanted to crush me into dust for inconveniencing him.

      “Few fae have them,” he continued, still staring toward the window. Without the rage, his voice held a smooth, deep tone that was perfect for storytelling.

      He didn’t have any warfae marks. I’d seen enough of his body when I’d fastened a tek arm to him to know for certain. But he was old, one of the original guardians. He’d been around for as long as time. So why wasn’t he marked like the other ancient ones?

      “Gifts on Faerie do not come without a price.”

      Then warfae marks were never freely given? In exchange for service, perhaps? Soldiers who had loyally served their general? Eledan and Oberon were marked. But who could they have served? Mab? Someone or something else? So many questions, but if I spoke now, I’d remind him I was here and he’d shut down and pull up all his barriers again.

      “They are an honor…” He left the sentence hanging, as though there was more he wanted to say but wouldn’t, not here on Faerie, where the very air might carry his words to the wrong ears. “To mark a saru cheapens our heritage and sacrifice.”

      I tilted my head, admiring the perfect architecture of his profile. Strong, stubborn jaw, clenched now because he’d reminded himself why he was here. Fine russet eyebrows pinched in a permanent scowl. It had taken Faerie centuries to hone him into the epitome of arrogance. And could I blame him? I was how Oberon had made me, until I got out, until Kellee and Talen showed me the truth.

      The fae feared being away from Faerie. They worried it weakened them. But what if they were wrong? What if time away from Faerie made them stronger? I hadn’t known Talen before, but he wasn’t weak, just changed. And Eledan had been away from Faerie since the war with humans. Tek exposure had racked his mind, but he wasn’t weak. Had I not ripped out his heart, he would have returned to Faerie as the conquering hero, even with a human-made heart.

      “These marks,” I began, happy to find my voice clear, “are not gifts to me.”

      “Yet you accept them.”

      I laughed sharply enough for his attention to snap over his shoulder to me. “Do you think I have a choice?” Was he blind or blissfully ignorant? I couldn’t refuse the king anything if I wanted to survive.

      I shuffled up in the bed, pulling the quilt with me. Some of it slipped, exposing a little of my bare chest, but considering everything Sirius had seen, I didn’t bother to cover myself. The new marks burned down the backs of my legs to the soles of my feet. Those on my feet had hurt the most. Oberon had had to cut and pour deeper and harder than before because I’d healed. He hadn’t mentioned my new abilities, probably because they hadn’t surprised him.

      I pulled the sheet away from my legs and winced. My flesh was raw and red around the new marks. “Do you think I wanted this?”

      His gaze followed my thigh down to the tips of my toes. “The fact you treat the gift with such disdain is further disrespect.”

      “By cyn, you’re such a fuckin’ fairy.” I flung the sheet back over my legs. “Get out of your own head and try to see beyond your own ego. Empathy is hard for you, but try. Imagine, for a moment, you’re saru—”

      “Impossible,” he scoffed.

      “Don’t you have an imagination?”

      “Of course I do.” He rubbed at his temple and winced.

      “Then try.”

      “And lower myself to saru—”

      “It’s called imagination for a reason. It’s not real. Pretend.”

      His face screwed up like he’d tasted something sour and didn’t know how to spit it out without causing offense. “No.” The strong arms he’d used to carry me here folded resolutely across his chest.

      “You can’t do it. That’s okay.” I shrugged. “Nobody is perfect, least of all you. Even the tiniest, weakest of saru children can imagine the most amazing things—”

      “I am capable of imagining anything. I just do not want to.”

      How could a millennia-old being be so closed-minded? “You don’t want to sully that pretty brain matter of yours with dirty saru images?”

      I deliberately let the sheet slip, exposing my left side, breast, waist, and hip. All of it.

      He stood and stomped to the window. “I regret returning to speak with you.”

      “I was merely trying to explain how a saru cannot refuse a sidhe anything, never mind the king. I did not ask for these marks. I did not ask for anything that’s been done to me since my first memory of kneeling to the fae as a child. If anyone is at fault for marking me, it’s Oberon. Direct your anger at him.”

      I expected him to retaliate and accuse me of treason or something equally dramatic, but he instead glowered at the darkening sky.

      Nightfall would soon be upon us. Arran didn’t have long. I didn’t have long before Eledan came to collect on our agreement. I threw the sheet back and stood, testing my weight on my legs. The soles of my feet tingled where the skin was freshly healed, but the sensation was no more distracting than pins and needles. Before, it had taken me weeks to heal.

      I stretched, rolled my shoulders, and padded naked to the dresser. Sirius expertly ignored me. A shame, really, since I wasn’t beyond using nudity to unsettle him. Unfortunately, he was well used to seeing me naked.

      I opened the drawers and sorted through the clothing for something unfussy and practical. “I’m surprised we do not have saru attending us.”

      “Oberon forbade any saru to be alone with you.”

      Oh. I hadn’t known that. But I wasn’t surprised. He knew what I was capable of. The saru might not know I was the Messenger, but the king did. It didn’t matter. The Dreamweaver would spread my rumors for me.

      “Why did you return to speak with me if you hate me so much?” I pulled out a pair of billowy linen pantaloons and a simple button-up waistcoat and set them down on the dresser.

      “You were healing too quickly for me to stay away for long.”

      “Where did you go?” Did he have a family or a household near the palace awaiting his return?

      “I must only answer Oberon’s queries. Yours I can ignore.”

      Oh fine. I straightened the mirror so it presented my naked reflection. Thorned marks snaked over my skin. Only my face, neck, and hands were unmarked now. I’d once loved them and been proud to wear them. More recently, I’d come to hate them, and now… now I wondered what their design meant. They were not random. Oberon had a reason for everything he did. Not art, then. But what was their purpose?

      “Who was the first fae to be marked in this way?” I asked.

      “Oberon,” Sirius said. “His brother was the second.”

      “Who marked them and why?”

      “To my knowledge, the brothers have never revealed that information.”

      Eledan would know more. Fortuitous, then, that I had a date with the Mad Prince. I dressed quickly, feeling stronger the more I moved and the pain faded.

      Sirius discreetly watched my reflection in the window’s glass. Once I was dressed, he sent a long judgmental look my way. “Do not think I am unaware of what you’re doing.”

      “What do you mean?” I gathered my hair, twisted it up, and knotted it into place.

      “The saru have reported that their nightmares have stopped, though they don’t want to explain how. I’d ask them, but I don’t need to when the answer is obvious.”

      “It is?” I had been lying for years, yet Sirius’s heavy gaze had an uncanny ability to dig beneath my lies.

      He leaned against the sill and smiled. “The sleeping potion. Your desire to sleep though you fear it. Despite Oberon giving me the menial task of guarding you, I’m not some shallow fool incapable of seeing beyond your acts.”

      He knew I had met with Eledan. And he knew there was more to come. But had he told Oberon? “I’m certain I have no idea what you’re referring to.”

      Sirius’s lips twitched. We both knew I was lying. He’d hold the information over me and use it when it best suited him. I needed to get my game pieces in place before then.

      “Oberon said something in the throne room, do you remember?” he asked.

      He looked too smug. I concentrated on my waistcoat buttons to keep his focus off my face. Sometimes, the gulf between fae and saru was obvious, and this felt like one of those times, as though he were so old, that he had learned everything, and I was but a child in Faerie’s playground.

      It is a dangerous thing to wish for the dark.

      I tugged on my waistcoat, making it sit neat and straight. In the mirror, I looked somewhere between saru and a lowly fae citizen. I didn’t have my coat or my whip, but such weapons were almost useless here. Words were my weapons now.

      “Be careful, Mylana. This isn’t Halow. In Faerie, the dark answers.”

      The use of my name on his lips pulled my gaze back to him. He didn’t look smug anymore. Concern had softened his permanent scowl. But that couldn’t be right. He thought he knew everything, thought he’d seen it all. But there had never been a messenger on Faerie before. And I knew the dark answered. I was counting on it.
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      Kesh

      

      I knew exactly where they were keeping Arran because the palace cells were close to the gladiators’ wing where I’d spent most of my childhood. With Sirius scowling in disapproval behind, I strode through the middle of the open gardens and whipped up a storm of whispers in my wake. Saru were not permitted in the formal gardens and certainly not so openly. I was wearing casual daywear, about as far from formal as one could get, and my ragged hair flew loose as if I were wild thing that had wandered out of the hills. My smile was an affront to all fae, so I kept it there.

      Sirius drew up next to me when he realized shadowing me was a subordinate position. He heard all the whispers—Wraithmaker… guardian… shame… punishment—probably better than I did, but he kept his face professionally blank until we reached the inner walkways. Out of their sight, he let his lips ripple in a silent snarl. Every second he was seen with me was another slight against his lofty status. I made a mental note to remind him he had Oberon to blame for this, not me.

      “Why torture yourself with this?” he asked. “The boy will die. You should begin forgetting him.”

      The corridors around us had darkened. There were fewer faelights here to light the way and fewer windows. Why waste light and air on prisoners?

      “You can stay outside if you prefer,” I told him.

      “I’d prefer not to be here at all, but I don’t have the power to make that choice.”

      How very saru-like. I didn’t bother pointing out the comparison. He would only argue how he was superior in every way and incomparable to saru. The guardian was a brick wall of stubbornness.

      Stoic-faced fae guards flanked the main entrance to the prison. They acknowledged Sirius and let us pass without a word. My guardian was good for something, it seemed.

      Roses climbed each of the cell bars. But these weren’t the tame human roses the fae had seeded on Earth. These originals were sentient, and just like Kellee’s trees on Valand, they were hungry.

      Arran’s cell was the last one on the left. As I passed the others I noted their saru prisoners, all of whom were palace or household saru. They’d likely done little wrong. Spoken out of turn, perhaps, or admired their fae masters without permission.

      Arran had a further contingent of two guards. To my surprise, Sirius dismissed them, and they obeyed without a single word of protest. The guardian had sway with the palace guards. They respected him. They listened to him and perhaps would follow his orders too. That was information worth holding on to.

      Arran sat against the back wall, one leg drawn up with his arm draped over his knee. He looked through the bars and through me, barely reacting. White puncture marks peppered his forearms. The roses had been feeding.

      I’d forgotten what the palace cells could do to saru.

      “You’ve seen him,” Sirius grunted. “Let’s go.”

      I stepped closer to the roses-wrapped bars. Mahogany-colored flower heads angled toward me. Smelling the emotion I exuded, their petals rippled open, drawing more of my scent into their center. Too close and they’d latch on and pull me in. If I didn’t get free, they’d drink me dry until I felt nothing at all.

      Arran had fought, and the roses had fed on his anger, draining the fight right out of him. I should have expected it, but I had hoped he would be coherent so I could tell him I understood why he’d done what he had. That I didn’t blame him for loving the fae, for loving Oberon. I’d made the same mistake often enough. I wanted to tell him that though I couldn’t forgive him yet, I wouldn’t let him die, that I was working on a plan to get him out and change everything. Sirius’s presence ensured all those things stayed unspoken. All I could do was look through the bars and wonder how things had come to be this way.

      “How long before nightfall?” I asked the guardian.

      “Could be two days or two weeks.”

      I stepped away from the cell and started back the way we’d come, passing by the same saru.

      “But your best guess?” I asked as we came out into the gardens.

      “Two days. Three at most.”

      Two days to convince Eledan I was on his side and free him so he could free Arran. It wasn’t long. It might not be long enough. The only way to slow night’s approach would be to convince all of Faerie that night wasn’t desired, but given the planned execution, all of Faerie was abuzz with talk of Arran’s impending death. Night was coming, and the Dreamweaver was my only hope.

      “You will try to free him and you will fail.” Sirius strode beside me as we walked deeper into the gardens. “Provoke the king and he will be left with no choice but to sentence you to death for your actions.”

      The sky had turned a rich purple color, partway between night and day. Cloudless, it stretched from the palace’s east wing to the west, painting the glass a deep plum and making the gardens rife with shadows. Flowers sparkled here and there, and pollen rose off some like steam from Calicto’s domes.

      “I will stop you. Your life is my paramount concern. In thousands of years, I have never failed Faerie, and I will not let you fail Her for me.”

      Sirius’s preaching was getting tiresome. Every step I took, every word I spoke, he captured it for Oberon. The dreamscape was the only place he could not follow me.

      “Let him die for you as he appears destined to do. It is a good end for a saru—”

      I jolted to a stop and my mouth twisted. “What would you know of a good end for a saru?” The garden carried my voice far into its corners. We were being watched. Everything had eyes and ears here. “You treat us like dirt to walk on. You don’t know what it means to be saru. You don’t know me, or Arran, or the thousands who die in service to the fae every year, because you’ve never looked beyond your own precious life. The court is your life. This palace is your life. You’re blind to everything else, just like I was.”

      I squared up to him, so I could try to look him in the eye. He stared back, unblinking.

      “You think you’re superior in every way when you’re not,” I continued. “A saru can change for the better. You’re forever stuck as this creature that is so in love with itself it can’t see how ugly it truly is. Oberon sought to destroy all the monsters, but he ignored the Light, the ugliest monsters of all.”

      My words plunged into a silence I hadn’t realized had descended over us, and for a few precious seconds, all of Faerie held its breath.

      A high-pitched whistle plucked on old gladiatorial instincts. I’d heard the sound before, a thousand times in the arenas. I ducked and twisted toward the sound in time to see a silver streak pierce the semi-darkness. A hazel arrow. Sirius’s tek hand flashed and caught the arrow in mid-flight at my chest height.

      Another whistle from above and to my right. I sprang aside, knowing that moving was my best defense. Sirius stepped in, blocking my line of sight to the source. He flinched, then reached around himself and tore an arrow from his back. The arrow had come in at a very different angle from the one before it. Different shooter. A cry sounded, sharp and brittle, followed by the bone-chilling howl of the cu sith—shapeshifting fae. I bolted for cover in a row of trimmed hedges, recognizing the maze layout too late. The last time I’d fought a cu sith in the arenas, it had almost torn my chest open. I’d only survived by throwing a wounded saru in its path.

      “Left,” Sirius barked as he sprinted behind me.

      We veered left, between more narrow hedges. An arrow whistled by and twanged against the brush to my right. Grass hissed close behind, giving up their location. They were gaining fast. Two, maybe three. Sirius bolted ahead and turned right and right again. I skidded around the corners after him. Three consecutive arrows punched into the ground. A fourth clipped my arm, flashing pain up my bicep and into my shoulder. Alien heat throbbed through my veins and tried to slow my sprint.

      “Over!” Sirius skidded to a halt and cupped his hands. Without slowing, I used his foothold to launch myself over the hedge and landed in a messy roll on the other side. Flicking my head up, I froze.

      A cu sith hound sprang. The creature shimmered in mid-leap, shifting from a hound to a male fae. He slashed five curved daggers downward, and for a few startling moments, I saw Kellee in him, claws spread and teeth bared.

      Instincts from all my fights with the marshal kicked in. I rolled at the last second and scrambled to my feet into a run. Cu sith assassins. I didn’t stand a chance. No whip, no Sota, no coat. And whatever spark had been alive inside me wasn’t flaring to life now. I had seconds to think of a way out. Minutes to live. They would not stop, and they would not listen to my sweet saru words.

      My boots slipped on grit. I went down hard, hip and arm scraping over dirt. The hounds thundered closer, howling their bloodlust. I twisted onto my back to see all three shimmering in the mauve light as they approached. Slim and pale, they looked like the worst of beautiful Faerie, like this planet had fangs, and they were those fangs.

      I had nowhere to go. They had driven me to a dead end in this maze. Had probably planned it that way. Wounds throbbed hot, and with each racing beat of my heart, the cu sith stalked closer.

      “This ends here, Wraithmaker,” one said, rippling his brace of daggers.

      “For Faerie,” the middle declared.

      “For justice,” the third snarled.

      I climbed to my feet, gritting my teeth and panting against the pain.

      I’d fought a vakaru over and over, and he was more powerful than these three cu sith. A smile tugged at my lips. Unarmed, I had nothing to fight them with but words and fists. “Oberon will kill you for this.”

      They grinned together.

      “He is not here,” one said.

      “The king is too afraid to leave his palace,” said another.

      The third lunged, almost too fast for me to see. I guessed he’d go for my gut—they always had in the arenas—and as I dodged left, I brought my right fist around, putting my whole body into the hook, and punched down into his arm. He barely felt it and backhanded me off my feet. Fire flashed across my face and down my neck. I hit the hedge and rebounded onto unsteady feet. Blood pooled over my tongue. Another came in and swung wildly for my middle. I spat into his face and punched him in his startled face, splattering blood.

      A hand clamped around my neck, and they were all on me in one chaotic howling mess. Fire flashed into my side. Knives punched in. Three on one. I healed fast, but I could not heal this. I jerked my knee up, landing the strike home in the soft, sensitive part all males possessed. The grip around my neck loosened to the sound of a colorful curse. Cool air kissed my throat. Or was that metal?

      One of them beamed into my face, stabbing fear into my heart. “Your head will adorn the palace entrance as a warning to kings and fools and to Oberon, the biggest fool of them all. The king’s reign is over.”

      Tek fingers curled around the cu sith’s throat. Sirius yanked him into the air and then slammed him face first into the dirt. Bone fractured like twigs breaking underfoot and the cu sith let out a strangled, fractured cry.

      Sirius didn’t waste any time finishing him, and he already had the second one in his sights. When the second assassin tried to run, Sirius sprinted and swept in low, kicking the cu sith’s legs out from under him. The cu sith sprawled into an explosive change, changing back into a hound, but the delay allowed Sirius to snatch at the hound’s tail with his good hand. He yanked him across the dirt and stabbed him in the back with a stolen dagger, pinning him to the ground.

      The third was running for the high hedges. He would leap over them and be gone.

      I grabbed a fallen cu sith dagger from the dirt and flung it true. The blade sang through the air and plunged into the cu sith’s neck. He hit the hedge and fell into a heap, dead, hopefully.

      Sirius crouched beside the first assassin, still alive but immobile with a broken back. They shared a look, one I couldn’t decipher. Understanding, perhaps. Fear on the cu sith’s part.

      “The Wraithmaker is under my protection.” Sirius spoke loud enough for anyone listening to hear. “Whoever paid you to kill her sent you to your deaths.”

      “How could… you serve… her?” the cu sith gurgled, coughing blood.

      Sirius switched his grip to his neck, using his tek hand. The cu sith writhed in agony, both from the wounds and the burn of tek. “I serve Faerie.”

      Sirius straightened, abandoning his prey, and shot me a look of hatred so pure it plunged deeper than any dagger. “I told you not to come here.”

      Apparently satisfied he’d frightened the cu sith enough, he grabbed my arm and marched me back through the maze.

      Swinging a glance behind me, I saw the assassins squirming awake. They would regroup—or those who had survived would. My target wasn’t moving. “We should kill them all.”

      “I’m not killing fae for you.” Sirius seethed.

      “They’ll try again.” I tugged against his hold.

      His grip tightened. “Let them.”

      Cool blood dribbled down my neck. The wounds in my side throbbed, and my shoulder was a seething ball of fiery agony. The tingling meant I was healing, but it still damn well hurt. Hurt too much…

      “Poison arrows?” I wondered aloud.

      “Probably.”

      I tugged on my arm again, but his cold metal fingers held firm. “Let me go.”

      “No.”

      “You’re hurting me.”

      “I’m saving you.”

      “I could have killed them. All of them. I should have.”

      “And that thinking is why they were sent to kill you.”

      I dug my heels into the ground, twisted, and yanked. I’d made that arm too damn strong. “Let me go, or Faerie help me, I’ll—”

      Abruptly, he let go, almost throwing me away from him. Ugly rage contorted his striking face. “You will what? Kill me?” Wildfire danced in his eyes. “You slaughtered hundreds of fae, you killed the queen, and you were rewarded?!”

      Frightened wisps burst from a nearby tree and darted into the air, lighting up the dark and Sirius with their dazzle. He seethed to the point where I worried even Oberon’s word wouldn’t stop him from killing me.

      “Oberon is insane!” he growled. “Faerie is dying, and the only fae who can mend Her is worlds away. And you!? You are a curse upon me, a curse upon everything I fight for, and a curse upon Faerie! You are Oberon’s madness!” His words cracked through the garden like pistol shots. And now that they were out, Sirius couldn’t take them back.

      His mouth twisted, lips quivering. Rage. He was from the Autumnlands. They did not rage easily, but when they did, it was a startling, powerful sight to behold.

      He lunged with a roar. Hard metal fingers clamped around my neck and lifted, my legs kicking at nothing but air. My throat closed and my lungs burned. My chest heaved, and all I saw were the unshed tears of fury in Sirius’s green eyes. His tek hand could crush me with a twitch. I’d made it that way. I’d made it strong, inflexible, and timeless. Like him. Stars burst in my vision. Or were they wisps? I couldn’t tell. My fingers dug into his grip, but the world was fading. If I died here, Oberon would surely kill Sirius. But that rage in his eyes… he didn’t care.

      “Don’t,” I wheezed, digging my fingers between his metal grip and my skin.

      He blinked, shook his head, and rose out of the furious mist. He dropped me and looked at his metal arm with the same hatred with which he had looked at me, shocked and disgusted.

      Spluttering, I rebuilt the small pieces of composure and turned my back on him. I didn’t run, didn’t whimper, though the saru in me wanted to do both. I walked alone through the garden, acutely aware of the whispers circling in the air. Oberon would hear of this. Every single word. What the guardian had uttered was treason. Sirius was living on borrowed time. But I had my own concerns, and he was just an obstacle in my way. If my deal with the Dreamweaver held, none of this—the maze, Sirius’s words—would matter.

      I made it back to my chamber and found Sirius impossibly there, on the bed, hands laced behind his head as he stared at the ceiling.

      “What are you doing?” I needed to sleep to dream. I could hardly do that with him in the way. Rubbing my sore neck, I circled the bed.

      “By Faerie and all that is Light, you will not meet with the Dreamweaver,” the guardian snarled. “You will not plot and scheme and lie your way through the court. You are a rot. Everything you touch dies. If you want this bed, you will have to drag me from it.”

      I laughed. It was the only possible reaction. So, he was throwing my game back at me? Unfortunately, I didn’t have his strength and couldn’t manhandle him anywhere.

      I folded my arms and tapped my fingers on my arms. Why did he have to make everything so difficult? Why couldn’t Oberon have assigned me a guardian who wasn’t such an enormous pile of sluagh-bait?

      “I find it hard to believe you were born this much of an asshole. Faerie sure screwed you up, huh? I pity you. You hear that? Me, a saru, pities you, a royal guardian. Ouch, that’s gotta hurt your enormous ego.”

      His cheek fluttered. “Spew your poison. I’m immune to your childish remarks.”

      My reflection in the dresser mirror caught my eye. Covered in blood and dirt and leaves, I looked like something the Hunt had dragged in. Scratches marked my neck and face, and bruises bloomed around my neck where his tek fingers had gripped me. I’d healed the physical wounds, but something else felt off. Something about my reflection looking back at me, something about the tiredness in my eyes. The same tiredness softened the edges of my thoughts. I had to think of a way around Sirius, but I could barely think at all.

      I rubbed my face. “I hate you.” I didn’t have time for his tantrums, for assassins, or for lying games.

      “Rest assured, the feeling is mutual.”

      I wished I’d punched him in the face instead of the cu sith. “You give me too much credit, you know. I’m just a stupid saru. I’m not capable of all the things you say.”

      His hard lips ticked. “You’ve hidden behind that lie your entire life. You lied and manipulated your way into the court, into Oberon’s affections. You killed the queen. You have killed immortals who’d stood unbroken for thousands of years.” His cheek flickered, a sure sign he was keeping his anger contained. “Lie to me again and I’ll rip your tongue out.”

      He had said all this while staring at the ceiling as if I didn’t warrant his gaze. Breathing hard, I stared into my reflection’s eyes and fought back the urge to do something foolish. Could I kill him and make it look like an accident? If I could get him to the window, I might be able to shove him out… But Oberon would never believe that Sirius had fallen by accident, and Sirius would probably survive the fall. For all I knew, he could sprout russet wings if he wanted.

      Two days.

      I couldn’t renege on my deal with Eledan. I needed to get to sleep and soon. Twenty-four hours. It must have been twenty-four hours already since we’d made the deal. He would be waiting. If I didn’t meet my end of the bargain, he’d never bargain with me again. Arran would die, and the king wouldn’t listen. Sirius would ruin it all. This was ridiculous.

      I marched to the window and threw it open, letting in Faerie’s sweet scents.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      I rested one knee on the sill and gripped the window frame, hauling myself up.

      “Wraithmaker?”

      The palace sparkled, and beyond, crystalline spires reached for the purple sky. Pixies sung somewhere out of sight, their music a whispered symphony that soothed my ragged thoughts.

      Sirius grunted his disgust. “You won’t throw yourself out the window. Not after surviving this long. You do not have it in you.”

      “So sure, are you?” I twisted, clinging to the frame with one hand. Faerie’s whispers beckoned. “You took me from the only free life I’ve ever known. You stole me from my friends, whom I learned to love—real love, not the saru kind.” Unexpected emotion almost choked the words. I gulped it all the way down and stamped on it. “And you made it look as though I betrayed them! If they’re alive, they’ll hate me all over again, like you do. I don’t want to live like that. I can’t. You’re right, everything I touch rots. I’m not the Wraithmaker anymore.” Something cool and dark and dangerous coiled around my will, dragging my emotions down, down, down… exactly where I wanted to go. “I’m just a girl who doesn’t know or understand what’s happening to her. I’m just trying to do good after doing bad for so long. Maybe I can’t wipe that stain off my soul, so why bother trying anymore? If I fall from this window, it’ll solve many, many problems. Oberon will be free of my crimes. Arran will be freed. And all those I’ve killed will be avenged … just like Faerie wants, just like you want.”

      He slowly swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood. “Get off the ledge,” he growled.

      It sounded sweet, that voice in my head urging me to jump. I’d never listened to it before, but many saru had. Freedom waited at the bottom of the tower. Freedom from all my choices, from all my mistakes, from the responsibility of making everything right again. I turned my face into the breeze. I understood now why so many saru answered its call.

      “Do not do this.” Sirius reached out his hand and stepped closer. “For your king, don’t do this. It will ruin him.”

      “No, it will save him.”

      “Kesh, step down.” His voice was softer, but it wasn’t enough.

      “If I die, you’ll be free too.” I looked down and down and down to the garden below. My thoughts spun, and Faerie’s whispers grew louder. “You don’t care. You never did.”

      “May the Hunt have you, but you’re wrong… I heard your screams long after you left. Heard them over and over, year after year, because I could not make them stop. I could not move against the king. All I could do was watch and carry you from the torment when he was finished. But it never ended. Not for me.”

      He would say anything to get me off the ledge and keep himself safe…

      But he couldn’t lie.

      His hand found my arm, then his other found my shoulder. His fingers dug in, and he tore me from the window, reeling me into his body. I heard the window slam shut and watched as he bent the latch into a loop so it would never open again. Tucked against his chest, I still heard the voice outside crooning its death song.

      “I…” I looked at my hands, felt the room dip and sway, felt Sirius clutch me closer.

      Had I just been about to jump to my death?

      “It’s the poison,” the guardian whispered, voice rumbling through me. “Should the cu sith fail, as they have, their poisoned arrows would finish you, making you seek your own demise. It will pass.” His words sent curious shivers down my back and deeper into parts that longed to hear those whispers close against my skin. “Until then, I cannot let you leave my sight.”

      “I’m… It’s all right. I’m okay.” But I wasn’t. The itch to fight him off and find a way to end my life was still there. A blade, a piece of rope. I could ask in the kitchen and they would gladly supply me with something deadly to drink. Damn Faerie and its terrible ways.

      Sirius maneuvered me around and sat me on the bed. He wrapped his cloak around my shoulders and knelt so we were eye to eye. “While the poison is in your system, you must remain here. Sleep, if you wish. Despite the Dreamweaver waiting for you, it is likely the safest place. The poison will not follow you there.”

      In the gardens, he had tried to choke me. Now he was protecting me? I looked up into his gaze. The wildfire was gone, replaced by a softness I’d only seen in him a few times before. He had lost control in the garden, and it had frightened him. Few things frightened an immortal more than the prospect of death, and Oberon would surely punish him for the things he had said.

      “It is probably better for the both of us if you sleep.” He moved across the room once more, putting the maximum distance between us, and took up his usual place, leaning against the wall beneath the window. “Don’t get comfortable,” he grumbled. “The bed is still mine.”

      I settled on my side and watched Sirius drop his head back, casting his gaze toward the ceiling once more. What was he thinking? How he could survive me? Or  was he contemplating the terrible truth he had spoken in the garden and how long he had before the whispers reached Oberon. You’re Oberon’s madness!

      But Oberon wasn’t insane. The king had a plan. It had something to do with me and the marks and the polestar, and I had to find out what it was.

      Sirius’s delicate lashes fluttered, and for a moment he softened, becoming someone more. Then he ruined it all by saying, “If I discover you’re conspiring with the Dreamweaver, I will take a saru from the kitchen and execute them for your treasonous acts.”

      And there it was, the arrogant, self-righteous sidhe guardian. “Bastard.”

      His eyebrow twitched, and then his lips curled into a smile. “Sweet dreams, Wraithmaker.”
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      A single candle flame was all that danced in the dark. Such a little thing, it seemed too small to survive alone in this place of darkness, but there it was, flickering defiantly on its wick. I approached, knowing this was a dream, but as the flame and I were alone, I saw no harm in it.

      Closer and the candle became the centerpiece of a table, a simple metal one like the one I’d owned on Calicto. The darkness clung on around me, but for the table, two chairs, and the candle. It might have been romantic if not for the loneliness chilling my skin.

      When the Dreamweaver had held me in his clutches before, I hadn’t been aware of who he was, not in the beginning. I’d fallen into this world, fearful but hungry for everything he gave. Once I learned what this dream place could do, I let him answer my every desire. Then I learned how everything he gave he would steal back when I ached for it the most. Here, he was always in control. This world was his, no matter what he let me believe. When he’d held me prisoner in the real world, he had offered me a glass of water, though water was as scarce as wood, knowing how I would eventually drink it. Control. He coveted it. He’d cast an illusion over his entire Arcon workforce, making them believe they worked for a man. Control was his weakness. Control and loneliness.

      Now, stepping into this dream, I knew the Dreamweaver better than most. I knew his games, what he desired, and how he was trapped, craving freedom. He’d been away from Faerie for over a thousand years, and now he was locked away, achingly close to home. This dream world was his, but I held his heart in my hands. I controlled him.

      The chair nearest me was of a sweeping metal and leather design, just like those in his Arcon office. Not a throne like I’d expected, and this wasn’t Arcon either. As far as dreams went, this one was empty. How did this quaint vision fit into his schemes?

      “It’ll be a dull twelve hours if this is the best you can do,” I said.

      My words sailed into the dark until the quiet gobbled them up, leaving me alone with only the sound of my beating heart. Maybe I’d rushed here for nothing? Maybe he had reneged on the deal? I’d been so sure he wanted me here—

      “Make it yours.” The whisper touched my ear and trickled inside. A flash of anger at my own reaction had my heart skipping a few beats. He stood behind me—the dreaming prince—so close I could taste his honeyed magic and feel his heat.

      The things we had done together in this world, the things he had made me do… Memories surrounded us, hot and lurid, sizzling sins. I swallowed and hated how loud that small gesture sounded in his perfect silence.

      “Dream your desires,” he urged.

      His voice pushed at my subconscious, tempting the worst of me out of the dark. The scene shimmered, swirling apart and rebuilding itself. Walls moved in, the room narrowing, and at one end, a window opened onto stacks of Calicto’s rusted containers. Calicto’s filtered air and B sector’s chemical scent that had kept the tourists away drifted to me, sparking memories to life like fireworks. My container had never been much, but it had been a home for five years. Calicto was gone, half eaten by Faerie and abandoned when I slaughtered the fae at the Game of Lies. My home was buried under a jungle, but I hadn’t forgotten it. Seeing it now reminded me of who I had been and what I needed to do. Sirius had been right. The poison had racked my mind in the real world, but here, my thoughts were clear.

      Eledan sauntered into my galley kitchen and danced his fingers along the countertop. His dark hair spilled down his back, rippling as he walked. His pretend crown was gone, but his black pants and simple shirt had the same frayed appearance I’d noticed before. It couldn’t be real. It was an act, a lie, to make me see him as weak.

      “How uninspiring your dreams are,” he remarked.

      The candle remained, as did the table, sitting in the middle of my tiny living area. Eledan flicked his fingers changing the display into two elaborately carved high-backed seats with a matching table between them. The candleholder spawned graceful arches, turning into a grand candelabra. A set of fine dining plates and bowls appeared, overflowing with plump, colorful fruits, vegetables and mouthwatering meats.

      He pulled out a chair and beckoned me to sit. His mouth had curved into a knowing sideways smile, and although he didn’t laugh, I heard it all the same.

      This was all very civilized. I doubted it would stay this way for long, but I would play along while it did. I had agreed to this, after all.

      We sat and ate the bounty of food, content to be present in the moment. Time passed differently here. A minute might be an hour on the outside. Or an hour here might be a second in reality. There was no point in rushing this or wishing the time away. Eledan controlled everything. It would be over when he was ready for it to be over.

      “Tell me of Faerie,” he asked casually, but an intense need glittered in his blue eyes.

      “Nothing changes.” I plucked a grape from among the fruits to give my hands something to do and popped it into my mouth. “The sidhe are all stuck up their own asses, the pretty is exhausting, and the air tries to smother you in your sleep.”

      He blinked and then laughed his delicious, rolling laughter that sent a dart of lust deep enough to make me squirm in my seat. “Your honesty is a delight!”

      His wicked laughter tickled my own. I twisted my lips, banishing the grin before he could see it. The game here wasn’t the dream; it was him and what he wanted me to see in him. Right now, he was on his best behavior, reminding me of how charming he could be. “Mab thought so too.”

      Still chuckling, he leaned back again, the motion fluid, graceful, and almost hypnotic. “I do not miss the court. That was always my mother’s domain and Oberon’s desire. I had no wish to rule. I was the wild prince, always on the front line, fighting the Dark Legions or questing through Faerie. My heart was too wild for the pantomime of the crystal palace.” Whether it had been a slip of the tongue or he’d meant to mention his heart, his mood soured and his focus drifted, turning distant.

      I dropped my gaze and flicked it around the small living container, looking anywhere but at him so his sadness wouldn’t gnaw on my hatred. He was a powerful fae, a master of illusion, and he had made me feel things—terrible, wonderful things—for months on end. I could not fall into the trap of thinking him wounded, of seeing him as a victim. He was no victim. None of them were. I could not afford to sympathize with him, no matter what my wretched heart told me.

      I had to harden myself against all things Eledan or I would not survive these hours in his company. I was no longer his nothing girl, nor was I the Wraithmaker. I was the Messenger now, and I had a job to do.

      “Where are they keeping you?” I asked.

      He jerked his gaze to me and clicked his fingers. The container, and the feast vanished in a blink, and darkness flooded in. Above, below, and all around was suffocating darkness. I reached out, for something to hold on to.

      “There is nothing,” he said from somewhere. I couldn’t see Eledan, just my own reaching hands.

      “Endless nothing…” His voice drifted.

      I turned on the spot, looking for something, anything. My senses told me I was falling, but nothing moved. Nausea turned my stomach. Vertigo or motion sickness had my senses upside down. This wasn’t a real place. How could Oberon be keeping Eledan here?

      Then it dawned on me. This darkness was Eledan’s prison. Oberon knew his brother could dreamwalk and manipulate. He would never let Eledan see where he was holding him, because the Mad Prince could slip into saru dreams and convince them to save him. Eledan had no idea where he was. They’d probably kept him unconscious since I’d torn his heart out. How would I find him if I didn’t know where to start looking?

      The blackness smoked away, revealing Eledan’s Arcon home and the simple, tek-free bedroom. Light poured in through the windows and spilled over the bed, his desk, and the shelves of leather-bound books, their spines glittering with elegant fae text. This had been his sanctuary, and now it was my gift. I’d dreamed it up to get us out of the nothing place.

      Eledan stood at the desk, his back to me, hands spread on the desktop, head bowed. “My brother has my heart,” he said. “Without it, I am nothing and nowhere. To free me, you need to find my heart, find my body, and make me whole again.”

      I had two days to do all that.

      Oberon would never tell me where his brother’s heart was. He didn’t trust me enough. Nobody did. This task was… impossible.

      “You see why I did not make this deal before.” Eledan sighed.

      “Do you have any idea where—” I swallowed the knot in my throat. “—your heart is or your body? Any idea at all?”

      “None.”

      “Who would know?”

      “Only Oberon’s most trusted advisors.”

      “Would a guardian know?”

      He turned, sensing hope. “Perhaps.” His eyes narrowed. “Do you know any Royal Guardians?”

      “Perhaps,” I echoed.

      Would Sirius tell me if he knew? He had made it clear he didn’t want me scheming with Eledan. If I asked after the prince’s heart, he’d see right through my lies. There had to be another way. Could I convince Oberon to tell me? The king needed me. For what, I wasn’t sure, but he wouldn’t risk losing me. I needed leverage, something on the king that would make him reveal Eledan’s location, but what weakness could Oberon have?

      Eledan was watching me think, his expression curious. When my gaze met his eyes, his expression slid into something sly. He approached with purposeful strides. I lifted my chin and locked down the fear, keeping all emotion far from my face. I am the Messenger. I am in control. The Dreamweaver has no hold over me.

      He touched my shoulder and circled behind me. His fingers scooped up my hair and drew it to one side. Cool air kissed the curve of my neck. I could resist this, resist him. All I had to do was ignore how my body tingled beneath his touch and how forbidden desires crawled out of the places in which I’d hidden them. I hated him, I did, and I’d kill him again, but here, in this world made of fantasies, it was different. This wasn’t real. Here, there were no rules. Just him and me. Here, there were no consequences.

      “How did you know to cut out my heart?” His words brushed my neck, sprinkling goosebumps across my flesh. “Did Oberon tell you?”

      “No.”

      “Then why the heart?” His lips touched my cheek, sizzling hot.

      “Because it’s your weakness. Because you had exposed it. Because I wanted to.”

      “What did you feel when you cut it out?” Deeper his voice went into the memories of the months I’d spent with him, unearthing all the terrible secrets I’d hid from Kellee and Talen. “When you plunged the blade in and severed the strings holding me together…”

      My eyes fluttered closed. It had felt good, so damn good. My heart thumped too hard, and my breathing quickened. I was losing this battle, and he knew it.

      “How did it feel to kill me, Kesh?” My name was a hiss on his lips, on my skin, in my head.

      I have control.

      I licked my lips.

      He pressed all of himself against my back and switched his hand to the other side, gathering my hair again and twisting it around his fingers. “It felt good. You liked it. More than that… it felt right.” His other hand circled around my waist, fingers spreading across the flat plane of my stomach. He yanked me in tight, eliciting a gasp. “As though every step of your nothing life had led you to that moment.”

      I opened my eyes and saw Kellee leaning against Eledan’s desk. Saw his long, dark, messy hair partially captured in a ponytail and the hidden laughter in his green eyes. The star on his chest shone with the same kind of righteous judgment as the expression on his face. If he saw me with Eledan, if he knew the extent of the games the Mad Prince and I had played in dreams, he would hate me all over again. But Kellee couldn’t be here. He wasn’t real.

      Eledan’s hand slipped from my hair and ran down my arm to my hand, where he placed a knife. He wrapped my fingers around the handle, his touch so gentle.

      “The hunt, the kill, the fear, the lust… you feel it all because it’s who you are.”

      Don’t listen.

      “Nothing can hurt you here.” Eledan’s words poured into my ear and sank to a primal part of me. “This is your dream. You remember what it felt like to be free with me. I know you do.”

      Kellee wouldn’t hurt me, but he looked at me now as though I were the monster he had always believed me to be. The knife warmed in my hand. I’d killed him before in these dreams, time and time again. Eledan had witnessed the worst version of me.

      “Whatever the name you go by, you cannot change your nature, and I know exactly who you are. What you are.”

      I tightened my grip and held Kellee’s glare. “You have no idea who I am!” I whirled in Eledan’s arms and thrust the blade into his heart, driving it in so deep it touched his rancid soul.

      The Dreamweaver stumbled back, the knife sticking crudely from his chest. He closed his hand around the handle, face slack with shock. But that shock soon melted away, and behind it, his smile lurked. He pulled the knife free. It turned to smoke in his hand. And he laughed…

      That laugh. It was all around me, under my skin, in my head. On and on it tumbled, trying to burrow into my soul and feed.

      I had to get away.

      The dream swirled, and I was running through Arcon, running even as the vines grew from the floor and snatched at me, running as the floor heaved and glass shattered.

      Run, run, run.

      But this was his world. Nowhere was safe. I could run forever and never get free.

      I couldn’t let him do this.

      I wasn’t his nothing girl to tease with these mind games.

      Not anymore.

      I stopped, planted my feet, and let Arcon swallow itself around me until there was nothing left but smoking rubble to the horizon and that stretched the starlit sky above. Faerie’s sky. A sky that never changed. In the sudden quiet, the twinkling soothed my racing thoughts and slowed my heart.

      “The Light fae stole a star from Faerie to banish the Dark Legion for good, but their own light blinded them and their efforts unbalanced all of Faerie,” Eledan said as he crossed the rubble, effortlessly making his way from rock to rock until he stood high on an outcrop, backlit by the star-speckled sky. He spread a hand to cover a tiny corner of the starscape. “My mother realized her mistake too late. Faerie refused to take the polestar back, so Oberon shattered it, or so the story goes…” He tore his hand from the sky as though he’d captured a fistful of stars and pressed his fist to his heart. “The pieces were hidden. One in Valand …” As he spoke, the star above us representing Valand throbbed red. “One in Sol.” Another system lit up, this one green. “One in Halow.” Blue. “And one here…” He turned. I couldn’t see his face, cast as it was in shadow, but I felt his gaze on me and the weight it carried. “On Faerie.”

      He jumped down from the rocks, into the clearing where I stood, and smiled his Mad Prince smile. The mess in my head muddled my feelings around him, but they didn’t matter. Only one thing mattered. I needed Eledan on my side to survive this, for countless saru to survive this, for Halow and Arran to survive. I needed the Dreamweaver working for me.

      “You know where the pieces are, don’t you,” I said.

      He smirked. “I’ve had a long time to look.”

      Not an admission, but it might as well have been. “If I give Oberon that information, he will free you.”

      Eledan threw his head back and laughed. He spread his arms and turned, admiring his cold, quiet dreamscape. “He’ll never free me. He has no further use for me. But he might release your gladiator friend.”

      Eledan approached, his stride casual. He had always stalked me before, as though I were his prey, but now we were back to being “friends” like during our little candlelit dinner. He stopped and held out his fist, urging me to look down. His fingers unfurled, and there inside four tiny shining fragments were nestled. They looked like wisps, only sharper and brighter.

      He pulled his hand away, and the sparks hung suspended between us. “For thousands of years they’ve remained hidden,” he said. “But outside Faerie, time decays everything it touches, and the Dark Legion emerges from its prison. My brother will stop at nothing to reunite the pieces of the polestar and hold back the Dark once more. He is blinded by his desire for the Light to rule Faerie. So blind he cannot see the damage he has done… and continues to do…”

      “He’s afraid you’ll find the polestar before he does.”

      “I already have.” He grinned. “The first fragment I discovered on Valand a long time ago, but it was stolen from me when I was betrayed during the first human war. The second…” His eyes sparkled. “The second found me when I needed it the most. The third was a seed planted on a jewel of a world, far from Faerie, and the fourth…” He tilted his head. “The fourth was hidden in the most unlikely of places.”

      I knew that last one. “A saru.”

      “A worthless saru bloodline, to be exact. Somewhere no fae would think to look. Passed down through the generations… to you, where Oberon found you again. Mylana.”

      Talen had said as much, but to hear it from Eledan too…

      My fate, one I didn’t understand, was closing in. “You always knew?”

      “Once I drew Mab’s power from your veins and had you in my dreams, I knew. There is a light inside you that should not be there. Oberon tries to hide it behind the warfae marks designed to keep the Dark at bay, but in your dreams, you are unguarded.”

      He gently caught my hand and lifted my arm. With his eyes on my face, he danced his fingers over the warfae ink marking my skin. I looked down and watched him trace Oberon’s work. He didn’t need to look; he knew where the lines were. He’d admired them a thousand times in our dreams.

      The marks kept the light inside me hidden? All this time I had thought they were rewards for my service, and now I knew for certain they weren’t gifts from my king. They were a device, of sorts. A means of hiding me.

      “Why does Oberon not free you if he’s so desperate to retrieve the polestar?” I asked, gently pulling my arm from his grip. “What does it matter if you find it first? You both want the same thing—to save Faerie.”

      “We are not the only ones seeking the polestar. The Dark Legion seeks it too. And it is the Dark my brother fears more than anything else. He won’t risk me making an… alliance.” Oh, he liked that word. Had he allied with the Dark before?

      “Why?”

      “My brother drove the Dark Legion away, but he did not do it without help. He has debts to pay. Death stalks him. Tell me, does he leave the crystal palace?”

      “No.”

      Eledan’s smile grew. “Faerie’s king is afraid of the dark.”

      Talen—as the Nightshade—had been bound by his word to help Oberon, but in secret, Talen had worked against the king. Did Oberon fear the Nightshade’s return, or was this “dark” something else? Something worse? So many questions, and Eledan held all the answers.

      “I can fix this,” I told him. “Tell me where the pieces are. I can bring them all together and make it right.”

      Eledan swept the shining stars up in his hand and tossed them back into the sky. “I think not, Messenger.” His musical voice echoed far and wide. “A weapon like that in your hands? I might be mad, but I’m no fool.”

      I was beginning to think he wasn’t as mad as he let the worlds believe. “So… now what? Will you languish here in the nowhere spaces while the Dark returns and consumes all of Faerie and Halow with it?”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps it is all they deserve?”

      He had worded it as a question for a reason.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “Don’t I? Something you said to me at Arcon … Your words dug into my head and took root there…” He pressed a finger to his temple and made a painful twisting motion. “I’ve not been able to remove them. They chase me around the dark, like the ghost of your cutting out my heart haunts me. You said that I’ve lived so many human lives that I’ve begun to care.”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve had an epiphany and suddenly care?” Now it was my turn to laugh a dry, bitter sound. “After I said that, you brought the defense net down. All of Faerie attacked Halow. Billions of Halow humans died. If you’d cared at all, you would never have let the fae back in.”

      He spread his hands and plastered an innocent look on his face. “Can’t a fae change?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Not you.”

      “Fine.” He huffed. “You’re right, of course. I don’t care. Not about humans. I care that I’m no closer to home than I was a thousand years ago. I care that I ache to have that wretched tek heart back, even if it pained me with every beat. I care that my brother sits on the throne while it rots around him and he does nothing to stop it!” Eledan’s teeth flashed behind a cold smile. “I care that I am in some forsaken hole in the ground with no room to breathe and that I am blind outside these dreams. I am drowning and suffocating and dying and I cannot survive this torture a second longer but I have no choice.” He whipped his hand into the air. The dream swirled around us. Red lightning forked across a churning sky, and Faerie turned to dust. “I can make worlds.” He lifted both hands, and the ground lifted with his gestures. Buildings clawed at the sky, brick by brick. Enormous skyscrapers soared above. “And break worlds!” He clicked his fingers and his creations exploded into clouds of dust. He whirled on me, danger present in every gesture, every snarl. “I care that I can do all this… but none of it is real.”

      I stumbled backward under the pressure of his approach and hit a wall that hadn’t been there before. He was on me in seconds. He clamped my face between his hands and pressed his mouth to mine. Fire and magic and memories of the times before poured through me, terrible times, wonderful times, times without boundaries or wrongdoings, times without sin or mistakes.

      I tore away from the kiss and shoved him. “Stop.”

      He pressed his forehead against mine, pinning me, and when I turned my head away, he spoke against my ear. “I want something real before I forget what reality is.”

      He wouldn’t force me. That had never been his way. He’d never needed to. To my shame, I’d always wanted him, and he’d been deprived of company, of Faerie. But I had changed. When I pushed again, he eased back and braced his hands on either side of me. He thought he had me trapped. And perhaps, in some way, he always had. But I had him too.

      “Tell me where the fragments are,” I said, blinking up at him. My whole world had become Eledan. Having him so close would have crushed me before, but here, now, he studied me, his gaze darting over my face.

      “If you free your gladiator,” he asked, “what then for the Wraithmaker?”

      “I’ll free all the saru.”

      An eyebrow lifted. “And Faerie, what of her children?”

      I almost lifted my hand to touch his face but caught that desire and locked my hands at my sides. “I’d kill all the fae if I thought I could get away with it.”

      “And there’s that refreshing honesty. But it’s also why I can’t tell you where to find the greatest weapon Faerie has ever created.” He was gone in a blink and reappearing several strides away with his back to me. I was losing him and, with him, the deal to free him and save Arran.

      I pushed off the wall after him. “C’mon, Eledan. Give me the information I need and I’ll do everything I can to make you whole again.” Sirius could find Eledan’s heart and body, and he’d do it for the polestar, for a chance to save his precious Faerie. “I came here, didn’t I? We can help each other.”

      “Was twelve hours in my company such a torturous idea?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sweet, sweet lies…” He turned and fell backward. A chair poofed out of the air and caught him. No, not a chair. A throne. “You’re asking me to trust you with information that could, and has in the past, topple worlds?”

      “Tell me where the pieces are and I’ll free you. You might be immortal, but your mind is dying here. Forget everything else, you won’t survive this prison.”

      “I cannot trust a single word you say. Free me first and I’ll tell you everything. I’ll pull every star from the sky for you if you wish it. I’ll even sweeten the deal. Together, we’ll free your precious saru. But you must Free. Me. First. The rest will follow.”

      He would… free the saru? I fought the hope from my expression, careful to keep it hidden so he couldn’t use it against me.

      All of Faerie would follow this prince. The sidhe adored him, their mad hero. But he was asking me to trust him, trust a prince of illusion. If I did, he’d free the saru. My saru. Hope and anticipation set my heart racing. “I can’t free you without the information about the polestar’s pieces. I need it to bargain with.”

      “Do what you do best.” He leaned forward. “Lie.”

      Dammit. He was making this impossible.

      But I wasn’t alone outside this dream. Sirius might help me if I promised him the polestar. The guardian served Faerie above everything else.

      I needed time to think and make sure I’d covered all the possible angles. But Arran didn’t have time. I might not have time. Nightfall was coming. Halow’s people were dying. Time was not my ally. I had to decide now. Consequences be damned. This was the only chance I was going to get. “All right, I’ll free you, and then you’ll give me the location of all the polestar pieces?”

      He nodded.

      “But I need you to do something else,” I added.

      “A queen, a king, a dreaming thing, she thinks to tame me for her whims. What menial task will my Queen of Hearts ask of me this time?”

      His words held too much weight, his little rhymes worming their way beneath my skin. I shook my head to clear his voice. “Find Kellee if he’s alive. Tell him… tell him I didn’t abandon him. Tell him I was taken.” If Kellee was alive, then so was Talen, but I couldn’t risk Eledan going anywhere near him. “Tell Kellee, no… don’t tell him. He doesn’t like to be told… Ask him if we’re still okay.”

      The Mad Prince gave me a droll look. This task was clearly below him.

      “Unless you’re too weak to dreamwalk a vakaru’s simple mind?” I added.

      “It was not torture enough that I had to share our nine months together with you dreaming of the vakaru, but now you must have me enter his head?”

      I shrugged and admired my nails. “If it’s too much for you—”

      “I can’t torment the saru.” He sighed. “I might as well visit the vakaru to pass the time. I’ll need your help… your Light … to do it. Just a little. It won’t hurt you. But without it, I can’t span the distance between the vakaru and me.”

      I nodded and dampened my relief at knowing Kellee would hear from me.

      Eledan fell silent and studied me through his lashes, thinking up something more. “If I do all this, I want more from you, Messenger. When I am free and you have my heart in your hands once more, I want you.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked carefully.

      His blue eyes sparkled. “I will give you the stars if you wish for them. I will free your saru, all of them, and withdraw Oberon’s forces from Halow. But you, in return, will be mine. You will stand beside me. You will come when I call. You will be present in my dreams and in reality. You will, in every way, be mine. Your little saru life for those of your entire race. Freeing the saru will destabilize Faerie, the households, the sidhe lords, and the courts, all of which I’ve never been fond of anyway. Your life in my service is a small price to pay for saru freedom, don’t you think, Messenger?”

      It would be the ultimate sacrifice. Give my life in servitude to Eledan for my saru and for Kellee to know I hadn’t abandoned him. For Halow. I’d wanted to be the Messenger, I’d wanted to herald change, to make a difference, to make up for my past, and Eledan was offering me that chance here and now. I swallowed hard. If I truly was the Messenger and intended to end a war without getting more blood on my hands, I had no other choice.

      “Isn’t it time you stopped killing and started saving people, Messenger? Freeing all those saru… why, it would certainly balance the scales for all the death you wrought upon them. I can help with that, or… not.” His crown appeared on his head, and he drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair in the same way I’d seen Oberon do. “Or is the Messenger just a fairy tale?”

      Unlike him, I did care about the people. I cared about the people of Halow and all the saru on Faerie. About the lives lost and lives yet to be saved. Kellee had once shown me a starscape littered with countless frozen bodies. I could prevent that from happening again. If I did this, it would right the wrongs. And all I had to do was give up a freedom I’d never had. That and love. I’m sorry Kellee, Talen, Aeon. “You’ll stop the war and free the saru?”

      “Every. Single. One.” His smile said he knew I’d already agreed.

      Lives spent in cages. Humans grown for Faerie’s whims. Freeing them was a dream I’d never imagined could be made real. An end to their suffering. I owed them that. I owed Aeon to make that dream a reality. Talen had once told me I didn’t know what love was. He was wrong. I knew it now. I loved my people and my friends. I’d give them all up to save them. “I agree.”

      So simple a thing to deal with the devil.

      Eledan’s smile grew. “And for such a fine arrangement, I’ll give you a gift.”

      “A gift?”

      “Indeed.” He stepped down from the throne. “They don’t call me the Dreamweaver for nothing…”

      His image blinked in front of me, and he kissed me quickly, once on the lips while his hand pressed against my chest. I felt a tug on my ribs, and then he vanished, but his smile and the chaste kiss lingered in my memory, leaving me to wonder what gift awaited me.

      The barren dreamscene melted away, revealing a chamber I didn’t recall ever seeing before. Brightly colored cushions were scattered around the floor and over couches, and they continued their play over a bed large enough to accommodate at least five. What game was Eledan playing now? If he thought to seduce me with pretty cushions and Faerie wine during these last few hours, he didn’t know me very well.

      I ventured around the cushions, drawn to the window where crisp white drapes rippled in the breeze. Outside, green stone pyramids erupted like teeth into the purplish skyline—a skyline I knew. Valand.

      But why show me this…?

      I heard Eledan behind me.

      “If you think to seduce me somehow…” The words lodged in my throat.

      “Kesh?” Kellee blinked, looked behind him out the door, and then turned back to me as though expecting someone to interrupt us.

      Seeing him surprised was a rare sight, but he wasn’t real. Just like the Kellee who had judged me earlier, this Kellee was Eledan’s illusion too. There was no way the real Kellee would have chosen to appear to me as his old self, with those feathers tied into his long, wavy locks. And the clothes? All wrong for Kellee. He might have worn that leather and cotton outfit as a warlord on Valand, but it wasn’t how I remembered him.

      I folded my arms and leaned against the windowsill. “Is this the best you can do?”

      Kellee’s eyes narrowed, but his smile ticked, turning sly. He closed the door behind him and sent that long look my way as he crossed the room, untying the laces at his shirt collar to loosen it. His smile grew with every step.

      “What is this?” he asked, like I was the trick here.

      “You tell me.”

      He brought a booted leg up, resting it on the edge of the bed, and began to unfasten the buckles. He chuckled. “This isn’t real.”

      I rolled my eyes and shoved off the sill. “All right, I’ll play. This is my dream, after all, so I can do as I please.”

      Kellee loosened the buckles on his other boot, glancing at me the whole time. “Your dream? You think so?”

      “I know so, Marshal.”

      Next, his fingers worked at his cuffs and rolled up the sleeves past his elbow, revealing corded bronze forearms. “Considering your scant attire, I disagree. This is my dream.”

      My… attire?

      I looked down while feeling, for the first time, air kissing my midriff. Oh, cyn. I had a strap covering my breasts and a long skirt split at the sides, revealing my legs from foot to hip. Warfae designs snaked across my skin. Almost everything was on display. Eledan’s idea of a joke, no doubt. Ha-ha.

      “Kesh would never wear that,” Kellee grinned.

      “I wouldn’t?” I might have for the real Kellee, had he asked nicely.

      “Not enough places to conceal weapons.” He was suddenly in front of me, his hands scorching my hips. “A dagger here.” He pinched my hip, and then slid his hand inward, following the v between my thigh and crotch. “Her whip… here.” His other hand pinched my other hip and then swept around to cup my ass. Now that he had my attention, he stepped in, deliberately plastering himself against me.

      Heat pulsed between my legs. Damn Eledan. This wasn’t fair. He knew Kellee was my weakness.

      “Marshal—” I tried to pull free but stilled when his breath warmed my neck.

      Being this close to Kellee had always been dangerous. But not here, in a dream. No sins, no repercussions, no guilt. Here, nothing was forbidden. He couldn’t accidentally tear my throat out, but he could come close. I ran my tongue across my teeth, riding out the sudden, hungry lust and failing.

      I wasn’t sure what Eledan was doing with this gift, but I’d take it, like I’d taken it all the times before.

      “You smell like I remember, like fire and metal and vengeance.” He caught my chin and held it firmly, trapping me as his eyes glowed golden.

      I hadn’t noticed how my heart was racing, but did now. I tore my chin free and drove my hand against the front of his trousers. He was firm and ready. Using the ball of my thumb, I rubbed downward and watched his lips part and his eyes lose focus.

      “Seems you’re a hungry vakaru,” I purred.

      He locked a hand around my throat. I’d been expecting it and slammed my free hand up, under his chin, whipping his head back. He swore and backed off a step, rubbing his jaw, but that smile grew, and something of a purring growl rumbled from inside him. “I won’t go easy on you, Kesh.”

      I crooked a finger. “Bring it, bloodsucker.”

      He swung, and had that fist found its target, I’d have found myself nose to the floor, but I feinted to the side, leaped onto the bed, and kicked back, striking that handsome jaw a second time and almost sending him sprawling on his ass.

      “C’mon…” I beckoned. “You going to let me kick your ass while wearing a skirt?”

      The growl deepened. He crawled onto the bed but hesitated, working his tongue around the split in his lip. His blood wouldn’t kill me here. I made a note to taste it soon.

      “That’s half a skirt, and I’m starting to think you’re using your womanly assets against me.”

      “My womanly assets? You mean my legs?”

      I bounced back on the balls of my feet. He looked like he was down, like the poor marshal was beat, but he was far from it. We’d played this game before. He was just warming up.

      “This is my dream,” I said. “Which means I’ll win.”

      “Always have to argue.” He prowled forward, claws extending. “Just can’t admit I’m right.”

      He shifted his weight to the right, readying for a left-handed attack, likely a slash of those claws. I focused on his movements. Instead of striking, he abruptly sat back on his legs and tore off his shirt, presenting the kind of chest my saru mind would happily get lost in admiring. Deliciously firm abs and that wicked v directing my gaze down. The shirt hit me in the face. I tore it aside in time to get a face full of a vakaru’d Kellee. He caught my wrists and drove me back against the wall. He was breathing hard, but so was I. My body sang against the press of his and tingled where his chest heaved against my breasts.

      “I could bring my knee up at just the right angle to cripple you,” I hinted.

      He pressed his hard arousal deeper against my hip. “But you won’t.” His voice sounded rough and raw, like he could only contain half the beast inside him. I wanted his words on my skin, his teeth too.

      “And why is that?” I asked, words trembling.

      “Because you want what’s between my legs as much as I want to give it to you.”

      Holy cyn. Lust pulled a moan from my lips. He knew exactly how to make me writhe. I bit my lip and snarled when he saw.

      His dark eyes shone. He leaned in, and his mouth, hovering over mine, demanded I take him. “Again, and again, and again.”

      I chased his mouth with mine, wanting to capture him. He pulled back, showing who was in control here. Damn him, I wanted that smart mouth of his all over me. I wanted him on me, in me. I had no illusions here. Sex with Kellee would be rough, and knowing that, I ached for it to happen. Now.

      I ground my hips against him, testing his resolve to keep me pinned, and felt him shudder. “How do you want me, Marshal? My back against this wall or my back against you, taking all of you from behind?”

      My sex clenched, knowing which position I’d prefer.

      His dark eyes flicked up, lust setting them ablaze.

      I twisted my hips, hooked my leg around his, and pulled, buckling his knee. From there, it would have been easy to drive a knee into his nose and spring from the bed. Only, he caught my ankle somewhere in all of that, and instead of leaping gracefully away, I tumbled half off the bed. His rough grip traveled up my thigh and pulled. I twisted and found myself on my back with Kellee craned over me.

      “Stop hitting my face,” he warned.

      “It’s so pretty, I can’t help but mess it up.”

      “I can’t help but think you’re going to try and kill me in the next few minutes.”

      “Minutes? Is that all you’ve got in you?” I fluttered my eyelashes. “It’s a dream. If it’s yours, maybe I won’t. If it’s mine, well… are you too afraid to fuck me and find out?”

      His mouth crashed into mine. His tongue drove in. And I kissed him back like I could crawl inside him and make him mine. His hand found my thigh and shoved it aside, opening me wide. His fingers ran lightly over the tiny bundle of nerves at my sex. Lust and desire shot through me, hot and sharp. I bucked and gasped, inviting him to sink in deep, and I groaned when his fingers did. Two first, then three. Slowly, in and out, then faster, while his thumb worked that same sensitive spot. It wouldn’t take much for me to lose my mind and come for him. A few more thrusts. Those too-gentle fingers caressing faster and faster. I caught his wrist to slow him before the pleasure shocked through me. He yanked free, flipped me onto my front, and hitched my hips up. I had never been more ready to fuck in my life.

      I heard the fabric rustle as he fumbled with his trouser fasteners, and then the hard, smooth nudge of his arousal touched the softest part of me. It was all I could do not to push back and force him in. Slowly, so damn slowly, he pushed his tip in, then out, making me whine and throb for more. Again, slowly, achingly, he pushed in, taking his sweet damn time. I couldn’t think around the feel of him and gripped the headboard. He pulled out and stroked his cock against my opening.

      “You had better fuck me right now, Marshal, or I’ll turn around and take you so damn hard you’ll lose that pretty vakaru mi—”

      His sudden thrust went in deep, so deep it stole the words and the rest of my thoughts with it, almost too deep. I shifted, and so did he, easing out and then slamming in. I had one hand on the edge of the bed, the other on the headboard. It groaned in my grip. Or the groans were mine and his. I wanted more. I could take more. The sound of him pounding, skin slapping against skin, the rhythm of his rapid breaths sawing against my back. It wasn’t enough. There was more to be had for both of us.

      “Bite me.”

      His pace stuttered. Him slowing was the last thing I wanted. I found his hot, slick thigh and dug my nails in. “Bite and fuck, vakaru. You’ve wanted it since the first time we fought, when you tasted my blood on that knife. I remember, and so do you.”

      “Kesh,” he groaned, a plea on his lips.

      Flicking my hair to one side, I peered over my shoulder at the stunning sight of Marshal Kellee poised behind me, his lip half raised, teeth sharp and wet and wanting. I could feel him inside and clenched tighter, milking him. The doubts and fears crumbled from his expression.

      He struck at my shoulder, sinking his teeth in at the same time as his cock drove in, and the sweet combination of pain and pleasure threw me out of my thoughts. There was nothing but him working and pounding and driving in me from behind as his teeth tore at my shoulder. I didn’t think it could get any sweeter. Then he pulled out, leaving me bereft, flipped me over, and buried his face between my legs. His tongue flicked and sucked and licked, building pleasure until I heard myself begging him to fill me again. This time, when he did, I saw the burn in his eyes, watched him rock over me, felt him work into a maddening rhythm. His claws were out, stretched along my side, over my ribs, dangerously close to cutting. His mouth, twisted in pleasure, glistened with blood. He had never looked more raw, more unseelie, more monstrous.

      Startling, mind-numbing pleasure crashed through me, arching my back, and his pace quickened, his skin shining with perspiration and magic. His own vakaru magic. The magic of violence and honor. His rhythm jerked and stuttered. I watched his face crumble, his body wrecked in the moment. He cried out a raw and ragged sound. Shudders spilled his seed inside, and his long dark lashes fluttered over black eyes. He might have been the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.

      I waited for the dream to turn, for the edges to fray and the lights to fade. When they didn’t, I whispered, “If this were my dream, I would have killed you by now.”

      Kellee kissed me long and deep and slow. I wrapped my arms around his neck, trapping him close so he couldn’t see my tears. I missed him so much it hurt to think this would end soon. I wished this were real, but Kellee was worlds away, and even if Eledan could somehow magic him here, the marshal likely despised me. He thought I’d abandoned him. This dream could never be real.

      Kellee saw the tears despite my efforts to hide them. Worry pinched his brow. He gently kissed them away. “That is not how this dream ends.”
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      I licked my lips, tasting salt, and blinked into an unfamiliar and cramped cabin. Excalibur. Slowly, my thoughts realigned. I lay fully clothed on a cot squeezed into a space no larger than a closet, but moments ago, I’d been on Valand with Kesh… The dream-memory fluttered away, leaving only foggy thoughts and sensations, and a raging erection that ached to be worked over. I could still hear her, feel her nails digging into my thighs, and taste her on my tongue. I closed my eyes, and the afterglow beat through my body in warm, sensuous waves. My jaw ached, gums tingling as vakaru teeth extended. I hadn’t dreamed like that in…

      A buzzer sounded at the door. “Marshal Kellee, your presence is requested in the labs.”

      “Now!?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      By cyn, humans had the worst timing. “Give me a minute.”

      The ghost of Kesh haunted me, her hips in my hands as I fucked her, and oh how I’d fucked her. It had been everything I’d ached for, everything I’d imagined every time she’d teased me. And more, so much more.

      “Sir?”

      “Dammit man, I’ll be right there!”

      Burying my face in my hands, I growled in frustration. Kesh was everywhere. Her smile, I could see it clearly, the rare one that meant more than the superficial ones. Her moments of vulnerability when she thought no one was watching. Those little moments undid me. And her strength, like nothing I’d ever known outside of Valand. She was a million light years away, and still she had a hold of my heart. She could crush it in her fist if she wished.

      I blinked at the room, as though seeing it for the first time. The guards had dropped me here. I’d intended to take a good look around the ship, and then… I must have decided to rest a few moments and fallen asleep.

      Shaking the dream from my head, my lust subsided enough for me to face the guard without it being awkward.

      “Marshal,” he greeted as I opened the door, straight-faced and professional. “You’ve been summoned to the labs. I’m here to escort you.”

      I dragged a hand down my face and across my chin, scratching at the stubble. “Let’s go, then.”

      The ship throbbed with tek. Electricity pulsed through the walls and the floor, and even the people glistened and sparkled with a fine electric aura. My skin and senses itched. I had to fight the urge to throw off my calm exterior and go full vakaru on their asses just to stop the incessant buzzing in my head. I had no idea how in the cyn Talen wasn’t climbing the cell bars, out of his mind from tek exposure.

      Tek glistened in the Earthens’ eyes and their hair. It ran through the thread of their Sol Alliance uniforms. It likely meant their heightened senses were as acute as mine. Did they realize they had turned themselves into a parody of the protofae—their progenitors? Everything on Excalibur gleamed with artificial beauty. Even the air tasted of tek. I’d never been to Faerie, but I’d heard enough stories to know Faerie’s magic got into your body, into your veins, and made you want it from the inside out. Wasn’t this excessive tek its own kind of artificial glossy coating on an ugly interior?

      Fools, all of them. Fae and humans alike. We’d had no such tek on Valand, and no magic either, and we’d thrived just fine. Until Oberon. Unfortunately, passion and violence hadn’t been enough to hold back Oberon’s wrath.

      Little drones sailed overhead—tiny things like disembodied eyes built around a single buzzing rotor. The Earthens went about their business, accustomed to being watched from every angle. I clenched my hands to keep from swatting the damn things out of the air.

      The guard stopped outside a door and buzzed me inside a tek workroom. They’d strapped Sota down to a workstation. Tek arms extended from the ceiling to probe at Sota’s casing. This room, with its excessive instruments, did nothing to soothe my rising restlessness.

      “Ah, Marshal Kellee.” A young Earthen shoved a hand in front of my face. No older than Arran, this guy smiled like he’d spent his whole life smelling Earth’s flowers. “I’m Joseph Whitworth.” He grinned.

      I took the offered hand and gave it a firm squeeze, deliberately making him wince. Joseph Whitworth was Earthen to the core. This was probably his first time spacebound, and wasn’t everything so fresh and exciting? He radiated a nervous energy that had a growl bubbling up my throat. Any vakaru like him would have been sent into the pits to fight until they’d burned off all that energy or died.

      “So, this tactical wardrone has proven to be something of a tough nut to crack.” He carried a PI with him, and he swiped his fingers across its surface without looking. His pale skin suggested he spent much of his time beneath environmental domes, protected by radiation shielding. His reedy frame would have blown over during one of Calicto’s ion storms. A trip, a fall, and oops, a broken arm. It would take me three seconds to disable him. I cast a casual glance around the room as the kid talked about Sota’s ancient AI systems.

      A little eye-drone had followed me in and stared from above, out of batting reach. I flashed it a smile. If it ventured any closer, I’d snatch it from the air and swallow it. See how that floating monitor got on with my inhospitable vakaru insides.

      “The captain said you know about this drone?”

      “I’m not a tek guy.” I crouched in front of Sota’s large, single lens, which could fry the insides of anyone who wronged Kesh. It glowed, very much awake. Sota was home, but he wasn’t talking. “But I’ll try to help.”

      “It’s been heavily modified. Barely anything of its original programming remains. And the code inside is… unique. I’ve never seen anything like it. Looking at these specs, it shouldn’t even be functioning.” He sounded impressed. He and Kesh would have gotten along, so long as he didn’t hurt Sota.

      “Seen a lot of wardrones, have you?” I asked.

      “Nothing as obsolete as this one.”

      “Obsolete, huh?”

      Sota was listening to every word. He was also likely listening to everything beyond this room too, picking up the constant hum of tek around the ship. As much as the drone and I hadn’t been on the same page in the past, he was Kesh’s loyal friend, and he’d saved my ass a few times. He’d also filled me full of holes a few times too. Sota was directly connected to all this tek and too important to be abandoned to this operating table.

      “What have you tried?” I asked, not caring about the answer but buying time to think my way around this.

      “Ah well… almost everything.” Whitworth poked at his PI. “I started by debugging the entry systems. Someone had removed the log-in sequence, making it impossible for me to get in through the front door. I did get through, eventually, but the internal processes make no sense. My commands bounce right back. It’s almost as though it’s fighting me at every stage, but I have admin access, so… I don’t know what to make of it. Every time I try to open it up, a new firewall slams shut. I could crack it given enough time, but unfortunately, time is something we don’t have.”

      “No time? Why not?” I asked, slipping it in casual-like.

      “The Alliance needs the intel before they close the net.”

      “Close the net?”

      “The Frozen Storm defense net. Like Halow’s only… ours will work.”

      Halow’s net would have held if not for Eledan’s years of tinkering. “And this drone is important because….”

      “We found it on Hapters, alongside a horde of dark fae. The information it has could be vital in keeping out the fae. A net won’t work forever. “

      “Keep them out? You’re not building a force? You’re not fighting them?”

      “Fight them?” Whitworth laughed. “Why would we fight them? They haven’t attacked us.”

      If all humans were as naïve as this one, they wouldn’t last long. “Not yet.”

      He chuckled and shrugged his thin shoulders. “Why would they? They have Faerie. Earth is full of tek. We have nothing they need. The net goes up and we’ll be safe.”

      Oh, so we should all be grateful that the Earthens would be safe. The lives lost in Halow didn’t matter? “They wiped out billions of your neighbors, but you’re okay with that?”

      His shoulders broadened with a sense of honor or pride or some other shit I wasn’t buying. “We have to protect Earth.”

      “And Halow?”

      “Halow lost,” he mumbled, his attention on his PI and Halow’s sacrifice forgotten.

      I sucked on the inside of my cheeks to keep from voicing what was on my mind and shot the floating eye a glance. Earthens are assholes. “Halow didn’t just lose. The people, the cities, they were annihilated in days. They didn’t stand a chance. That doesn’t bother you?”

      “You just said everyone’s dead.” He waved a hand, dismissing billions of lives like they were nothing. “Sol isn’t. We’re protecting our borders so what happened to Halow doesn’t happen to Sol.”

      “Resistance cells remain. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of people need your help. Humans need your help. They might not be Earthen, but they’re still human. They came from Sol originally.”

      Whitworth huffed. “The fae have them now.”

      I snatched the PI from his hands and swung it like a bat, smacking the tek-eye out of the air. The little ball of electronic pieces exploded against the wall with a satisfying tinny pop.

      “Wha—!” Whitworth’s exclamation cut off the second his PI smacked him in the head. He dropped in a heap.

      I peeked over Sota at the fallen lump of teknician, checking that he was still breathing. I didn’t want to kill the guy, just shut him up before he dug himself into a hole that would get him killed.

      I tossed the PI onto Whitworth’s groaning body. “You had it coming.”

      “Hello, Marshal Kellee,” Sota said. His lens swiveled upward. “Are you saving me?”

      “I couldn’t find a damsel, so you’ll have to do.” I tore the cable ties from around Sota’s casing. “Hopefully, you have a plan, because diplomacy won’t cut it.”

      “I have a kill them all plan? Will that work?”

      He likely could kill them all too. “How about we go with less killing and more maiming?”

      “I can do maiming.” Sota’s cold, hard machine tone made maiming sound as final as execution.

      I glanced at the door. “I reckon we have about fifteen seconds before Earthens with guns overrun us.”

      Sota buzzed higher. “Don’t worry, Marshal, I was made for this shit.”

      The door hissed open, and a swarm of tek-eyes poured in. Sota fired something bright and sparkly. The eyes fell out of the air and bounced on the floor like a wave of ping-pong balls.

      “Damn.”

      “Obsolete, am I?” His twin laser ports dropped open, adding weight to his threat, and he flew out the doorway.

      I flicked my claws out, relishing the freedom of having in-hand weapons, and grinned, making room for my lengthening fangs. Pure killing lust trilled through my veins, lighting them on fire. So, Plan B it was. It was about fucking time I got to cut loose.

      They came at us with their tek-lasers, but none had been expecting a vakaru and an insulted wardrone. Their lines of attack buckled under Sota’s precision blasts, which took out their knees with cold precision. Those who escaped Sota’s lasers found my claws less accurate but just as damaging. They kept coming, and I kept cutting through them, tasting blood in the air and seeing fear ripple through them. All of me buzzed alive, and every breath fueled my need to kill.

      A twitch tugged at my cheek. I had been made for this, for killing them, and it had been a long, long time since I’d let the beast inside loose. Something hot tore into my shoulder. I whirled, cut the weapon from the guard’s hand, and grabbed him by that smart Sol Alliance uniform. His blood would feed the hunger, a hunger that had burned inside me for hundreds of years, yearning to be sated. And I wouldn’t stop there. All these fools were mine.

      An ache throbbed through my jaw, building pressure. I pulled him close, opened my mouth, and drew my lips back, exposing sharp, killing teeth.

      A blast caught me in the waist. I swung my victim between me and the shooter and threw him, toppling them both into a pile.

      “Path’s clear!” Sota announced.

      We had cut down dozens. They lay against the walls, writhing and moaning. Not dead, and I’d hardly tasted a drop. Madness clawed at the inside of my skull, threatening to tear the beast free.

      “Marshal?” Sota hummed.

      I swallowed, long and slow, and waited for the bloodlust to fade. “I’m good.”

      It wouldn’t take long before the Earthens overran us again, but we didn’t need long. We were about to free a weapon that could put an end to this fight before it began.

      Sota handed the guards outside Talen’s cell their asses and stood watch as I grabbed a semiconscious man on my way inside and dumped him against the bars.

      Inside, Talen’s only reaction was to arch an eyebrow. “Diplomacy went well?”

      “Do your touch thing on this guy and have him open the cell,” I said, panting, and licked my fangs to ease their hungry throbbing.

      Talen reached through the bars and touched the unsuspecting guard on the cheek. The man twitched like he’d been hit with a stun-prod and twisted into Talen’s touch, seeking more of it. His tek-enhanced eyes widened, and his pupils flooded with desire.

      “There’s a good human…” Talen purred, taking on the honey-like musical tone that had lured humans to their deaths for millennia. “Free me and you’ll be rewarded.”

      Had Kesh ever seen him do this? Did she know how easily he could fuck up a human? She likely wouldn’t care. She never had been sentimental toward humans.

      The guard’s hopelessly human eyes spilled gleeful tears. He fell over himself in his rush to get to his feet and jab the code into the lock. The door retracted, and Talen stepped out. The fae rolled his shoulders, and drew in a deep breath. I knew what was about to happen, and didn’t like it one bit. At least with me, the guards got a chance to fight back.

      The guard was on his knees, submissive, pawing at Talen’s legs, and the fae looked down at him, his face devoid of emotion. He placed a hand on the man’s cheek, reinforcing the touch, and Talen’s sharp silvery outline rippled. Magic pulled on the air, tightening it and spiking it with the taste of exotic flowers. “There now, take this gift of love and tell your companions how I mean them no harm.”

      No harm, maybe. The not-Nightshade was about to turn the entire crew into mindless puppets, but he wasn’t technically harming them. I’d seen the aftermath of one of his sprees before, when his magic had ravaged the various prisons we’d tried to keep him in. But I’d never witnessed it firsthand. It was all kinds of fucked up and everything I hated about the fae and their ability to twist innocents to their whims. But it was our best option.

      The guard was out the door and gone in seconds. Sota’s firing stopped shortly after, and then silence breathed out. I didn’t need to be out there to see Talen’s plague of devotion spreading from touch to touch. I could feel its calmness spreading ahead, feel it lapping at my senses, trying to get past my defenses.

      “If you ever touch me like that, I’ll break your fingers.” I passed by him, his icy gaze tracking me the whole way.

      “If I were to ever touch you, Kesh would break more than my fingers.”

      Humans knelt in the corridors, their guns hanging at their sides. I couldn’t argue against Talen’s ability to turn a crowd to his whim. He could do worse than make them love him. With a word, he could make them kill each other so we wouldn’t have to.

      Talen studied his small army of human puppets with well-practiced blankness. “It will not last,” he said, stepping around them.

      “How long do we have?”

      “Those with a strong will and more tek on their persons might resist the touch after a few hours unless I continuously reinforce it. Reinforcing it will be… difficult.”

      He said difficult with a wince. None of this was easy for him.

      “Then we’d better find Shinj and get out of here real fast. Sota…” I turned to the drone hovering behind me. “Can you locate Shinj?”

      “Already have. And Hulia. I’m not leaving without her.”

      Sota sailed down the corridor and through Talen’s mute army, ignoring their devoted gazes as it passed. I’d seen that look on my own people. I’d seen their tears fall when they’d thought their god had blessed and favored them.

      And I’d heard their cries when their so-called god had turned against them. Seeing it served as a reminder of how dangerous Talen was.

      At least we were on the same side.

      For now.
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      Shinj hung limply in the blackness, tethered to the Sol ship, broken and barely alive. Her colors had always been vibrant and fluid, but now great patches of her hull were gray and dead, and her signal lights flickered chaotically. Talen, Sota, and Hulia—who we’d collected from the brig—witnessed it all through Excalibur’s dock observation window as though watching an enormous sea creature curl up and die in its tank.

      “We have two choices,” I said. “Leave her and take Excalibur, or board Shinj and hope she can heal enough to be of use.”

      Talen’s mouth twisted around words he didn’t want to say. Anger furrowed his brow. The expressions were subtle, but I knew what to look for. “If we return to Calicto,” he said, “to Arcon’s lifewell, and station her above it, she will heal.”

      Calicto. Why did everything have to take us back to Calicto? I’d spent too long on that planet, and now I couldn’t get away from it. But if we left now, what of the Sol Alliance? Excalibur was a fine ship. It could make a considerable dent in Faerie’s. Her crew and the ship were ours for the taking and Talen wanted me to leave a perfectly good ship and crew for one that was dying?

      “Shinj was free and chose to stay with us.” He turned and locked his glare with mine. “I cannot abandon her.”

      I couldn’t keep Excalibur and its crew under control without him. A ship like this would be vital in the war against the fae, but the Sol Alliance wasn’t interested in fighting the fae. Excalibur might be our only chance at fighting back. How could I walk away from it?

      “Kesh would not want us to leave Shinj,” Sota said, swiveling that single lens on me.

      “I know that, and I don’t want to leave her either, but there’s a difference between doing what you want and doing what is right. She would not want to leave Shinj, but she also understood it takes sacrifices to win a war. Sol has no intention of helping Halow. They’re locking their doors. They’re protecting themselves and nobody else. Halow needs Excalibur.”

      “Then stay,” Talen suggested.

      He knew I couldn’t control the crew without him. Plus, he probably wanted to get rid of me so he’d have Kesh all to himself. That wasn’t happening. Ever. She trusted him. I didn’t. And wouldn’t. I’d never trust a fae again. And with Kesh harboring part of a weapon that could turn the tide of this war, there was no way in all of Faerie’s systems I was leaving her unguarded with the I’m-not-the-Nightshade-but-kind-of-am. Not even to save Halow. But there was a difference between what I wanted and what I needed to do. Kesh could handle him without me.

      “Take them both,” Hulia suggested after silently watching the exchange.

      Talen turned his careful gaze on her. “Continuing to be this close to a tek ship will greatly weaken Shinj.”

      She shrugged and came forward, moving like a snake in the grass. Her dark skin and large, sultry eyes held their own kind of magic. “Kellee can’t pass up the opportunity this ship presents, but he ain’t gonna let you leave without him either. Given how he’s been your jailor for a few hundred years, I figure he has plenty o’ reasons to keep a close eye on you.”

      “You don’t trust me?” the fae asked us both.

      Hulia didn’t dare answer. She planted a hand on her hip and looked him over. Her double eyelids flickered. Namu were fae slaves, just like saru, but where saru were designed to serve in households, namu were designed as pleasure-givers. She had plenty of reasons not to trust a fae.

      “No, I don’t trust you,” I answered. “Never have. Kesh trusted you, and that was good enough for me, but she’s not here.”

      Sota hovered in lower to my right. I liked to think he’d back me up. I still had my claws out and the bloodlust running through my veins. Like this, if Talen came at me, I’d fight back. Talen couldn’t sucker-punch a fully aware vakaru.

      “And yet you knelt to me?” he asked.

      “Because I am vakaru and I was made to kneel to power. But if you fuck me over, I’ll behave exactly like a vakaru and take you down.”

      Sota’s motors whirred. Yeah, the drone was on my side. Hulia positioned herself closer too. Three against one.

      A dangerous glint sliced through Talen’s gaze. “Do you honestly believe you three would succeed?”

      I couldn’t tell from his mild expression whether he was taunting us or genuinely wanted to know. All fae wore that intrigued expression right up until the moment they tore out your throat or clicked their fingers to make you fall in love with them.

      We had stuck together this long, but we’d always had Kesh. She was gone, and right outside the window was an opportunity for Talen to escape. He could take Shinj, go back to Valand and Hapters, rally his dark fae and even collect the vakaru spirits, and build himself an unseelie army. Halow was pretty empty, ripe for the taking. Maybe the Nightshade fancied himself a whole system to claim since he’d been kicked out of Faerie? I knew him well enough to know he was thinking about it. But I also knew we’d built something of an alliance over the centuries, albeit with bars between us. And as he claimed not to be the Nightshade anymore, what would be his next move? The Nightshade would take Shinj. We all knew it, but Talen didn’t seem inclined to admit it.

      He sighed and turned back to admire the broken warcruiser through the window. “Whatever you think of me, I can’t leave her here.” Lifting a pale hand, he pressed it against the glass. “The humans will kill her.”

      “They’ll kill you too.”

      “I know.”

      He would die for that ship, just so it wouldn’t be alone? Just when I thought I knew where I stood with Talen, he threw me a curveball. How could I leave him?

      “We go back to Calicto with both ships,” I said. “You keep the crew subdued during the trip. Shinj can limp alongside us. Once she’s healed, we return the Excalibur crew to Sol or leave them on Calicto. They’ll survive, probably, and maybe they’ll get a taste of what it means to live in Halow. We can show them what they’d be shutting their doors to. I’ll hand Excalibur over to the resistance. Then we’ll take Shinj and go get Kesh.”

      “We’re going to Faerie?” Sota bobbed in the air.

      I let a small smile lift my lips. “I can’t think of a better use for a warcruiser and the unseelie’s most notorious warchief, can you?”

      Talen’s hard mouth ticked into a semblance of a smile. “Are you the warchief, or am I?”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      “All right, Marshal,” Talen conceded. “We’ll do this your way.”

      I retracted my claws, seeing as I wouldn’t need them to gut Talen. “Let’s turn this tek ship around, heal a warcruiser, and go get the Messenger.”
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      The fae all smelled like warm honey and silk. It was a scent that demanded to be breathed in, another weapon in their arsenal to control and manipulate others. On top of that sweetness, there was the additional lemony scent of magic. It always complemented the light fae, but the dark fae’s magic soured the scents.

      Oberon smelled like Valand’s gardens, a strange mix of floral and sweetness with a tart lemony bite that should have been cloying but wasn’t. Eledan—I’d learned since my visit to his human office in Arcon where he’d cut my throat—smelled similar. I would have died that day had Kesh not been there. His scent was one I’d never forget, which was why I stilled now, in this new dream, with Valand’s plaza spread before me and its pyramids crowding around. I smelled the Mad Prince without seeing him.

      I’d dreamed of my home every night since going back and waking its ghosts. I dreamed of Oberon clicking his fingers and my people turning to dust, of Kesh’s free laugh when we’d gotten tangled in the trees, and of the vakaru wraiths kneeling to the fae who was no longer the Nightshade. Now, I was dreaming of the moment right before Oberon took everything from me. The king and I stood at the center of the plaza. I would beg him to spare all these vakaru, and he’d kill them anyway.

      “Oberon’s wrath,” Eledan said, deliberately keeping in my peripheral vision.

      We watched the scene unfold, watched my people turn to dust, and watched a warchief lose his reason for living. The hurt had faded through the centuries, but it had never fully left.

      “Beautiful to behold.”

      “Get out of my head.” I hadn’t meant to growl the words, to give him the satisfaction of hearing the pain, but Valand’s demise was no beautiful thing.

      “Oh, I would.” the Mad Prince smirked. “I no more wish to be here than you delight in seeing me. But I have a message for you…” His image blinked from my side and reappeared in front of me. The royal blue leathers wrapped around a warfae form shimmered in a curiously liquid way. Whatever he looked like beneath this illusion, it wasn’t this image of a warfae in his prime. “A message from the Messenger.” Madness sparked in his blue eyes like long-dead stars in a galaxy. Whatever hole they were keeping him in clearly wasn’t deep or dark enough.

      His presence here with a message meant Kesh was alive. Oberon hadn’t executed her. Yet. I didn’t let my relief show. He’d given me a gift in that knowledge. I’d let him speak. “And?”

      “We bargained, the Messenger and I. I am to deliver her message to you, but she didn’t say I couldn’t ask for something in return. How much are her words worth to you, vakaru?”

      It happened fast. I didn’t need to think about running my claws through his flesh and being done with him. A vakaru’s actions were swifter than thought. I had my claws in him—five in his back and five through his chest—before the wretched warfae registered I’d moved. Of course, none of this was real, so he simply dissolved like sand through my fingers. But I wasn’t done. My senses itched from magic charging behind me. I spun, and with a wide slash, I cut through his coalescing form, scattering him to the winds the same way Oberon had once dispersed my people. Victory sparked, making my heart race. It didn’t last. He shimmered into existence farther away, in the empty plaza, but cutting Eledan had been satisfying nonetheless.

      “We can play all night.” Eledan laughed that sickly, smooth laugh. I wanted to choke off the sound. “But Kesh does not have that long.”

      Fear stabbed me in the chest. “Why?”

      His lips pulled into a half smile. “She is Faerie’s most despised citizen. How long do you think it will be before even my brother’s protection wanes?”

      “Oberon is keeping her… safe?”

      The thought of her beside the king summoned a vicious anger. It sat bitter and vile on my tongue. I’d worked so hard to free her from him, and so had she. She hadn’t been ready to go back. Arran and Sirius had taken that choice from her, and now Oberon had her all over again. Faerie would sink its poisonous claws in, and I’d lose her, if I hadn’t already. The glass cage, the people we had saved, and everything we’d fought for had been the beginning of something honest, something true and worthy, and now…

      Eledan read it all on my face, and that bastard’s smile grew. “There’s only so much my brother can do before he must concede to the will of his people. The Wraithmaker must die.”

      The fear sank its barbs in. The more I spoke with him, the more damage his words inflicted. I had to end this now. “Deliver your message, prince.”

      “What is it worth?” he purred, like this was a menial game to him, a way to pass the time.

      I locked my hands into fists. “If we survive this, I will hunt you to the ends of the known worlds and tear your throat out, even if it’s the last thing I do. Tell me Kesh’s message now and I’ll make your death quick instead of cutting off those pretty immortal pieces of yours one at a time.”

      Eledan lifted a hand and the dreamscape swirled, as though Valand were nothing but a curtain he’d ripped off to reveal Arcon beneath.

      This was the room he’d almost killed me in, only now it had a throne made of tree roots. He fell into the throne and sprawled carelessly across it like it was someone’s used couch. “I should have visited your dreams much sooner. You’re very entertaining.”

      “Fuck you. Tell me the message and leave. Some of us have real lives left to live, not fantasies.”

      “Hmm…” He ran his finger along his jaw in thought. “Do you believe you know your messenger?” 

      And here it came, his attempt to undermine everything I’d built with Kesh. His illusions were games, and I wasn’t playing. Folding my arms, I stuck to my silence.

      The prince’s right eyebrow twitched, and the wall to my right disappeared, revealing an Arcon corridor. I’d looked before it occurred to me not to. Kesh and Eledan. He had her against a wall, one hand in her hair, the other pulling her close so her body melded to his. I tore my gaze away too late to tear the image from my mind. “You think I care about a kiss?” 

      “This was before I made her mine, made her dream. Even you, with your limited vakaru imagination, know where it went next—again and again. The pleasures we took in each other, and the dreams we made. She fucks with the same passion as she kills. Did you know that? Hmm…” His smirk stabbed where his words could not reach. “No, I see you haven’t had the pleasure.” 

      Jealousy reared its ugly head, and I felt the same twisted ache as when I’d learned she had been with Devere. I’d wanted to have Kesh that way, the way Devere had, the way Talen had. But I’d only been with Kesh in my dreams, and dreams meant nothing.

      I smiled, hastily masking the hurt. “But none of it was real.”

      His grin cracked and fell apart, as fragile as glass. I’d found a choke point.

      “It was all fantasy,” I added, watching his face fall. “She doesn’t want you, not really. You fucked with her head. The only thing she wanted from you was your heart so she could crush it.” I strode closer and looked down at the prince draped across his throne with fury burning in his wild eyes. 

      “Whatever she told you, it was a lie to string you along. You made a deal. Do you think that means something to her? She was made to lie.”

      “She’ll keep the deal,” he said, but his confidence had crumbled. 

      “You’re naïve to trust her.” 

      “Doesn’t that make two of us?”

      He didn’t know her at all. “I trust her to be anything and anyone to get what she wants. She will tell you what you want to hear, prince. She’ll whisper her promises in your ear while she stabs you in the back.”

      “Or the heart?” Cold malice sharpened his words.

      What was this act? He didn’t have feelings for Kesh. Fae like him didn’t feel much of anything. But his expression wasn’t guarded; it was open. Could his pain be real?

      Eledan had fallen into her trap. By cyn, that made three of us. Four, if I included Arran. Fools. All of us. But at least we knew it. This prince had deluded himself.

      Eledan’s playful smile sprang back to life. “Do you think me besotted?” He shoved from the throne, straightening an inch from my face. “Do you think I could fall for a lowly saru?”

      I grinned back at him. My gums tingled, fangs extending. “A thousand years away from your Faerie. You’d fall for anything with a heartbeat and a touch of magic.”

      “She told me to ask if the two of you were still okay and to tell you she did not leave of her own free will.” His top lip rippled in a snarl. “Apparently, your opinion of her is important, although, for the life of me, I have no idea what she sees in an animal like you.”

      I huffed something like a laugh and turned my back on him, pretending to admire the office. Kesh had gotten to him. She’d cut her way into his heart. I trusted her to be the Messenger, to do anything to free her people and help Halow. She would lie, cheat, manipulate, and kill. Those traits were her greatest weapons. Eledan was another one of her victims.

      “Do you wish for me to return a message to her?” he asked.

      “No.” He would twist whatever I said like a knife in a wound. It was better to stay silent.

      She knew me. I wouldn’t let Eledan warp what we had. She was alive and powerful enough to have the Dreamweaver delivering messages for her. That was all I needed to know.

      “A deal on Faerie is a deal. It cannot be broken without severe consequences.”

      I laughed, even as his words roused all my worst fears. What deal had she made with him? Something that had him on the end of a hook. “You really are mad. Nothing on Faerie can touch her.”

      He snarled, and with an angry gesture, he changed the room back to Valand, where my people screamed and their remains turned the air acrid. “You should have died with the rest of your world, vakaru.”

      “And you should have died when you lost your heart the first time. Lose it to Kesh and you’ll see that the same fate still awaits you.”

      He clicked his fingers.

      The room I woke in was a blur of dreams and reality. I was in my Excalibur cabin. Tek had my senses itching. Outside a narrow window, Calicto’s green marble stood out against Halow’s black starscape, its luminous magic-drenched surface more Faerie-like than ever before.

      Kesh was alive. We had a warcruiser and a Sol Alliance ship.

      My lips curved into a smile.

      And now we had the Dreamweaver.
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      The Dreamweaver built layers. He wove time and desire into a tapestry that surrounded and bespelled. So, I knew, when I woke on Valand with the silken drapes fluttering, that I hadn’t woken at all. This was another layer, and the night I’d promised Eledan was far from over. Minutes might have passed on Faerie, but my time with Kellee, the feel of him holding me close, his kiss stealing my tears, that had been timeless. Eledan had given me a true gift. The bastard.

      “How was it?”

      Ugh.

      Ignoring him wouldn’t make him go away, not in this world.

      “You already know.” I pulled the sheet to my neck and sat up. “It was all you.”

      He leaned against the far wall, his dark clothing contrasting with this world of color and light. I wanted to rip that all-knowing smile from his lips.

      “You thought… that was…” He approached, his swagger twisting my disgust. “…me?” He pressed a hand to his chest, playing at being flattered. “You’re wrong.” He sat on the edge of the bed, dipping the mattress, and lifted my hand to his lips. “You know exactly how I fuck.” His dark eyes lifted as he brushed a petal-soft kiss on the backs of my fingers. “You know that wasn’t me inside you. I’d have drawn your pleasure out much longer than that beast.”

      I would have pulled my hand free, but I oh so wanted to believe his next words. “If it wasn’t you, then… Kellee was here?”

      “His intention was. Although, I’m sure he’s already forgotten it all. He’s a long way from any magical font and my reach. But with you so close, I borrowed a little of your gift and combined it with my own to weave your two dreams together. Dreamweaving really is an under-appreciated art.”

      Kellee had been real? Everything Kellee had said he had meant? I touched my cheek. I could still feel his kisses as they’d taken my tears.

      Eledan’s gaze darkened. “He didn’t know this was your dream, which was why he was so free with his inhibitions.”

      I pulled my hand from his. “And I suppose you watched it all?”

      His smile ticked.

      I had asked for this. None of it should have surprised me, yet I still wanted to take a swing at him, to blame him, to rage at him.

      His smile soured. “You knew it wasn’t me, and you knew I was watching, so don’t paint me as your villain.” He stood and moved to a window, its light framing him. Valand’s warm breeze played with his dark, silken hair. “I know you and your desires too well for that.”

      “You knew my desires.” I couldn’t escape this dream until he let me go. I had to play along and give him what he wanted, else this would never end. “I’m not the Wraithmaker anymore.”

      “So you keep saying.”

      The sweet scent of night lilies dallied around me. A temptation, a tease, a promise. Talen. But he wasn’t here. He couldn’t be here.

      A smooth, warm but ghostly touch trailed up my thigh, and despite it being on top of the sheet, Talen’s touch burned through. I closed my eyes and tried to block it all. The kiss that settled gently on my naked shoulder buzzed through my body, bringing parts of me to life. Opening my eyes again, Eledan still stood at the window. Talen’s touch wasn’t real, but my body ached for it to be. Talen’s bond inside me, the one I hadn’t felt in days, beat alive. Oh, he would have me dream Talen next… this was too cruel.

      “Don’t do this.” I meant for my voice to come out strong, but in my head, it sounded like, Please do this. And Eledan was rooted deep inside my head. He knew the truth. Knew how much my body and mind ached to have Talen close again.

      “Your silver fae… your hidden Nightshade.” Eledan’s fingers caressed the drapes, and dream-Talen’s fingers circled and teased up from my hip into the dip of my waist. He gently pushed my arm aside, bringing me around to face him, and there he was, the secret smile on his soft lips, the hunger in his eyes, wide with desire. It wasn’t real, and when he pushed up, brushing his mouth over mine, I didn’t care that this was a fantasy. He sensed my acceptance, and the kiss deepened. My hand was locked in his long braids before I could think to resist.

      Talen’s tongue swept in, his mouth demanding more. Wrong, wrong, wrong… But the roll of his shoulders and the hard curve of his back beneath my hands felt right. And when I switched one hand between us, my fingers fit perfectly around his strong, proud erection. He gasped into our kiss, coming to life in my hands. Magic sang between us, the bond bright and sharp.

      My lashes fluttered, revealing another fae beside the door, hands clasped in front of him. One of those hands shimmered with silver tek. Sirius watched as Talen balled the sheet in his fist and tore it out from between us. Watched as Talen’s scorching mouth trailed kisses down my neck, his teeth scraped my breast, and his tongue flicked at my nipple. My body wasn’t mine anymore. It had turned into a liquid thing made of feeling and need and want. Down, Talen’s tongue swirled, swooping over the warfae marks beginning again near my belly, and lower still…

      Sirius swallowed. He hadn’t blinked or moved but for that one betraying gulp.

      He might be real…

      No, no. Not Sirius. He wouldn’t…

      He will watch.

      He always watches.

      Oh, by Faerie, I didn’t have the strength to stop this. I wanted it all, needed it all. And I wanted the guardian to witness it all.

      Talen’s tongue teased and pleasure fluttered. Again I sank my hands into his hair, holding him right there, right where I needed him. His mouth closed. He sucked and worked his tongue so achingly lightly over me that with every stroke I fell deeper into madness—until I fell too far. The pressure built and the moment stretched, about to burst apart.

      Talen grabbed my hips, yanked me down the bed, and thrust inside in one perfectly synchronized jerk of his hips. I cried out, said words that meant nothing, and twisted my fingers into the sheets. I felt him deeper than before, each thrust teetering on the edge of pain in a way that had me sinking my nails into his ass, demanding more.

      I’d seen Talen fierce, seen him on his knees with tears in his eyes, and seen him hurt, but now his lips were parted, tongue touching the corner of his mouth, lashes falling over deep, silvery eyes. He was darkness and light poured into something unreal, and he was mine.

      Movement at the edge of the room pulled my gaze from Talen’s rapt expression. Sirius’s tek hand removed the latch of his cloak. He dropped it in a puddle of fabric at his feet and stepped forward. The sword belt went next. Another step closer.

      “Distracted?” Talen’s kiss was a hard, hungry thing. His body was hard too, hips thrusting, driving himself in deep, over and over, riding my pleasure ever higher.

      Sirius was at the bedside, his tek fingers flicking open the hooks of his shirt. His green eyes rode over Talen’s arched back and up to me, and for a terrible second, that disgusted downward tilt of his lips had me believing he would stop this. Fear fluttered around my saru heart. Then he tore off the shirt, flung it to the ground like it had offended him, and started angrily on his pants fasteners.

      Oh cyn… this was so wrong.

      Talen slowed and withdrew, leaving me cold and aching for him to fill me again. I reached for him, canting my hips. No, no, this was how the dream would turn, how Eledan would make it hurt… but it wasn’t ending. Sirius let his trousers ride down over his hips, freeing his erection, and it was all I could do not to stare. He took the shaft in his tek hand and shuddered, either in pain or pleasure. His eyes rolled back, teeth sinking into his bottom lip.

      I didn’t think, just needed. I crawled forward and touched his tek hand. He stopped caressing himself and looked down. I’d never seen that look on him. One of rawness, of an open desire, of a need… for me. I touched his hip to steady myself, sparking a sudden heat, and held myself high enough to take him in my free hand, and lowered my mouth over him. A flick of my tongue summoned a moan from the guardian. I very much wanted to hear that again. A swirl and he jerked, trying to stop himself from plunging in. Saltiness and his warm spicy magic sizzled on my tongue.

      His hand clamped against the back of my head as Talen’s hands found my ass and his fingers spread me open. A push at my core had me briefly frozen, my mouth around Sirius’s cock. Talen eased in, so fucking gently that I clenched Sirius tighter. The guardian hissed a Faerie curse. I took them both in deep, forgetting everything, just feeling and nothing else. Pleasure rolled through me, pouring over me until I was lost to their synchronized rhythm. Sirius’s fingers dug into the back of my head and Talen’s reached around my hip to the nub between my legs. He pressed his hot chest flush against my back. His long hair tickled where it fell down my side, his kisses strumming my spine. He twitched his fingers over my swollen, needing clit, rearing me up, off Sirius. The guardian pulled me in close against his chest and bowed his head, taking the kiss I offered, tasting his seed and magic on me. Talen’s touch carved off all reason, stripping me bare. Their bodies burned, trapping me between them, and the power within me sang inside their joining.

      Talen stopped.

      Sirius became a cold and unmoving thing.

      No, no…. you Faerie-damned piece of sluagh-bait!

      “Beg me to have them finish you.” Eledan stood to my left, silhouetted by the light streaming in through the window.

      My skin tingled, and my body throbbed, hot and wet and used in every right way.

      “Beg, Wraithmaker…” he purred.

      “I hate you.” I spat the words, but I truly wondered if it was him I hated or myself.

      His cool fingers grabbed my chin and forced me to look up at him. “You haven’t changed. All you’ve ever wanted was to have them at your mercy, to make them your puppets, to have them love you like they forced you to love them. You wanted to kill the queen. You wanted this war so you could sate your desire to right all the wrongs they’ve done to you. The people believe in the Messenger, but I know her, and deep inside, she’s just a ruined saru addicted to fucking the fae over. Admit the truth. Beg for more and I’ll blow your sweet fucking mind, Kesh Lasota, Mylana, Messenger, whatever you call yourself.”

      I hated him so much that the pleasure turned to fury and churned like a storm but we both knew how this would end, because we’d been here before.

      He smiled and leaned in closer, his mouth a hot temptation inches from mine. “Beg. Me.”

      He was right.

      The good messenger was a myth. The truth of me wasn’t a shining star of hope at all.

      I was full of holes and wrongs and broken things, the pieces of which I’d picked up and tried to fix but none of it had fit. I did want to fuck them over. I did want them to bow to me, to kneel to me, to need me like I needed them. I’d wanted it since the first lash of Dagnu’s whip. I didn’t even need to beg. Eledan saw the truth inside me, saw the want and need in my eyes. I wanted all of them on their knees, all of them beneath me.

      He tore his hand from my chin and laughed that fucking laugh.

      Talen came to life, tilted my hips and plunged in from behind, skin on skin. I cried out and arched, throwing my head back to find Sirius’s gaze locked on me. His emerald eyes sparked with magic. Sirius’s tek fingers slipped between my legs, setting me ablaze. I wanted him in my hand, in my mouth, but Talen’s pace was building, his panting cool against my slick neck, and Sirius’s tek fingers knew exactly how to dance and pluck at the strings of lust. I had one arm over Sirius’s shoulder. The other I wrapped around his steel erection. His fingers danced, and my hand pumped, and Talen fucked me from behind until it all blurred into one scorching, numbing, beautiful song. My release tore me out of myself, made me bright and free. Sirius twitched, let out an angry growl, and pumped his seed into my hand. Talen’s thrusts juddered, his body wringing him tight until he also came with a feverish cry.

      It was over, and the come down sank feelings back into my skin. Anger. Shame. Hatred.

      Eledan slow-clapped. “Well done, little star. You made two powerful fae yours just as you’ve always desired. You know I can make all your dreams come true outside this realm too…”

      He clicked his fingers, and my two fae dissolved into smoke, leaving me wretched and spent and bone-cold on my knees.

      I lifted my chin and locked my glare on him. “How long have you had me in this dream?”

      “Not nearly long enough.” He grinned. “Shall we go again?”
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      I woke from Eledan’s long dream, numb and exhausted, my head ringing with dark fantasies and Eledan’s darker words. I tasted sex on my tongue and winced at the cooling wetness between my legs. I’d dreamed of worlds falling, of Kellee and I lost in one another, felt him kiss away my tears. Then the dreams had darkened, turning to a madness that only existed in Eledan’s mind, and I’d begged him for more, always more.

      “Fuck.” I should have been stronger.

      The dreams changed nothing. Meant nothing. They were just dreams. The only power Eledan had was that which I gave him.

      Dreams aren’t real.

      I’d agreed to find his heart and body, to free him, and in exchange, he would free Arran. But more than that, I’d traded my life for the lives of all saru, and I’d bargained to stop the war. Kellee would have called me a fool, if he knew. He would have raged at me for being Eledan’s tool. But behind all that vakaru anger, he would have understood, just like he always had. He wouldn’t have hesitated to give his life for his people either.

      Now all I had to do was convince Sirius to help me make the pieces fall into place.

      I sat up, pushing the guardian’s cloak back. Warm, autumnal spices summoned the scandalous dreams, swilring them in front of me. His fury at wanting me, the hatred even as his body had betrayed his need.

      All fantasy.

      To dwell on it would make it worse. I had work to do.

      I looked up into the chamber, expecting to find him propped against the wall beneath the window, but his favorite spot was vacant.

      That couldn’t be right. He would never shirk his guardian duty. The window was still locked, its handle bent over. Outside, Faerie’s mauve sky churned, turning the light a strange shade of hot pink. Nightfall was almost here. But Sirius wasn’t.

      I had to find him and fast.

      Stumbling from the bed, I opened the chamber door and came face to face with another Royal Guardian. Niamh. She had other less friendly names. Rumor was the Hunt had once tried to take her, but she had fought it off. I could believe that. Ribbons of red ran through her braided black hair like blood in oil. Pale ears pricked the air on either side of a narrow, poised face. She had eyes as red as her ribbons. That same red accent was threaded through her black leathers. A silver short sword sat snug in its sheath at her hip. There was no mistaking her for anything other than Faerie’s most-feared protector/assassin/advisor—whatever the king needed her to be.

      “Niamh…” I acknowledged, fighting the instinct to kneel. “Where’s Sirius?”

      “Oberon’s orders are to keep you contained within this chamber.” Her ember-red eyes flicked over my shoulder. She twisted her lips at what she saw behind me. I didn’t look, but I could guess. The cloak on the bed. She might even smell the scents of sex Eledan’s dream had soaked me in.

      “You tainted him,” she said.

      Was that what Oberon thought too? “Sirius has done nothing wrong.”

      “You mutilated a Royal Guardian and infected his mind with treasonous thoughts. He is being dealt with. While that happens, you will not be leaving this chamber, Wraithmaker.”

      Treasonous thoughts? Being dealt with? What had happened while I’d been locked in Eledan’s dream?

      Sirius’s outburst in the gardens.

      He had called the king insane, and while I’d slept, those words had reached Oberon. The king’s pride wouldn’t permit him to let the slight go. He would make an example of Sirius, a display so others would know not to challenge Oberon’s command. “Take me to the king.”

      She ignored me.

      I moved to step around her. She instantly stepped into my path and blocked me. I’d never been this close to her before, just seen a few glimpses of her at court. She smelled like warm leather and winter spices. Although sidhe, like Sirius, she was so old her magic was rumored to be part shadow. Looking up at her now, I could believe that. She had a dark fae look about her, but also enough light and beauty to have kept her on the right side of Oberon’s cleansing.

      “Lower your gaze, saru.” Her teeth flashed.

      I dipped my gaze and backed up. This would require some finesse. I could not win by attacking her head-on. Aeon had always taught me to distract them and attack from an angle they would least expect. I’d used drones at the Game of Lies. Before then, all I’d had were lies.

      I had to get Sirius back. There wasn’t time for another obnoxious guardian getting in my way. Collecting Sirius’s cloak from the bed, I rubbed the soft leather between my fingers, releasing his warm, spicy scent. Niamh observed from the doorway, silent and alert.

      “You serve Faerie first. Sirius told me that,” I said.

      She didn’t reply. I hadn’t expected her to.

      “What if I told you I do too?”

      “You are saru. Of course you serve.”

      “You have served kings and queens, but Faerie must always come first. Or have you forgotten?”

      “I haven’t forgotten anything.”

      “Then you must see how Faerie is dying.”

      She glowered. “Stop talking.”

      She would have to make me. I swept Sirius’s cloak around my shoulders and magic sizzled across my skin as the garment shortened, fitting itself to my smaller stature. Scents of warm wood and cinnamon soothed my mind. The cloak looked silly over my plain saru clothes, looked silly on me. For me to wear such a garment was deeply wrong.

      “Take it off,” Niamh ordered.

      I captured the edges in my hands and twirled on the spot, fanning it out. “What if I told you I have the key to saving Faerie?”

      “Your lies are legendary. Remove the guardian’s cloak or I will tear it from you.”

      I gathered up the cloak and cupped it against my face. It crackled with Sirius’s residue magic. “I suppose there are rumors of how I cut off his arm?”

      She exploded into the room like a banshee, eyes ablaze, shadows reaching, and her scream was something worthy of the Hunt. It almost stunned me into submission, but at the last second, I brought Sirius’s cloak up and darted to the side, skipping lightly around her. Her silver blade struck, slicing my forearm. I ducked down through the doorway. A hot precision blast slashed across the back of my thigh, almost slowing me, but I was out of the room and running. I couldn’t outrun her, but I didn’t need to. I’d lose her in the saru servants’ tunnels. Tunnels I knew better than she did.

      After racing down the spiral tower staircase, I’d almost reached the first section of servants’ tunnels when she flew in, all shadows and reds. Her scream hit like a physical blast. I jolted to the side. Her blade twanged off the wall. I darted down steps and through corridors, bouncing off walls quicker than should have been possible, and I only slowed when a pair of saru noticed me. There was no hiding who I was, not with Sirius’s crackling cloak and my marks on display. Their neutral saru gazes took me in, careful to remain unreadable.

      “Have you seen Sirius?”

      Silence. They either had orders not to speak with me or they were afraid to.

      Breathless, I demanded, “There’s no one here to witness this. Have you seen the guardian?” My arm and leg burned and sizzled as they healed, but they still ached enough to shorten my patience with the anxious saru. “Where’s the king?”

      They averted their eyes and turned their backs to me.

      “Faerie be damned, what’s wrong with you?! I’m trying to help!”

      They saw only the Wraithmaker. I started to walk away—A curse on their saru love of the fae!—and then stopped and turned on my heel. They recoiled like I was the monster here. “If Niamh finds me here with you, she will punish you. Help me. Tell me where the king is. Nobody needs to know you told me anything.”

      One of them made a sweeping sign with her fingers at her side, a gesture meant to ward off dark creatures. I had made the same sign often enough while lying bleeding and broken in my cell, praying to Faerie to let me rest, to keep Dagnu away, that the pain would stop. To see the same sign directed toward me, as though I were the source of their suffering, cut deeper than the saru could imagine. My wounds throbbed hotter, and the little spark within stuttered.

      “The nightmares stopped, didn’t they?” I asked. “And who stopped them? Who told the Dreamweaver to stop haunting you? I did. I have another name, one whispered to you as you sleep. I’m not just the Wraithmaker. Outside these walls, outside Faerie, I’m something else, something better, and I’m trying to shine that light here too. Do you understand? Tell me where Oberon is. Let me help you.”

      Something in my voice warned her not to push me further, or perhaps it was my trembling. She saw it all and finally relented. “They are at the Seat of Fortune.”

      I touched my forehead with my fingertips as thanks, saw her eyes widen in surprise, and broke into a jog. It wasn’t their fault. Just like with Arran’s betrayal, none of this was their fault, but that didn’t dull the sting of their rebuttal.

      The Seat was an old part of the palace. More of a theater than anything else, it resembled a huge bowl carved out of rock with a glass dome ceiling. It had once been an arena before the entertainment became too large for the Seat to host it.

      The tunnels angled downward, twisting and turning at odd points as they hugged the outside of the palace’s formal public rooms. Saru were kept behind the scenes. I jogged past grim-faced saru, all of whom looked anywhere but at me. Word of where I was heading would soon reach Niamh. I hoped to reach Oberon before then.

      Saru tunnels branched off ahead, running the outside of the circular Seat walls. Unseen by the fae inside, I climbed the steps to a high point above the terraces and tucked myself out of sight behind a section of wall. The high angle afforded me a view over the terraced seating onto the staging area, where a male fae had been stripped to the waist and fixed to an oak cross. It couldn’t be Sirius. He was too proud, too untouchable for this male to be him. But his mop of red hair didn’t lie, and neither did the polished tek arm. Iron nails punctured each hand, pinning him to the cross.

      My racing breaths slowed. This was too much.

      The collective murmuring from the glittering crowd of fae faded beneath my outraged thoughts until I only heard my heart beating like a wardrum.

      Oberon had heard Sirius’s treasonous words.

      So had the crowd. Several hundred courtly fae watched the scene on the stage with the same gory fascination as when they watched their saru gladiators in the arenas. Bloodlust and violence shone in their pretty eyes and tugged at their mouths, turning their smiles wicked.

      Oberon, on stage, wore black and red from head to toe. Even his hands were gloved in warrior leathers, like Niamh’s, making it clear that here, in this arena, he was a warrior and a king.

      I couldn’t see Sirius’s eyes beneath his sweat-soaked bangs. I just saw his mouth, twisted in denial and restraint. Perspiration glistened on his heaving chest. I didn’t need to see his face to know he was in agony. Crackling sparks twitched across his skin, magic trying to lash out.

      How long had he been like this? Hours? And all the while I’d slept and dreamed with Eledan.

      He wasn’t the only one who was suffering Oberon’s wrath. A line of saru knelt at the front of the stage, their heads bowed to the king. They didn’t moan or weep. They knew better.

      Oberon, can you not see how this is wrong…

      Seeing Sirius there, so proud a thing reduced to Oberon’s toy, it broke open that hard part of me that wanted to protect all those wronged by the fae. He had only tried to manage me and keep me safe, exactly as Oberon had ordered. He did not deserve this. And those saru, whatever they had done, their punishment would not fit their crimes. This pantomime was a disgrace.

      “I am reminded of my mother’s wise words,” Oberon said, lifting his voice above the crowd’s murmuring. “The mightiest of oaks are hollow. She meant for Faerie’s ruler to be firm and unyielding but without feeling.” His voice rang out, filling the bowl-shaped theater, stirring his elite audience into murmurs. “Mab was a wise queen. But in this she was wrong. She allowed too much to go unnoticed and unpunished.” He scooped up a saru by the neck at random and lifted him as though he were nothing but a paper doll. “Slights against the crown will not be ignored.”

      The saru didn’t complain or cry out. Oberon maneuvered the male against another cross and lifted the saru’s hand to the crossbeam. He pulled an iron nail from his pocket and stabbed it into the saru’s hand. The man’s legs gave out and he whimpered. Oberon caught him around the waist, and they shared a silent moment, one I knew well. The saru, scarlet blood running down his arm, looked at Oberon with tears of admiration in his eyes. Even now, as he fixed that man to a cross, Oberon was loved. The saru would die with that smile on his face, for his mighty king had noticed him.

      What crime had he committed? It didn’t matter. The king would kill him because he could, because saru were worthless and easily replaced.

      I rested a trembling hand against the wall.

      The king drove a second nail home, pinning the weeping saru with his arms open wide. I felt that strike and winced away.

      This was barbaric.

      The crowd observed their king with reserved fascination. Some smiled, others kept their expressions guarded, but all were so sure of their immunity. They were protofae. Worlds belonged to them. Saru belonged to them. Humans too. Everything was theirs to use and toss aside as they pleased. Most of them here thought nothing of this brutality against lesser creatures.

      Oberon took another saru off her knees. I recognized her from the cell beside Arran’s. Arran wasn’t among them, but he could have been.

      “Please…” she begged, eyes wide.

      Oberon lifted her off her feet and regarded her in that same cool, calculating way he did with me.

      “Not my son,” she begged. “Please, my king.”

      It had been the wrong thing to do. Silence was the only option here. Silence and grateful acceptance.

      I saw the young boy kneeling. Oberon would leave him until the end. Eight years old at the most. But only one cross remained on the other side of Sirius. Would he crucify the mother or her child? Make her watch as he killed her son? Make her beg some more?

      “Mercy, my king?” the mother sobbed.

      Mercy.

      Kellee’s people had begged for the same. Oberon’s mercy had been vicious and swift.

      This family would die here, as so many had before them. Oberon had killed thousands, hundreds of thousands—humans, saru, namu, vakaru, and others we likely didn’t know of. The fae thought me—the Wraithmaker—their monster, but he was the monster. They were all monsters.

      A scuffle behind me and I knew Niamh was near. If she caught me, she’d drag me back into the tower, and nothing would change. Here, now, I could show them their ugliness and take a stand.

      Along the outside of the amphitheater, out of sight behind walls like mine, saru were watching all of this unfold.

      I clenched my hand and drew in a breath.

      Kellee would hate what I was about to do… but he and I did things differently. And it was time the saru learned there was another way, that change was coming and they weren’t alone.

      I emerged from behind the wall, heart thudding in my ears and fear clawing at my resolve. Swallowing, I called, “My king.”

      Gasps rippled through the fae. The collective weight of the fae crowd’s power and magic scented the air, making it thick and sweet.

      Oberon looked up at me, his expression masterfully frozen in mild intrigue, but I knew what to look for and had caught the surprise before he could mask it.

      Whispers traveled on the breeze, filling the domed ceiling. Wraithmaker, they hissed. Murderer, assassin, lover. It was worse than I’d imagined. And my presence undermined everything Oberon was trying to do with this spectacle. He should have punished me for all my crimes, should have put me in restraints the moment I’d returned and executed me days after. But here I was, free and in their midst. If the king did not punish me, all the whispers would come true.

      I descended the steps. Fae recoiled. A flutter of excitement tightened my breaths. I’d gladly be their monster if that’s what it took to change them.

      I unclipped Sirius’s cloak and let it drop. Rolling up my sleeves and unlacing my shirt near my collarbone, I revealed black markings and the lack of a restraining collar. They saw a saru woman, gifted with proud warfae ink, walking freely among them. An assassin, a butcher, a mass murderer. The unmistakable Wraithmaker. I tasted their rage mixed with their magic in the air.

      Oberon didn’t need to say a word. Molten fury blazed in his eyes. With the saru mother in his grip, he pinned my approach under a glare that warned I was playing a dangerous game with Faerie’s king. I welcomed his attention, welcomed all their hatred-filled gazes. I soaked it into me like it was air I needed to breathe. I had always entertained them, and this moment was no different. This singular moment would set into motion the change the Messenger heralded.

      I stepped up onto the raised staging area and kneeled. “Sire, I offer myself in the place of these saru.”

      The crowd’s murmurs turned to rumbles then to jeers at the thought of seeing me nailed to an oak beam. Oberon could not refuse this. The crowd was against him. All of Faerie was against him.

      I lifted my head. The king looked me in the eye, and although he appeared unreadable, something sharp and deadly, old and ruthless, glinted in that ageless gaze. There would be repercussions for this, the likes of which I could not imagine. He blinked slowly and looked out at the hundreds waiting for him to speak.

      He didn’t have a choice.

      Time stretched on while all of Faerie held its breath.

      He tossed the mother aside and snatched me by the neck, jerking me off my feet.

      “Foolish,” he sneered beneath a growl, words meant only for me.

      The nearby saru sobbed louder. I would heal. I would survive. They would not. It was the only gift I could give them, and if they hated me for this too, so be it, but some would see the truth.

      “Kill the Wraithmaker!” someone yelled in a singsong fae voice. Other fae echoed the same shout until it became a chant upon the lips of hundreds, filling the bowl-like Seat of Fortune with cries for my death.

      “Kill the Wraithmaker—Kill the Wraithmaker!” The air trembled.

      They had once chanted for me to kill for them. I smiled at the irony. Oberon’s fingers tightened around my neck.

      The king looked at the remaining oak cross. He knew I would heal. He knew this was all entertainment, just like the arenas were. I was the Wraithmaker. I’d been made to entertain. It cost him nothing to see me fixed to the cross, and it would buy him the crowd’s adoration. But he could not kill me here. That he would never allow. But his crowd wanted it, and anything less would make him appear weak.

      His cheek twitched.

      I’d made the choice for him.

      In one swift movement, Oberon slammed me into the vertical oak beam. Pain lashed up my spine. Teeth gritted, I blocked it out, blocked out all feeling, and buried my thoughts far away in the place I hid when he poured poison under my skin.

      This won’t kill me… He can’t kill me. He needs me. Pain. It will only be pain.

      He wedged his forearm under my chin, forcing my head back and trapping me against the cross, and lifted my right arm. Even though I knew what he was about to do, when his warm gloved fingers touched my wrist, my skin tingled in treacherous delight.

      “You leave me no choice,” he hissed.

      He can’t kill me. He won’t.

      Don’t be a martyr, Kesh. I could see Kellee’s enraged face in my mind, feel the bite of his words, see the righteous twinkle of his marshal’s star. He would have hated this.

      But I wanted it. It needed to happen.

      Oberon had no hammer and didn’t need one. He stabbed the nail in, punching it through my palm. Pain that didn’t feel like pain burst up my arm and struck at my chest, sharp and intangible. When he took my left arm and punched the nail in, a pitiful cry broke free, and the crowd cheered their bloodlust.

      I won’t die here… I can’t die here… It’s just pain. Pain always ends.

      The roaring fae sounded like breakers crashing against rocks, or Calicto’s whooshing air ducts. I thought of Calicto, of the simpler life of a simple messenger. Of Eledan ripping it all away, turning my happiness into a nightmare. I thought of Kellee showing me the glittering remains of thousands upon thousands of bodies scattered among the stars. Of Halow’s lost generations. Of all the saru I’d killed to be seen by those I’d thought I loved. Faerie and her worlds were broken. And the fae had broken it all. But I would end it.

      Oberon clicked his fingers. A saru freed the man nailed to a cross, as the king and I had agreed. My sacrifice for their lives.

      Cool tears streamed down my cheeks. I let the fae see them. Let them roar their justice until I turned deaf to it. They had roared like that when I’d killed for them. That was before I killed their beloved queen. Now they just roared for the Wraithmaker’s death. They’d built me up, and now they wanted to tear me down, just like Eledan had said. They didn’t love me. Never would. Never could. And I no longer loved them. I’d been blind my entire life, but now I saw everything in stark clarity.

      Oberon watched his fae boil into a frenzy, his blue eyes hard and glacial.

      “Kill the Wraithmaker—Kill her! Kill-her-kill-her-kill-her!”

      If Oberon didn’t kill me, they would.

      Heat throbbed up my arms in time with my heartbeat. Acid burned my throat. I could not withstand this agony much longer. Polestar, messenger, whatever I was, I was mortal. I could die here.

      Oh, Kellee… I’m sorry you think I left you. And Talen… my Talen, I promised I would always be with you, but I left you alone. It wasn’t my choice. Arran… made it so I had no choice.

      “This did not need to be…” Oberon filled my vision, or was it Eledan? Tears blurred the brothers into one.

      His fingers tore open my waistcoat, exposing my chest. The breast wrap went next. Cool air touched my skin. The roars increased, thudding against my head, and the king’s blue eyes cut through me. Was he laughing, or was that Eledan? No, Oberon wasn’t laughing. His lips drew back in a snarl. He raised an iron nail in his fist. The metal gleamed.

      I peered over the heads of the fae and saw the faces in the shadows. The saru watched, not turning away. They saw me clearly.

      I’d die for them and be reborn. And they would witness it all. Change. It was here. I was their Messenger, and this was how my myth truly began.

      The king raised the iron nail, and his eyes flashed. My heart stuttered. He brought the nail down, slamming it between my ribs and into my chest.
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      I came around slowly from a dreamless sleep to find a familiar saru peeling bandages off my hands. Sonia. She must have been recaptured in Halow and brought home. Comfortably numb, I watched her examine my unscarred palms. Her round, unassuming face glowed with warmth and kindness. After everything she’d been through, raised as saru and losing her tongue to keep my secrets, she still smiled. I admired her for that, for many things.

      She turned my hands one way, then the other, searching for wounds. There were none. I’d healed. I was still alive. A miracle the saru had needed to see to believe.

      “Healed,” Sonia signed against my palm, her smile full of brightness and hope. “How?”

      She should have been free. I’d tried to free her in Halow. But in the end, we all found our way back to Faerie.

      I pulled my hand back and shook my head. They had already taken her tongue because of my secrets. I would not see her further hurt because of my actions.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her. Sorry for all of it.

      “Don’t be.” She stood, signed, “Rest,” and left.

      The low-ceilinged room was small but functional enough. Oberon must have ordered that I be taken care of out of sight. I had no memory of them removing me from the cross or bringing me to this dwelling. Even the pain was a vanishing dream.

      Sitting up, I pressed a hand to my chest where Oberon had driven the nail in. The skin was healed and smooth, but something felt fragile inside. Not a physical hurt, but a heart hurt, as Sota had once told me. I missed him more than was healthy for someone to miss a machine. I missed his inappropriate comments and his unwavering devotion. I had made him, but he had always kept me safe in more ways than I’d programmed him to.

      I missed them all.

      Kill her…

      Their vicious taunts crowded the room with me. Saru only wanted to be loved. I couldn’t deny how their hatred hurt the old me, but it wasn’t all of me. I no longer needed the fae to love me.

      Kellee had told me that until I’d stood in front of Oberon and denied him, I would always belong to the king. I had denied him and more. I’d died on that cross—or near enough to it to satisfy the crowd. The Wraithmaker was dead. But the Messenger was very much alive. And I had vengeance on my mind.

      I climbed out of bed and dressed in the simple saru clothes Sonia had left out for me. The pale thin cotton barely hid my dark warfae marks, but unless someone looked closely, I’d pass as a nothing saru.

      Sonia returned, and pressing a finger to her lips, she beckoned me to follow. The saru dwelling was bigger than I’d first thought and decorated with enough faelights to make the place feel bright and warm.

      There were other saru here. Palace servers, I assumed from the delicate threads of gold running through their clothing. They looked up as I passed, eyes widening, but none fled like they had in the palace kitchen. Their gazes stayed glued to my back until I’d passed out of sight.

      Sonia led me into another wing of bedrooms. She stopped at an open bedroom door and gestured for me to look inside.

      Sirius lay unconscious on a saru bed, boots hanging off the edge, tek arm slung out at the side and red hair fanned across the pillow. Shirtless, he looked like a forbidden fruit humans would stumble across in ancient tales. The kind that ached to be awoken with a kiss. But the moment the unsuspecting human’s lips touched the fae’s, he would wake, devour the human, and wear their skin for the rest of a mortal life. I shuddered at the sight, prompting a frown from Sonia.

      “Why afraid?” she signed.

      “I’m not afraid,” I whispered and then corrected the lie. “Fear keeps us alive.”

      “Not fear him.” She smiled.

      “Yes him. Sirius is the worst of them.” I kept my voice low, not wanting to wake him.

      She shook her head and made a sound like a laugh, but it was muffled by her missing tongue. “Different.”

      I leaned against the doorframe and crossed my arms. She wouldn’t have been smiling at him had she seen him lurking in the shadows during my years of torture, or seen him sneer at me from behind Oberon, or watched him hold me back as I’d begged him and Arran to take me back…

      His metal arm, tossed carelessly half off the bed, glinted. A mangled mess of a palm remained where Oberon had driven the nail through. That would be almost impossible to fix on Faerie. He truly was crippled, and all thanks to his king.

      Sirius wasn’t different. He was a guardian. That made him a hundred times more dangerous than a normal fae. And he was a stubborn “all must obey me” sluagh-bait.

      A little saru girl squeezed between Sonia and me and bounded into the room without fear. She plonked down on the chair beside the bed and beamed at the lordly fae spread before her. He could wake and crush her skull in the time it took me to click my fingers. Where was her mother?

      Sonia was smiling again.

      “Girl? Come away…” I had started forward when Sonia reached out and held me back.

      “Harmless.”

      Had she lost her mind? Sirius was many things, but harmless wasn’t one of them.

      “If you knew the things he’s done—”

      The little girl poked Sirius’s cheek.

      Sweet cyn!

      I could make it to the bedside in seconds and tear her away from him, or I could stand by and watch the storm that was about to be unleashed. I could imagine it now: How dare a saru infant touch his mightiness!

      Sirius’s eyes snapped open.

      My heart leaped into my throat.

      The girl poked him some more.

      I wasn’t ignoring this foolishness any longer. I hadn’t just had myself fixed to a cross so this girl could get herself killed for poking a guardian. I’d had enough death for one day. I started forward. “Girl…”

      Poke.

      “Girl, leave him be.”

      Poke.

      Sirius blinked. He turned his head toward her, smiled a soft and impossibly playful smile, and pretended to nip at the girl’s tiny fingers. She squealed in delight.

      “Enough!” I grabbed her and shoved her behind me. “Get out of here before he bites your fingers off for real.”

      Sirius sat up and regarded me with an eerily Talen-like raised eyebrow. I heard the saru retreat but didn’t take my eyes off the fae should he decide to go after her and deliver his guardian justice.

      “You survived…” his deep voice rumbled. “How frustrating.”

      He stood, bringing him too close, but I wasn’t backing down. He peered down his nose at me the way he had countless times before. All that raggedy red hair stuck out at odd angles, framing a stoic, neutral face made of harsh lines. This close, I noticed how a sprinkling of barely-there freckles dusted his nose, and with that sight came a barrage of dream memories that scorched my mind. His mouth on mine. My hand tightening around his cock.

      By cyn!

      I wasn’t moving. Even as my face heated, I was not backing down. He would think the flush was from anger.

      Eventually realizing I wouldn’t move, he sidestepped around me and proceeded to an open window. I watched from the corner of my eye, feigning disinterest. The lean musculature of his back flexed as he brought his arms up and rolled his shoulders. He winced, stiff. He was in pain but wouldn’t admit it. Not all of it was visible pain, either. His beloved king had nailed him to a cross. That had to hurt in more ways than were obvious.

      The guardian braced an arm against the wall and peered through the little window. “Twilight.” A spark snapped across his tek hand, making it twitch uncontrollably beside him. He hissed, saw me watching, and lifted the offending appendage. “Nothing on Faerie can fix this.”

      “I can. Maybe…” I knew where there might be some tek hoarded away.

      “Of course you can.” Chuckling darkly, he returned to the bed and snatched up a folded shirt, using his good left hand. “And I suppose you want to make a deal for it? Do not waste your breath. I’ll not bargain with you.”

      Which would make finding the prince’s heart a thousand times more difficult. I closed the door, hoping the thin oak panels were thick enough to stop the saru from listening in.

      He had shrugged his shirt over his shoulders and was now struggling with the hook and eye fastenings. His tek hand glitched every other second, making the tiny cotton lops almost impossible targets. Metal fingers I knew to be precise and smooth jerked. He tried again to pinch the hook section between his finger and thumb, but the tek jolted, freeing the hook. His growl was one of pure frustration. A Royal Guardian, a warrior protector for thousands upon thousands of years, needed help to get dressed.

      He saw me approach and backed up as though I had a weapon and was bearing down for an attack. For such a revered guardian, he feared the smallest things. The little things. “Allow me to help you?”

      “I do not need your help.” He was on the move again, crossing the room, putting as much distance between us as possible. His hands went to his raggedy hair. Another visible sign of how I’d mutilated him. Considering everything that had happened during the past few weeks, it was a miracle he was functioning at all.

      “There’s nothing wrong with accepting help,” I told him.

      “There is…” he laughed dryly, “… when it’s yours.”

      “Saru help you every day.”

      “They do not. My household is—” He stopped himself and dropped his hands, defeated. “Very well. You may attend me, saru.” He almost spat the word and turned to me, presenting me with the gaping shirt and a stubborn, sullen face.

      This time, when I approached, he stood still and glared over my head. I could have argued that I wasn’t his saru, and therefore I wasn’t attending him, I was helping him, but that would have gotten us nowhere. I could put aside my pride, even if he couldn’t.

      Careful to keep my fingers away from his skin despite the strong urge to touch, I fastened the shirt like a good little saru and stepped back. There. He even permitted himself the tiniest of smiles before twitching it into a half snarl.

      “Faerie is dying,” I said. He narrowed his eyes and stayed silent, letting me continue. “You want to fix Faerie. Talen told you how we could do it. But I know how you and I can do it too.” And Eledan, but we’d get to that once he’d come around to my thinking.

      “What trickery are you conjuring? Your intentions are clear, and they have nothing to do with healing Faerie. You’re a curse upon me and this world. After what transpired at the Seat, your only possible motive is to get revenge and destroy.”

      You just want them on their knees… Eledan laughed inside my mind. I pinched the bridge of my nose, seeing off his phantom. “Would it cost you too much to listen to me instead of arguing?”

      “The queen listened to you. She is dead.”

      He had a point, but that was before. “Oberon made me his assassin. I killed the queen for him.”

      He looked away, the truth painful even though he must have known it all this time.

      “You know I would have done anything for the king. But the years I spent away from him changed me, and then, when I found Kellee and Talen, they helped me realize Oberon is not Faerie’s king.”

      His lashes fluttered, and he replied softly, “This is the same treasonous thinking that had me nailed to a cross.”

      “It doesn’t mean it’s wrong, just that he has the power. But I can change that.”

      “How, calla?” he whispered, afraid the words would sail away and find Oberon. Calla, his pet name for me. It meant lesser, smaller thing. I’d always assumed it was an insult, but the way he spoke it now almost implied a reverence. Likely because he feared his words would find their way back to Oberon.

      “I can fix Faerie, and I’ll tell you how, but first… I need your help.”

      “You expect me to help you on your word?” He laughed and turned away.

      I caught his tek arm. The touch jerked him to a stop. “The polestar,” I said, hand still on his glitching arm. “Do you remember, on the warcruiser, I was going to come back to Faerie with you to look for the polestar? We were going to find it and bring it to the king to make him strong again.”

      He pulled his arm free and frowned, a long way from trusting me.

      “We can use it for good, maybe even harness it to stop Faerie’s decay. And I know where it is.”

      “The polestar was lost to the stars long ago. How could the Wraithmaker know where it is and not Oberon?”

      “I had help.”

      Sirius had spent weeks with my so-called help, Talen and Kellee. He knew what we were capable of together. “Mab shattered it. It was never to be reconstructed,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “A saru, not even one as…” he struggled to find the correct word, “… impossible as you could know where to find all the pieces. A vakaru, albeit the last, could not know. And the pilot… he is… he is something powerful… He knew more.”

      “That is all true. But there’s also a fae who knows exactly where the pieces are, and he’s agreed to show us.”

      Sirius’s eyes darkened as he put all the events of the past few days together. “You speak of the Dreamweaver. And I suppose he wants you to free him from Oberon’s prison in exchange for this knowledge?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Can it be the Wraithmaker is so gullible as to fall for his promises?” Sirius rubbed his face and cast his gaze toward the ceiling, seeing beyond it into Faerie’s twilight sky. “Let us assume, for a moment, that he intends to give you this information. The Mad Prince’s subsequent actions, should he reconstruct the pieces of the polestar, would destabilize Faerie. He will seek out his brother, the current king, and kill him—all within Faerie law, considering Oberon’s crimes—creating a power vacuum and throwing Faerie into disarray.”

      “Is that so bad a thing?” I carefully asked. “Oberon killed the queen.”

      He flinched, my words like physical blows. “Faerie must have a ruler, and the Mad Prince wants many things, but he has never wished for the throne. A Faerie under his direction would be… a wild thing.”

      “Must Faerie have a ruler at all?”

      Sirius again rubbed his face and breathed in, expanding his chest. While holding that breath, he looked me over, deciding how much to trust me, and then he sighed, tired of me, or perhaps resigned to the fact I wasn’t going away anytime soon. “You are saru, so you cannot know… The guardians were forged by Faerie to protect Her and all Her creations in a time when the magics were wild and monstrous. Creatures of power and time roamed this land, making life secondary to mayhem. Time would eat itself. Power would destroy life. Order came when two factions formed, seelie and unseelie, the light and the dark. Time bowed before the chosen leaders, and Faerie became tame. With no ruler, no control, the world will slip back into madness. Someone must always wear the crown or everything the fae have built will crumble to time and power.”

      Considering every time I’d seen Eledan in the dreams he had presented himself atop a pretend throne, I figured he had his own ideas about who should wear the crown, but I wouldn’t argue with Sirius, not when the conversation was heading in a promising direction. “Eledan knows where the polestar is. If we free him, he’ll tell us where, and we can stop Faerie’s demise. He may not even kill Oberon. Most of Faerie consider Eledan a hero anyway. Maybe he will rule? But with the polestar… we’ll have a choice. We can stop all this madness now.”

      “You are the Wraithmaker, and you want me to help you find Faerie’s greatest weapon so we can save Faerie?” Sirius’s lips tilted downward, turning his smile crooked. “How desperate do you think I am?”

      Was this a trick question? “Very?”

      “Desperate enough to put the polestar in the hands of a killer?”

      “Yes?”

      He huffed. “I had nails driven through my hands, not my head.”

      “Your king is letting Faerie die. He does nothing. You said it yourself, he’s insane. You saw those fae baying for my blood. His people will topple him soon if we don’t, and there will be no ruler to take his place. He nailed you, a Royal Guardian, to a cross. What are you waiting for, Sirius? Because Faerie needs you to fix Her, and all you do is whine about a missing arm and bitch about babysitting a worthless saru girl. You can do better than this.”

      “You have no idea what I can do. You do not know me, calla.”

      “I know enough. You’re a guardian who has lost his way. Find your path again and fight for Faerie, like you were forged to do eons ago. Help me free Eledan. Help me find the polestar. And if you think I am deceiving you, then what is a worthless saru against a guardian? Take the polestar from me and wield it for Faerie.”

      It was a risk. He could do exactly that. But everything on Faerie was a gamble.

      He looked down at his broken tek arm and flexed his twitching fingers. The arm was a weakness and a curse. Given everything he’d been part of, he likely felt like a failure, but this quest could change that. I didn’t have a hope of knowing everything going on inside his ancient head, but I bet he figured he had much to prove, if only to himself.

      “Do you know where Eledan’s heart and body are?” I asked, watching his doubts churn in his eyes.

      “Oberon gave them as gifts to soothe the restless Wild Ones.”

      The Wild Ones? Old aspects of Faerie, half of which weren’t even humanoid. His heart and body could be… anywhere. The impossibility of it all had me swaying on my feet. Of course Oberon had given them away, because nothing on Faerie was ever easy. The Wild Ones were the sidhe who had shunned the court and roamed freely through Faerie’s wild lands. They were tricksters, merrymakers, and fiends, or so the vague and romanticized saru legends said. And they were all dangerous. They were as likely to eat me as they were to return Eledan’s pieces.

      I had to get those gifts back, and I couldn’t do this alone. The Wild Ones would not speak with a saru. Sirius could open doors that would otherwise be shut in my face.

      “If you are Faerie’s guardian first, as you proclaim, you need to start acting like it. Faerie is at war, a war most of its people don’t want, and while the humans might be millions of light years away now, Oberon will not stop until he reaches Sol, and those humans—those Earthens—will fight back, just like they did before. Millions more immortal fae will die. More ancient bloodlines will be wiped out. And for what? Because Oberon fears his own creations?”

      “He must have more reason—”

      “He killed the vakaru. All of them. Not because Kellee dared to listen to an Earthen woman. He killed them because they began to think for themselves. They realized the fae aren’t gods. The vakaru, with free thought, were becoming dangerous, and so Oberon wiped them out.” I clicked my fingers. Sirius winced. “Then the humans of Halow built tek cities in the stars to rival any city Faerie could produce, and so Oberon wiped them out too, and with every sweep of his scythe, more people die in pursuit of his cleansing. Soon, when there is nothing left, his gaze will turn inward, to the saru, the namu, and anyone who doesn’t fit his mold of what Faerie should be. You know his crusade is madness. You know it’s not Faerie’s wish. How could it be? I know nothing of Faerie, but I do know She’s a mother to all Her children, and no mother wants to see her children die.”

      He closed his eyes on my tirade as the words sank in. When he opened them again, he looked at me, really looked, as though he were seeing me differently.

      He nodded. “You are right. I have lost my way. This is not Faerie’s wish. Oberon must be stopped, and with the polestar, it can be done, even if that means freeing the Dreamweaver.”

      “We have until nightfall to find Eledan’s body and heart.”

      I can’t do this. It’s impossible.

      For Arran. For the saru. For everyone the fae have wronged. It must be done.

      “You still wish to save your misguided champion?” he asked.

      “I do.” I couldn’t let Arran die for me. Not again.

      The guardian closed his damaged fingers into a metal fist. “Then we must leave before Oberon summons us back to court.”

      He snatched his cloak off the back of a chair—the one I’d discarded at the Seat—and threw it around his shoulders as he left the room.

      Wait. We were going now? We couldn’t just leave… The saru here would be blamed if we vanished and punished for not holding us. Oberon would likely kill them to spite my sacrifice at the Seat.

      I rushed after him. “Wait.”

      He was already striding ahead, parting saru like a ship carving through the sea. “Sirius! Wait. We need a plan… I didn’t do all this so more saru could be tormented. If we leave now, these people—”

      He halted near the open front doorway.

      The girl from earlier stood in his path. A little thing, her head barely reached his belt. She held a daisy in her hand. Its head drooped like she’d been holding it too tightly for too long. A single daisy was a worthless gift. Worse, it was an insult. And why wasn’t she kneeling? I looked around me, panicked at the thought of what might happen. Saru looked on. None of them kneeled. None seemed concerned that the saru had just insulted a Royal Guardian. The fools looked smitten. Did they not fear his fury?

      But as I inched around him, fury was not what I saw on his face. Sirius gathered his cloak in one hand, drew it aside, and lowered himself to one knee, kneeling to her height, and he smiled at the foolish saru girl.

      This was… impossible. What, by Faerie, was happening here?

      “Thank you.” He took the sad-looking daisy, and the girl beamed up at him like he was a god.

      No! This was exactly the behavior I wanted to stop. I wanted to shake her and slap her out of this madness. What was wrong with them? Their love was a twisted, ugly thing, forced upon them by generations of deliberate breeding. Could they not see the lie inside them? How could they love a monster like Sirius?

      “Why are you treating them like this?” I hissed, failing to whisper. The girl hurried back to a man, who I assumed was her father, standing with the saru behind me. He tucked her against his side, saw me, and inclined his head in a respectful nod.

      “Like what?” Sirius turned in the doorway while the saru watched on.

      Did he want me to spell it out? “Like you’re… nice?”

      I’d deliberately placed myself between him and them. Although he didn’t seem poised to lash out, I wasn’t about to let anything happen to these people, despite their foolish love.

      “I am nice.” A strange alien mischief sharpened his smile and made it… playful. But that couldn’t be right. “Just not to you.”

      A saru snickered behind me and another hushed them. “We can’t just leave. Oberon will punish them—”

      “He won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      We were being watched. Everything we said, every move we made, Oberon would surely hear of it. The saru behind me would either tell the king out of love, or he would torture the information out of them.

      Sirius leaned toward me. “He won’t punish them because he doesn’t know we’re here.”

      “Of course he knows. He had them bring us here.”

      “No, calla.” His green eyes smiled. “I brought you here.”

      I watched him step out into the cool, purplish light of dusk. Wisps glowed and bobbed in the warm Faerie air, rippling light over him as he strode into the gloom and away from the house.

      “Go, Messenger,” Sonia signed, appearing alongside the others, all watching with strange, gentle smiles. “Be with him. We are safe.”

      Sirius had brought me here, to this saru household, in secret and against Oberon’s wishes? That seemed too kind of a deed for him. He could have left me on the cross. I touched my chest again, over my heart, rubbing at the ache, and then I pressed my fingers to my forehead to thank the saru. The entire family mirrored the gesture, and some other guarded part of me broke off and fell away.

      I followed Sirius, wondering if this was where free will in the minds of the saru began. Wondering if this was what I’d been fighting for. If this was the bud of change. Dare I hope?
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      “Stay behind me. Keep your head down. Do not question me. Do not speak to me. Stay silent and invisible like a good saru.”

      Sirius led me down a winding rural path hidden deep inside a ridge of shrubs and trees that must have been on the outskirts of the city. Or the path had moved in for him, as paths sometimes did for me around the palace gardens. Wisps glided along with us, lighting our way and giving me a fine view of the guardian’s broad back and his liquid-like cloak. Apparently, I was to act like his saru traveling companion while he sought transportation out of the city. I wore the correct clothes, but one close look at my wrists peeking out from beneath the cuffs would reveal my warfae markings. Hopefully the low dusk light would help conceal them.

      “Can you do that, saru?” he barked.

      Jerk. “Yes.”

      “Yes what?”

      “Yes, He Who Must Be Obeyed.”

      “No,” he snapped, then added, “You may address me as such in private, but that is not my correct title in public.”

      I arched an eyebrow. You may address me as such in private. He wasn’t even joking. He didn’t know how to joke. Did he really expect me to fawn at his feet? Did he even know me at all?

      He glanced behind him, and in the wisps’ bobbing light, a smirk appeared to dance on his lips. And then it was gone, replaced by that hard guardian line, making me doubt I’d seen it at all.

      Ahead, where the path ended, a township glittered. The smell of briny water and sweetness dampened the air, reminding me of the sea and the crates of tropical fruits delivered to the palace when the Summerlands was in power. Ship rigging clanged in harmony like far-off bells. We were close to the docks.

      Sirius loomed at the end of the path, illuminated by the town’s warm glow, all dark Autumnal colors and rigid scowls.

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Again. With conviction.”

      Seriously? Faerie kill me now. “Yes, my lord.” I bowed low and kept my saru mask up and eyes averted.

      “Better.” He turned, hid his tek arm inside his sideways cloak, and stepped into the street. Naturally, like a good saru, I followed behind, gaze downcast and hands in, looking the part. Common fae lingered in groups, drinking wine that could probably get me blind drunk with one sip or something much, much worse. Excitement was high. It buzzed in the air, racing alongside the drifting wisps and fae laughter, showing itself here and there with a fizzle of light, like tiny lightning sparks. The houses here were all huddled together. Some even leaned over others, like members of a crowd trying to get a better view of the docks. Gravity didn’t have as solid a grip on Faerie as it did elsewhere in the stars, hence things moved when the laws outside of Faerie claimed they shouldn’t. Those houses likely could move, if they wanted.

      Few paid Sirius and me any mind. We were just another master and slave going about our business among a thick crowd.

      We made it to the docks in good time. Ships were stacked against the quayside with planks running between them. I’d never seen the docks so busy, but then I’d never been this close to the quay before. Most of my life had played out inside a cell or in the arenas, with sojourns in the palace, tucked behind the scenes. I’d only seen the docks from afar and sometimes heard the ships ringing in their arrival. My imagination had fallen far short of the real thing. Life thrived everywhere. The fae gathered out in the open, their saru moving silently among their number. Colored banners flew from windows and rigging. Faelights had been strung across the street from house to house. The docks glowed and glittered like a Halow carnival.

      There had to be thousands of fae here. I couldn’t decide if moving among the throng was a good or bad idea. We were unlikely to stand out among so much activity, but if any fae recognized us, we wouldn’t last long. I should have been afraid, but this was a side of Faerie I’d never seen, and it was all I could do not to gaze in wonder. Ribbons of magic danced with wisps in the air. The little creatures darted and buzzed. Fae laughter tinkled, like a song that dove into my soul and stoked it to life. I wanted to dance, even though I didn’t know how. I wanted to fall into this beautiful thing until it coated me from head to toe.

      Sirius’s cool metal fingers snagged my arm and pulled me back into line. “Resist its call.”

      Oh cyn. I hadn’t even realized Faerie’s magic had burrowed beneath my skin. “I’m trying.”

      There were so many fae, and they were all so… tantalizing. I wanted to run my hands over them and soak up their magic. But it wouldn’t end with a touch. Something about being among so many fae and feeling their magic brush up against me had me wanting to fling myself into their midst. Part of me didn’t even care that it would likely be the last thing I ever did.

      Sirius’s grip tightened until it hurt. “Focus.”

      A female fae caught my eye. Rings pierced her elegant ears and colorful swirls like vines painted her cheek. Like my marks but without the thorns! My happy human mind thought. I would very much like to meet her. She has eyes like stars… so pretty.

      “Kesh?”

      “Hmm…”

      Sirius sat me down on a barrel. I liked the barrel too. So round! And hard. Marvelous. This place was full of wonders. Why had Oberon never allowed me to come here before?

      The guardian peered into my eyes, scowling. Did he have any other expression? I poked my finger into his cheek and tried to lift the corner of his mouth into a smile, but he only scowled harder and batted my hand away. “Sit here. Do not move.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      He was gone, and for a few moments, I mourned the loss of his fiery hair and green eyes—until I spotted her sashaying through the crowd toward me. She moved like something tantalizing captured in fae form. She moved like Talen, like she was made of liquid and light and all things I could never hold for long, but I so wanted to reach out and touch and stroke and kiss and love.

      “Is this your saru?” Her voice was sharp and brittle.

      “Regrettably,” Sirius replied. He was back and had placed himself in front of me, blocking my view of the wondrous creature, and that was a crime.

      “Why does she not avert her eyes?”

      “She’s broken. In the head.”

      “I’m perfectly fine.” I peeked around the guardian-shaped wall and smiled at the beautiful fae.

      Sirius added, “If you did not throw out an abundance of glamour, she would not be so drawn to you.”

      “You mean like this?”

      Warm magic poured over me, reached inside, and strummed every desirable point in my human body, stirring lust to life. I wanted to bite at it and her. I wanted to grab her and kiss her like I could swallow her all the way down.

      “You look delicious.” I started to get up.

      Without looking behind him, Sirius shoved at my face, trying to push me down. I nipped at his finger instead. He jerked back, making our audience laugh.

      “Why bring a saru to the docks if we cannot play with her?” she purred, coming in close. Her eyes were like swirling pools of magic I wanted to dive into.

      “I’d like that.” I smiled, thinking about the things she and I could do together. We would dance, and fuck, and dance some more, and it would be glorious.

      “You would, dear thing?” She leaned over, coming close enough that I saw how her teeth had pointed tips like her ears. “You remind me of someone, someone in my dreams… someone stirring up trouble in the dark. But that could not be you, could it?”

      I wanted to kiss her. All over.

      She pulled back too soon and regarded Sirius. “Well, will you share her?”

      “No.” His refusal crashed down with all the finality of a portcullis slamming home.

      “Yes.” Oh, that was from me. And it sounded like a wonderful idea.

      “Oh darling, I could positively eat you up.” She licked her lips. Her tongue seemed too long for her mouth, and it was lengthening, turning thin and barbed, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to kiss her anymore. Oh… this was very wrong.

      “Si—”

      Sirius’s wandering hand clamped over my mouth. In one swift tug, he pulled me to my feet and marched me alongside him.

      “You do not know what you are missing, little fleshling,” the eerie fae called.

      “Sirius… something is wrong with me.” I touched my forehead. Hot. And tingly. All over.

      “I’ve known that for a long while.”

      “No, I mean—”

      “Come.” He marched me quicker. “We need to leave this place.”

      “Who is she?” I looked behind me, but the crowd had swallowed her up, and we were moving farther and farther away from all those pretty fae.

      “Someone best left alone. Some of Faerie’s less savory types are gathering for nightfall.”

      I wiped my mouth, tasting something bitter and sickly there. Whatever she was, she had been luring me into her trap, and it would have worked had Sirius not been there. I’d have stripped down and let her fuck me in the street if she’d asked. I’d always known Faerie through bars and saru legends, but not its reality. That had been… close.

      I shivered off the dregs of desire and caught Sirius’s raised eyebrow. “Can you do that? What she just did?”

      After a long stretch of silence, he finally said, “The glamour she was using is a shallow trick, used by those with no stronger talent. Humans are highly susceptible to it.” I figured that was all I would get, but he added, “If I were to glamour you, you’d lose your sweet-saru mind, fall at my feet, and beg me to fill the empty shell you’d become.”

      I blinked. The image he presented scorched into my mind and opened all the doors to the dream-memories Eledan had given me. Did Sirius mean… fill?

      “I wouldn’t fuck you if you were the last fae alive.”

      He gave me an oddly amused look. “Finally, we’re in agreement.” And strode ahead toward a waiting carriage with four enormous horses in its reins. Their fetlocks glowed a fiery red, and as we drew closer, fire appeared to drip from their manes. The carriage windows were dark. Sirius opened the door and bundled me roughly inside. As soon as the door had closed, the carriage jolted, throwing me into a seat, and we were moving. The singsong sounds and pleasurable fog began to lift and further cleared when I saw Sirius seated opposite me, staring as though his stare alone could scrunch me into a tight ball and toss me out the window.

      Damn my human DNA and its weaknesses. “Well, the docks were… interesting.”

      He grunted and tore his glare away. “I would have liked to see her toy with you. It might have taught you respect for the old magics.”

      “Then why didn’t you?” I snapped, my nerve endings fraying now that the reality of what could have happened was sinking in. I could fight and lie and manipulate, but I was as helpless as any saru if a fae like him truly wanted me on my knees. “In fact, why haven’t you glamoured me into submission? Wouldn’t that make your life easier?”

      “Believe me, I’ve considered it, if only to have you obey me.”

      Obey him? Like these horses pulling the carriage? Like humans of old who would have thrown themselves at him, knowing it was a death sentence? Like I was nothing but a tool like all saru?

      “Do it, then.” I hissed, hating my own vulnerability. “What’s stopping you?”

      “If I were to glamour you”—his attention flicked to the window—“I’d never be rid of you.”

      I fumed in silence at my own weakness and tried to hide the trembling effects the glamour had left me with. He saw it all and scowled like I was a lesser creature sitting across from him.

      I wanted to hit him, but I would probably end up with his tek hand around my throat before the punch got anywhere near that stubborn face. Even with a damaged arm, he could easily overpower me. The weakness reminded me of the impossibility of my task, of the futility of my being here at all. I wasn’t angry with him. Not really. I had to remain strong, keep my head up, and keep moving forward, because if I didn’t, if I gave in to the weaknesses crowding around me, the Messenger myth would crumble, and I needed its armor now more than ever. Saru needed it. Halow needed it. I couldn’t afford to be weak, but I didn’t have a choice either.

      We rumbled over stones and around corners, leaving the capital city and the crystal palace behind us. When my mood had settled and my anger had waned, I sighed out the last of my frustrations. “Thank you.”

      “Do not thank me. I did what I had to do to keep you from falling victim at the docks and being found dead a few hours later, used up and discarded. Without you, there is no deal with the Dreamweaver and there is no polestar.”

      I’d thanked him and he’d thrown it back in my face. “You just have to be an asshole, don’t you? You can’t take a simple thank you for what it is.”

      “Not from you.”

      “Do you have any friends? Does anyone love you? Anyone at all? Or have you always been this much of an emotionally stunted rock?”

      His cheek fluttered. “Save your insults, saru, for someone who cares.”

      “I’m not your fucking saru. I’d never be your saru to bespell the way you’ve tricked those fools back at that safe house.”

      “They were not bespelled.” His tone deepened, darkened, and turned dangerous.

      “They don’t know you, but I know who you are. I’ve known since Oberon cut me open and you watched. Since I begged you to help me and you just watched, like all fae who watch and do nothing. You saw what he did to me. Every day, every night, I would scream my throat raw and you would just stand there…” The tears surprised me. They shouldn’t have been on my face, but there they were. I brushed them off and closed my eyes against his sneer. I couldn’t bear to look at him and see that disgust on his face. “You liked it.” I looked at the window instead. “Admit it. Say anything about what you witnessed. Just one word. You saw it all. You must have something you’ve been dying to tell me all this time. Tell me I deserved it. That it’s all I’m worth. That I should be grateful for his precious fucking gifts.”

      The ghost of the wound in my chest ached again, and the tears returned. I couldn’t stop myself from feeling any of it. I ached over the loss of everything I’d known, for losing Talen and Kellee and Aeon. And for me. Because I wasn’t some amazing, mythical messenger. I was just me, a saru trying to survive, but I couldn’t even be that anymore. I had to be all the things to all the people and none of it made any sense, and inside… inside it hurt. I didn’t want to be here, on Faerie, fighting this war alone. I didn’t want to see the hate on Sirius’s face for one second longer or feel like a pawn to be played with by all those who didn’t fear Oberon.

      I covered my mouth to stifle a sob, not wanting Sirius to see me break. Damn him for seeing my weakness during all those years and for seeing it now. I was stronger than this. I had to be. I couldn’t cry here.

      I kicked the carriage door. Once. Twice. It didn’t help. I just hurt some more.

      “I had no choice,” he said so quietly I almost missed it.

      Hours, days, weeks, maybe years of torture and he’d had no choice but to fucking watch Oberon torture me?

      “Stop the carriage,” I growled.

      “No.”

      “Stop the fucking carriage!”

      “No!” Fire ignited in his green eyes. “The carriage is mine. Someone would have noticed it, and they’re likely following us now. I cannot stop this carriage because you’re having an emotional episode.”

      The ache was spreading through my lungs, cinching them tight, crushing my chest.

      I didn’t care that we were being followed. My chest, my lungs, my heart, they were all breaking open. I couldn’t breathe or see around the throbbing ache consuming me from the inside. I reached for the door. Sirius’s tek hand slammed into my chest, pinning me back. His fingers spread over my heart, over where Oberon had driven the nail in, and for a terrible, blinding moment, I saw Oberon leaning over me, the iron nail sinking in deeper and deeper until it plunged into my soul.

      I screamed out the pain. Light exploded outward, splashing into Sirius. A light a thousand times too bright, too powerful, too alien. I screamed on, or he did, or maybe those were my old screams, the ones that still haunted me. The light flowed and burned and blazed, and as it did, it emptied me out, draining the heartfelt ache away until the pain and light were gone, leaving only ghostly scorch marks in my vision. My heart thudded hard and fast.

      Sirius had slumped to his knees on the carriage floor, his head bowed. His tek hand still touched my loose shirt over my heart. I closed my hand around it and pushed him. The movement snapped his head up. His eyes… they were alight with… silver. Silver like Talen’s. Silver like mine when the power answered my call.

      Outside, the horses’ hooves clipped and scraped against stone. The carriage rattled and rocked to a halt.

      “S-Sirius?” I stammered.

      He pulled his hand back and looked at it anew. Complete metal fingers gleamed, the tek unmarked and as fully restored as the day I’d made it. That wasn’t possible. Magic didn’t heal tek. Tek fixed tek.

      “How?” He looked up. “Your marks…” He plucked at my torn top, showing me.

      The cotton bore the shadow of my warfae marks, as though they’d been scorched into the fabric. I lifted up the shirt and brushed my fingers over my chest, already knowing the marks were gone. Pulling the top aside revealed a circle of unmarked saru skin radiating out from my chest over my heart. The marks remained at my hips and arms, but those on my chest had vanished.

      Whatever had happened, it had erased years of Oberon’s work.

      “What are you?” Sirius whispered.

      He knew. The knowledge shone in his wide, awestruck eyes. He jolted to his feet and burst from the carriage, leaving the door swinging open. Moments later, I climbed down and saw him pay his driver a fat bag of gems to keep his silence. Reins cracked and the enormous steeds with fiery fetlocks reared, screaming into the dusk light, then cantered into the gloom.

      “We have to get off this road,” Sirius ordered.

      He plunged into the roadside undergrowth, leaving me struggling with the spindly branches to catch up. My heart was galloping, flooding my veins with the same kind of anxious energy I would always get before an arena battle, when the crowd would chant my name, summoning the Wraithmaker from her cage. I wasn’t sure if the pressure was building again or if fear was tightening my chest. What exactly was this thing inside me that it could heal a tek arm?

      I touched my chest. The magic was still there, but Talen was a million light years away. It wasn’t his magic. He had told me as much, told me many things, but I hadn’t believed him. Until now. By driving the nail in, had Oberon weakened his own warfae marks? Had he known this would happen, or had it been a mistake? Or was it Sirius’s tek hand that had caused this?

      Talen would know. Kellee too. But all I had was Sirius.

      The guardian stopped beneath the huge arching branches of an ancient oak tree, looking small beside its gnarled rotund trunk.

      A silent wisp drifted down through the leaves, illuminating the hollow we stood in and his muddled expression.

      He had always been careful to keep his emotions hidden, like he was the calm and composure of the Autumnlands made flesh, but that mask was slipping, so much so that he ran his tek fingers through his shaggy mop of hair and then pulled that metal hand down his face. It had to hurt, that metal on fae skin, but he did it anyway.

      “I knew you were not saru.” He laughed, but its twisted sound made it clear this wasn’t funny.

      “I am saru.”

      “You are Faerie touched.” He pointed a tek finger at me. “I thought it was Oberon’s doing, but… not this, not what I just saw and felt. I saw you with Talen and with the vakaru. You are… you are something else, something Faerie and different. Something unique. Those males knew it. The king knows it. Whatever you are, it’s the reason Oberon has kept you close. The reason they all flock to you. Of course it is. There’s something inside you, something secret and hidden.” He looked up as another wisp dallied in the air between us, spiraling in its haphazard dance. “I should have trusted the king.”

      “No, Sirius. Oberon’s actions—”

      “He said he was trying to fix Faerie, and you… you are Light, calla. So much light. You cannot deny what just happened. I saw it!”

      Sirius rushed in as though to grab me, only to stop when I stepped back. “No, no, I’m not. Have you seen the things I’ve done? There is no light in me.”

      His brilliant eyes searched my face, and then he scrutinized me in the same cool, calculating way Oberon often did—seeing beneath my skin. Alarm widened his eyes. “Your light, it is… old.” He looked at his tek hand. At me. At the branches above us. Then he whispered, “You are the polestar.”

      “No, I…  I’m…” I laughed, only it sounded strained and insane. “What? No. That’s ridiculous.”

      “You’re not the whole of it, that would be too much to hide, but a piece… yes, a small piece…” He staggered and reached out for the trunk, barely catching it in time to hold himself up. “You knew this... Everything changes here. This is… you are significant. You are more than significant. You are everything, just as Oberon said.”

      He had heard him call me Mylana. My star. And there was no hiding this from him anymore. He had seen and heard too much. It was a wonder I’d kept him in the dark for as long as I had. Would he seek to use me and this thing inside me that I didn’t understand?

      A wisp buzzed near my face. I gently swatted it away and used the motion to step away from Sirius, moving closer to the undergrowth behind me. “It changes nothing. We have to find Eledan’s heart and body, and we need the other pieces to fix Faerie.”

      “The polestar…” He was laughing again, and it didn’t sound altogether like the Sirius I knew.

      If I ran, there was no knowing what awaited me in the wilds of Faerie. I could run straight into something far worse than Sirius. No whip, no coat, no armor, just a light that had been with me all along but I could not control.

      “The marks… yes… it makes sense now,” he continued. “He marked you to hide you from the Dark Legion. All this time I thought… I thought he was rewarding your actions, but it had nothing to do with you at all.”

      A pang of something like sadness tugged on my frayed emotions. I had told him I was nothing, but he had chosen not to listen. And now he paced and ranted, animated in a way I’d never seen before. His beloved king had been right, and now Sirius’s purpose as a Royal Guardian was honorable once more. He would take me back to Oberon. Everything I’d said, everything we’d done, would be for nothing if he took me back.

      “Sirius… please, we don’t have long. We need to find Eledan—”

      “The Dreamweaver… he will seek to control the polestar for himself. That… that cannot happen. The king clearly has a plan—”

      “First, we must find the pieces, and only Eledan knows where they are. We need to make him whole again. Everything else must come from that.” I eased another foot backward. He had the oddest look on his face, one of determination and delight, and in the constantly moving light, it made his smile garish. Was he determined to take me back to Oberon or save Faerie? “You said you were Faerie’s guardian first. You told me to remember that. Have you forgotten, Sirius? Just because Oberon was hiding me it doesn’t absolve him of his crimes. He does not want to fix Faerie. He wants to control it like he controls all the other systems. He destroyed Valand and Halow. Sol is next. And for what? That is not Faerie’s wish. Talen told you how to fix Faerie, and you know what must be done. Oberon is wrong. He drove out half of Faerie, and she’s been dying ever since.”

      “We cannot know his true intentions. I should not have been so quick to turn my back on him—”

      “He nailed you to a cross!”

      “And you? You healed a nail to the chest… It’s so obvious now. Why did I not see it before?”

      Because in your eyes, I was always a worthless saru—the perfect hiding place. I sighed.

      I needed another way around this to get him back on my side. “Oberon is… weak. He cannot find the polestar without his brother. We must find it for the king. We made a deal, remember? We will find the polestar and take it to him. That deal still stands.”

      That caught his attention. “It was not my place to doubt my king. His punishment was just.”

      No, you were just starting to see the truth, and you’ll see it again, but not now…

      “Time, Sirius. We do not have much of it. We made a deal, back on the warcruiser, to bring Oberon the polestar. That is what we’re doing, and we need Eledan—”

      Something large rustled in the bushes behind Sirius. The guardian spun too late. A white beast sprang from its hiding place, jaws wide, and slammed into the guardian, knocking him to the ground. The cu sith clamped its jaws around Sirius’s tek arm and rattled the guardian in its grip.

      Further bubbling snarls erupted nearby.

      “Run!” Sirius bellowed.

      I wasn’t running. Running from the fae always ended badly. I bolted for the oak’s trunk, sprang, caught a branch, and swung myself into its leafy canopy.

      Two more cu sith exploded into the clearing and tore into Sirius like Calicto wrecking balls in fast one-two blows. The guardian buckled beneath an onslaught of jaws and claws. Teeth sank in, tearing at fabric and flesh and bone. Sirius’s muffled grunts mixed with the snarling wet sounds of torn meat.

      They knew to eliminate Sirius first and then come for me. Without a weapon, and without Sirius, I would be easy prey.

      Sirius’s living flame blazed, outlining the guardian in a blue-orange fire. The cu sith cringed back, but they weren’t giving up. They circled, snapping and snarling as Sirius straightened. Eerie liquid magic dripped from his fingers like blood and sizzled on the carpet of oak leaves. He waited as they stalked around him. A cu sith sprang, and in one sweeping whirl, Sirius grabbed it by the back of its neck and slammed it into the oak’s gnarled roots at his feet. The hound yelped, signaling the remaining two to attack.

      I had to help him, but my helping would only distract him. He whirled and ducked, cut back a step, and punched into the ferocious attacks, moving with a fluid grace I hadn’t known was physically possible. I’d seen Talen fight. He had always been sharp and quick, a forged blade wrapped in fae, but Sirius moved as though this were a dance and he knew the steps before his attackers did, and with every blow he delivered his flames roared higher, brighter, hotter.

      An arrow plunged into the tree trunk beside me and strummed, stuck fast. I’d lost sight of the first cu sith, but it hadn’t lost sight of me. Climbing around the trunk, I searched for the marksman through the leaves.

      Another arrow zinged past, missing me by a whisker. I dropped from the tree, landed in a crouch, and looked up to see the cu sith striding toward me. His naked form was streaked with black, camouflaging him into the background, but his eyes glowed orange. He lifted his longbow, nocked an arrow, and drew the string back.

      Sirius slammed into him from the side, knocking them both into a messy heap. A cu sith leaped onto his back and clamped its jaws around his neck from behind. The guardian’s flame flared, and the cu sith whimpered back, but the flame spluttered and the cu sith were on him again. He pirouetted on the spot, ducked, and threw one beast over his head. It slammed into the tree hard enough to rattle off a few leaves and frighten the roosting wisps into the air.

      The sound of thundering feet pulled me around. The cu sith in wolf form leaped. I saw its mouth open and its teeth sparkle. I didn’t think, just reacted. I flung out a hand. Heat and pressure swelled inside as it had in the carriage, and I let it flow. The blast of light might have been the same as the one that had hit Sirius and healed his hand, only this time, the dark outline of the cu sith exploded, splashing me with hot, glittery fae dust.

      I blinked, heard a gurgling snarl, and spun, unleashing the light onto the second nearest cu sith. Its hulking hound-like body exploded, smothering Sirius in a cloud of sparkling dust.

      The third cu sith bolted. Old arena instincts had me starting after it.

      Sirius collapsed to his knees and swayed. The strain in his eyes was clear, and now that my light had faded, I saw how his flames had faded too, leaving dripping blood behind.

      “How bad are you hurt?” I asked.

      He shrank away from my reaching hand and staggered to his feet. “There is a cavern nearby…” He stumbled but stayed upright. “Ailish is there. There, I will heal.”

      He staggered and stumbled into the bushes, carving his own path and leaving a layer of glittery cu sith ash and blood on every leaf he brushed past.

      I followed his wavering figure through the bushes. I had healed his tek hand in the carriage, but I’d also just turned two cu sith into fae dust. Until I learned how to control the light and what it meant, I couldn’t blame him for recoiling.

      We eventually approached a cavern mouth tucked into a rich green gully lit from inside by a bluish glow. Sirius hobbled inside. I followed apprehensively and admired the strings of glowing water droplets dangling from the ceiling. As Sirius and I passed beneath and between them, the blue water soaked into my clothes and hair. I’d expected the water to be cold, but the drops were warm and tingly, reminding me of the cool, tingly touch of a Calicto med-wipe. The water likely had healing properties.

      Ahead, Sirius lowered himself gingerly against the cavern wall. Lifting his face to the droplets, he closed his eyes and left the water drip-drip onto his dirt-and-blood-smudged skin.

      I ventured a few steps deeper into the cavern.

      “Go too far and the cavern will swallow you,” he called.

      The naturally formed passage opened into an enormous cathedral-like cave, lit by glowing threads of healing water sitting static on fine, hair-thick threads. It was magical… so what was the catch? There was always a catch to places like this. The passage dove deeper underground, beckoning me to venture inside. If I explored it alone, I’d likely never find my way out again. Paths and corridors could move. I suspected underground caverns could as well.

      Minutes later, I returned to Sirius’s side. His eyes were closed, but his chest rose and fell steadily. We had no time to waste, but the cu sith had torn him to shreds. He was in no condition to move. I could allow a few hours. Hopefully, Night would wait a little longer.

      I propped myself against the wall next to him and enjoyed the quiet, with just the occasional dripping echoing back and forth.

      When we made Eledan whole again, and when he revealed the location of the four pieces of the polestar, Sirius would leave my side in search of the remaining three fragments. But I would not be alone. Eledan would take his place. I knew whose company I’d prefer. Sirius hadn’t tortured me for months on end.

      I’d made a deal to be Eledan’s.

      It had to be the right thing. How else could I free the saru from lives spent in servitude? Even if I’d had Kellee and Talen at my side, we could not break their chains. It took someone like Eledan, someone with power and influence, someone who the fae admired, to make real and lasting changes. I’d seeded the defiance. The rest, when the time came, the saru would have to take for themselves. I hoped it worked; otherwise, I’d be bound to Eledan for nothing and that was not a thought I wanted to dwell on. Whatever happened, the Dreamweaver would be free and so would the saru. And then what part would I play?

      I touched my chest, over a renewed ache. I’d always known I existed at time’s whim. A mortal surrounded by the immortal was reminded of it every day. But what became of a piece of polestar once it was reunited with its other pieces?

      There was so much I didn’t know.

      “Time is a fickle thing.”

      A female fae dressed in translucent blues stood with her back to me, staring down at the shallow cavern pools. Her long, thin ears tapered to high points, unlike any I’d seen on a fae before. Her skin was milky white, her shoulders fine, and her gown made of the same threads that dangled from the cavern ceiling. I blinked at her and then at Sirius, who hadn’t moved, and back again. She was real, wasn’t she? As real as any of Faerie’s creatures anyhow.

      “It rushes like a torrent or burbles like a brook. Would you ask for more of it if you could, mortal saru?”

      She still hadn’t turned. Her voice was a musical chime of soft bells. When the wild things of Faerie spoke, you answered.

      “It would depend on the price.” My saru words sounded clunky in the quiet compared to the musicality of hers.

      She chuckled at my answer. “You are a careful thing.”

      “I have learned to be.”

      “You came for the prince’s body.”

      Sirius still slept. I dropped my hand and snuck it toward his. He would know what this creature was and how to deal with it.

      “An ancient guardian and a mortal. Such an interesting pair. Tell me, mortal, what would you give to have the prince’s body in your possession?”

      I hooked my little finger around Sirius’s, and then the next finger, until I had his hand in mine. “I have nothing to bargain with.”

      “You think I want to bargain?” That last word cracked and echoed over itself, bouncing off the walls in a wholly unsettling way.

      I gave Sirius’s hand a squeeze. I needed his help, and the stubborn dolt was sleeping. “I’m not sure what to think.”

      “What is my name, mortal?”

      I had no idea. I hadn’t known this place existed until an hour ago, and beings such as her didn’t feature in saru stories. She was Faerie-made and pretty like the sidhe, but she could just as easily be something dark trying to trick me into giving up a year of my life or something equally damaging. If I misspoke, she would likely punish me or Sirius.

      “You reach for your guardian, but he is healing and will not wake unless I bid him to. So, tell me, what is my name?”

      I rose to my feet. If I needed to defend myself, I wanted to be ready. “I was grown to serve the fae and was not taught Faerie’s mysteries. I do not want to offend you by answering incorrectly.”

      She sighed and a chill whispered into the cavern. “That is a shame. We are all Faerie’s creatures, even you. Come with me. I will show you what you seek for no other reason than you deserve some goodness in your life…” She turned, keeping her face angled away, and headed deeper into the cavern where I had ventured earlier.

      What did she know of my life?

      There were Earthen tales of fae leading people astray and taking some to Faerie where they were driven insane. I was no foolish, naïve human, but I was vulnerable to their magics. Yet what choice did I have? She spoke of time and knew I didn’t have much left.

      “Sirius!” I gave his leg a swift kick.

      Nothing. Didn’t even stir. Typical.

      I was on my own, about to walk into the depths of a cavern with a fae who likely wanted something from me. They always did.

      “If I screw this up, I’m blaming you…” I grumbled at the guardian and then descended deeper into the dark.
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      New Calicto looked how I imagined Faerie might. Enormous green- and red-leaved trees clutched the abandoned metal dwellings, slowly crushing all human-made remains inside their roots. Pink and purple vines climbed over the jagged remains of the glass and steel environmental domes, enclosing what had once been a thriving human city in monstrous jaws about to swallow everything whole. All around, magic throbbed to its own heartbeat, and at its center sat the Arcon pyramid, changed into something earthy and magic-touched. The whole place stank of sweet fae. The grass crawled with odd-looking bugs. Pixies called from their hidden burrows. I snarled at the critters, sending them scurrying away. If a wisp came near me, I’d eat the wretched thing as a warning to its many friends not to fuck with an angry vakaru.

      “Say what you will about Calicto, but at least you didn’t have to hold your breath for fear of catching magic off floating dust.”

      “It’s the lifewell,” Talen said, striding down what had once been a residential pathway ahead of me. “In the absence of tek, magic reclaims what belongs to it.” Vines slithered out of his way and branches lifted.

      I hopped over a wriggling thing. A claw shot from a bush, stabbed the magic-worm, and dragged it to its death. Brutal. A shiver tracked down my spine. “Calicto was never fae.”

      “It was due to be,” Talen continued, unfazed. “The seed was planted and the lifewell established, but the First War saw Faerie lose Her grip on the outer worlds and relinquish them to the humans.”

      “There are wells all over, aren’t there?”

      He didn’t answer, which meant yes. Valand had started out the same, as had Sol. What the humans thought of as their precious Earth was nothing more than a Faerie experiment Oberon had been tasked with seeing to fruition. Nothing on Earth belonged to the humans, not really. The protofae had started it all. Was it any wonder the Sol Alliance were worried? They didn’t own their home, and the landlords were clearing house.

      A shadow swept over and swallowed all of Arcon. Our warcruiser limped through the sky and hovered over the pyramid’s point. Something rumbled inside the ship, sounding like thunder, and then a column of greenish light shot upward into the warcruiser’s belly, anchoring it in the sky. Magic throbbed, making my ears pop. Talen’s mouth ticked into a crooked smile.

      “I hate magic,” I grumbled.

      We walked deeper into Calicto and climbed the steps into Arcon. Twinkles of glass shone through the foliage here and there, but had I not seen Arcon before, I would have thought it had always been a jungle-cave. Life magic tingled on my lips and tickled my nose. The same kind of life magic Eledan wielded.

      “Do you know where Eledan kept his personal quarters?” Talen asked. His voice echoed inside the lobby until the vegetation stole it and swallowed it down. Pixies chirped and clicked.

      “Sota has a map of this place.”

      I’d left the drone and Hulia behind to watch the subdued humans on the tek ship, just in case they showed any signs of falling out of love with Talen. I had a comms device behind my ear to stay in communication with Sota. If Sol retook their ship, we’d be stuck on Calicto—an outcome we had to avoid at all costs.

      Talen and I traversed Arcon’s choked corridors until we eventually parted a wall of ivy, revealing a room that didn’t fit with the rest of Arcon. No metal or steel, just rotting wood and books, a bed, and a desk, all of it half buried beneath sweating vines and clicking critters.

      I ran my hand over the books and flicked off bits of moss and debris. Elaborate fae lettering reminded me of the words we’d found iron-poured into the stone on Hapters. “You think he might have left something as valuable as the polestar behind?”

      “He didn’t know Kesh would tear his heart out. The fae took him with no time to plan. This was his sanctuary. It’ll be here.”

      I eyed Talen and watched him approach the desk. He hadn’t given me any reason not to trust him, but he was fae. He made vague and secretive into an art. My art, if I had any, was brute force and integrity. I didn’t do elusive or mysterious.

      I flicked out my claws and sliced the vines draped over the bookcase, finding more of Eledan’s pretty fae books behind. I plucked one out, flicked through its pages, and tossed it onto the bed. A second, the same. Then a third.

      Talen searched the desk, tearing off the Faerie weeds and choking roots and rummaged around inside. We searched until we’d emptied out the room and turned everything upside down.

      Talen threw a rotten wad of papers down. “There’s nothing here.”

      “It would help to know what the polestar pieces look like.”

      He pulled in a breath and swept a hand over his hair, gathering it to one side and twisting the long locks around his fingers. “They can take the shape of anything, even an idea.”

      “That’s the opposite of helpful.”

      “It’s not meant to be helpful. They were never meant to be found by anyone who wasn’t looking for them. You could be holding a piece and not know it, unless you were actively looking for that exact piece at that exact moment.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “It’s Faerie.”

      “Fucking fairies,” I mumbled. He tilted his head. “Not you, obviously.”

      “Valand’s piece is not here. I was sure Eledan had it because of the warning we encountered on Valand. He definitely took it…” He trailed off, gave his head an exasperated shake, then drifted to the window. The ivy peeled back, unveiling the colorful dance of New Calicto drunk on Faerie.

      So, the polestar piece wasn’t here. We had to assume Eledan had it or knew where it was, so that left three pieces to locate. Three tiny pieces that could resemble anything. “We’re looking for a needle in a haystack the size of a galaxy. What do we know, for sure, about these pieces?”

      “Four pieces.” He gripped the windowsill and bowed his head. Frustration beat off him in invisible waves. “One in Faerie, one in Halow, one in Sol, and one in Valand. Kesh is Faerie’s piece. Eledan has or had the Valand piece—we know that from the illusion he left behind. He could have Halow’s too. He spent enough time in Halow to have found it.”

      That meant there were potentially three pieces on Faerie already: Kesh, Valand’s, and Halow’s.

      “And Sol?” I asked.

      He straightened and leaned back against the sill. “Still on Earth, at the heart of the Sol system. Even as resistant to tek as Eledan was, I doubt he could have reached it.”

      I wandered from the bookcases and drifted through the mess we’d made, letting my thoughts grab a hold of an idea and build it piece by piece. I didn’t much like the idea, but it was looking like our only solution. “Do you know where on Earth?”

      “For certain? No. But I have my suspicions. This place is named Arcon.”

      “Meaning?”

      “The first seeds planted on Earth were oak seeds.”

      “Oak seeds? Acorns?”

      He nodded. “Eledan thought it amusing to name this place Arcon. He always knew where the Sol piece is.”

      “It’s an acorn?” One piece of Faerie’s most dangerous weapon was a tiny nut?

      Talen nodded again.

      “On Earth?”

      And again.

      This was impossible. “I’ve never been to Earth, but I know it ain’t exactly small, and I hear they have a few trees there.” The museum planet was covered in forests. What wasn’t forest was ocean. And not much in between. The last piece of the polestar was a nut in a forest the size of a planet?

      “Needle in a haystack…” Talen mumbled, casting his gaze around Eledan’s abandoned sanctuary. “But when it’s being deliberately sought out, it’s easier to find. And given that it’s Faerie magic, it’ll be something prominent and somewhere safe. These things don’t like to stay buried and forgotten. They always resurface.”

      I reached Eledan’s desk. Talen’s search had disturbed the vines. Beneath all the vegetation, a deep crack had snaked through its surface. I ran my hand over it. Something sharp had punctured it, long before the fae had returned and long enough for the crack to fill with dirt and glittering dust.

      “Earth… it is a painful place,” Talen said, watching me. “I tried to reach it during one of my excursions from your prisons, but I found their tek barriers too painful to penetrate. I doubted I’d survive to return through those same barriers.”

      He couldn’t get through. But I could. “It’s about to get worse. They’re building a defense net, like Halow’s, only this one sounds permanent. Soon, nobody will be getting inside Sol, and that polestar piece will be lost to us.”

      I had a human ship—Excalibur—that could sail right through their tek borders.

      I met Talen’s gaze and received the same look in return. He knew where my thoughts were heading.

      But if we went to Sol to find Earth’s polestar fragment, we’d be farther from Faerie, from Kesh when she needed us the most.

      I pulled my hand back from the crack in the desk, hearing my earlier words of war and sacrifice in my head. There were things that must be done, even if we didn’t want to do them.

      But if I lost Kesh, there would be nothing left for me. Nothing at all. I’d lived so long without hope that I’d forgotten what it felt like to have hope breathe new fire into my life. She had given me that.

      “You need to go back to Faerie, to Kesh…” I told him. “She’ll try to save everyone on her own and do something foolish. She thinks she has everything to prove.”

      “And you?” he asked.

      I managed a wry smile. “I’ve always wanted to see Earth. How hard can it be to find a magical acorn in a never-ending forest?”

      Talen didn’t return my smile. “I can bespell the Excalibur crew to take you there, but their docility will wear off within days. You may not escape again.”

      “I’ll find a way.” I didn’t want to do this. I wanted to go to Faerie, to Kesh, and help her, protect her, be her last vakaru, and tear the whole glass palace down around Oberon. Instead, I was sending the not-Nightshade back to her. A fae I only marginally trusted. A fae she loved. A fae I couldn’t compete with. Together, they could save worlds or end them.

      I wanted it to be me.

      I rubbed my forehead and sighed out my regret. She’d never know how much I admired her, how much I wanted to save her and for her to save me. When would my sacrifices end? For once, just once, I wanted something for me.

      “As much as I’d love nothing more than to abandon you to your fate, Marshal,” Talen sighed, “Kesh is where she needs to be, and my presence on Faerie would only complicate matters. But I can help you walk among the Earthens undetected and get us both out again. With my talents and yours, we can secure Sol’s polestar before it’s lost forever.”

      He was right, we stood a better chance together, but he was giving up a chance to return to Faerie—his home—to help stop the war. The Nightshade wouldn’t have.

      “I’m not your enemy.” His lips hinted at a soft smile. “If I were, I’d have done more than knock you on your ass that day.”

      I snorted a laugh. “You’ll never let that go, huh?”

      “Not until the next time.”

      “Next time?”

      He shrugged. “Besides, if I returned to Kesh without her vakaru, she’d never forgive me.”
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      We sailed into Sol space as though we had every right to filter through the bristling tek buoys. Talen’s mental grip on the crew held firm, and the crew followed his orders to the letter. While he was around, the humans acted like eager puppies. Even Pierce, the iron captain, went out of her way to make sure her esteemed guest was comfortable while fluttering her lashes and making it clear he could have her any way he wanted. Multiple times.

      Captain Pierce wrapped up her report of the uneventful journey to Sol and left the observation room with a fae-struck dreamy smile on her face.

      Chuckling, I scanned the many, many screens flickering and dancing like holograms along the wall. “At least I don’t have to infect minds with suggestions. I was born attractive.”

      Slumped at the table, Talen managed a muffled grunt as he massaged his temples. Whether from the strain of keeping the entire crew bespelled or the tek, he was suffering and it would get worse.

      “The vakaru mothers all fell over themselves in shock when you were born, Marshal, with a star pinned to your infant chest?” he snarked back. He still had some humor left in him, but the deeper into Sol we ventured, the more the tek would eat away at his mind. We couldn’t stay long for fear the Nightshade might lose his shit, and after Valand, that was not something I relished being around to witness.

      “Something like that.”

      Keeping the fae in my peripheral vision, I continued to scan the ship’s livescreens. One screen had caught my eye. On our approach, the view had resembled an oval spider’s web, but now, with the ship among its design, it was clearly an expanse of never-ending tek scaffolding—a net still under construction, but humans didn’t wait once they got it in their heads to build. Not only were they capable of shutting the door on the rest of the systems, they were virtually ready.

      Talen approached and admired the screens depicting the various levels of the ship, the crew, weaponry, communications, and more I’d yet to figure out.

      “You were right,” he said. “This ship is a valuable weapon. But I don’t know how long I can function on it.”

      “You spent three hundred years surrounded by tek. You can do this.”

      His cheek twitched as he ground his teeth. “I can barely hear my own thoughts inside the tek interference.”

      I had an idea of what he meant. The tek burned my senses too, irritating me like an itch I couldn’t scratch. I could live with it, but he might not. We had to get in and out quickly.

      “I doubt we can take Excalibur close to Earth without attracting too much attention. We’ll take a shuttle in… just a stroll in the park.” A few million acres of parkland.

      I tapped at the screens and brought up the blue and green image of Earth. Once the cradle of humanity, so they believed, and now a museum and temple to all things human. Their pearl of a world.

      “There hasn’t been a fae on Earth for a thousand Sol years,” Talen remarked. “Some would venture this far from Faerie to see the young world, so much like Faerie but populated by humans. Humans who would later create their own magic: Tek.”

      And it was everywhere. Tek stations lazily orbited Sol’s planets and smaller shuttles buzzed between them. The system crawled with life and tek that worked seamlessly together. I had to give it to humans, they knew their tek.

      The image of Earth rotated in front of us, half of it cast in darkness. “Where’s the acorn?”

      Talen’s brow scrunched, his face thinning. “Earth’s cities rose and fell, but relics from its early days still remain. There.” He pointed at a continent that stretched almost from pole to pole in all shades of green.

      “You’ll have to narrow it down.”

      “It will be protected. I…” The frown deepened. “I just need time to think.” He rubbed at his chest and winced. “This would be easier with Kesh here.”

      “Many things would be easier with Kesh here.” The bond likely pained him too. No matter the distance, they were connected, two lives entwined. Talen had power, and together, the pair had seemed virtually unstoppable, but with countless light years between them, they were vulnerable. Did she feel his absence like he did?

      I felt the hollowness. It wasn’t like the feelings Talen and Kesh shared. What I felt for Kesh was simpler. I wanted her here, testing me. I wanted her challenges and battles. She made me feel again, made me rage, made me laugh. And it had been a very, very long time since I’d felt much of anything.

      The door opened. Sota shot in, fast and low. He jolted to a halt in mid-air in front of the screens. “I’ve died and gone to drone heaven.” His lens widened, absorbing the sight of all the tek.

      “Sota, no detours,” I told him. “In and out. We don’t have time for sightseeing.”

      “Sol is where all tek came into being,” he said, voice full of drone-awe. “The upgrades I could get.” He shivered, or vibrated, maybe both. It was difficult to tell. “I could get a body.”

      “A what?” Talen asked, eyebrow suitably raised.

      “I could be upgraded,” Sota whispered dramatically.

      “You mean as a mandroid?” I laughed. “There’s no way we’ve got time to find you a disused tek suit to strut around in. You’re more useful as a killing machine than as Kesh’s man-toy.”

      His lens drilled toward the screens. The worst part was that I knew how much that ball of tek wanted a body. Months ago, he’d bet me I wouldn’t win a brawl with Talen and if I lost the bet, I’d owe him a way to get his AI consciousness into a manufactured body. I’d agreed because there was no way Talen could floor me. As it so happened, he had knocked me out, and pretty damn swiftly too. I’d lost that damn bet.

      “You’re her man-toy, Marshal. Talen is her man-toy. Even Arran was. I want to be her man-toy too.”

      Talen coughed into his hand and wandered away, shoulders jerking from barely contained laughter.

      “Okay, firstly, we are not man-toys, and even if they are, I’m not one. Talen, maybe. Arran, definitely. I’m a vakaru, and vakaru are not man-toys. Dammit, Sota, you make it sound like we’re Kesh’s playthings.”

      Sota swiveled his single lens on me. “Aren’t you?”

      I held his single-eyed glare. “Talk to Talen. He knows all about being a man-toy.”

      “Do I?” the fae inquired in that flickering tone of his that sounded like laughter, though he wasn’t, yet, laughing. “Your jealousy is showing.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why would I be jealous of someone who kept pushing her away? At least I knew a good thing when I had it.”

      Talen leaned against the captain’s table. “And tried to bite it, if I recall correctly.”

      “The only reason you recall correctly is because you were getting your rocks off on her pleasure through your bond. A pleasure I roused in her.”

      He shrugged, unconcerned. “I have no problem with that. Where I come from, sharing is normal.”

      “I’m aware of where you come from, fae.”

      “I should point out…” Sota butted in. “I’m recording this to show Kesh how you squabbled over her the way man-toys would. If you were man-toys, but clearly, you’re not, so you’re just two grown men arguing over who pleasured who first.”

      I clamped my mouth shut, and Talen did the same. We both had our pride—or most of it.

      “I could not show her this footage…” Sota’s tone lifted questioningly. “If you help me find a tek-body, I might delete the footage of you two bickering altogether.” He bobbed toward the door, happy with himself. “Think on it, man-toys.”

      “That drone is not to be underestimated,” Talen said once Sota was gone.

      I grunted in agreement. “And about as obedient as Kesh.”

      Out of all of us, Sota had been beside Kesh through the worst times and always came through. He deserved to have his wish realized, but this mission would be difficult enough without hunting down a tek suit for a drone that was far more useful as a hovering murder-ball.

      Talen folded his arms and closed his eyes. “He knew exactly what he was doing by coming here and stirring us up.”

      “Oh yeah, he did.” I faced the screens again. “He learned from the best.” We were a few hours from Earth and would need to find a station to dock at soon. Then the games would begin. “You ready for this?”

      Talen breathed out and opened his eyes. Their violet sparkle had darkened. He might not be the Nightshade, but what we were about to do would require some grade-A fae manipulation in a world full of tek, far away from Faerie. Nothing about the next few hours would be easy. And if the Earthens caught us, Talen would not survive. There was a high chance that neither would I.

      “I am ready.”

      “Let’s go say hello to some Earthens.”
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      Kesh

      

      The cavern glowed its eerie blue light, and strings of water droplets sparkled like Talen’s stars had in the warcruiser navigation room. The air was wet and tasted sweet, every breath laced with Faerie’s magical perfume. For all I knew, I could have been breathing in poisonous spores. That might account for why I was following a water sidhe deep into the cavern.

      On and on she led me, deeper and deeper, where rocks gleamed, buried gems winked, and my breath misted in the chilling air. Creatures scurried in corners. Occasionally, something gave a startled chirp and dashed off before I could catch a glimpse of it.

      The tunnel opened, and rock walls shone from within. I reached out a hand to steady myself against the wall. The thrum of magic beat against my palm like a thudding heart. Almost stumbling, I made it inside the cavern and froze. In the center, on a slab of glittering black rock, lay a sleeping prince.

      Thoughts, emotions, doubts—they all stopped.

      They’d positioned Eledan on his back, arms crossed over his chest to hide the hole where his heart should have been. Beads of water glistened like diamonds on his dark eyelashes. He wore the same raggedy clothes and was missing his boots, just as he’d appeared to me in the dreams. But here, his smile was gone, and his haunting laughter was silent among the drip-drip of water.

      “The wild prince slumbers and will do so for eternity if not saved.”

      I forced my body into motion, cracking an instinctual need to freeze, and approached the side of the dais. Wet threads hung all around, their pale blue glow making Eledan appear glass-like. Fragile. Like one wrong touch, one loud word, might shatter him.

      He looked… not harmless, but vulnerable. His serene expression made him look younger than I remembered from our time in Arcon. The snarls, sharp smiles, and sharper glances were a distant memory. This prince was a terrible and stunning sight to behold.

      I despised him for what he had done to me. For so long, I had wanted him dead and wished I’d crushed his heart when I’d had the chance. But this was worse than death for him. Oberon had discarded his brother and locked him away in loneliness.

      I had feared Eledan for the longest time, but now, looking down at his sleeping form, I only felt pity.

      “Young Prince Eledan would come to these caverns,” the water lady said, “and tell tales of how he had battled the Dark Legion for the Light. He was a foolish prince, with a heart full of pride and a head full of dreams. I told him his crusade against the Dark was dangerous, but he would not listen. We are all Faerie’s children, even the dark ones. It broke Her heart when half her children were driven away, but in Eledan, it broke more…”

      The lady spoke her musical words, and I watched Eledan’s chest rise and fall. I didn’t recognize the prince she spoke of and wondered how long ago this had been. Time away from Faerie had twisted the Eledan I knew and made him into a nightmarish version of himself.

      “They did not listen, the princely brothers. One fought for pride while the other fought for the blinding Light until the dark fae fought back, rallied by their courtly Nightshade. They clashed, Dark and Light. Immortal fae fell, and Faerie wept for her fallen children. The wild lands fractured, the seas withdrew, and Faerie began to decay. She could not intervene, no mother can take sides, and so the battle raged for centuries until the sidhe became few and the fae grew desperate. Mab reached for the polestar, a weapon of Light, with promises to end the war Faerie allowed it, but only because Prince Oberon had already reached for another weapon, one of darkness, one he and his brother were all too familiar with.”

      The water lady paused and approached Eledan. Her hair, beaded with water like the tendrils dangling around us, covered half her face, but the other half was visible. I saw a fine, curved mouth; white, powdery skin with a glittery sheen; and a dark, all-black eye beneath snow-white lashes.

      “The two opposing forces would have clashed and brought about a balance, a unity, and an obscure peace would have returned to Faerie. But it did not happen as Faerie had foreseen. The princeling, Oberon, made a terrible mistake. He realized Faerie’s intentions in giving his mother the polestar, and so he tricked the dark-forged weapon into silence, sealing it away. Oberon, alongside Mab, used only the polestar, and without its opposing force, the dark fae were overpowered and driven into the stars, sundering Faerie with grief.”

      In trying to cleanse Faerie, Oberon had condemned Her to death. Talen knew the truth. He had told Sirius, which was why the guardian had kept so many secrets from the king on our return to Faerie. How many others knew? Eledan? Most certainly.

      “Why did the Hunt not come for Oberon?” I asked. “The Hunt is Faerie’s will. It has no king or queen to rule over it.”

      The water lady lifted her head. Her waterfall of hair shifted, falling back to reveal the horror of her “other” face. Where skin should have been, her flesh had rotted away and shrunken around stark-white bone. Her jaw and teeth shone white, and her empty eye socket was a black hollow. “Only Oberon possesses that answer.”

      Who was this fae? Why was she telling me any of this? “You do not tell me these things freely. What do you want from me?”

      “Justice.” The bone of her jaw worked as she spoke.

      “For whom?”

      “For the Dark.”

      And she wanted me to… what? Champion the Dark? How was that even possible? I could barely protect myself from the cu sith, let alone half of Faerie’s squabbling children. This fae, this… creature was something Dark and unseelie and likely full of tricks. For all I knew, this was an illusion.

      “The Nightshade returns. We feel it. Oberon’s grip on the dark weapon is weak. Now is the time for all Faerie’s children to return.”

      I only wanted to free the saru, save Halow, and stop the fae from killing innocent people. I didn’t owe Faerie anything. This war had raged for millennia, and the death of Faerie was theirs to fix. I was saru, and the saru had served their sentence. They owed Faerie no alliances.

      “Sometimes the Light can be found in the most unlikely of places,” she said, “and in the most unlikely of people.”

      “I cannot stop your war.”

      She looked down at the slumbering prince. “There are others close to your heart, Faerie’s forgotten children. Together, you all will save Faerie.”

      She spoke of Talen and Kellee. My Talen and Kellee. Faerie had cast both aside. We are all Faerie’s children. I wouldn’t ask them to fight for Her now.

      It wasn’t fair. I’d spent my entire life in love with Faerie and Her creatures, and I’d learned it was all lies. Now this wild fae was asking me to be their champion? What right did she have to ask this of me?

      “Why should I?” My question echoed around us. “Faerie has done nothing for me or the saru. We barely even understand the world we live in because the fae have kept it from us. We are murdered and used, manipulated and driven insane by the fae, yet we’re forced to love them. How can you ask this of me, of them?”

      “Faerie has no desires to conquer other worlds. She never did. Peace on Faerie will bring peace to all four of Faerie’s worlds. Your concern is for Faerie’s children scattered among the stars. She knows this. She sees…”

      The water lady reached out a hand as though to touch my heart. I pulled back before her flitting fingers could touch me. I knew too well how a single touch could ruin a saru’s mind.

      She pulled her hand back. “It all hinges on you, Messenger.”

      Even with Talen, Kellee, and perhaps Sirius… I wasn’t sure we could do this. Perhaps if Talen were to take up the Nightshade mantle again, we could rally the dark and bring them back, but the wild things of Faerie were untamable, and Talen… I couldn’t ask him to become that thing again. I’d seen the fear in his eyes. He was not the Nightshade and didn’t want to be.

      “You have more power than you realize.” She peered down at Eledan’s sleeping body, smiling like a mother might beside her child’s bed. “Fear not the Dark.” Lifting her head, she admired me once more. “Faerie loves you, saru, as she loves all her children. Your future is one of light and darkness. Embrace both and you will prevail.”

      Her half smile was delicate on the normal side of her face, but a sneer on the other. I would be a fool to trust a fae who lured unsuspecting saru deep into her caverns and presented them with exactly what they were looking for, at a price.

      Her attention drifted over my shoulder. “Enter, Guardian. You have listened long enough.”

      I looked back at the cavern’s entrance to find Sirius climbing inside, his wounds healed, but his expression locked in his typical guardian glare. “I see you have met the water witch.” He bowed his head, and the water lady mirrored him.

      “Did you hear enough to settle your rattling loyalties?” she asked, her voice softer, suggesting familiarity.

      Sirius approached Eledan’s body, ignoring the witch’s question. After a few moments of assessment, he asked, “Where is his heart?”

      The witch’s half-mouth twitched. “Not with the Wild Ones. We suspect Oberon guards the heart closely inside his crystal palace. He would not be so foolish as to abandon it when it holds so much potential, the same as he did not abandon the Messenger. You stole her from him.”

      Sirius’s lips thinned, likely fighting a sneer. “Stole her? I did no such thing. I cannot seem to be rid of her.”

      “You have lost your way, Guardian.”

      “Easily done, Ailish, when the path is dark,” he countered, his tone dropping and garnering a musical accent similar to the witch’s. They knew each other well.

      “Mylana will light your steps for you.”

      Sirius’s glare flicked to me and then away again just as quickly. “She is a curse, and I do not need an insane water hag attempting to convince me otherwise.”

      Well, gee, at least Sirius and I were on the same page in terms of expectations.

      Ailish chuckled, a wet sound that made me thankful I couldn’t see her entire face. “This water hag sees more with one eye than you do with two. You are a fool, Sirius. You let the princeling use you, even as your colors dull and Autumn fades from power. You serve Faerie, no other. Oberon must pay his debts. Faerie must be made whole, just like this dreaming princeling will be.”

      “This princeling will likely herald the end of Faerie, you wittering phantom.”

      She laughed at his insult. “Faerie is already at its end. Fix the prince. Reunite the polestar. Free the dark. Bring the Legion home. And stop Oberon from making more mistakes. Change has already begun, but you must help bring it to fruition, Guardian, or there will be nothing left to guard and your existence will pass from time, as will all of Faerie’s. We will all be lost to time’s marching passage.”

      When he looked at me again, he held my gaze as though challenging me to deny it. If he had heard all of Ailish’s words—her asking me for help, and her mention of justice and hope—he knew everything I did. But did he believe it?

      “The heart is in the palace?” he asked again.

      Ailish nodded. “Close to the king. We will bring the princelings body to the palace when the time is right, Guardian, but first, you must find the heart.”

      “You cannot breach the palace wards—” he began.

      Ailish’s sharp laugh cut him off. “See, lost his way… Foolish, Fire Lord. I once danced through those palace halls, when I had my entire face, of course. I’d like to dance there again. I’d like to dance on Oberon’s bones.” Again, her last word shivered through the cavern.

      I was beginning to like her.

      “Stop smiling, calla,” Sirius growled. “You’ll encourage her.” But his gaze held a softness for the water witch.

      Ailish shooed us away with a flutter of her hand. “Now go, both of you. Time works against you. And Guardian…” She stopped us halfway to the passage entrance. “We were all wild and free, once. Or have you forgotten that too?”

      He left the cavern, ignoring her question and assuming I’d follow. I felt Ailish’s gaze on me long after we’d left the cavern.

      We walked through the dusk-lit forest along old, disused paths, with the wisps buzzing around high in the canopy, lighting the branches on fire with their glittering light. As Autumnlands was in favor, golden leaves fluttered and sunbaked grass swayed, crisp and warm to the touch. Sirius blended in so well I might have blinked and lost him among the golden browns.

      After going over the witch’s words, I studied the guardian’s figure a few strides ahead. His messy hair fell to his stern jaw and over his eyes. Occasionally, he was forced to use his tek hand to sweep his hair back. Broad shoulders spoke of a body built for swordplay and strength. He was more warrior than courtly, but with Ailish’s words still ringing in my ears, I noticed elements about him that were indeed more wild than refined. And I noticed, too, more recent changes. When I’d seen him on Hapters for the first time in years, I’d noticed his colors had dulled and his clothes had frayed. Now, back on Faerie and beneath the orange hues of Autumn, his layers of guardian attire had mended themselves. It was subtle, almost indiscernible, but as I’d learned to look and admire without repercussions, I saw the change in him. The tek arm wasn’t stopping him from reclaiming his former glory, whatever glory that may be. He served Faerie. Ailish had said she was a wild one too…

      “What does it mean to be wild fae?”

      He stalked on, deaf to my question. I’d thought Kellee a master of the brooding silence, but Sirius had it down to an art.

      “The more you ignore me, the more annoying I’ll become.”

      “Impossible,” he said with his usual gravelly snarl.

      Wisps dallied above. I smiled at their delicate dance and watched their light sweep across the thick foliage. “Ailish says we are all Faerie’s children, yet saru know hardly anything of fae history. You tell us pretty tales, but they are all smartly dressed lies to romanticize yourselves and make us fawn over you some more.”

      “There is too much to tell. You would meet your natural mortal end before I told you half our past.”

      “So you don’t bother telling us anything.”

      “You don’t need to know the past to serve us.”

      I stopped. He marched on for a few strides before realizing I wasn’t following. He turned and frowned as though I were a troublesome child.

      “Are you really that shortsighted?” He blinked at my question. I shook my head. How could he think so little of saru? “I don’t understand you.”

      “You’re saru. Your limited mind cannot comprehend my existence.”

      I almost believed it, but in the past few days, I’d learned he had a softer side, one he kept hidden from me. What else had he been keeping from me? I’d learned Talen’s secrets and Kellee’s too. But Sirius was a closed book. “You say I am saru when it suits you. You work so hard to make me hate you. Why is that?” When he didn’t answer, I added, “You hate me, but some things you say and do make me wonder if that hatred is hiding something else.”

      His scowl was darkening, and the questions shriveled on my tongue.

      “And what is it I hide from you?”

      Reminding him of what he had said in the tower, about hearing my screams long after I’d left, seemed wrong to speak aloud, like it would reveal a truth neither of us was ready to hear. “You hate me. I hate you. We agree on that at least. You were listening to Ailish explain events to me. She said I can help Faerie. Doesn’t that put us on the same side?”

      “I wish it did, but you are the Wraithmaker, and many have succumbed to your lies. You scheme to free your champion. You scheme to free the Dreamweaver—to what end, I do not know for certain, but it is not for the good of Faerie. Ailish sees only the light in you. I have seen the dark. You will take any weapon and turn it against Faerie. We are enemies, you and I. Nothing can change that.” That hatred again blazed in his eyes.

      I marched forward. “Everything I have done, every life I have stolen, every lie was necessary to survive Faerie. You and your kind made me this way, and you dare blame me for your mistakes? No, I’m not listening to your karushit any longer. You made me a killer. The king tortured me and turned me into his tek-whispering experiment, and all my life I’ve bowed to you, fought for you, bled for you, and killed for you, and I will do nothing else for you or Faerie. The Wraithmaker is dead. She finally died when Oberon stabbed me in the chest. I am the Messenger now, and I will fight you and anyone else who stands in my way. I will fight for what is right. I will fight for the people who cannot fight because their will isn’t their own.”

      “And what is right, in your eyes, Messenger?”

      “Freedom for the people, for all the people, for saru and namu, for all of Halow and Sol. Valand had no one to save it. The fae destroyed it. That fate will not befall Halow or Sol. Those systems have a savior. They have someone who can stop this war.”

      “And that savior is you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what of the fae who stand in your way?”

      “I will stop them.”

      “Kill them?”

      “If I must.” Every single one, including him. They had made me into this creature, and by Faerie, I would bring vengeance down upon them like a bloody storm.

      “The Game of Lies was just the beginning of your campaign against the fae?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you will do all this, calla… alone?”

      Not alone. At least, I hoped I wasn’t alone. Somewhere, Kellee and Talen were alive, and even if they didn’t trust me, they would be fighting for hope, for freedom, and for the people the fae would otherwise exterminate. My silver fae and my unseelie monster: Talen and Kellee, with their army of Valand’s undead. The Messenger survived in them, in us, and she was everything.

      “If you think I’m alone, you haven’t been paying attention.”

      I expected him to laugh his sudden and alarming laughter, but instead, he blinked curiously down at me. I didn’t look like much in my torn and stained saru clothing. Without my whip and coat I was less of a mythical messenger and more of a single saru woman with insane plans to overthrow her Faerie overlords. It would have been ridiculous if not for my light, which we had both witnessed. If not for the weight of my past. If not for the proof in my crimes.

      “I do not believe I am by your side by chance. I serve Faerie, and as it is becoming clear that Oberon does not rule by Faerie’s wish, then I am here, beside you”—he almost choked on his next words—“by the will of Faerie Herself. But whether I am here to protect you or stop you? That is not yet clear.” He turned and trudged on through the brush.

      Well, he had better decide soon, or I’d make the call for him. If he wasn’t my ally, then he was in my way. Like Sjora had been in my way, and Devere, and a thousand fae who had thought themselves immortal against my wrath until an army of wardrones cut them down.

      “If only Faerie could talk…” I muttered, following Sirius.

      “She can,” he answered, startling me. “Listening to Her, however, is more difficult.”

      “Does She talk to you?”

      He glanced over his shoulder, one russet eyebrow raised in an expression I had no hope of deciphering, and then he continued forward as though that glance had been answer enough.

      “Is that why your colors are returning?” I did not understand the fae’s relationship with Faerie, but Ailish seemed convinced that Sirius losing his color was connected to him losing his path. And now his colors were returning. “Because you’re coming around to the idea that I might be helpful?”

      “Helpful is not the word I would use to describe you.”

      I pushed glittering branches aside and grinned at his back. “Do enlighten me.”

      “Disrespectful, dishonorable, disloyal, manipulative, shallow, unworthy. Wretched. Volatile. Shall I go on?”

      Well, he certainly wasn’t shy about expressing his feelings.

      “You are the worst kind of creature,” he went on anyway. “You remind me of the roses used to contain palace prisoners. Pretty to look at but their thorns are sharp. They’re also emotional leeches. They cause pain in anyone who gets too close and they feed off that pain. That is you.”

      I could have chosen to let his words hurt, but I knew exactly what Sirius thought of me and exactly how to annoy him. “You think I’m pretty?”

      His stride tripped and he grunted a fae word I didn’t catch but was likely derogatory. My guardian was too easy to tease.

      A wisp buzzed between us and spiraled higher in the air. Another zoomed in, joining its partner, and then a third and fourth until the pathway glittered with prancing specks of light. I stopped, not wanting to push through them. More rained down from the canopy, flooding the path with light. One skipped in the air toward my face. I backed up. They were pretty, but I’d never seen so many this close before. The wisp dipped and settled delicately on my shoulder, where its tiny wings slowed enough for me to see how their transparent membranes glowed from the inside. A tickle on my hand. I lifted it to find a wisp clinging to my finger. Down and down, hundreds sailed through the air. Their combined brightness was almost blinding. I lifted my hand to shield my eyes, and those that had landed on me fluttered off, flying in formation like flocks of silvery stars.

      I turned, feeling a soft warmth unfurl inside. Wisps were thought of as pests. I’d barely given them a second thought in the past. But their dance around me was coordinated, not random. They danced in a cloud of light with me at their center.

      Sirius’s green-eyed glare cut through them. Fury twisted my guardian’s handsome face. I laughed, refusing to let his moods spoil mine, and lifted my arms, twirling inside the light. The wisps twirled with me in a merry dance, and all the while, Sirius fumed on the sidelines like a storm about to roll in and ruin the fun.

      “Enough!” he roared.

      I jumped, and the wisps exploded away, fleeing to the enormous trees, their light fading with them.

      His eyes flashed with fire. He just had to frighten them, didn’t he? Because I liked them. I approached, and when he didn’t move from my path, I shoved him, moving him out of my path.

      “Maybe Faerie speaks to you but you’re not listening, Guardian.”

      He followed. “Faerie would not pick a saru as Her savior.”

      It seemed to me, Faerie knew exactly what She was doing. Her children had failed Her. She was dying and desperate. A piece of the polestar had been hidden in a saru bloodline and passed down through the generations to me. What choice did She have?

      “You’re her guardian, one of her first children. Your colors were fading, and now that you’re with me, you’re getting those colors—those powers back. These are not lies, and you know it. You need to take a long hard look at yourself. I’m not the disloyal one here, you are.”

      A flash of heat warmed my back. I turned to find Sirius standing on the path, bathed in flame. The fire danced over his tek arm too, lighting it up at his side. His hands were clenched into fists. He was a marvel to behold, the perfect sidhe lord, a product of Faerie. But he’d been blinded by his own prowess, just like the rest of them. He didn’t like me because I wasn’t like the others. I didn’t only reflect the things he wanted to see. I reflected his ugly aspects, and no seelie fae liked to think of themselves as ugly.

      I remembered something I’d told Kellee. “The truth hurts, Guardian. That’s how you know it’s real.”

      Turning away, I continued down the path, his heat fading behind me. When I looked back, he was following, eyes downcast until he looked up and held my gaze, not with hatred but with the same raw honesty I’d glimpsed in the past. It had to hurt when a dumb saru mortal girl showed you your own ugly truths.

      I might never win Sirius over, but hopefully, when we freed Eledan and reunited the polestar pieces, Sirius would stand by my side. If not, I would be forced to deal with him the same way I’d dealt with the cu sith, and despite our differences, the thought of killing him didn’t sit well with me.
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      Thick trees gave way to open sky and an open road, and in the distance, climbing the hills above the coast, the crystal palace shone purple in the twilight. Inside its shimmering walls, the king awaited my return, and Arran counted the minutes until his death.

      Sirius lifted his head, looking back toward the forest where the stars were pulling the thick black quilt of night across all of Faerie.

      “Night approaches,” he said. “We have hours, not days.”

      And in those hours, all I had to do was find and steal the king’s most prized possession—his brother’s heart.

      “Can I count on you to help me stop Oberon?” I asked him.

      Sirius gazed ahead at the palace and then down at his healed tek hand. After everything he had seen, how could he deny there was so much more happening here than a king’s stubborn obsession with a nothing girl and the death of a gladiator for crimes he hadn’t committed?

      He folded his tek fingers into his palm and clenched his jaw. “I serve Faerie.”

      And Faerie needed its polestar. Me.

      It was as good an answer as I would get. And it would have to be enough.

      The rattle of armor sounded through twilight’s stillness. Sirius stepped protectively in front of me, barring me behind him with his tek arm. A line of horses, great beasts with stomping hooves, emerged over the hilltop, and at their head, atop a stallion dressed in black and red with an ink-black coat that looked crafted from Night itself, the guardian Niamh reined in her beast. Her red eyes locked on Sirius first.

      She kicked her beast with a cry and galloped forward.

      “Hold,” Sirius muttered to me.

      Niamh was on us in seconds. She reared her horse mere feet from Sirius. The beast pranced and snickered at its bit, barely contained. Gray veils of smoke rose from its fetlocks and mane. And its eyes were gray too, as though the beast were blind. But it could see well enough to know where Sirius and I stood. Niamh’s red eyes scored into me, and the nothing girl inside me shrank back while I held her glare. Even her horse looked like a shadow, and I again wondered about the rumors that she had fought off the Hunt and taken one of its wild stallions.

      “Sirius,” Niamh declared, loud enough for her riders to hear, “by King Oberon’s decree, I am to take you into custody.”

      “For what crime?” Sirius asked.

      “Stealing the Wraithmaker.”

      “I did not steal her. She ran. I’ve retrieved her. I’m bringing her to the king.”

      All technically true. There had been running, and he was bringing me back, but not for the reasons Niamh would assume.

      The dark guardian’s red eyes thinned to slits. “That is not for you and me to discuss. Submit and come quietly.”

      “The Wraithmaker is my prisoner.”

      Niamh’s warhorse whinnied and circled on the spot, stamping its hooves against the road, striking sparks against the stone. With one word, that horse would trample us both.

      Niamh leaned forward in her saddle, the leather creaking. “Is that all she is to you, Guardian?” She straightened again and called out, “Bind them both!” She whirled again and smiled faintly at me as her troops jumped down from their steeds and bore down on Sirius and me. Her smile held no humor, just malice. “You would not want to miss the execution, Wraithmaker.”

      An armored rider approached Sirius but hesitated to latch on the binding vines he carried.

      “Do it!” Niamh snapped.

      The rider winced, and Sirius offered his wrists to spare them both any harm. We were outnumbered, and even if I could summon the light, I wasn’t sure how to direct it without frying Sirius too.

      A kick from behind buckled one knee, dropping me into the dirt. Hands yanked my arms back, and the vines were looped around my wrists, where they self-tightened. Sirius watched the fae haul me to my feet and tie me to a horse. Watched, like he always had. I could trust him to be a Royal Guardian and nothing else. But was he my guardian, Oberon’s, or Faerie’s?

      The troops turned, and we were marched back toward the palace as night crept into the valleys and forests behind us.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Kesh

      

      Oberon stood at the same throne room window looking over the palace grounds, now cloaked in darkness. Night was here, and outside, the burbling sound of gathering fae overrode the soothing, serene chime of pixie-song.

      The king hadn’t spoken since my arrival. I still knelt, waiting to be acknowledged. They had separated Sirius and me as soon as we’d stepped through the palace’s enormous crystal gateway. A silent saru had stripped me of my filthy clothes and shoved me into more familiar scout leathers. Sirius’s absence in the throne room was not a good sign. If Oberon believed Sirius had taken me, taken his polestar… then Arran might have company at his execution—an execution I was no closer to stopping.

      I had to find Eledan’s heart.

      “My king—”

      “Silence.”

      I swallowed.

      Moments later, Oberon half-turned and regarded me with rare iciness. “Stand.”

      The only sound as I rose was the gently sighing of my leathers.

      He strode forward, boots clipping the carpet in even beats. He wore the cloak and robes of Faerie’s King, but when he passed the throne, he plucked the crown off his head and set it down on its arm. Though I’d always known him as crownless, tonight, he somehow seemed more terrifying without it. As a king, he had a role to play, rules to live by, but as Oberon, he had no role and no rules, other than his own.

      He spread his hand on my chest. My heart hammered beneath the buckled leather waistcoat. Don’t flinch. Don’t flinch. Don’t flinch. Working his touch down, over where he had stabbed a nail into my chest and where the light had blasted the marks away, he traced where the marks had been. His face, cut with deep lines, told me he knew some were missing.

      “The guardian knows,” he said, not a question but a statement.

      I didn’t ask what. Sirius knew everything.

      Oberon hadn’t used Sirius’s name, and a small pang of fear further tightened my chest. He would kill Sirius too. I should have wanted that—the guardian was a stubborn, ignorant example of everything I hated about the fae—but the thought of his execution knotted up my feelings and opened the way for some uncomfortable truths.

      “At first, I ordered him to accompany me during our sessions.” He pulled his hand back. His fingers closed into a fist. “I had planned to dismiss him once we’d settled into our routine, but when I broached the subject, he admitted he wanted to be present, that he enjoyed seeing me mark you.”

      Sirius had asked to watch? But he had told me he’d had no choice…

      Oberon scrutinized my face for a reaction. I gave none.

      “Perhaps that was true in the beginning,” he continued, “but as the years progressed and I gave you more marks, his intentions changed. He believes I did not notice how his perception of you altered.” He sighed gently. “It was no coincidence that I sent Sirius to retrieve you. No other would have seen that you were returned unharmed. I needed someone who would track you but also protect you.”

      I did not understand why the king was frowning or where this story was going. Why were we even discussing this when his people were expecting him outside?

      I could hear them gathering below the palace windows, awaiting Arran’s death. Time was rushing away from me.

      “Oberon, please listen. I can fix Faerie.” He didn’t stop me, so I plowed on, unable to read his perfectly masked expression. “Killing Arran won’t change or solve anything. Let him live, and you and I can make Faerie whole again. It’s what the fae, your people, want. Arran means nothing to them or to you. Killing him will solve nothing. Save Faerie and you’ll have nothing to fear outside that window—”

      Before I knew he’d hit me, I was already sprawled on the floor, the right side of my face on fire.

      Still reeling, I felt his iron-like fingers clamp around my neck. He hauled me back to my feet. “You have no idea what I fear! You cannot begin to understand the forces I must control. I am saving my people!” He let me go and whirled to face the window. “Can those fools not see that?”

      Blood pooled in my mouth. I swallowed and dabbed at my split lip.

      “I am protecting you.” The king flung a hand my way. “I am protecting them. How do you not understand this?”

      “Because you do nothing but sit on that throne as your world crumbles around you. That’s how.”

      “I cannot leave.” He stopped again, careful not to say more. “I wear the crown in service to Faerie. I do all of this for Faerie. It has always been for Her. The sacrifices…”

      “What sacrifices?” I asked around a throbbing lip, thoughts dangerously calm. “You do nothing but gaze out of that window.”

      “You cannot understand this burden.”

      I’d heard that before, how a saru couldn’t possibly understand the burdens the fae carried. “I am your loyal servant. I have been all my life. Perhaps if you stopped underestimating me, you’d see I understand more than you realize.”

      He considered my words. “I have known you during every moment you’ve breathed Faerie’s air. I held you in my arms as a bawling babe. I named you Mylana. I have watched you survive in the arenas, and thrive, until the time came to keep you close. I have shared more with you than I have with any other soul on Faerie. But I cannot share this truth with you or anyone else. To speak it would be to invite it in.”

      The cheers and jeers rising outside drew Oberon back toward the window. His shoulders sagged, and instead of standing proudly at the window the way he always had before, he braced a hand against its frame and bowed his head. Crownless, he had never seemed wearier.

      The entire palace was open to Faerie’s children. Fae from all around were gathering inside the courtyard walls to witness Arran’s execution. Fae like the thing at the docks that had tried to lure me in. Fae like the water witch who likely had her own agenda for helping me. The king was weak, and he had opened his doors to bolster the morale of his people. But his people didn’t trust him. If I were a fae like Sjora, someone who didn’t believe in Oberon, there wouldn’t be many better opportunities to get close to the king than this one. Close enough to kill…

      “Where are your guardians?” I asked.

      “Nearby.”

      “And Sirius?”

      “He is of no concern to you. You and I have much to prepare for, but first, to distract and appease the people, the gladiator must die.”

      I couldn’t allow that. But night was here, and I had no time to save Arran and outthink the king. No time to free Eledan and have him stop his brother from making more mistakes.

      “Oberon, you have hidden too long behind these walls. Can you not see how you have opened your doors to your enemies? Your people know I killed the queen, and they know you were behind her death. This new war with the humans you have brought upon them is not what they want. If you go out there… I’m afraid for your safety. Can you not feel it? Something hungry and terrible is waiting out there.”

      “That hungry thing is not out there…” He sighed. “None of it matters,” he whispered, clutching the window frame like I had once clutched prison bars. He had always wanted to rule, so why did he look at this room as though it were his prison?

      Everywhere, from every wall and every column, mirrors chased away the dark and reflected the king and me. The king was barely clinging to his rule. He wouldn’t leave the palace—couldn’t leave… a fact his people knew well. The cu sith had mocked him for his fear.

      “I am only trying to do what is right,” he added.

      “Faerie doesn’t think so.”

      “Faerie?” He turned to me and sneered. “What do you know of Faerie? All your life I’ve protected you from Her. All saru are shielded from her. You cannot comprehend what it means to be fae.”

      Protected from Faerie?! “You mean, how torturous it must be to never age, to have the power of life running through your veins, to live in a world that thinks for itself, to have a king who undoes a thousand-year peace because he’s bored of his human experiments that are growing stronger than him?”

      Rage plucked on his lip and cheek. “You overstep, Wraithmaker.”

      “Someone needs to.”

      Instead of him voicing the rage in his eyes, a terrible smile appeared on his lips. “And you think you can stop me?” This time, when he approached, he unclipped his cloak and tossed it onto the throne beside the crown, stripping off another layer of royalty. He had a hold of my chin in the next second. Warm, strong fingers dug into my cheek, and Faerie’s king peered into my eyes. Ice-blue eyes, like his brother’s and just like with Eledan’s gaze, I fell into the king’s now, hearing Eledan’s laughter in my head. Two princes. One full of ambition, and the other full of pride.

      He turned my head hard to one side, studying my face, then his grip loosened and those smooth fingers trailed lightly down my neck and over my collarbone where a heavy iron collar had once marked me as saru and kept me controlled, kept me hidden, just like the fading warfae marks hid the polestar.

      “We are all guardians of the light,” the king whispered. “Guardians of Faerie.”

      “Faerie is dying,” I whispered back. “You chased away all the dark, cutting out half her heart.”

      “Not all the dark.” The words were barely audible, but I didn’t need to hear them to see the fear in his eyes. What was he so afraid of? The dark weapon Ailish had mentioned? His secret, his curse? If I knew what it was, I could use that fear.

      “Let me help you. Let me serve you, my king.” I bowed my head, and pushing against my own pride, I lowered myself to my knees and kept my eyes downcast. “I have only ever done what you’ve asked of me. I am wholly yours, crafted by your hand from the day I was grown and harvested to be your Wraithmaker. I saved you all those years ago when the gladiator attempted to kill you. I killed Faerie’s queen for you. I removed you brother from your path, just as you asked. And I returned as your faithful servant. Always. I am yours, Oberon. I will always be yours. Allow me to serve you.” The lies cut into all the new parts of me, my pride and strength, my hope and honor. All the things I’d learned to cherish as Kesh Lasota, but by sacrificing them, the king would trust me like he had before.

      The backs of his fingers brushed my cheek where he had struck me. He touched my chin, lifting my head so I could see the open hope on his face.

      What else could I do or say to have him open up? What did he need from me, this king alone on his throne?

      Oberon truly believed his crusade to vanquish the dark was saving Faerie, yet Faerie wilted outside the palace windows. He wasn’t a fool, and he wasn’t blind. There was something else I was missing.

      Boldly, I took his hand in mine, closed my fingers around his, and looked up into the eyes of the fae who had killed billions of innocent people. Once, I would have wept to be this close to him. My saru body trembled, but not with love. I was the king’s Wraithmaker. He had made me to serve and protect him… and I had done all those things. But one fear remained.

      You chased away all the dark.

      Not all the dark.

      “Something dark remains?” I asked. “Order me to end it and I will stop at nothing to do so.”

      His gaze darted away, and to hide his fear, he turned away from me. Trapped in indecision, he chose the throne instead of the window. Lowering himself among its woven roots, he regarded the empty throne room around with its tall mirrored pillars, and me, with cool clarity.

      He believed he was fighting for Faerie, that whatever he was doing was a sacrifice nobody could understand. This room, the mirrors, the discarded crown, and the lonely king. It all told a story if someone dared look close enough. He was terrified.

      I rose to my feet. “Tell me what I must do to banish this last darkness.”

      To him, my life might have been fleeting, little more than a wisp, but he had spent time and effort in training me, keeping me close, pouring poison beneath my skin. Sirius had said the king was different with me, that the king needed me, and that had never been clearer than in this moment. His fear of this dark thing was the weapon I would use against him.

      “Come.” He rose and strode from the dais toward the back of the room. He pushed a wall panel, and a hidden door opened. I followed him inside. The king walked silently ahead. Not even his boots made noise where they struck the polished stone floor. There were no mirrors here, just faelights twinkling in strings above.

      We wove through the narrow tunnel, following its sharp turns seemingly at random. I counted the turns and steps. Oberon opened another door, and we entered a windowless chamber with long, colorful floor-to-ceiling silk curtains.

      Ahead, I recognized my tek-whip coiled on a plinth, and beside it, a mass of choking roses, the same kind wrapped around Arran’s cell bars, climbed a second plinth.

      I could take up the whip now and wrap it around Oberon’s neck…

      The roses hissed as they unraveled for Oberon’s approach. Thorns snickered. Dark purplish flower heads turned toward the king, petals opening like tiny hands. And there, among their knotted thorns, a fleshy organ thwump-thwumped inside its tek cage, still beating out Eledan’s immortal life.

      I clenched my hands at my sides to keep from snatching the thing. That heart was more important than my revenge, but I still wanted to rip it from its rose cage and crush it to dust under my heel.

      The rose heads swung toward me under Oberon’s keen and curious gaze, my anger and fear a perfume to them.

      “How much of the polestar do you understand?” Oberon asked.

      “It’s a weapon. Part of it is inside me.”

      “How did you come to know this?”

      I admired the heart and let its rhythmic beat calm my thoughts so the lie would come easily. “I found a cache of dark fae on a Halow planet. They reacted strangely to me. I was able to… use some power from inside me to control them.” That didn’t cover how I’d learned it was inside me, but I couldn’t reveal Talen’s part in this. “Marshal Kellee told me of the polestar.”

      “What planet was this?”

      “Hapters.”

      Oberon studied my face for lies. “Sirius did not mention that discovery.”

      “It was before his arrival,” I hastily added. “I kept much from him, unsure of his… allegiance.”

      “What became of those dark fae?”

      “I don’t know. Sirius returned me to you while the marshal fought them.” I wanted to ask about the polestar fragment in me, what it meant, whether it would kill me if I used it, how to use it properly, if I was just a vessel for this artifact, if the marks would all soon vanish. I wanted to ask about its partner weapon made of darkness, but here, now, I only needed one thing.

      Eledan’s heart was almost close enough for me to touch, but the roses would latch on, and given how strongly I felt about the heart’s owner, those roses would drink my emotions dry.

      “All this time, my brother was hiding in Halow, like a fragment of the polestar was hidden in you.” Something about that amused him. “I thought him long dead… until whispers reached me of his hunt for the polestar.” His smile grew. “Only my brother could survive that long so far from Faerie. Of course, when you returned his heart, the reason for his impossible survival became clear.” Oberon reached into the bed of roses. The thorns lashed at his hand and wrist but had little effect on him. He took the heart in his hand, wincing as the tek burned.

      “Do you feel the life flowing through it, Mylana?”

      All I felt was the desire to snatch it from his hand and hurl it against the wall. But I needed that heart to wake and free Eledan, and I needed it now. My whip was just behind me. I could grab it and use it against Oberon in a blur, but the risk was too great. Get it wrong and Oberon would know I was no longer his faithful servant. I wasn’t as fast as he was. The second I moved, he’d know my intentions. It would be wiser to return to this chamber alone and then reveal its location to the Wild Ones and Sirius, if I could find him. But that would take time, and time was not on my side.

      Thwump-thwump, thwump-thwump.

      Or I could take that wretched thing, crush it like I ached to, and stand beside Oberon as his Wraithmaker. It would be so much easier that way.

      “Four pieces,” Oberon continued. “One remains.”

      “Only one?” He knew where the three other pieces were?

      “And I crafted you to find it.”

      The way he admired the heart, an organ wrapped in tek that burned the hand it rested on, wasn’t with brotherly love in his eyes, but with power-hungry admiration.

      A tek heart. An impossible combination. Eledan had survived a dozen lifetimes in Halow, surrounded by tek. He had survived away from Faerie. I’d seen him spin illusions and bend Arcon to his whims. He could have manipulated all of Calicto had he wanted. But despite his distance from Faerie, he hadn’t been weak. Eledan was the strongest fae I’d ever known.

      The admiration in the king’s eyes as he looked down at his brother’s monstrosity of a heart… it could mean only one thing.

      Eledan’s heart was a piece of the polestar. Valand’s piece or Halow’s?

      Instinctively, my hand went over my heart, where Oberon had driven an iron nail home. I was a piece too. My thoughts whirled, and inside my head, I heard Eledan’s luscious laughter. He’d known. All this time, Eledan had known we shared the polestar together. That son of a sluagh. I’d give him his heart back just so I could rip it out a second time!

      “General Sjora had the third piece in her possession,” Oberon said, his voice sounding distant behind the pounding in my head. “Valand’s piece. She took it from Eledan a thousand years ago when I had his flights kill him but following her recent demise, its whereabouts are unknown. I have scouts searching for it. Do you know where it might be?”

      Sjora, who Talen had torn in two, had carried Valand’s piece of the polestar. The piece we had tried to find in Valand’s pyramid?

      Had Talen known? Did he have Valand’s polestar? No, he would have told me. “I don’t know where it is…” My voice sounded distant too as all the pieces rearranged themselves inside my head and slotted into place.

      Sjora had kept one thing close. A little thing. A throwaway thing. Something easily overlooked. She had kept it on her always. Her glass thimble. And Talen did have it. I’d seen him admiring it and felt the same strange urge to destroy it as I did now with Eledan’s heart. Talen couldn’t know what it was, or he would have told me, wouldn’t he? But he definitely had it.

      A glass thimble.

      Eledan’s tek heart.

      And the piece in me.

      Three pieces.

      One left.

      Four systems, four dots on a Faerie map, four pieces to make the polestar whole again. I looked up at the king. He knew where the final piece was.

      “Earth,” I said. “The final piece is on Earth.”

      “And you were made to walk among their tek cities, unseen by their countless eyes. Their world is built on tek. You are a ghost in their human machines. You will find that final piece just as I designed you to.”

      All the years he had studied human tek, and all the poisons he had poured under my skin, had been to make me his tek-whisperer. My life on Calicto, slipping unseen through a tek-monitored world, had been the first step. He had always intended to send me to Earth to find the final piece of the polestar.

      My life’s purpose, all spread before me.

      “You see why I cannot lose you. You are everything, Mylana. Without you, there is no polestar. The gladiator’s death will soothe my people, and once the unrest has passed, you will go to Sol, to Earth, into the heart of human cities. With the polestar made whole, we will keep the dark at bay, all the dark, and Faerie will finally be free.”

      My thoughts reeled under the weight of it all. The king was waiting for my response, but I could only think of how the dark deserved to come home, where it belonged. Of how a piece of Faerie beat through my veins like the tek-wrapped heart in Oberon’s hand, and of how Talen had a piece. I knew where the pieces were. I knew how to get them all. I was the centerpiece around which they all revolved. The polestar could be mine.

      I bowed my head. “Yes, my king.”

      Oberon placed the tek heart back among the roses. The thorns and vines writhed and knotted closed around it, sealing the precious artifact tight inside.

      Oberon stepped closer, and without his cloak and crown, he might almost be just a prince again, a prince full of dreams of ruling Faerie and full of nightmares of the thing that kept him imprisoned. He reigned over a prison cell. “I need you more now than ever before. I need to know you are mine and that you are ready to serve me. I have no choice but to trust you. All of Faerie depends on you, Mylana. I depend on you. I know this has been difficult. Saru are not meant to have so much power, but you are different. Can I trust you?”

      “Yes,” I whispered the lie, feeling its barbs on my tongue. “I won’t fail you, my king.”

      “Come, then.” He offered his hand. “Night is here and my fae await us.”

      I hesitated, my eyes on the whip and mass of roses. Taking his hand, I let Oberon lead us back through the tunnel and toward the sounds of Faerie’s citizens and the sense that time was slipping through my fingers.

      I would steal a moment to slip away. I’d take Eledan’s heart and find Sirius, and the Wild Ones would come in time to make the Dreamweaver whole and stop this madness before it was too late.
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      A namu, a drone, and a vakaru walked into an Earthen bar… only it was no joke and the grand Earthen museum was no bar. I couldn’t think of anywhere in the four systems where a group like ours would be less welcome, yet here we were.

      Hulia had her arm looped through mine, and Sota drifted behind us, looking as out of place as I felt. Hulia was the only one whose smile seemed genuine.

      “Act like you belong,” she whispered.

      I’d been doing that for centuries, but squeezed into this building and surrounded by warm-blooded humans had the starved vakaru in me clamoring for blood and violence. Maybe I could pick off a weak one outside the herd…

      “Marshal?” Hulia elbowed me in the ribs.

      “I heard yah.”

      With Talen’s help bespelling a few guards, we’d manipulated our way into a celebration housed in a palatial structure widely heralded as the centerpiece of Earth’s museum network. The story of the Earthens’ rise and fall played out across painted walls. Some of the history I knew from various stories I’d heard throughout the years while either battling humans or living in secret among them. Humans milled around in their thousands, filling the museum hall with their glittering tek-enhanced bodies, penetrating gazes, and unnervingly fake smiles.

      “Your heart rate is elevated, Marshal,” Sota reported, flying in low to sit behind my right shoulder.

      “It does that when I’m hungry.”

      “Do we need to be concerned?”

      “Not yet.”

      Sota wasn’t the only personal drone here. Many bobbed and hovered in the air above or behind their owners. Most of them resembled the sleek-bodied machines the captain of Excalibur owned. Sota looked like something we’d glued together with spit and scrap parts. The uniforms Hulia and I had stolen from the Sol Alliance also meant we didn’t blend in as well as we’d hoped.

      “When was the last time you gave in to your desires?” Hulia inquired, maneuvering us between islands of chatty people. She smiled politely, keeping up the appearance that we were just another Earthen couple enjoying the festivities.

      Did she mean the desire to kill—which was ever present—the desire for blood—not so constant but it tended to creep up on me like it had with Kesh—or the desire to fight, which steadily built over time until I could no longer deny it?

      “Kesh mentioned differences between humans and the vakaru,” she added. “Some I knew already.”

      “There are more differences than there are similarities,” I replied carefully. Accidentally catching a woman’s gaze, I smiled my marshal’s grin. Her cheeks warmed and her pupils widened in open invitation. Still got it.

      “Oh, I know.” Hulia tugged me back into line beside her. “Take all the raw human instincts and give them teeth and you’ve got the vakaru. I’m the same, darling. But where you would give your right lung to fight, I’d give the same to fuck.”

      Namu were famous for their pleasurable talents, but also for their singing voices and hypnotic dances. I had no doubt Hulia could turn those talents into weapons. She had acted as the madam of The Boot and had often found herself on the wrong side of Calicto law by smiling nicely at punters.

      “I’m fine for now,” I told her, plucking two wine glasses from a passing serving-bot.

      “I could sate some of those rising urges.” Her highly suggestive gaze roamed over me.

      I handed her the glass. “As tempting as you are, dear Hulia, you wouldn’t survive the encounter.”

      Hulia’s smile only grew. “Telling me I can’t have you makes me want you more.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe you can seduce your way through the Excalibur crew. This vakaru is taken.”

      “It doesn’t bother you that you’re not the only one for Kesh?”

      I smiled into my drink. “It’s her choice. If she wants Talen and Arran as well as me, I can’t, and won’t, stop her.”

      “Huh… I would have assumed vakaru were possessive.”

      “We are—were. We mate for life, and seeing as we live for a very long time, we don’t fuck around. It’s a fiercely loyal companionship. We don’t share.”

      Hulia’s smile said she had a whole lot more to ask but would save it for later. “Then it must hurt to see her with Talen.”

      I studied a wall painting that depicted a battle among the stars and didn’t answer. That was answer enough.

      “My mother once told me sharing love is not losing love. Love is infinite.” Hulia’s arm tightened around mine. “She had fifteen husbands.”

      I chuckled. “She had a lot of love to go around, huh? Sharing with one fae is enough for me.”

      “What if you had to share with another? Say… a certain guardian?”

      “A guardian? You mean Sirius?”

      A group muscled on by us, their high-brow laughs rattling my teeth. Hulia drew the collective gazes of the males like a magnet drew metal. With her mahogany skin and bright eyes, she painted an exotic picture to admire.

      “I first thought there might be something between them,” I said, watching Hulia flutter her lashes and soak up the attention, “but I saw the hatred in his eyes. He would have killed her if his vow to Oberon allowed it.”

      The male stumbled into one another, and Hulia pulled her gaze back to me. “You might be surprised.” She trailed a finger down my sleeve, playing the part.

      “Surprised how?”

      “Oh, when it comes to emotions.” She shrugged and tapped her nose. “Namu know everything.”

      “Are you suggesting he has other feelings for her?”

      “I’m suggesting that all that hate is irrational for a highly rational fae, don’t you think? He doesn’t hate her because of who she is or what she represents. The hate is too raw for that, and I have my theories…”

      “I’m guessing you’re about to share them.”

      “He doesn’t hate her at all.”

      “She caused him to lose his sword arm, then spliced abhorrent tek to the raw wound. He hates her.”

      “Well then, we’ll just have to agree to disagree.”

      Sirius in the Messenger team? The thought had my teeth and knuckles aching. Talen cared for Kesh and she cared for him. One fae was enough. But Sirius…? I’d asked Kesh about him, asked whether there was anything between them. She hadn’t answered because she loved to rub salt in my wounds. But now I wondered if she’d had another reason to refuse. One fae, Talen, I could live with. But a Royal Guardian one step removed from Oberon?

      I threw my wine glass back and downed the Earthen concoction in one. No, it would never happen. Hulia was wrong.

      Hulia leaned in. “She loves you.”

      “She does, huh?” I dumped the glass on a sideboard. “And you know that for certain?”

      We drifted on, mingling and building a picture of the layout with Sota scanning for any threats.

      “You and Talen both. It’s a new love. Bright and energetic. The love she has for Arran is different. It’s an older, softer love. Not as fiery but just as powerful.”

      We stopped below another scene, one I’d seen in grand Calicto dwellings over the years. The scene portrayed Mab, the Faerie queen with her crown of thorns, on her knees in front of Earthens’ precious central star. I was certain that wasn’t how the First War had ended, but history was written by the victors. Behind the queen, hideous beasts with claws for hands lurked in the shadows.

      “You see all that in Kesh?” I asked.

      “And more, but it’s not my place to say.”

      Now she was playing coy? My laugh surprised us both and drew more attention our way. “I think we passed your place way back when you started talking about love.”

      “You’re attracting too much attention,” Sota warned.

      “Why? We’re the same as everyone else here.”

      “You’re both attractive individuals without tek among an enhanced crowd. That’s unusual,” Sota said.

      Hulia flicked her dreadlocks over her shoulder and patted me on the arm. “We’re having a grand time. Aren’t we, Marshal? I’ve wanted you on my arm for a long time. Do you remember that time on Calicto when you tried to talk your way into the Boot’s back room?”

      I did. She had been dealing cyn out the back door, but I couldn’t get anyone to talk. So, I’d planned to buy some.

      Sly charm sparkled in her eyes. “You look the part, all rough and ready, but I saw your heart even then. You’re a good man, Kellee.”

      “If Kesh were here,” Sota said, “she would tell you to dial down the pretty.”

      “Darlings,” Hulia drawled, raising her voice like she’d been made to. “You can’t dial down perfection.”

      “He’s right.” We’d garnered more than a few wayward glances. Half the room was either openly staring or surreptitiously observing. “We need to find a way into the museum and get away from this crowd before we both get propositioned.”

      “I am more than happy to be propositioned. These humans look as though they could do with some natural loving.”

      I hurried her toward a nearby doorway. “No part of this mission includes Hulia getting laid, just so we’re clear. We get the acorn and we get out, ideally without anyone knowing we were here.”

      Her double eyelids flitted. “Marshal, you are no fun.”

      “You can’t go back there.” The museum guard’s optics scanned us. He ignored the drone.

      “It’s my friend here.” I nudged Hulia. “She’s not feeling well. Is there a restroom?”

      “I’m not well? No, I’m not.” Hulia swooned, too dramatically, and fanned her face. “Cyn-sticks, it’s so hot. Is it hot? I know I’m hot. Are you hot in that sparkly guard uniform? You look exceedingly hot. When do you get off? Maybe you and I could find a quiet corner…”

      The guard rolled his eyes. As most folks here had gotten free and easy with the ample wine, he knew he’d see a lot more swooning rich folks before the night was through.

      He pointed farther down the hallway. “Down there, third door on your right.”

      Hulia acted the part of a stumbling, inebriated partygoer until we made it through the door and into an inner hallway.

      “Sota? Any idea where the seed bank is?”

      “Given the layout so far, and overlaying that with the public records, take a right here, then ride the elevator down a level and take a left. Access will be difficult.”

      We hurried on, passing beneath lights as they flicked on ahead of us and flicked off again behind. We hadn’t yet passed anyone, but we would eventually. Nothing was this easy.

      Riding the elevator down brought us back to ground level, where the corridors curved around a central arboretum. At its center, an enormous tree stretched beyond the narrow view the windows allowed. Its old nest of roots resembled enormous knotted snakes. On Faerie, they would have moved. But here, on Earth, tucked away inside its museum park, the ancient tree was as still as a monument.

      “Marshal,” Talen said, his voice buzzing through the comms behind my ear.

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re looking in the wrong place.”

      I stopped, causing Sota and Hulia to pull up too. “We’re almost at the seed bank.”

      “It’s not there.”

      “Talen, you said—”

      “I know what I said. I wasn’t sure. Now I am. I know it’s not there because I’m looking at it.”

      That was good news, wasn’t it? “Grab it and let’s go.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Where are you?”

      “West exhibit hall.”

      I turned on my heel, waved to Hulia, and started back the way we’d come. “I thought we agreed you’d stay out of sight.”

      “The exhibit hall is in the west wing,” Sota announced. “We can reach it if we continue along this corridor and take the next flight of stairs.”

      “There’s something you should know.”

      Now what? “Then perhaps you’d like to tell me?”

      “Excalibur is inbound.”

      “And…”

      “I didn’t summon it.”

      “Meaning?”

      “In my absence, my thrall collapsed and the crew, now fully in control of their humanity, know exactly where we are.”

      Great. We had a tek warship on our asses and no way of getting off Earth and back to Faerie without it. “One thing at a time. We grab the nut and go to ground.”

      “That will be difficult.”

      Why did the way he’d said difficult make me think he meant impossible? “Why?”

      “There are approximately sixty-five guards surrounding me, and they are armed with what appears to be high-energy tek rifles.”

      I stopped outside the stairwell. “You could have opened with that information, you know.” I glanced at Sota. The drone’s unnerving single lens stared back. Between his arsenal and my claws, we had enough firepower to overwhelm sixty guards. Talen alone could bespell that many in a few seconds. What wasn’t he telling me?

      “Don’t come.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t come for me. Let them take me into custody. If you come, they will capture all four of us, along with the acorn.”

      If I didn’t go now, I wouldn’t be able to get him out of whatever secure facility they’d lock him up in. I shoved through the stairwell door and stared up the steps.

      “Marshal, stop.”

      Hulia and Sota were close behind. If we hit the sixty-strong contingent now, we could break him free, grab the acorn, and escape before the Earthens had a chance to figure out who and what we were.

      “They know.”

      “Stop talking. You’re my prisoner and nobody else’s.”

      “They know who I am. Let that be all they know…”

      “I never pegged you for a martyr, fae.”

      “And I never pegged you for a fool. If they capture us all, who will return to Ke—” Talen’s growl burbled through the comms link, cut short when vicious static hissed in my ear.

      I wrenched the comms off. “Hulia, you told me once that your music never hurt anyone. Can it?”

      The namu’s double eyelids flicked over her eyes, holding in place, so both her eyes were a solid black. “Yes.”

      “Good. It’s time we gave these humans a history lesson.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I counted seventy guards from my position on the gallery landing above the exhibit hall. Up here, the shadows were thick and deep enough to conceal my outline, although guards below wouldn’t have seen me had I been standing under a spotlight. All eyes and guns were on the fae on his knees. The scent of Talen’s blood sweetened the recycled air. He’d taken a few hits, probably from the muscular wall of a man standing over him. The Earthen tek rifle pressed against Talen’s head was a twitch away from separating the fae’s head from his neck. If that happened, Kesh would blame me and have Sota separate vital parts from my body.

      Then there was the fact Talen had a knack for keeping humans under control—apart from these ones, apparently—and he could cook up a mean chili. Three hundred years was a long time to know someone, even between bars. By cyn, who was I kidding? There wasn’t a wisp-in-tek’s chance I was leaving without him.

      Behind where he knelt, inside a glass box on a pedestal, sat a single acorn. To my keen eyes, it looked exactly like an acorn, but the humans had figured out it was important, else they wouldn’t have put it in a museum, surrounded by guards, locked up tight in a glass box. Either Talen hadn’t been paying attention when he strolled up to the box for a closer look, or he had but his magic was almost out of juice. The latter, I’d bet.

      I had until Excalibur’s crew showed up to get him, that acorn, and us out of here.

      The singing started lightly, so distant it was barely real. But the melody grew louder and with it its spell. The guards, both male and female, shifted their gazes toward the singing figure casually walking into the room. Hulia had found a hooded long coat somewhere. The cowl covered much of her face and all of her stolen uniform, so nothing distracted from the beauty of her voice. Her a cappella singing rose and fell in a language I’d never heard before. The words, whatever they meant, had magic. I felt it tug at my bones, and I ached to go to her. I’d heard what rare namu could do, but I’d never witnessed it. Until now.

      She had the small crowd enthralled in seconds, no less slack-jawed and bespelled than when Talen had made the Excalibur crew love him.

      I vaulted over the banister and landed silently and unseen outside the group.

      On and on she sang, her voice a haunting story nobody here understood, but they didn’t need to. It spoke to an ancient part of them, the part the fae had hardwired inside them to obey.

      Talen spotted me stalking closer among the crowd. He lifted his gaze to the guard and gently pushed the gun away so as not to startle the man out of his reverie.

      “The toughened glass is hermetically sealed. Nothing can get in or—”

      “I have a key.” I bared my claws. “Five, to be exact.”

      Hulia’s song continued, sweeping through and around us.

      “Hurry,” Talen urged. “She can’t keep them enthralled for long.”

      I locked my claws into the base of the glass box and pushed, sinking them through the seal.

      An alarm shrieked overhead, shattering Hulia’s song.

      The magic swirling around us collapsed, and the guards jolted from their dreams.

      “Sota!” Hulia barked.

      Talen was gone, the spot beside me occupied by an incoming fist. I tore a hand free and slashed backward, catching the big guy across the arm. He looked me over like I’d stolen his date. He charged. I tugged on my hand still trapped in the glass seal. It didn’t give, meaning the impact was happening no matter what I did. I braced against the pedestal. The punch struck me in my lower back while the guy’s other arm hooked around my neck and yanked. We went down, pedestal and all.

      So much for getting in and out unseen…

      The arm around my neck tightened, choking off my air. With the damn acorn display now pinning me against the big guy, one hand still stuck, my options were limited.

      A blur of silver swam in my watery vision. “You don’t want to kill him,” Talen was saying, his voice a soothing melody.

      The arm tightened around my neck, and the big guy roared, “The hell I don’t, fae!” Talen was reaching in when another blur tackled him from behind, tearing him away. I was on my own. I tugged on my trapped claws, even tried retracting them, but the glass box held them tight. The big guy had my other hand hooked under his leg, pinning. This was not how the last vakaru died, crushed by an overgrown Earthen.

      Sota appeared, laser lenses extended. “I’ll shoot him in the face if you find me a tek-body.”

      Seriously? I opened my mouth to agree, but I couldn’t breathe past the arm around my neck to get the words out.

      “Is that a yes?”

      My chest was on fire, either about to burst open or collapse inward, and the drone was negotiating?

      Hulia’s scream assaulted my acute hearing. She flew in like a banshee, something heavy lifted high above her head. Whatever it was, some priceless artifact probably, she brought it down on the big guy’s head. The grip ’round my neck loosened, and finally, I filled my lungs.

      “Sota! You ball of junk!” I swung my free hand at him, but trapped under the acorn plinth, I wasn’t getting far.

      He bobbed away, swiveled, shot someone, then peered down at me again. “We have a deal.”

      “That was not a deal.” Wriggling out from under the heavy stone, I propped both boots on the display and heaved.

      “It was. You were saying yes.”

      “No, I was trying to breathe. I thought we were friends.”

      “We are.”

      “A friend doesn’t try to make deals while their friend is being strangled by an Earthen guard.” My claws sprang free of the glass, and the whole cabinet clunked to the ground. I shook my hand out and winced at the painful throb.

      “You weren’t dying,” Sota said.

      “It sure felt that way, Sparky.”

      Half the guards lay scattered and moaning on the floor. The other half was engaged in a fight Talen shouldn’t have been winning, but he was. They didn’t stand a chance against a fae, even one weakened by tek.

      “Shoot the glass, Sota.”

      “You’re mad at me.”

      “No, I’m not mad.” The fangs didn’t help my case. “Just break the glass so we can get out of here before the entire Sol Alliance shows up.”

      Sota shot another inbound guard in the leg, and then he swiveled downward and fired into the glass. The case shattered and out bounced an acorn. I scooped it up, dumped it in my pocket, and whistled. Time to move out.

      The walls started to tremble, the floor too, and suddenly our exit was blocked by a whole lot of people wearing the same uniforms as us.

      Sol Alliance.

      “Marshal Kellee…” Captain Pierce strode in. Her sleek personal drone shot toward me, but it veered at the last second and blasted something bright blue at Sota, dropping him like a stone. He hit the floor and didn’t bounce. Didn’t move at all. His lens light flickered and died.

      The silver drone swiveled on me.

      A growl rumbled. “Son of a sluagh—”

      “The last vakaru and the fabled Nightshade.” Pierce’s flinty eyes hardened. “If you resist arrest, we will shoot to kill.”

      “Captain…” I smiled and let that smile slide sideways, plastering on the charm. “This is all a misunderstanding.”

      One of her guards fired. Before I could see who, the full power of the Nightshade filled the room with us, choking off all the light and turning the air into a maelstrom. The sight of his wings alone was enough to drive the humans mad. Those wings, made of night, turned reality inside out and twisted thoughts, turning them dark. He was everywhere—in the air, on the ground, and on the walls—all at once.

      Talen—eyes blazing silver—turned to me and thundered, “Go!”

      Hulia grabbed Sota, tucked him under her arm, and ventured through Talen’s storm beside me. We made it outside and skirted the gathering crowd watching the dark come alive in their beloved museum. If anything emerged from inside, it wouldn’t know its own name.

      “There! There they are!” someone shouted.

      More shouts rang out. They were just civilians, but we had too many witnesses.

      “Take Sota and find somewhere to hole up,” I told Hulia. Alone, she looked human enough to escape notice. “I’ll find you.”

      “How?”

      I tapped my nose and grinned. “Vakaru know everything too.”

      I faced the human crowd gearing themselves up for a good old-fashioned vakaru hunt.

      I flicked my claws out and bared my teeth, and the restraints that held down the wildest part of me slipped away. My focus sharpened until I saw each human as little more than a walking bag of blood. I was walking a dangerous line, but I needed to be everything they feared, to be their nightmare made real.

      “You people have no idea what’s coming for you.” I jogged closer, giving them a good look at the monster.

      Some screamed. Some cried. Good, let them see the nightmare breathing down their necks.

      A shot rang out and slammed into my shoulder, barely breaking my stride.

      “Run!” I growled, “Run, run, run… let me chase.”

      Darkness poured out of the museum doors and spiraled into the shape of a winged god made of silver and wrapped in night. Screams rose up again, and this time the sound of their fear plucked on ancient needs. All reason and control slipped through my fingers, leaving cold, hard, killing focus. I could cut through a crowd like this in seconds. I wanted it, ached for it. It had been so long…

      “Marshal Kellee.” Talen’s clear sidhe-voice rang like a bell through me. “It’s time to retreat.”

      They ran like tiny ants, and soon they would fall beneath Faerie’s touch like they had before. I’d hunt them and kill them and do it all for Faerie.

      “Kellee…” The fae beside me was no longer the Nightshade. I didn’t have to listen to him. “Stand down. We must flee before they can rally their forces.”

      I could kill him too. And keep on killing. Every. Single. Living. Thing.

      My unseelie monster… I heard Kesh in my mind and saw her smile and lash her whip.

      Feeling flowed back into my thoughts, bringing emotion and reason with it. The Earthen street draped in towering trees and glittering strings of tek-lights was empty of everyone but Talen and me.

      “Marshal?” Talen asked.

      “I’m here.” The claws slowly, painfully, retracted.

      “For how much longer?”

      He eyed me like he used to, as though there was more than glass and tek-bars between us. As though we might one day come to blows, and one of us would not walk away from that fight. That day was not today.

      I blinked at my friend, softening my focus, only for him to smile and slump forward. I caught him by the arms and hauled him upright. “Oh-kay, I’ve got you…”

      “No more… Nightshade,” he slurred. The theatrics had cost him. We had to get off the street. Fast.
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      Hulia checked the street behind me as I hustled Talen inside the single-story dwelling, clean with minimal tek. The house likely belonged to a museum worker, someone low on the social ladder. The sparse tek would help Talen recover from his outburst.

      “Where are the occupants?”

      “I sang them a lullaby,” Hulia replied, eerily cold, and my heart sank. She smiled and added, “They’re sleeping out back.”

      I eased the fae down onto a couch. He melted into its cushions and dropped his head back. Silver eyes stared at the ceiling. I’d only seen those silver eyes for seconds when he was channeling whatever power he had access to. He had better shake the look fast, else we would have a hard time getting him off Earth.

      Hulia hung back, quietly concerned about our ticking Nightshade bomb. She had never seen him cast off all that reserved fae exterior before, though she’d always been wary of him.

      “I… didn’t know he was…”

      “That powerful?” I tugged a chair out from under a dainty dining table and slumped into it. “What you saw back there is just the surface. He once rallied an entire dark army to his call.”

      Somehow, I had to get us out of here without the Earthens noticing us. It wouldn’t take long for the Sol Alliance to organize a search team, and then we’d have hours at the most. Captain Pierce wasn’t the sort to let a vakaru and the Nightshade slip through her fingers, especially after we’d infiltrated Earth’s security and stolen their precious acorn. She’d be looking us up and had probably figured out I wasn’t just any vakaru but the vakaru. My past and Talen’s wasn’t doing either of us any favors.

      “Did you get it?” Talen asked, his usually smooth voice grating.

      I pulled the acorn from my pocket and set it down on the table. A simple acorn, but under my gaze, a shivering resonance tickled my senses—a clue as to its true state. Hard to believe such a tiny thing could help free the worlds.

      Talen lowered his gaze, flicked it to the acorn, and then settled it onto me, his eyes unreadable and hard. The plan had been for me to retrieve the acorn. He was too fae and too weak to be of any use. And then he sent me to the seed bank while he went and found the acorn in an exhibit hall, almost like he had planned it that way.

      “Convince me you didn’t try to fuck us over and steal this for yourself.” Leaning back, I folded my arms and waited.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Not convinced.”

      “I cannot lie.”

      “That karushit doesn’t wash with me, fae. You sent me, Hulia, and Sota away from the exhibit hall and only contacted us when you got caught.” I gestured at the drone, cold and unresponsive at Hulia’s feet. “You wanna explain him to Kesh?”

      He didn’t look at Sota, determined to stare me into believing him.

      I stared right back. “If you weren’t Kesh’s, we would not be having this civilized conversation. You know that, right?”

      “Believe what you like, I do not have the energy to argue. I decided to scour another part of the museum. I happened to find it. We have the acorn. We escaped. I’d call that a victory.”

      “Sota is not responding, and we have all of Sol out looking for us. That’s not a victory. It’s a delayed death sentence.”

      He dropped his head back again and closed his eyes. “I cannot discuss this now.” The pulse point in his neck quivered. “I was wrong. I made a mistake. I’m paying for it.”

      “We’re all paying for your mistake.”

      “Perhaps if you hadn’t caged me for centuries I’d be able to wield more power than this!” He sneered, revealing tiny fae canine teeth and then clamped both hands over his face. “Damn your doubt, Marshal!”

      “I only doubt you because you keep giving me reasons to.”

      “I might be able to help with Sota,” Hulia cut in, distracting me by crouching beside the drone. “I watched Kesh repair him after visiting some of Calicto’s more dangerous neighborhoods. They would come back all beat up now and then.” She ran her hands over Sota’s casing. “There’s a hatch… somewhere.” A click sounded, and a small flap opened. A nest of wires and tek sat inside. “She told me his main processors are protected from damage in there.”

      “Pierce’s drone fried him pretty good.” My last words to Sota had been in anger. He might only be a drone, but I couldn’t leave it like that. We had to get him back.

      Hulia’s lips turned down at the drone’s fragments. “Hopefully the blast dissipated before it reached his vital systems.”

      “Do what you can.”

      “I mean… I can’t do much. I don’t have any equipment, but I can save his key parts.”

      “It’ll make him easier to carry, at least. We can always replace his casing.” I shoved the heavy sense of regret away. This mission was a long way from over.

      Hulia went to work stripping Sota down while I checked the windows overlooking the leafy street outside. Most houses looked like the one we were holed up in, all glass and brick boxes wrapped in trees of various shapes and sizes. Earth hadn’t always been this leafy. Humans had barely clawed their way back from an environmental catastrophe of their own making. Earth was now protected and home to the elite families. We were going to struggle to blend in here.

      A sound buzzed at the back of the room, followed by an automated announcement. “Citizen Notice. Curfew in effect. Fugitives at large. Please remain inside and await patrol inspections.”

      The net was closing and so was our window of escape.

      “The way I see it, we have two choices,” I began. “Neither look great.”

      Cradling Sota’s tek components in her hand, Hulia stood. “Some chance is better than none.”

      “We take to the streets, steal a shuttle, stop off at a Sol shipping port near Jupiter, and steal something bigger that can jump us to Calicto, where we’ll retrieve Shinj.”

      A whole lot could go wrong with that plan. I could fly almost any Earthen vessel, but there was a star system of Earthens between us and Halow space. They wouldn’t let us walk away without a fight.

      “Or?” Talen asked, his dry tone suggesting he’d come to the same conclusion.

      “We go straight for the jugular.”

      The fae’s eyebrow twitched. “Captain Pierce.”

      “If I can turn her to our cause, we’ll have a ship and her forces.”

      “Forces we recently had on their knees.”

      “You had them on their knees, not me. If I can get close to her, I can talk her ’round.”

      Hulia exchanged a glance with Talen and asked, “Aren’t you an Earthen fairy tale monster?”

      An ache throbbed across my forehead and down behind my eyes. I leaned back against the windowsill and rubbed the pain away. “Earthens and I have… history.”

      “History? You slaughtered thousands of humans,” Talen added. “Not just the vakaru, but you personally, Drochfhoula.”

      “Yes, I do remember.”

      “After what she saw at the museum, she’ll kill you if you get near her,” he dismissed.

      “Got a better plan?”

      “No. I can barely think beyond the pain this place has me drowning in.”

      I tossed the acorn at Talen. He caught it, admired the seed between his finger and thumb, then looked up. “This lessens the agony somewhat.” He rubbed at his chest, over his heart. “It soothes me, like being close to Kesh does.”

      “Thought it might. Its magic is her magic. Her magic is Faerie’s magic.” I knew Talen, or I thought I did, but only the Talen I’d seen behind bars. And now I’d handed him a piece of the polestar. “Don’t make me regret giving you that.”

      He closed his hand around the seed and nodded.

      I turned to face the window again and braced an arm against the wall. Though I was watching the street, I saw Kesh and heard her voice. Before leaving her side on Hapters, I’d asked if there was room in her heart for the last vakaru. Her reply slayed me every time I thought of it. Sometime in all of this, I’d stopped guarding my heart against her and invited her in. Maybe that made me a fool like Eledan. There was no going back, no denying how I felt. I just hoped we survived long enough to see each other again.

      Movement near the end of the street caught my attention. A patrol was knocking on doors, working its way closer.

      “We’ve got company.”

      Their weapons glowed with the same greenish hue as their tek-enhanced eyes. Without Sota’s firepower, and with Talen running on empty, this would take some lawman finesse.

      “Talen, Hulia, go out the back. There must be a rear exit.”

      “I can help …” Talen stood, and for a moment, I almost believed him. But his white-knuckled grip on the chair was the only thing holding him up.

      “The last thing I need right now is more evidence that we’re monsters. They don’t have it in them to see your darkness and not fear it. Go with Hulia.”

      Hulia tucked Sota’s scraps inside her pockets. “What are you going to do?”

      “Take to the forest if you have to,” I answered, ignoring her question. “There’s less tek there.”

      “And do what?” Talen asked. “Hide?”

      What other option was there? The Earthens were on high alert and wouldn’t let the Nightshade go. Talen closed his eyes and shook his head, answering his own question.

      “Can you fly a shuttle?” I asked Hulia.

      “I used to… years ago.”

      “Find one. Steal one. Whatever it takes. If I haven’t come for you in two days, get off Earth and get that acorn to Kesh.”

      Hulia nodded.

      “This is foolish.” Talen managed a few steps toward the back of the room before Hulia had to hold him up. If anything happened to him, to his bond with Kesh, I had no idea how it would impact her. Together, they were stronger. Torn apart, for all I knew, it could kill them both. I couldn’t allow the Earthens to capture him.

      “You stopped Kesh from running headlong into similar scenarios.” Talen’s silvery eyes shone with frustration. “You know this only ends one way.”

      I did. It ended with him and Hulia safe. “I might not like these humans, but they need to know what’s coming for them. The tek barriers they’re building won’t keep the fae at bay for long. I can help them fight back.”

      “If they’ll listen…” His mouth twisted.

      “They tried to convince me once that a human-vakaru alliance was our only hope against the fae.”

      He laughed dryly. “And you killed their emissary for it.”

      “Times have changed.”

      “For you, but not for them.”

      “Talen.” I left the window and stepped in front of the fae. His cheek twitched again, a fracture in his armor, and he tried to straighten to stand eye to eye with me. This was killing him, literally and figuratively. “It doesn’t matter whether I make it out, just that I tried to help them.” I sighed. “I made the wrong choice before and lost my vakaru. I won’t get this opportunity again. I have to do this.”

      His eyes narrowed and then softened with feeling. “The Messenger needs you, Marshal Kellee.”

      She really didn’t. She had him and the bond. I was just the jagged edge to her knife. “And I intend to see her again.”

      The door intercom chimed. “Inspection crew. Open up.”

      “Give me your word,” Talen said, making it sound like a threat.

      “Two days. Go.”

      “Your word.” He grabbed my shoulder, dug his fingers in, and peered into my eyes. “You are a good and true man. Good men die as easily as fools. Don’t make it easy for them over a past you can’t change.”

      I nodded. “You have my word. I will see Kesh again. Go.”

      Reluctantly, he let go, unconvinced this wasn’t goodbye.

      A fist hammered on the door. I waited until they’d disappeared out the back and breathed out slowly.

      Thump-thump. “Open up, or we’ll use sanctioned forced entry. You have thirty seconds to comply.”

      I’d counted eight guards on the street. I could slaughter them before they prime their rifles. Killing them wouldn’t win me any Earthen friends, though the idea did sound delicious. The vakaru were dead. The past was buried. I was Marshal Kellee now, and this lawman did things differently.

      I opened the door. “Hi there. Nice night for a strip search?”

      They blinked, faces captured in a moment of utter surprise. It didn’t last.

      “Down on your knees! Down now!”

      I dropped, laced my fingers behind my head, and got a rifle stock slammed into my gut. That hadn’t been necessary, but I couldn’t blame them for their heavy-handed approach. The last time they’d seen me, I’d been all claws and teeth. That was going to leave an impression.

      “Search the house!”

      While they manhandled me aside by shoving their rifles against my back, one of the patrols rattled off my description into his PI, probably reporting back to Pierce.

      “Clear!” someone accounted from behind. “Looks like he put some kind of fairy spell on the household. No sign of the others…”

      “Search the perimeter.”

      Fairy spell? I might have had time to feel insulted if a gun hadn’t found its mark across the back of my head, plunging me into darkness.
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      The pain in my head throbbed in time with my heartbeat, not helped by the bright lights flooding into my eyes and stabbing the back of my skull. I blinked tears free, washing my focus clean. If I could get that damn light out of my face…

      I tried to lift my hand and found it stuck. Metal clattered. Vision swimming, I squinted down at the clamps locking my forearms down. What by cyn…?

      “He’s coming around,” a male voice said.

      “Good.” Pierce.

      The ache in my head subsided enough for me to read the scene, and I wished I’d stayed out cold. I’d been tied up a few times in the past and dealt my fair share of punishments as a vakaru kit, but not for a very, very long time. But being restrained to a chair in a human science lab was a new experience. And I had an audience. A couple of teknicians monitored their tek instruments while a swarm of monitors hovered above. A guard stood somewhere behind me. I could smell the warm metal and charged electrical state of his weapon, and I could hear his steady heart. Pierce, however, stood right where I couldn’t fail to see her.

      “There are other ways to get a man’s shirt off,” I told her, disliking the way my voice sounded when it bounced back at me. The room was soundproofed. Science lab, torture chamber, same things.

      “You’re not a man.” Her mouth ticked. “Begin.”

      Begin what?

      A teknician lingered closer. A small half-moon-shaped drone hovered down toward my left forearm and revealed its collection of sharp implements. It set to work carving into my skin and exposing a throbbing vein. Instincts and the sizzling pain had me pulling on the restraints.

      “Hold still,” the teknician said. “It’ll make it easier for the both of us.”

      I clamped my teeth together, forcing away the ache to stop my fangs from lengthening, and clenched my hand, letting the tek guy insert a needle and draw off my blood. Satisfied with his sample, the teknician let the drone clamp a drip feed under my skin and laser it in place. Skin sizzled.

      “Fuck. Careful with that blood,” I warned. “Get any on you and you’ll be havin’ a real bad day.”

      “Run it immediately,” Pierce ordered. “Let’s get confirmation so we can proceed.”

      The teknician dropped my blood into a small glass slide. A machine sucked it in, and a few seconds later, a beep sounded.

      I focused on Pierce.

      “We have extensive record of vakaru DNA ID from the war,” she answered without my having to ask.

      “You wanna know which one I am?”

      “I want it confirmed, yes.”

      “If you ask nicely, I’ll tell you and spare you all this trouble…” I pulled on my forearms, tightening the muscles and making the restraints groan. The clamps didn’t budge. I’d try again later, when they weren’t observing me so closely.

      “It’s him,” Teknician Guy said. He avoided making eye contact, but I didn’t need to look into his eyes to sense his fear. I could already smell its sweetness. “Drochfhoula,” he added, because why the hell not give the name to the monster in the room.

      I grinned for the rapt crowd. “I go by Kellee now.”

      Pierce’s glare hardened some more, like she was granite and I didn’t stand a chance of moving her. “You think changing your name absolves you of your past sins?”

      “No, Drochfhoula is a bitch to type into a PI.” My smile hid how I licked at my gums to stave off their ache. I couldn’t do much about the itch in my hands, unless I let the claws spring free. Not a good look for a friendly conversation.

      “Do you know how many human deaths have been attributed to Drochfhoula?” Pierce asked.

      They’d been keeping count. Great. The itch in my hands sizzled hotter. “No.”

      “I suppose you wouldn’t. After the first few thousand, you’d stop caring.”

      This human and I would have a severe falling-out if she continued along this line of questioning.

      “That’s assuming I cared at all?”

      “Officially, the infamous vakaru warlord killed 55,352 men, women, and children. Five thousand of those were in one day at the Battle of Two Bridges. It’s well documented how you, alone, were an unstoppable force. Under your command, your vakaru killed around nine hundred thousand human beings during that war. The exact number isn’t known. That’s nine hundred thousand human souls taken.”

      I hadn’t known, but I wasn’t surprised. Nothing had surpassed the vakaru on the battlefields, not even the fae flights. “And how many did the fae kill?”

      She tilted her head. “We’re not talking about the fae. We’re talking about you.”

      “If it makes any difference, I was a soldier, like you—”

      Rage flared quick and hot in her eyes. “You are nothing like me! You are a creature, a beast, in human skin!”

      She nodded at the teknician. He flicked something on his console, and a bright blue substance crept along the drip line toward my wrist. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good. I tugged against my restraints again, uselessly, as the inky liquid crawled ever closer.

      “The last time the vakaru came, we were not prepared.” She moved to my side, close enough for me to see her pulse flutter in her neck and smell the rage radiating off her skin. “This time”—she leaned in, eyes of flint—“we’re ready.”

      “There is no this time.” The blue liquid sank through the tube and disappeared into my vein. “There are no vakaru. It’s just me.” The heat came first, the recognizable burn of something alien slithering beneath my skin. It quickly fizzled hotter, the same as the rage in her eyes. “I surrendered to your patrol willingly.”

      “Why are you here?”

      Hotter, my flesh bubbled, or was something else setting my veins ablaze? Pain grabbed hold of the nerves in my arm, tensing muscle. Claws sprang free without my command.

      “I didn’t hurt any of your people. I could have—” Agony twisted my muscles, arching my hand and arm inward against the clamps. Whatever that shit was, it was wreaking havoc on my muscles. “I didn’t come here to start a war.”

      “Too late. The tek feeding into your veins will track down every molecule that makes you vakaru and neutralize it, destroying you from the inside out.”

      Her words sunk in slowly. She was… killing off the vakaru in me? True fear clamped around my chest and squeezed. “You don’t need to do this.”

      “What’s your mission on Earth?”

      “There is no mission.”

      “Drochfhoula and the Nightshade did not infiltrate Earth for nothing. You came to the heart of our solar system. What are you here for? Why were you at the museum? What did you take?”

      They didn’t know about the acorn or the polestar. And they couldn’t know. Heat beat up my arm, crawling deeper and sinking into my bones. The thought of tek beneath my skin, worming its way through the fabric of what made me vakaru… I yanked on the clamps. They rattled. I yanked again. More of the poisonous heat beat through my veins. It would unravel me, kill me or, worse, leave me empty, numb and blind and deaf.

      Karushit, I’d made a mistake in giving myself up.

      I’d underestimated the impact of my past on these humans. Apparently, time didn’t heal everything.

      My teeth grew, gums alight as my fangs forced their way out. I bared them as a warning, but my panting lessened the threat. Fuck, fuck, fuck. “Times have changed. I’ve changed. Don’t do this. We can be powerful allies.”

      Pierce smiled cuttingly and leaned in. “The families of 55,352 men, women, and children have been waiting a long time for this moment. You can rest assured it will not be over quickly.”
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      “There have been some unforeseen reactions. As we haven’t been able to test it on living cells until now, we weren’t aware that the isolated vakaru element would defend itself against the invasion the way human cells fight off viruses.” I listened to the teknician coolly describe what was going on inside me while my skin was trying to peel itself off my bones. It wasn’t pain; it was a fucking acid bath and sandblast all in one.

      “Increase the dose.”

      “There’s a risk the procedure could kill him.”

      Listen to the teknician!

      I opened my eyes and found Pierce observing me. “It won’t,” she said. Her eyes shone. She clearly hoped it might.

      “We don’t know—”

      “Increase the dose or I’ll find someone else who will.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Why are you here?” she asked me. She’d been asking the same question on and off for hours now. “What was in the museum?”

      I closed my eyes and wallowed in the agony. I was wrapped in broken glass while drinking those same shards of glass. It felt as if the glass were alive.

      “Where is the fae?”

      The laughter bubbling up my throat hurt too, but I freed it anyway. “How did it feel… when he made you love him?”

      Oh, that blow hit her hard. Her emotional guards shot up, but I’d seen the pain before she could hide it. She didn’t like to be undermined.

      “Where is he?” she asked.

      “He could have wrecked your mind, yours and all the minds of your crew. Could have made you all kill each other.”

      Her lips twisted.

      “Felt good, didn’t it?”

      And twisted some more.

      “You want it again—want him. That’s what the fae do. They get under your skin and take root there, like an addiction you can’t shake. He let you off lightly.”

      “What he did was abhorrent.”

      “What he did was a mercy. You lived, and you even liked it, for a short while.” Every word was glass on my lips. “He is not the enemy you’re looking for. Neither am I.”

      “You are both the worst your species has to offer.”

      “We were.”

      “And I’m supposed to believe what? That you’re here to do good?”

      “The fae… when I defied them, they killed my vakaru. All of them.” A ghost of understanding softened her eyes. I hadn’t been sure whether she knew the vakaru were all dead. “I am the last because I could not protect my people. I defied Oberon and invited his wrath. So, you need to believe me when I say I have no love for the fae. I want the same thing you do. I want to end them, forever.”

      “And your fae friend, what does he want?”

      Good question. “Not Earth. Not Sol. He just wants to end an injustice that started a long time ago.” Shudders racked through me, my body trying some new attack. “He has his own cross the bear,” I hissed.

      She sighed. “Tell me why you’re here. Without that truth, I cannot believe anything you say.”

      She left, and the pain swallowed me whole all over again.
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      Eledan studied the restraints holding me in place. “Hmm…” he mused. “Torture?”

      This was a dream. All around, the lab swirled and drifted. The world was just him, me, the chair, and a murky fog. Too weak to fight him off, I let my snarl do the talking.

      Around and around he paced, circling the chair like a predator zeroing in on the kill. “You’re a long way from Faerie,” he said, “but somewhere with her touch… somewhere life thrives.” He folded an arm across his chest, planted his elbow on his fist, and tapped his chin in thought. “I taste their tek in you.”

      “There is no Faerie magic where I am,” I croaked. Eledan didn’t need to know I was on Earth. His mind was too sharp. If he knew where I was, he’d know why, and knowledge was dangerous in his hands.

      He leaned close and scrutinized my face, reading every line. If he moved an inch closer, I could lunge and head-butt that pretty nose of his.

      “Afraid to come closer, fae?”

      His blue eyes narrowed, and then his smile appeared. He knew where I was.

      He backed off. “Of course there is magic where you are. How do you think life began on Earth? Do you think it crawled out of the dirt and remade itself over millennia? Don’t be a fool. Earth is ripe with magic. Fae magic. Oberon made it that way.”

      His steel-trap mind would be running through every possibility. I could only hope he was still stuck in a hole somewhere.

      “I’d rather be awake and getting tortured than stay here and listen to you.”

      “I can oblige you.” He lifted his hand, fingers poised to click.

      My cheek twitched. The thought of going back to that pain, of feeling the tek crawling through my veins…

      “No?” He dropped his hand. “Thought not. Dreams give you time to breathe and heal. Take this moment as a gift from me to you.”

      And why would he give me that? “Why are you here?”

      The dream swirled behind him, lending him a chair in which he sat. He crossed one leg over the other and tapped out an annoying rhythm on the arm, mulling his next words. “Events are in motion. The Wild Ones rally. I will soon be free and home again.” His eyes glittered with madness. “But Faerie has changed in my absence. It will take a great deal of strength and cunning to grapple Faerie and her sisters, Halow and the like, under my control. I wonder, sometimes, if I need another to aid me… Someone I understand and who understands me.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      He leaned forward. “Why not?”

      All right. I’d play along. “When I escape, I’m coming for you. Everything you tell me I’ll use against you. I’m not about to let you stake some ancient claim on Halow or Sol. They do not belong to the fae or you. Their people are free.”

      “You’re wrong. The protofae own it all.”

      I laughed. “You created it, but you don’t own the lives. Those people grew without you. They deserve their freedom. They’ve earned it.”

      “Wrong again.”

      I yanked on the restraints, jolting the chair. “I will be the one to kill you, prince.”

      He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Says the last vakaru tied to a chair. Let’s agree to disagree so we can move on, shall we? Besides, you’ll forget much of this when you wake.”

      I slumped back. Had we had similar conversations before that I’d forgotten? I’d know, wouldn’t I? My top lip twitched, a snarl threatening to bubble through. Eledan’s fucking mind games. Better to ride out the dream as he wanted it and be done with it.

      Eledan’s smile crept all the way along his lips. The sluagh-bait bastard was too smug. I couldn’t fight him here, and he knew it.

      “There’s a good vakaru. You understand how this works. Do you think you can escape Captain Pierce?” he asked.

      “How do you know her name?” Dammit, he was already in my head, plucking out the information he needed. I shook my head, trying to rattle him free, for all the good it would do me.

      “I can help you,” he said, pointing with too much glee.

      “Why would you?”

      “Have you heard the human expression, the enemy of my enemy is my friend?”

      “And whose enemy am I?”

      “Oberon’s.”

      He had me there. I raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “My brother is not all he seems.” Eledan rose from the chair and unbuttoned his shirt cuffs. As he approached, he folded those cuffs over and pushed his sleeves up, revealing warfae marks like Kesh’s. “A long, long time ago, he and I were inseparable, and like most brothers, we dabbled in… dangerous things. I helped him break the rules when he took possession of a terrible weapon.” The marks on his arms came to life and twisted on his skin. “That weapon marked us both so it could always find us and reclaim the debt paid. Later, racked with paranoia, Oberon began to mark others to hide himself among them.” Eledan stopped in front of my chair and ran his left hand down his right forearm. The marks shimmered. “It helped that the design had interesting qualities, such as its ability to off the dark. Nobody questioned him. Nobody but me. The only sure way to keep a secret on Faerie is to kill all those who know it. He couldn’t kill me on Faerie. The sidhe and the Wild Ones adored me. So, he arranged it so I would not return from the human war. I was to be Faerie’s fallen hero, and his secret would be safe with him.”

      I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t sure which was better, being tortured in the real world or being tortured by Eledan’s pity party here.

      “Our mother suspected. Oberon’s behavior had become erratic. He wouldn’t venture outside the palace. And then he adopted a reedy little saru girl, one already in love with him, and squirreled her away to do his bidding.” Eledan grinned. “Stolen by a Faerie Prince.” He swept his hand through the air. “It has a ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “Sounds like a cliché. Can you get to your point before these tek-bots kill me?”

      “Humor me.”

      I tugged on the clamps around my arms, and like in the real world, they didn’t budge.

      “He somehow learned that I was alive,” he drawled on, “but could not reach me through Halow’s defense net. My unfortunate survival gave him an opportunity to test his saru experiment, his tek-whisperer. By then she was a fiercely loyal thing. Loyal enough to have killed the queen to stop her from ever discovering the truth.”

      “He sends her to kill you. She rips out your heart. The end.”

      “Ugh, vakaru have no sense of poetry.”

      I grinned, displaying curved fangs. “This isn’t poetry. It’s the story of a spoiled prince stuck in a thousand-year tantrum because he couldn’t get home to Mommy.”

      He sighed and pressed two fingers to his forehead. “I have no idea what she sees in you.”

      “It’s my sparkling personality. Are we done here?”

      “The point I am trying to make—”

      “Finally!”

      “— is that all of this—you in that chair, Halow’s demise, the Game of Lies, Oberon’s crusade—is superficial. Nothing matters.”

      “In that we agree.”

      “The only part you need to pay attention to is this.” He lifted his arms, adorned with matching marks. When he brought his forearms together, the marks moved on his skin, slithering to line up, creating a distinct circular pattern. Did Kesh’s marks do the same?

      “What is that?” I asked, reluctantly curious.

      “A key.”

      “A key to what?”

      “Faerie gave up two weapons.” He lowered his arms, and the marks slithered back into their original design. “One of light, the polestar, and one of dark. It has a name, but to speak it is to invite it. Oberon still possesses the dark weapon, but he is losing his grip, and the dark will soon collect his debts. Once that happens…” Eledan swallowed. “We’re all fucked.” He peered down at me. “These marks, given to me and my brother, are the key to the weapon’s demise and the demise of both the darkness and the light. This key returns the dark to Faerie and the polestar to Faerie’s sky, returning balance. These marks are the reset button. They answer the question of how it all ends.”

      How convenient that the one fae asshole I wanted to kill was the only one I needed alive. “If you think those tattoos will keep my teeth from sinking into your throat, you’re mistaken—”

      “None of this matters.” He gripped the armrests of my chair, filling my vision. “Lives don’t matter. Your precious little individuals don’t matter. Worlds don’t matter. Humans and their tek-toys don’t matter. Because if left unchecked, the dark will get free and consume everything.”

      He attempted to draw a line across my throat. I snapped my teeth, jolting him back. The prick laughed his slick, haunting laughter.

      “I killed you once. Shockingly easy for a vakaru. I’d love to do it again, but instead, I’m telling you this so that when the time comes, you’ll remember and do the right thing.”

      He truly was insane. “I’m killing you the first chance I get.”

      He threw his gaze toward a non-existent ceiling. “I’m asking for your help. Can you think beyond the beast inside you and consider it?”

      He was sincere, but he was also a live wire thrashing wildly in whatever prison he was stuck in.

      “All right,” I replied carefully, unsure what I was agreeing to but figuring I could take a leaf out of Kesh’s book and lie. This was a dream. Like he’d said, nothing here mattered anyway.

      He looked down at me, unconvinced I was on his side.

      “You said you can help me get out of this?” I asked. “How about a deal? I’ll help you with this key when the time comes if you help me now? Else I won’t be around to do the right thing when you need me to.”

      His image shimmered, clothing changing into light warfae armor. Silver thread glittered through the seams, stitching the act together, turning him into something from an Earthen fairy tale, only this fairy tale would chew humans up and spit them out.

      “The Earthens have extensive files on Drochfhoula,” he said, his voice cold now that we were past all his key nonsense. “They know your history as well as you do. Captain Pierce has gone over your files at length. Her dreams are full of your butchery.”

      “You’ve seen her dreams?”

      He held up a finger.

      A warning growl rumbled inside me. “I’ll bite that fucking finger off if you silence me again.”

      “She’s only looking at half the story,” he continued, arching his eyebrow at my threat. “The half written by Earthen winners.” Eledan’s outline blurred, turning him into a ghost. The dream thinned too, falling away. “Tell her to search the classified files for the truth. Tell her to search for the man,” he whispered, “not the monster.”
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      Bright lights and searing pain. I couldn’t think beyond those things. My jaw throbbed, teeth stretched long and thin, and my hands each bore razor-edged claws. These humans wanted the monster, and I couldn’t stop it.

      Teknicians came and went, mumbling about their studies and adjusting the drugs. I might have missed Pierce’s visit in my haze. Eledan’s voice drifted back to me like flotsam washing up on a beach, only for the ocean to take it away again before I could grab hold. He had told me to tell the captain something, but I couldn’t remember what.

      Had it been two days yet?

      Had Talen and Hulia left? They should have. This was the opportunity the Nightshade had been waiting for: leave the marshal behind and take control of his destiny, whatever that destiny was for something like him. And Hulia? I hoped she’d gone with him. I couldn’t be responsible for any more innocent deaths. Perhaps this was how it should be for me… killed by human hands. Justice.

      “I dreamed about you last night.”

      Pierce was here, standing at the foot of my chair tilted at a fifteen-degree angle. I wasn’t sure if she was real. My senses told me we were alone, but I doubted it.

      “Vivid dreams.” She frowned like her dreams were my fault. “The dreams must be mine  yet…” She rubbed the bridge of her nose, wincing. “It wasn’t you, exactly, but Marshal Kellee, Halow’s lawman. I looked him up…”

      Make her see the man…

      Eledan had been busy.

      I flexed my hands, willing the claws back out of sight. They throbbed hotter, arching my back off the chair, and didn’t retract. Talking wasn’t an option. If I tried, she’d hear only growls.

      “Marshal Kellee was awarded the Star of Valor during Sandequine’s riots.” She held my gaze, hoping to guilt the past out of me. “Saved five families from a fire that decimated the slums.”

      Should have saved more…

      The ventilation system had whipped the fire into a storm. Flames had torn through flimsy fabric dwellings, consuming women… children. Three hundred people died that day.

      “Did you keep the medal?” she asked.

      A soldier like her, I was surprised she’d even bothered to ask. I’d tossed the worthless piece of tin in the trash as soon as I’d gotten back to my Juno apartment.

      When I didn’t answer, she glared, reading the answer beneath the vakaru staring back at her.

      “That was just the most notable award out of a string of similar distinctions. The domes’ failure on Hen-Rit, the Donna collision, the highest arrest count …the list goes on. Marshal Kellee was the most decorated lawman in Halow’s ranks. He was nominated for promotions. Twice. Declined each time. I’ve seen a lot of conflict. We Earthens invented war. I know people. I know soldiers. And do you know what I see in this marshal? I see a man desperate to balance the scales. Do vakaru fear Hell? Is that what you’re trying to avoid?”

      Hell was a human concept. Vakaru feared the nothingness that came from death outside of warring. A never-ending dream in which they were forgotten. A never-ending nothingness like the wraiths on Valand were trapped in.

      Red spots danced across my vision, beating loud and bright. The pulse point at her neck drew my eye, pulling my attention away from her voice and to the rhythmic song of her heart pumping blood through her human veins.

      “You know what I think?” She came around to the right side of my chair. “I think you threw the medals away and declined all that praise because you know none of that can make up for what you did as the vakaru warlord.”

      Give the captain a fucking medal for figuring me out. It didn’t change a damn thing.

      “You are two things. You are what you were, and you are what you want to be.” Her fingers touched the brackets holding my right arm down. “Let’s see which side will prevail.” She flicked the latch.

      My fingers were around her neck. I didn’t recall putting them there. All it would take was a twitch, and I’d have my teeth in her throat, and then nothing would stop me. I’d tear through this place, killing every living thing that stepped in my path.

      Her eyes bugged, and her nostrils flared. She’d underestimated my speed and probably assumed her bots had tempered me, when all they’d done was flick all my vakaru switches to ON. I ached to plunge my teeth home, drink her down, tear her open, and paint my face with what remained. By cyn, this woman was a fool. These people were fools. They had learned nothing and deserved what was coming for them.

      I plucked my fingers free and let her fight free of my grip.

      “Guard!” she screeched.

      The other latch fell away at my touch. I tore the intravenous drip free and was at the door, blocking her exit. Every instinct demanded I kill her. The bots in my veins buzzed and itched, driving me straight toward the edge of insanity.

      “Marshal Kellee?” she asked. “Is that who you are now?”

      Marshal Kellee was a long, long way from this room.

      Show her the man…

      “Kill me and it’s over for you,” she said.

      The door behind me opened. I drove my elbow back, striking the guard in the gut and instantly dropping him. A punch, with my claws on display, would have spilled his shiny guts all over the polished floor. This way, he’d live, unless he came at me again.

      “Kellee…” Pierce extended a hand in peace. “You’re him now, aren’t you? You’re not this monster, not anymore. You told me that, remember?”

      Fear. She reeked of it. This whole damn place made me want to feed, to kill. The air, the light, the tek—it all tried to crawl inside and change me. My sight blurred, and the room tilted, causing my gut to lurch and body to convulse. I reached for something, anything, and dropped to my knees when my hands found only air. My insides tried to force their way up my throat. I fell forward and retched up silvery, shiny worms. The splatters of vomit writhed and slithered.

      Those things were inside me.

      By fucking Faerie, and these assholes thought I was the monster?

      “No, leave him!”

      If anyone touched me now, I’d rip their arms off. “Stay… back.” Words. Words were good. They sounded rough, more of a growl than human speech, but they were definitely words.

      Heaving, I spewed more tek worms and wished they had killed me instead of pouring those fuckers into my veins. I spat aside and wiped my mouth dry. Hopefully, those were all the bots. The madness was passing, though the hunger wouldn’t until I’d dealt with it, but I could manage it without those tek parasites in me.

      Pierce stared, panting like a frightened rabbit.

      I grinned back at her. “Monster enough for you?!”

      Someone lurked in the corner of my eye, smelling of tek and syringes. “If you so much as look at me with a syringe in your hand, I’ll take that needle and pump that shit into your veins. Seeing as nobody here is vakaru and can’t expel poisons the way I can, you’ll die in seconds.”

      “Ma’am?”

      “It’s all right.” She rubbed at the red blotches on her neck. “Don’t hurt him and he won’t retaliate. Will you, Marshal?”

      I wasn’t so sure, but I’d go with her assessment for now. “Like I said before you tortured me, I’m not your enemy.”

      This time, the look in her eyes said she might just believe it.
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Pierce swirled the wine in her glass.

      “Neither can I.” We were back on Excalibur, but this time, the crew was firmly under her command and I was a reluctant guest. To make the situation even more interesting, Pierce had invited me to dine with her. A gesture of goodwill, she had explained. If it hadn’t been for the distinct lack of an irritating fae prince, I might have assumed I was dreaming.

      Her quarters were clean and comfortable. No ridiculous silk curtains that served no purpose. Just a neat couch, sculpted steel table, and a window with a fine view of Earth’s green and blue marble.

      “We picked up your companions in the forest.”

      Ah. Talen and Hulia were in her custody. Then what was this little meet cute about?

      I downed my wine without coming up for air and poured myself a second or third. I’d lost count, but we’d drained the first bottle and were on the second. It took a lot more than grape wine to intoxicate me, but she didn’t know that. We could all play at being friends here. “As prisoners?”

      “No, as… leverage.”

      At least she was honest. “Piss off the fae and he’ll have you all on your knees again.”

      Her eyes flashed. “I realize that. I mentioned you were with me and he’s been behaving.”

      Talen would be itching to have her on her knees again. She was rolling the dice and getting that he wouldn’t risk hurting her until he saw I was alive. “Do you have them locked up?”

      She sipped her wine and rolled her lips together. “No, but keep that between you and me. My orders were to lock him behind six feet of tek-reinforced shielding.”

      I could imagine Talen rattling around a little Earthen cabin, counting the seconds until he went full Nightshade on their asses.

      “So, what is this?” I gestured at our empty plates. “First you torture me and now you’re, what…?” I leaned in, resting a forearm on the table and adopted a coy expression. “Trying to placate me with steak and wine?”

      Her smile implied she would play along. “You said we could help each other. I’m listening. But you first have to tell me why you came here, and don’t bullshit me, Marshal. I might be inclined to believe you’re on our side, but that could change.”

      “I’m trying to stop a war. If that means our motives are aligned, then so be it, but let’s not get carried away. I’m not on your side. Sol abandoned Halow. You lost me the battle on Hapters. You injected tek-bots into my veins. My opinion of you hasn’t improved.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “And don’t think for one second I’ve forgotten the butcher you are beneath all that…” The right word eluding her, she swept a hand in my direction.

      “Handsome exterior?” I offered.

      “I was going to say fake humanity.”

      “Call me human again and our truce ends here.”

      She laughed. “All right, all right… Look, I asked my superiors to let me talk with you, like this, in normal surroundings, so we might find some common ground and build bridges. You say the fae are at our back door, and I’m not entirely convinced our tek can hold them back. I’ve seen what’s left of Halow. Our tek is based on the same systems. We just have more of it. I saw Halow’s ruined settlements and broken space stations. I’ve seen what my superiors haven’t. Maybe the new net will be enough, but I’d rather be prepared.”

      “The net won’t be enough.”

      She tilted her glass. “You can help with that. You know how Halow fell, and you can help us prepare.”

      “Assuming I want to after you tortured me.”

      “You do. You’re a good man now, right?”

      My smile cracked. “Some days.”

      “You help us, and I’ll help you.”

      “Not the rest of the Sol Alliance? Just you?”

      “As you can imagine, setting you free has cost me good standing. My crew and I are the best you’ll get get from Sol, until you can prove your worth.”

      It was a start. Alliances were crucial if Halow and Sol stood any chance of surviving Oberon’s forces.

      “We can help each other. I believe that,” she continued. “I’d like to send a small fleet of ships to scour Halow for survivors. We’ll house them like we have Hapters’s refugees. You know where the survivors are. You can direct the fleet.”

      That was more than I’d hoped for. What was the catch? “What do you want from me in return?”

      “The truth.”

      If I told her about the polestar, the humans would be all over it. They hadn’t been able to wield magic in the past, but hundreds of years had passed and things change.

      “Can’t you trust I’m trying to stop this war before there’s nothing left of humanity?”

      “If you were just Marshal Kellee, maybe. But you’re not who you appear to be, and neither is your extremely powerful fae friend. In my shoes, you wouldn’t trust you either. Tell me why you came to Earth, and I’ll help you save Halow lives.”

      She could be a valuable ally. She had trusted me not to kill her when she freed the restraint back in the lab, and she continued to trust me here, over steak and wine. I could kill her in seconds and go free Talen, and we’d be on our way again within an Earthen hour. But that plan was too shortsighted and wouldn’t save lives.

      I offered my hand across the table. “Shake on it and I’ll tell you.”

      She closed her hand around mine. We shook in the old Earthen style, and she nodded triumphantly.

      “Faerie’s queen and her heir took Faerie’s polestar from the sky and used it to drive the unseelie out of Faerie…” I told the tale as I knew it and watched Pierce lose her smile and the color drain from her face as the magnitude of the threat became clear.

      “I know at least one polestar piece is on Faerie. There was one in Valand, but it was taken, and another in Halow. Enough years have passed for the disguised pieces to fall into the wrong hands. We don’t know where the other pieces are.”

      “And you came for the acorn? That one little acorn is part of a powerful Faerie weapon?” She looked pale and drawn. It was a lot to take in for a mundane being. “I’ve visited that museum a hundred times. It’s just an acorn. One of the first discovered in the rubble of the third world war.”

      “That’s what it wants you to think.”

      She laughed incredulously. “Are you telling me it’s somehow… sentient?”

      I knew how it sounded to a human whose entire world was built on science and tek. “It’s a part of Faerie, so you can bet it’s alive.”

      She mulled over my tale. “It’s too ridiculous to be a lie. So, assuming I believe everything, how bad is this, Marshal?”

      With Kesh on Faerie, right beside Oberon, he could already have all the pieces he needed. All but the acorn. “We came to Earth to secure the final piece and take it out of the game completely.”

      “It seems to me you removed it from a highly secure facility and brought it out into the open where it’s vulnerable.”

      “Only if you know what to look for, and only a handful of people do. Oberon is one. He always knew where to find it …” I trailed off, recalling how Kesh could walk through tek-scanners without detection. She called herself a tek-whisperer. Oberon had made her that way. I’d thought it strange, a fae dabbling in tek, and hadn’t understood why the future king would waste time doing such a thing.

      He had always planned to send Kesh to Earth. She was the perfect tool for the job. She could have walked right into that museum undetected, taken the acorn, and slipped away again like a ghost. That was why he’d kept her alive and hadn’t simply removed the polestar fragment from inside her.

      “Marshal?”

      Oberon had crafted her to be that tool in every possible way. And now she was beside him once again. She’d fight him—I had to believe that—but I also knew how difficult it was to fight your nature. A twitch in my mind and something else shook loose. A dream. A memory. Eledan with his forearms pressed together. A key. Marks like Kesh’s. Oberon had given her those marks thinking his brother was dead. She was Oberon’s backup plan. Kesh was his everything. And foolish Arran had delivered her to her fate.

      “Kellee?”

      She was fighting to stop the king, and I was feasting with a human on a single ship in the hope she might—what? Save a few Halow refugees? It wouldn’t matter. None of this would matter if Oberon got his claws back into Kesh.

      I plucked Eledan’s words from a dream. Lives don’t matter. Your precious little individuals don’t matter. Worlds don’t matter. Humans and their toys don’t matter. Because if left unchecked, the dark will consume all.

      He was right.

      I stood. “Thank you, for all this, and for believing me, but there’s something I need to do and it’s waited long enough.”

      “Marshal? Are you all right?”

      “Rally your crew. I’ll give you what you need to save Halow’s people, but you must return my team to Calicto.”

      “And the acorn?”

      I couldn’t trust it with her or anyone else with it. Instinct had me wanting to bury the acorn on a distant planet where it would be forgotten, but Eledan’s dream circled around my thoughts, picking them apart: his warning, his marks, Kesh’s marks, the key, and my promise to do the right thing when the time came. Oberon might not be the worst of what was to come.

      “The acorn stays with me.”

      Captain Pierce held my gaze. “Then so do I.”
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      “The ship’s moving. Where are we headed?” Hulia asked, falling into step beside me as we walked Excalibur’s corridors. We didn’t have an escort, but the ship’s tek was always watching.

      “Halow. We’re getting off at Calicto.”

      “We’re going home?”

      “You are.” I kept my voice low, not that it would make a difference. The human tek was probably listening.

      “And they’re just letting us go?” She arched an eyebrow, unconvinced.

      Some of the crew passed by, giving us as wide a berth as possible. Couldn’t blame them that. For all Pierce’s promises, there would be members of her crew that wouldn’t react well to the news that Drochfhoula and the Nightshade were now part of the team.

      “Talen is… feeling a little off,” she began, her gaze skipping around us. “He was better in the forest, but the second they picked us up…”

      Why did I get the sense that a little off was an understatement? The fae didn’t do anything small scale.

      “I came to find you before… we had a situation.”

      Wonderful. I sped up. “On a scale of one to ten?”

      “Nine.”

      Great. I needed Talen on his best behavior for this truce to hold. “We’ll be back on Calicto in less than two days.”

      He’d have to hold out until then. Hulia’s frown didn’t fill me with confidence.

      When we reached Talen’s cabin and I opened the door, the sight inside didn’t look too bad at first.

      Talen sat on the cot, hunched forward with his hands gripping the bed. He held himself locked in this position while he stared at the floor. The lights flickered, and in the moments between light and dark, a different creature adopted his place. One with wings that choked out all space and gleaming claws.

      “Close the door.”

      The door hissed closed.

      This was bad.

      “Why is he like this now?” Hulia whispered, hanging back by the door.

      “Too much tek exposure. In the prison, we kept tek to a minimum to avoid… this.”

      Hulia nodded, hesitated, then asked, “What is this?”

      “This is what happens when the dark gets neglected and wants to come out and play. Unfortunately, the Nightshade doesn’t always play nice.”

      Hulia knew what it was like. She had unseelie in her, the same as I did. We both had our cravings and desires that needed to be met, or else they began to take over. Talen was no different, only he had two warring sides inside him. Light and dark. Unseelie and seelie. And the tek made it all a hundred times worse.

      “If Kesh were here…” There was no point in finishing that thought. She wasn’t here. He didn’t have her light to hold him up or temper the thing inside him.

      “Can we fix it?”

      Not without terrifying the entire Excalibur crew. “No.”

      I knelt just outside the spot on the floor he stared at. He knew we were here, heard every word, but all his control was focused on keeping himself from losing his shit. He’d lost it once in my care, in an older tek-riddled cell. After what I’d seen, I hadn’t slept for weeks. “Talen… you gotta hang in there. We’re going back to Calicto. Pierce is working with us. We have the ship. We’re saving people. We’re going to get Shinj and Kesh. Impossibly, our plan is moving forward. I really need you not to fuck this up.”

      When he flicked his eyes up, they shone a solid silver.

      He wouldn’t last two days. He’d lose it, and then we’d be back at the beginning, with Sol assuming we were the enemy. “If I can live through tek crawling through my veins, you can fight this for a few more days.”

      His mouth found a smile, but he wore it like a man possessed.

      I glanced back at Hulia. She looked like she might bolt at any second.

      There had to be a way…

      “Kesh,” Talen hissed.

      “Yeah, I know, I get it…” I straightened. “Kesh is a thousand light years away, dealing with her own shit.”

      He started trembling.

      I breathed in, held it, and dragged a hand across my chin. There was one thing that would buy us time.

      Hulia’s frown deepened.

      I’d probably regret this.

      I drew my fist back, gripped his shoulder—“Payback”—and punched him swiftly in the face. It wasn’t like I didn’t owe him for flooring me.

      He fell back, sprawled on the bed, out cold.

      “That oughta last.” I shook the pain out of my hand. “Sweet dreams, fae.” I turned to Hulia. “The crew can’t know he’s out cold. He’s the only thing keeping them from locking us all up.”

      “All right,” she hedged. “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to ask me to do something I won’t like?”

      “Hit me.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t have time to fall asleep. I need to be unconscious to find Eledan.”

      “Wait, what? Eledan? That’s not a good idea. Why?”

      “As we leave Sol and get closer to Calicto, his ability to reach us in our dreams will get stronger. He needs to dream up Kesh so the Nightshade here thinks her light is close. It’ll help him control his unseelie side.”

      “Really?”

      “I’ve no idea. But it’s all I’ve got.” I beckoned at my face. “Hit me.”

      Hulia laughed. “Honey, I’m not hitting you. I might as well hit a wall. It’s a stupid idea.”

      “Hulia, you’ve wanted to hit me since I busted you for illegal cyn distribution.”

      “That”—she pointed—“wasn’t me.”

      “You can’t deny it. Evidence doesn’t lie, and I had you buried in it.”

      “Marshal Kellee.” She waggled her finger. “You… you don’t know everything, but you’re right. There is one thing I’ve wanted to do since you flounced all of your pretty into my bar.”

      She stepped in, clasped my face in her hands, and slammed her mouth over mine. I’d had my ample share of women ramming their tongues down my throat to know when to take it with composure and when to fight them off. Hulia’s kiss speared into the masculine part of me and rooted there, getting comfortable. Reason told me the namu in her had me pegged and knew that unguarded and surprised, I didn’t stand a chance. Whether I kissed her back was lost in the curious sensation of having my control ripped out from under me. Unconsciousness rushed in, wrapped me in its embrace, and yanked me out of reality. I learned something new that day. Vakaru could fuck a fae unconscious, and namu could do the same with a kiss.
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      “I’m not your errand boy, Marshal.” Eledan glowered from his position on his dream-throne. But this throne was different, as was the room made of columns and mirrors. I’d never been here before, but the location seemed significant. Lots of glass and reflections. The prince also appeared different. Refreshed and new. His ever-present smile was missing.

      “You still want me to help you when the time comes?”

      “You will help me. It’s not a deal, it’s an understanding.”

      “Do you have something better to do?” I figured not, as he’d answered my call.

      “Just because I sleep doesn’t mean I’m idle. Dreamweaving is an art lost on you.”

      Oh, I had no doubt he was in the minds of others, tweaking their desires and making deals. In many ways, Eledan was more a threat like this than he had been when alive. We were all open and vulnerable in our dreams. “Talen needs Kesh. Why don’t you find it in that rotten heart of yours to do something good for a change?”

      “You want me to conjure a Kesh to soothe the Nightshade’s desires?” He laughed, rose to his feet, and stepped down from the dais. “Why don’t you soothe his desires, seeing as you’re such good friends.” A crown appeared on his head and madness brightened his eyes. “Kesh has dreamed it often enough.”

      That was information I did not need to know.

      “Do you want to know what else she’s dreamed of?” he asked.

      “I couldn’t care less. Your dreams are meaningless.”

      “If that’s the case, why come to me?” When I didn’t answer, he grinned. “Much has changed since we last spoke. There’s an urgency in you, Marshal. Worried about Kesh? Worried you won’t reach her in time? You feel it, don’t you? Time is running out for your messenger.”

      His smile wasn’t comforting. The bastard was working his own game, and he saw all the cards.

      “Why did you help me escape the human facility? You told Pierce about me in her dreams. Without your interference, I could have been there for weeks.”

      He bowed his head coyly. “A thank you would be nice.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He frowned. “Perhaps I freed you because I wanted to?”

      “The fact you’ve phrased that as a question means it’s virtually a lie.”

      “What does it matter why I helped? You’re free. You’re on your way back to Kesh. Bravo. Oh, you should probably know there’s about to be an execution…”

      “Whose?”

      “A gladiator. One of Faerie’s finest.”

      Not Kesh. It couldn’t be… could it? Unless Oberon had seen through her lies and had no choice but to execute her. But he needed her to retrieve the acorn.

      “How much time?” I asked.

      “Time is fickle on Faerie, but you can stop Oberon,” Eledan insisted, “if you hurry.”

      “Me stop Oberon?”

      “He’ll be leaving the palace walls, but he won’t go far. Still, it could be enough… Others will be there. Thousands are arriving to see the spectacle of the execution. Not everyone is coming to see the saru lose their head. Others have ideas… ideas I may have planted in their dreams and let grow.”

      “If you have that set up, what do you need me for?”

      “I don’t, but after he murdered your entire people, I assumed you’d appreciate taking a little revenge.”

      It wasn’t as simple as that. He wanted me there because he wanted the acorn. By now he’d probably plucked the fact I had it from Pierce’s dreams. Nothing was simple with Eledan. He could seed a dream here, an idea there, and have anyone dancing to his tune.

      He already knew too much. I couldn’t think around him, not in his dream world, but I needed him. “Will you help me contain the Nightshade?”

      “Are you sure he wants me in his head?”

      Was this the right thing to do? “He doesn’t need to know…”

      “Oh, Marshal Kellee.” He clicked his tongue. “I thought lies were Kesh’s weapons, not yours.”

      “Just let him dream of her. That’s all I’m asking.”

      Eledan chuckled. “You wear your weakness on your sleeve, Marshal. One day soon, it will cost you dearly. All right. But you’ll owe me a boon.”

      I opened my mouth to deny we were making a deal.

      “Just a little thing. I ask only that when the time comes, you’ll let her sleep.”

      I hated how he had me pinned. “What does that mean?”

      “Just as it sounds. Shall I go ahead and soothe the silver fae to keep him from terrorizing those fragile humans or worse? Tick-tock, Marshal. Time is not on your side.”

      When the time comes, you’ll let her sleep. I needed this to work. I needed Pierce on my side so we could get back to Calicto and save lives. His words were traps, but my choices were limited. “Agreed.”
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      We made it to Calicto while Talen slept, only waking on entry into the planet’s atmosphere.

      After handing me the acorn, he stalked into the depths of Arcon, keeping to the light so our reluctant human companions didn’t see the worst of him in the shadows. Whatever dreams Eledan had given him, they had worked. If he knew what I’d done, he didn’t mention it. But he was calm again. We had a human alliance and we were heading to get Kesh. It had to be worth it.

      Hulia stuck close to me as we observed Pierce’s crew scout through Calicto’s Faerie-touched remains, recording and observing how Faerie had changed the planet. I wondered if Earth might one day soon be similarly twisted beneath Faerie’s magic.

      Shinj hovered high in the sky over Arcon where we’d left her. Lights beat along her hull in a rhythm I knew matched her two powerful hearts. Soon, we’d be aboard and making our way back to Kesh.

      “Before we leave, I want to do something for Sota,” Hulia said.

      I hadn’t forgotten about the drone, but with everything I’d been managing, his well-being had slipped down the list of priorities. It came back now with a heavy dose of guilt too. “Arcon had a warehouse full of drones. I could maybe salvage something from the remains…”

      She pulled a tek-board and what looked like wiry scraps from her back pocket. “I was thinking more of an upgrade.”

      “An upgrade?”

      “We can’t leave him in pieces, Kellee.”

      I looked at Sota’s remains cradled in her hands. Fragments of gleaming tek. “He’s just a drone…” But even as I said the words, I knew they were false. Hulia’s scathing glare pulled me up on it. “Okay, all right. Go fix him, but be quick.”

      She headed toward Arcon’s shadow.

      “Hulia?” I wanted to thank her. She had stuck with us, helped us and Kesh, and not once had she asked for anything in return.

      She grinned and waved me back. “Stop with the brooding face already.”

      “Whatever you do, don’t make him more irritating than before,” I called.

      “You’re not fooling anyone, Marshal. You lurve Sota.”

      “Don’t tell him that.”

      A few hours later, Shinj welcomed me home by flooding warm light through her corridors. Her subsonic hum pleasantly tickled my senses.

      “All better, huh?” I headed for the observation chamber and ran my hand along the smooth corridor walls. The humming note lowered, and maybe some of Faerie had gotten beneath my skin, because I sensed her polite queries without hearing any words. “We ran into some issues on Earth, but we’ll go get Kesh as soon as Talen is healed and thinking clearly, and once Hulia has fixed Sota.”

      Outside the observation window, Calicto shimmered below, looking a lot like Earth. To our right, off the starboard side, the curve of gleaming tek hung suspended in Calicto’s upper atmosphere. “Yeah, I hear that…” I told Shinj. She didn’t like Excalibur being there, and I couldn’t disagree. “Keep an eye on their weapons’ ports. Any change, any hint that they’re about to stab us in the back, fill its hull full of holes.”

      Shinj thrummed her acknowledgment. They wouldn’t have the element of surprise a second time.

      Rolling my shoulders, I sighed out all the stresses and strains. No tek. Shinj’s quiet was a luxury compared to Excalibur’s hissing tek. All I needed now was to know Kesh was safe and for us to be on our way to Faerie. Finally, I’d see her again, and I was bringing her a gift.

      I plucked the acorn from my pocket. The nut buzzed against my palm, more alive now that it was closer to Faerie. “One-quarter of all our troubles.”

      Something cold and hard nudged against the back of my neck. I’d had enough electro-pistols pulled on me to recognize the pressure of a gun. I froze, and to my right, the air rippled over an exosuit, peeling it apart the same way fae glamour sloughed off its owner. And there stood Pierce, leaner and harder outside of her Sol Alliance uniform, her face full of righteous determination. I hadn’t sensed her approach, hadn’t smelled the tek or felt its itch. Humans were getting more fae-like by the day.

      “I can’t let you go to Faerie with that acorn.”

      “You have two choices,” I told her, sounding a lot like a human emissary from a long, long time ago. “We work together, we survive, or you—”

      A pistol shot rang out.
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      I expected pain and not much else. Maybe I’d heal the blast to the back of my neck. Maybe I wouldn’t and fate had a twisted sense of humor. I’d killed the human emissary and now one had killed me? But the pain didn’t come, and it wasn’t me who fell.

      Pierce crumpled to her knees, clutching at my leg on her way down. Deep red blood bloomed across her chest, seeping through the exosuit mesh. She tried to swing her pistol around at the shooter filling the doorway behind us. I kicked it from her grip, and the captain fell forward onto her hands.

      I looked up at the figure in the doorway, a man but not a man. He smelled of warm wires and ozone, like an electrical charge in the air after a storm. The picture of him didn’t fit, as if he wasn’t here at all, but my senses didn’t lie.

      He settled his steely gaze on me. One tek-eye blazed red, and the other crackled an electric blue. Not a man, my senses warned again.

      His lips turned upward in a bright, cocky smile. “I couldn’t find a damsel, so you’ll have to do.”

      The voice… I recognized it, but it was different, smoother, deeper, and formed over lips instead of through electronic filters.

      “Sota?”

      The gun twitched in his hand and vanished. No, it didn’t vanish. Metallic pockets opened in his forearm and retracted the gun inside, sealing it off beneath synthetic skin.

      Hulia stumbled into the room, saw Pierce bleeding out at my feet, and gaped at Sota. “Holy karuballs, Sota. When I said go surprise Kellee, I didn’t mean shoot Pierce!”

      Sota shrugged the way I’d imagined him doing a thousand times in my mind. “She was about to kill Kellee. Kesh wouldn’t have liked that.”

      Pierce spluttered, still very much alive, but not for long.

      I blinked at Sota, made sure all his guns were stowed away, shoved the questions aside, and grabbed Pierce by the neck, hauling her onto her feet. “I’d love to say I’m surprised, but I’m not.”

      Her watery eyes found the acorn in my left hand. She grasped for it, perhaps thinking its magic could save her.

      “We had a good thing going here, and you had to be predictably human by stabbing me in the back.”

      “Butcher.” Blood bubbled over her lips.

      “Shall I shoot her again?” Sota asked, lifting his arm.

      The offer was tempting. “No, because I’m not who I once was.”

      Huh, look at me, sounding like Talen. The fae had a point, one lost on this human.

      “I’ll ask the ship you’re currently inside if she might be kind enough to fix you up, but seeing as you almost killed her not so long ago, I wouldn’t hold my breath. Karma’s a bitch, ain’t it?”

      Shinj strummed agreeably. More compassionate than I was, she’d fix Pierce up.

      “I think I should shoot her again,” Sota said, “just to be sure.”

      I scooped Pierce against my side and hobbled toward Sota and the door.

      “Just her knees,” Sota continued. “She doesn’t need those.”

      I caught Hulia’s wide-eyed gaze and smiled reassuringly. “I thought we agreed not to make him more annoying.”

      She shrugged. “He’s the same he’s always been, just with legs.”

      “And arms,” Sota added. “And fingers. Can I cut off her fingers?” The way he asked made it sound perfectly reasonable.

      “She needs her fingers,” I told the drone, “and her other parts.”

      He lifted his hands. “She only needs three on each hand. The rest are superfluous.”

      Oh, by cyn, what the fuck would I tell Kesh? “Help me out here.”

      Sota collected Pierce’s limp arm, propping her up between us, and together, we carried her limp body deeper into the ship toward where twin hearts thudded loud and strong. We set her down near one of the life-streams and left her there. Shinj would seal her inside and deal with her.

      Sota fell into step beside me. His clothes were mine, I realized, which was why they hung off his shoulders and dragged along the floor at his heels. Hulia must have dug them out for him.

      “Hey.” I stopped and looked him over. He leaned to one side, looking perfectly natural. Dark hair curled against his cheeks and hid much of his red eye. He looked human and would have passed for one if not for the gaze from that penetrating eye. I hadn’t known they made mandroid bodies this accurate. Of course, Arcon would be the place to find one.

      “Marshal, if you keep looking at me like that, I might have to do something about it.” He suggestively tongued the corner of his mouth.

      “Oh-kay.” I walked on, chuckling. “Yah know, it’s good to have you back, and thank you for what you did back there.”

      “It’s good to be back, and you mean the part where I saved your ass? Me? I saved you from dying. She had you. You’d be a dead marshal if not for me. So we’re clear, that part?”

      “Yeah, that part.”

      “You’re grateful to the drone for saving your life. Say it again. One more time.”

      Hulia had made him more annoying. “I am eternally grateful.”

      “Also, I have fingers now.”

      The rapid change of subject almost tripped me up.

      “They’re amazing,” he went on. “Ten of them. Can you believe that?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      He waggled his fingers in front of his face. “They fit into all sorts of interesting places.”

      “Yes.” What had Hulia been thinking? “They do.”

      “I have an extra one. It’s enormous. Between my—”

      “Okay, all right, you know what, let’s finish this conversation later…” Much later. Preferably never.

      I caught his sly sideways smile. He was messing with me, wasn’t he?

      “I’m messing with you.”

      I laughed. I’d be having a chat with Hulia about whether Sota had any protocols or filters. “One thing. Now that you’re… bipedal, do you still have an off button?”

      “Honey, if you can find it, you can flick it.”

      Talen appeared in the corridor ahead, his timing exquisite, and the shock on his face at seeing Sota was priceless.

      “Talen, meet Sota 2.0. I’m sure you’ll get along just fine.” I clapped Sota on the back and veered off, leaving the fae and the mandroid to size each other up.

      “Shinj, we’re all aboard. Get ready to depart for Faerie. We’re taking Pierce with us as leverage.” The humans could have her back once they’d saved Halow lives. Until then, the captain was mine.

      Hang in there, Kesh. We’re coming for you.
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      From the king’s window, I watched pixies cut through the air above the gathered fae in the courtyard below, their claws and wings sharp. Their collective song tried to lull my human mind into believing this was all a wonderful parade, but I’d changed too much to be suckered in. Thousands of fae filled the space, and more crowded the balconies and open walkways. Everywhere I looked, a sea of sidhe colors rippled, representing their houses in reds, blues, silvers, greens. Each one appeared perfect in their glittering sidhe glory. Each one my enemy.

      “Come, we must not keep Faerie waiting.” Oberon collected his crown from the throne and ran his fingers over it before lifting his gaze to me. “You will walk behind me.”

      Every living thing down in that courtyard wanted me dead, and Oberon wanted me to parade behind him? It was asking for trouble, and I wondered if the king wanted his fae to slip up so he could reinforce his rule. Part of me wanted to see their surprise that I hadn’t died from a nail to the chest. But I needed to slip away and steal Eledan’s heart, and that would be difficult in a crowd of watchful fae.

      “My lord, I do not think it would be wise for me to be seen alongside you.”

      He stopped, almost at the doors, and said without turning, “Why?”

      “If they see me with you, I’m afraid some might… lose control.”

      The king’s back straightened. “You fear I do not have control over my own people?”

      I’d already had three cu sith try to assassinate me. Twice. The second I stepped out of the palace into that courtyard, a thousand fae would have me in their crosshairs. I’d only survived the Game of Lies because of my small army of attack drones. Polestar or not, a lucky arrow between the eyes would finish me off.

      “Come, Wraithmaker,” he said. “There is nothing in that courtyard that can hurt you.”

      The large throne room door opened, and Niamh bowed to the king. Beside her, two other guardians stood stoic and aloof, infamous blades sheathed at their hips. Sirius wasn’t among them. I followed in Oberon’s shadow, keeping my eyes ahead even as the attending saru tried to catch my gaze. With every step, my chances of getting away in time to free Eledan and save Arran dwindled. My heart galloped as the guardians closed ranks behind me.

      The pixies’ songs upped a note, and ahead, as we emerged into the courtyard, the crowd parted. Fae respectfully bowed their heads to Oberon. Me, they ignored. The guardians stayed close behind me as my shadows. I remembered Sirius’s scolding words of disrespect, of how a saru wearing the warfae markings was an insult to all the proud soldiers who had lived and died for Faerie. A saru walked behind their king now. Worse, a fae killer. A queen killer. A mass murderer. And he’d rewarded me in so many ways.

      I swallowed to moisten and clear my throat.

      My presence tainted Oberon, but the king only saw the light he’d hidden inside me. Like so many fae, he was blinded by it.

      A few sharp glares and countless scornful glances scored into me. Lips were raised in silent sneers. We were almost at a platform, grown from glittering black rock, when someone called out, “Kill the Wraithmaker!”

      Silence followed.

      Oberon climbed the hewn rock steps, ignoring the declaration. He stood atop the rock dais and regarded his people with a friendly half smile. Either he was oblivious to the tension strumming the crowd, or he was choosing to smile in the face of it. “Night has graced us with her presence, and so the gladiator who slaughtered thousands of our number on New Calicto shall pay for his heinous crimes.”

      Panic thumped me in the chest over and over. I couldn’t call for my stardust and shadow, for my Nightshade. He was worlds away. And Kellee… he would be furious if I got myself and Arran killed by doing something rash. He’d say he told me so, that I’d died for a dream. As I looked into the shallow gazes of thousands of fae who despised me, I ached to have the Messenger’s strength—Kellee, Talen and Sota—here with me. But I stood alone among an entire race who hungered for my death.

      Saru… there were saru among the crowd, unseen and ignored. But each one of them saw me, and I saw them in return. Arran was one of theirs. I’d confronted the king and saved the saru family. Surely I could do the same again? Wasn’t that what I’d started? Wasn’t that my whole purpose?

      But I couldn’t.

      If I did anything here, the fae would turn on me and Oberon. I wouldn’t even reach the dais. The guardians beside me might be the first to cut me down. It would be over before it had even begun.

      The king was talking about Faerie’s pride and honor and how Arran had struck a blow to Faerie’s heart. His people listened, but all I could see was how this was all wrong. Few here believed Oberon. They knew I was the one who should pay, not Arran.

      I was the Messenger. I’d built myself up, into the myth, but alone, here… I’d never felt so small.

      Cool, smooth tek fingers found my hand and closed protectively around it. The sweet and spicy warmth of autumn coiled around me too. I swallowed and closed my eyes for a few moments.

      I wasn’t alone.

      “Did you find it?” Sirius’s whispers filtered so finely through my hair I could have imagined the words.

      I squeezed his hand.

      “And you swear to save Faerie?” he asked.

      Halow needed me. The saru needed me, not Faerie. I owed Faerie nothing.

      A low warning growl rumbled behind me. “Very well, but do not make me regret this.”

      Armored guards escorted Arran through the parting crowd. My Aeon. He would always be Aeon to me, even if he looked at me now as though he didn’t recognize me. Dull-eyed and obedient, he walked to what would be his death without a whimper of protest. Aeon would have fought them with everything he had until his last breath. But Arran was broken and had been since he’d eaten the starfruit.

      I had to act and do something. Anything. But there was more at stake than Arran’s life. This was not the place to make a stand. I wasn’t ready. The pieces weren’t in place.

      And then, with a terrible, wrenching sadness, I realized I couldn’t save him. It didn’t matter that he was innocent and didn’t deserve this. Justice wasn’t something that fell into place just because it should. There was no way out for him, and no way I could save him without condemning myself to death. And I had so much more to give. I couldn’t die here, just as Sirius had told me. My life, my myth, was worth more than him.

      The parade came closer, and Arran lifted his eyes. A flicker of hope brightened them. If anyone could save him, surely the Messenger could. She rode a warcruiser through the stars with the last vakaru and the Nightshade at her side. What was saving one saru to someone like her?

      I’m so sorry…

      Arran twisted in the guards’ grip, and his hopeful eyes widened as he understood what was happening.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing, calla,” Sirius whispered. His hand slipped from mine. “Retrieve his heart.” Sirius gripped my shoulder and heaved me back, out of his way.

      Fire danced up his outline. A nearby guardian cried out.

      Sirius raised his stolen guardian blade, sliced it through the air, and plunged it deep into a guard’s chest. Pixies screamed, and Sirius continued hacking and slashing. He felled three of Arran’s guards as easily as harvesting corn before the guardians shook off their shock and sprang into motion.

      The sounds of metal clashing rang out, and then Sirius boomed, “This saru is innocent! This execution is a farce! You all know it!”

      I backed away, turned, and hurried away from the crowd, keeping my pace slow so no one spotted me until I reached the palace. Bursting into a sprint, I exploded through the empty throne room into the twisting corridors beyond. The hidden chamber seemed farther away than before, and perhaps it had moved as some palace rooms did, but just when I thought I’d been running in circles, the door opened ahead, revealing its secrets.

      I snatched my whip from its stand, hooked it onto my belt, and stopped at the rose-wrapped pedestal. The roses stirred, hissing as some unraveled and angled my way. It was now or never. I needed to free the Dreamweaver, find all the pieces of the polestar, make everything right again.

      The roses quivered, scenting the swell of my emotions over all the things I had done and had yet to do.

      “Hungry? Feed on this!” I plunged my hand into the mass of thorns and gripped Eledan’s heart. The roses struck, tangling around my wrists and sinking their barbs in deep to drag me down among them.

      Thwump-thwump. Finally, I had the Dreamweaver’s heart in my grasp. I pulled. The roses tightened. I felt it then, the thinning and cooling of hatred and rage, as though the roses were shaving off pieces of what drove me forward, layer after layer. Blood dripped from around the thorns. The more I pulled, the more they tightened, and the more I bled, both blood and feelings.

      “Give up his fucking heart!” I grabbed at the knots with my free hand and tried to yank them free. A tendril wove up that arm and squeezed, locking on. No! I needed this horrid heart, and these damn roses wouldn’t stop me. Placing a boot on the pedestal, I pulled against their grip. The roses coiled tighter, feeding with every long second. Higher, they wove around both arms, sucking me deeper into their embrace.

      “Faerie be damned, Eledan! This is on you!”

      “Stop fighting them,” Ailish said from behind me.

      I twisted, trying to fix the water witch in my sight, but she had positioned herself in my blind spot. I glimpsed her watery robes and silvery hair but little else. “How…?”

      “Give them nothing to feed on,” she crooned sweetly.

      That wasn’t possible. “How do I give them nothing?!”

      “Feel nothing. Be nothing.”

      Eledan’s cruel laughter wove through my panicked thoughts. Nothing girl. He knew. Maybe he’d always known. I had to let it all go, shut it all out, and be the heartless, hollow thing again. Feel nothing. Be nothing. Be the Wraithmaker.

      I wasn’t sure I could.

      I wasn’t that same killer.

      Too much had changed. I’d changed.

      Ailish drifted around my left side. Her robes rippled as though she were floating on water. Maybe she wasn’t even here. I couldn’t tell for sure, but I’d take any advice she was willing to give and pay its price later.

      “Stop feeling, or they will steal your fight. Hurry now, the prince is waiting.” She swept a hand behind me, gesturing for me to look.

      I pulled harder, twisting around as much as the roses would allow, and saw Eledan lying on his back on the floor, head to one side, eyes closed and flickering as he dreamed himself another world. The collar I’d fixed around his neck still sat there—cold iron keeping him contained. She’d brought him here just like she’d said she would.

      I had to mend all this and wake him up. I had minutes, at the most, before the guards came, before Oberon realized I was missing.

      Ailish cocked her head, listening. “Quickly, the king prepares to kill the saru and the guardian. We are all waiting for the wild prince, Messenger. Waiting for him to be set free. Remember… remember what you were before. Wraithmaker. Empty. Heartless. A blade forged by Faerie’s king. Be that cold thing again.”

      But I cared too much to let go. Kellee, Talen, Arran, and even Sirius. I cared. That was why I was here, stealing a heart I should have destroyed months ago and trying to save a people who hated me. If I no longer cared, would I continue to fight for them? It was too late to guess or do anything but move forward.

      I sighed and let the rage flow out with the breath. The roses crept higher, snaking toward my shoulders, sinking their thorns in like vakaru teeth, only it wasn’t blood they drank.

      Kellee, I wish you were here.

      Love.

      It was warm and comforting, but as I let it go, coldness crept in.

      I can do this. I can stop caring. For them, for Halow, for the saru. Remember who I was before. Forget the Messenger I am today. Forget how Kellee and Talen saved me from the Dreamweaver and have saved me every day since. Forget how Aeon loved me enough to forget me.

      I had to be Eledan’s nothing girl. One. Last. Time.

      Eyes closed, I withdrew into my memories of the little girl who had killed her friends to survive the harvest. The girl who had dreamed of arena battles where the fae would cheer her name. The girl who had done a prince’s bidding and killed a queen. She had been a terrible thing, that cold little girl. And now she was me.

      The roses ceased climbing. Still, they throbbed around my arms, feeding…

      I’d cut my first love’s throat to please Oberon. I would have killed, lied, cheated, and deceived anyone and anything. It didn’t matter. I didn’t matter. Only the heart mattered. My life was empty. I was empty.

      Kellee had been right all along.

      Talen saw only the light in me. All fae were attracted to the light. Without the light, without the polestar, I was nothing.

      Slowly, thorn by thorn, the roses plucked themselves free.

      The pain was good and real. And I needed it because nothing felt real anymore. This place, the woman I was, surrounded by Faerie, none of it made any sense.

      Eledan’s heart glimmered in my grip. Tek and flesh, life and metal, and a piece of the polestar.

      “Good, now hurry… hurry, girl,” Ailish urged. “Wake the prince.”

      Boots thundered outside the chamber.

      “Find the Wraithmaker!” a guard hollered nearby.

      Seconds… I had seconds.

      Melting onto my knees beside Eledan, I tore open his shirt, exposing the fleshy hollow in his chest. Months ago, I’d cut out his heart, tek vein by tek vein, and now I was putting it back.

      My hands trembled.

      The Dreamweaver would be real again. But I had him under control. I was not afraid, not anymore. The roses had taken my fear too. I was ready.

      As I lowered the heart toward his chest, tek veins unfurled and reached for their missing piece. Power sparked. Life magic and electricity hissed and spat. An impossible combination, just like me.

      This was the right thing to do, wasn’t it?

      For Arran, for Sirius, for the saru who died every day in service to the fae, and for the people forgotten in Halow. For the people Oberon would kill. Yes, this was right.

      I slammed the heart into its hole and pressed down with both hands, forcing it home. Tek spat its displeasure, but the veins sank in, and when I removed my hands, the heart nestled behind rebuilding ribs. Flesh and metal united, weaving together and resurrecting the nightmare.

      Rocking back on my heels, I looked up at Ailish. The bad half of her face was hidden, but the beautiful half didn’t look pleased. I’d expected her to appear triumphant, to grin, but her widening good eye suggested… fear. Had I done something wrong?

      “Open up!” The guards hammered on the door.

      Ailish stared at the sleeping prince.

      Why hadn’t Eledan moved? Shouldn’t he be waking and working his illusions? His chest was healed, and the patchwork of silvery veins was the only outward sign he wasn’t normal.

      I snatched at the collar, ripped it off, and tossed it aside.

      “Why doesn’t he wake?” Ailish asked.

      I’d been about to ask her the same. “I… I don’t know…”

      More hammering rattled the door.

      I grabbed Eledan’s shoulder and shook him. “Son of a sluagh, now’s your moment! Wake!”

      “Something is wrong…”

      No kidding. His head lolled. Why did he have to be so difficult?

      “There isn’t time for this,” I said.

      “Time... It has been too long. He is lost. You need to dream and find him.”

      Before I could argue or ask what she meant, Ailish stepped forward and slammed her palm against my forehead. The cry of protest on my lips died. The chamber rushed away. Falling, falling, falling into the dark, all I saw was Ailish’s eyes, one bright and brilliant, one a rotted hollow. Her horrid skeletal smile chased me into the dark.
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      The Dreamweaver was draped across his throne like a thief sprawled on his horde of spoils, one leg over the throne’s armrest, an elbow resting on the other. His tattered edges were fixed. He wore familiar black and red fae hunting leathers. Why, by cyn, was he grinning like he had won a game I didn’t know we were playing?

      “You need to wake up right now.” I marched to the throne, noticing how it got higher on its dais with every step. “There’s isn’t the time for your karushit. Arran will die, and—”

      “Arran.” He snorted and adjusted his position on the throne so he could lean forward and stare me down. “Why do you bother with this betrayer Arran? I’ve seen inside his dreams. The boy is lost. He was lost the moment you cut his throat. Or maybe it was when he ate the fruit to forget you. Whenever it happened, he cannot be saved.”

      I clenched my hands at my sides to keep from tearing him off that ridiculous throne. “He didn’t do that to just forget me.”

      Eledan stood, towering over me. “Didn’t he?” He tossed the comment away as if it were nothing and descended from the throne. He walked by me like he had somewhere more important to be. “He loved the woman who killed him. I’d want to forget that too.”

      “It doesn’t matter now! The guards are here, and you’re still asleep. We need to act now. You must wake up. Oberon will kill him and Sirius—”

      “Time,” Eledan cut in. “Did you know Faerie is built on time, light, and dark? Take one of those three away and Mother Faerie will fall.”

      What was this nonsense? Why was he stalling? “We have a deal. Uphold your end now, Eledan, or I’ll rip out your fucking heart again.”

      He glanced behind him and smirked the half smile I wanted to tear from his lips. “You know what else I know? Here, I control time.” He flicked his fingers at the air. “Oberon must kill two innocent souls to appease his people, and the guards are about to catch the Wraithmaker kneeling over the unconscious heroic prince. Given her history of killing royals, the whip at her side isn’t likely just for appearances.” He gasped, overacting, and laughed his insane laughter. “It’s all very dramatic. What will happen? Will she prevail and wake the prince with a kiss? Or will the guards see her and, assuming the worst, kill her first?”

      “I’ve got a five-fingered kiss right here for you.”

      He turned and smirked. “So much fire in that Faerie heart of yours.”

      “Speaking of hearts, I know exactly what yours is.”

      “My brother told you my secret.” He rested two fingers against his chest and tapped his fingers in time to the beat of that heart. “But not all of them? No… I see not. You’re still the girl who tries too hard to be real, when the truth is, you are nothing. That piece of polestar you carry around is all anyone cares for. You think your precious Talen would love you without that light in you?”

      I tried to guard against the words but I didn’t need to. The roses had taken those feelings. “You don’t know me or anything about me. I’ve changed since we were… together.”

      His smile grew. “Perhaps the last vakaru believes he can use the polestar to resurrect his beloved people? An interesting thought, don’t you think? Or did you think a warlord such as him could genuinely love a dishonorable and shallow thing like you?”

      “This is nonsense.” Sirius’s words danced in my head alongside Eledan’s. Words of how I was a weak, shallow, dishonest thing. But I wasn’t listening. I couldn’t afford to. “Wake up and fulfill your end of the deal. I got your heart. Now pay up.”

      “I know your fears, Messenger, and your desires. You were always simple, beneath all the lies. All saru want is to be loved by their masters. Do you think Oberon loves you?”

      “No.” He didn’t. His interest had never been about me. I understood that now. Oberon cared only for the polestar and my ability to retrieve the pieces for him.

      “No,” Eledan echoed. “And this Arran… he loves what he’s been taught to love. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      “Why do you care about any of this? About me or Arran or Talen? None of this matters to you. Just wake up, stop the execution, and stop Oberon.”

      “Stop my brother,” he mused like this was a joke.

      “Isn’t that what you want?” I asked. “Revenge?”

      His mouth twisted. “Revenge is too small a word for what I want.”

      “So what are you waiting for?” Why were we talking when we could be out there, in the real world, doing? He had waited centuries to return to Faerie. The moment was here, yet he was wasting time trying to manipulate me? “You’re afraid.”

      “Afraid?” He tensed.

      “It’s been so long and you don’t know if you’re strong enough to stop this. You’re just the weaker fae prince nobody has cared about enough to write into history. They don’t know you. You don’t know you. But I know you. And I know your fears too. You fear you’re a prince of nothing.”

      His right eye twitched. “You believe Faerie won’t bow to me?”

      I shrugged. “You’re free, yet here you are, clinging to your imaginary cage bars like a newly harvested saru.”

      “Enough talk, Messenger.” He lifted his head, standing stone-still. “Are you ready for my reality?” He lifted a hand, fingers poised to click and plunge us outside the dream. “You will love it.”

      “Stop dreaming it then and make it real.”

      Snap.
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      It happened slowly yet in no time at all. Eledan opened his eyes, looked into mine, and smiled like he’d known all along it would come to this—to my waking him from a dream while all of Faerie bore down on us. The door crashed open, Ailish screamed like a banshee, and the Dreamweaver staggered to his feet.

      A guard shouted something—“kill her,” probably—but in the face of Eledan’s lopsided grin, it all seemed so unnecessary. I felt as though I were missing something important about this moment, but it didn’t matter now. My hand dropped to my whip.

      “Come now.” The Mad Prince swayed, wincing away the stiffness in his muscles. “There’s no need for violence.” He staggered again and shook his head, fanning out the tails of his long black hair.

      The guards piled in, a line of eight all wielding crossbows trained on me and Ailish, who hovered to our left. The witch studied them, half her face curious.

      I’d forgotten something or left something behind, hadn’t I? I had my whip in my hand, so it wasn’t that. The guards noticed and rattled off various warnings.

      “Drop the whip.”

      “Get on your knees.”

      Yadda yadda yadda…

      Something was definitely off here. My gaze snagged on the roses, their petals engorged and weeping sweet nectar.

      Emotion. I should have cared about everything happening around me, but I didn’t. The roses had taken all my emotional baggage and left me streamlined and focused. I was a blade, cold and lean. Good.

      Eledan brushed dust and dirt from his tattered clothes and frowned at his disheveled state. “Well, this will not do at all.”

      He gracefully swept a hand down himself, erasing the bedraggled mess of a prince and replacing it with a leather jerkin over a cotton shirt, woven with the same electric blue thread as his eyes. Not kingly, but certainly courtly. It was all illusion, a thin veneer of flawless glamour. He would fool them all…

      “Ah.” He tapped a finger to his temple, and a silvery rowan crown wove itself atop his head, interlacing with his dark hair, which also wove itself into numerous braids. “Better. Now, has anyone seen my brother?”

      The guards blinked.

      “Lord Eledan…?” one of them finally spoke.

      Eledan rolled his eyes and walked through their number, parting them without a word. “Never mind, I’ll find him myself. He couldn’t have gotten far, trapped in this glass prison.”

      I followed, knowing that the only thing keeping me alive was the presence of the Mad Prince and the guards’ confusion.

      “You, Wraithmaker, do not move!”

      The crossbows rattled, their sights locked on my middle. I closed my hand around my whip.

      “Oh.” Eledan had stopped in the doorway. “Something you should all know. I’m not your lord. I am your king. And the Wraithmaker will soon be your queen. So do lower your weapons, unless you want to test my patience and hers.”

      Queen?

      Alarmed, the chatty guard stuttered, “S-sire, you have been… absent for some time. The Wraithmaker’s crimes are many. It is Faerie’s wish that she be executed—”

      Eledan turned and made his way between the guards once more, absorbing their slack-jawed shock like the performer he was. “Absence makes the heart grow fonder…” he sung gently.

      The guards glanced at one another, their trigger fingers twitching.

      He would not have control of this situation for long. I let my whip’s tails drop to the floor, where they fizzled and crackled, the tek coming to life.

      “Odd, then,” Eledan said as he stopped in front of the guards’ spokesperson, “that my heart has not grown fonder of Faerie. The opposite, in fact.”

      I only saw Eledan move because I’d been watching for it. He snatched the bolt from the guard’s crossbow mechanism, spun it in his hand, and plunged the arrowhead into the guard’s right eye. Blood spurted over Eledan’s face and clothes and splattered my cheek.

      Ailish’s laughter bubbled around us, growing louder and louder. Half the guards ran. Those would be the ones who lived. The rest lunged for Eledan. It was the last mistake they’d ever make.

      He moved with Talen’s razor-sharp swiftness and Kellee’s brutal force. The four guards fell, and I hadn’t seen how, only result. Blood and carnage lay before the prince. The short blade in Eledan’s hand, stolen during the mêlée, now dripped fae blood, but not his. He’d killed them in a blink.

      Eledan turned his head. The rest of him remained still. Scarlet blood splatters stained his cheek and lips. “She killed a queen and made a king. But a god? She could not stop him.”

      The words poured ice through my veins. “We had a deal,” I reminded him. “I free you, and you free Arran and the saru.”

      He tossed the bloody dagger into the air, caught it handle first, and tucked it into his belt. “I have not forgotten.”

      Ailish sailed ahead. “My prince, I assume you also have not forgotten your oath to the Wild Ones?”

      “Of course not. Go and bid the Wild Ones to come to me. Change is here. They should see this.” He spread his arms. “All should see this.” And strode from the room.

      Ailish ghosted away, her outline dissolving into mist and vanishing.

      The roar of the crowd sounded down the palace corridors and grew louder with every step. Eledan’s casual pace ate up the distance until we emerged inside a receiving room and into the palace’s sharp light. Saru saw us passing, and their murmurs rose around us, and still we walked on, my heart beating fast. Now was the moment. Now was the time. The Messenger and the Prince of Dreams. We could do this. We could stop Oberon, free the saru, and change things for good.

      More fae had gathered in the courtyard. Their numbers pushed at the walls and into doorways. Eledan scowled at the impenetrable wall of bodies and then diverted his attention to a spiral staircase that led to balconies overlooking the scene in the courtyard.

      I followed fast in his wake, climbing the staircase up several floors. Eledan stormed through a private room and onto a balcony, needing only to snarl at its fae occupants for them to move aside. They took one look at me and my whip, recognized who I was, and fled, almost colliding with the saru who had followed us. Those saru watched us from a distance. They knew I had told the Dreamweaver to leave them be, and they knew I had saved a saru family from Oberon’s wrath. Eledan had been seeding me into their dreams for days or perhaps longer, if his words of me being his queen could be taken seriously. An understanding passed between the saru and me. I would protect them, no matter what. I bowed my head, and they touched their fingers to their foreheads.

      Change.

      It was so close. Victory was almost in hand.

      Eledan leaned against the balustrade. The wind whipped his braids around his face, and below, fae bayed for blood and violence and justice.

      Moving to his side, I saw the full spectacle unfolding. Sirius and Arran, both kneeling on the rock dais, were bound with strangling vines as a line of fae archers readied their arrows. Oberon stood to the side, looking every part the proud king wrapped in royal blues and silver thread.

      “I assume the guardian is yours also,” Eledan said.

      I remembered Oberon’s words and how he had known Sirius would always keep me safe. I thought of his embrace when he’d pulled me away from the window and all those times he had carried me, broken, from the hidden dungeon. I could not let Oberon kill him.

      “He is mine.” I gripped the balustrade with one hand, and in my other, I still clutched the whip. Nobody saw us. All eyes were on the imminent execution.

      “Ready,” Oberon bellowed, silencing the crowd.

      The archers nocked their arrows.

      “Draw.”

      Their strings creaked, arrows poised to fly.

      My heart thudded.

      Arran’s pale face spoke of acceptance. He had died many times before, and perhaps there was a peace in knowing this time he would not be brought back. Sirius stared into the line of archers, into his fate. Perhaps he thought I’d abandoned him. He wouldn’t be the first to think that.

      “Whatever you’re going to do,” I hissed, “do it now!”

      Eledan’s living smile tilted sideways. “Brother!” His voice sailed above the countless fae.

      Oberon’s head snapped up. His gaze locked on us and unguarded fury distorted his expression, twisting his handsome face into an ugly mask.

      “Archers!” Oberon pointed at Eledan.

      The crowd turned as one and released collective gasps at the sight of the Messenger and the Mad Prince on a balcony above them.

      Eledan spread his arms. “My, my, what a wonderful sight this is. My kind salivating over the deaths of a single saru and a royal guardian. Of course, this cannot be real. No fae would be so foolish as to slay Faerie’s guardian. And how has a saru come to hold such power over you all?”

      “Draw!” Oberon bellowed.

      His archers obeyed, strings creaking for a second time.

      “So, if this isn’t real, I must ask myself, what else isn’t real?” Eledan leaned over the railing. “You, Serren”—he pointed into the crowd at a fae dressed all in white—“cannot be here. Winterlands would never so much as raise an eyebrow at such foolish goings-on. And you”—he singled out another—“Dezias, why… you were always far more interested in feasts than murder, because murder is what Oberon would have you partake here. Arran, the saru, has done nothing worse than obey his masters. He did not kill the fae on Calicto.” He thumbed at me. “She did.”

      Silence.

      Eledan laughed into that silence, greedily swallowing the quiet. “Oh, don’t look so surprised. We all knew it. But my brother would have you think that this poor saru was the monster. He knows who slaughtered the fae at Calicto. He stopped caring when he ordered his Wraithmaker to kill our mother.”

      “Fire!” Oberon barked.

      The archers didn’t move.

      “Fire!”

      “He is Prince Eledan, sire—” an archer stammered.

      “I know who he is!” Oberon snatched the bow from the archer, drew the arrow back, and let it fly. The silver streak blurred toward Eledan. I lashed my whip’s tails over my head and struck with a loud crack, knocking the arrow out of the air. It twanged against the palace’s glass wall and tumbled into the crowd below.

      Through it all, Eledan hadn’t moved, hadn’t flinched, but the humor in his eyes had sharpened with deadly intent. “Afraid, brother?” he asked. “You should be. How long did you think you could hide behind your mistakes?”

      “Guards.” Oberon gestured to the many guards among the crowd. “Retrieve the Mad Prince. He’s not thinking clearly and must be detained.”

      The guards fought through the crowd, heading for the doorways. They would climb the stairs and be on us in minutes.

      Eledan’s eyebrow ticked as he watched them pushing through the courtyard. “Did you think it would end with my convenient death?” he shouted over the rising murmurs. “It might have, had you not tricked the Darkness into silence. You and I both know the Dark always finds a voice.”

      His words stirred the crowd, setting their mood back on its collision course with Oberon. The king sensed it too. He stole a second arrow from the archer nearest him and let it fly once more toward Eledan. The arrow sailed too far right. The king’s aim trembled.

      “Whatever happens next, stay out of the courtyard,” Eledan murmured. Then he gripped the railing and leaped over the balcony, landing in a perfect crouch. I watched the fae part ahead of him, opening a direct path to the king.

      Oberon threw the bow to the ground, took a blade from his boot, knelt behind Sirius, and cut the guardian’s ties.

      “Stop him,” the king ordered Sirius.

      Sirius rubbed his wrist, his tek arm glinting in the faelights. From his position on his knees, he regarded Oberon and then Prince Eledan marching closer.

      Oberon backed away. “Do as I command!”

      Sirius merely looked on.

      “You are a Royal Guardian. You are my Royal Guardian. You will stop my brother or suffer my wrath.”

      Sirius caught my gaze and climbed to his feet. “I serve Faerie, not its pretender king.”

      Oberon drew his arm back, the dagger poised to sink into Sirius’s back, but Eledan blurred between them. He caught his brother’s wrist and held it, locking them together, eye to eye. Eledan said something too softly for me to hear, and shock widened Oberon’s eyes.

      “I did it for you,” the king said. “For all of you!” he bellowed to his people. “You sniveling, wretched fools. While you enjoyed the spoils of my reign, I suffered for you all! Eledan is the true monster here!”

      Suffered what, exactly? I leaned forward, watching my king crumble apart in front of his people, and that’s when I heard it, a distant thundering, like hooves beating against the earth or drums. More of a feeling than a sound, it rumbled through my chest and bones. It rumbled above the noise of the restless crowd and the clatter of the guards entering the balcony. I’d heard the same sound before and felt the same icy fear sink into my veins.

      No, it wasn’t possible.

      “Hold,” the guards barked.

      I looked up, searching Night’s blanket of stars. My grip on the whip shifted, my palm wet with perspiration. The whip wouldn’t save me now. Or would it? Tek sparked along its coils.

      The rumbling turned louder, as though the earth were waking from a thousand-year slumber. I stepped away from the balcony edge. I understood now why Eledan hadn’t wanted me in the courtyard. Sirius stood beside the two princes, but he wasn’t watching them. He looked up, searching the sky just like I had, because he knew what was coming.

      The breeze died. The sound stopped. Pixies darted into hiding. Wisps still dallied, dancing blobs of light, and then one by one, their lights blinked out, and the shadows crept into the courtyard.

      A guard snatched my arm. It didn’t matter. All this color, this fae pantomime, was about to end.

      “If you know what’s good for you, get down and don’t look,” I told the guard.

      He frowned as though my words were foolish.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      The roar came like an enormous beast. The glass floor and walls groaned and cracked. And the roar crashed up, over the parapet walls, and fell upon us like an enormous wave of everything dark, of hungry emptiness, a destructive thing, a mad thing. My saru mind could barely piece it all together, but I knew it was a thing of great violence and thirst and want, and it was here for Oberon.

      The wave of darkness pulled the fae’s screams into itself and wove them among its howling rage. The saru in me wanted to drop to my knees and hide from this terrible force like I had as a child, but I was empty and had no fear to rule me.

      Shaking off the petrified guard, I leaped over the balustrade and landed among the panicked crowd. The wind tore at my hair, my clothes, my face… but it wasn’t the wind, not really. It was hands. Hundreds of reaching, clawing hands pulled me back, trying to consume me.

      But I knew another thing too.

      I knew the Dreamweaver.

      And I knew none of this was real.

      I pushed through the maelstrom to the platform. Eledan had Oberon on his knees, his smile cruel and victorious. Why wasn’t he killing him? This illusion wouldn’t frighten the fae much longer.

      I charged the whip, flicked it into motion, and launched its tails at Oberon’s neck, feeling a slice of glee break through my emotionless armor.

      Eledan threw his arm up, and my whip snagged him instead. The Mad Prince tugged, pulling me off balance.

      “Kill him!” I pulled back, reeled myself in toward them and jumped onto the platform. “If you let him live, all of this will have been for nothing!”

      Around and around us the nightmare howled.

      Eledan held my glare. One hand locked on his brother’s arm, holding the dagger, the other trapped inside my whip’s coils. “He cannot be killed.”

      “Watch me.”

      “No.” He jerked his arm forward, the one not wrapped up in my whip, showing me his forearm. What was I supposed to see?

      “The marks!” he snapped. “They hold in the dark.”

      Oberon laughed, not sounding like the king I knew. He lifted his head, and his beautiful blue eyes flooded black. “You think you can contain it, brother? You think it won’t consume you as it has consumed me? It whispers… always whispers. Kill me! Make it end!” He snatched for the dagger in Oberon’s grip, but Eledan got to it first, ripped it from his brother’s fingers, and tossed it into the chaotic crowd.

      Oberon’s manic laughter twisted my insides.

      Eledan shook off my whip and punched his brother clean in the face. Oberon rocked, grinned, and laughed some more. The second punch sent him sprawling onto his back.

      Eledan huffed at his brother’s sprawled, motionless body and narrowed his eyes, then whirled and lifted his arms. “Oh, watch you run, dear things. How tragic that they have all forgotten the real meaning of the Wild Hunt.” He jumped down, and like a maestro directing his orchestra, he waved his hands in the air, swirling illusions to life beside him. I saw visions of beasts like those on Hapters, screaming banshees, and horrific creatures that could turn minds inside out. He had them all dancing among the courtly fae, and he started laughing along with his monsters. The fae weren’t laughing. They scattered, fleeing their Mad Prince.

      “Calla…” Sirius’s metal fingers gently found mine. “Calla, come away… before he turns his machinations on you.”

      I heard his monsters call out their needs and desires. Like the unseelie at the docks, Eledan’s illusions teased and tormented, luring weak minds into his games. His dreams could walk you to your death, one that would never end.

      “Kesh, it’s illusion,” Sirius said. “Just illusion. Quickly, we need to leave while he’s distracted.”

      He was a master of illusion, no more. He was a god…

      “I will carry you if I must, but neither of us wants that.”

      I lifted my head and looked into Sirius’s dazzling eyes. Had he always been so spellbinding to look at?

      “Look at me and only at me,” he said. “The prince’s illusion is a good one. I do not know what it will do to a saru mind.”

      I touched Sirius’s pale cheek, poking it like the little girl had. “You’re here?”

      He brushed my hand away. “Unfortunately, I am the only one here who can pull you from his thrall.”

      He took my hand and pulled, breaking the illusion’s hold and pulling me into motion.

      “Arran?”

      “Already outside.”

      We passed beneath crumbling glass walls. Shards cracked under my boots. Was that an illusion too, or was the glass palace really tumbling to the ground? From Sirius’s grim expression, I guessed it was real. Saru fled out of the gates, running alongside the fae. Even if Oberon survived this, his reign as king would not. Eledan was in control now.

      “The saru…” I yanked out of Sirius’s grasp and turned back toward the palace. “Eledan and I had a deal…”

      “If you go back in there, he’ll wrap you in illusions. I doubt he’d even see you before it was too late. You’ll be a creature bent to his whims.”

      “But Sirius, all of this is for them.”

      “And there will be time to save them.” He gripped my shoulders. “Understand this: Eledan was forgotten by Faerie for over a thousand years. He suffered great pain and anguish in that time. Everything he’s ever loved turned its back on him. He is not thinking clearly. If you go back inside the palace, I will be forced to follow, and I cannot stand against him. Do you wish to be his puppet? Because that is what he will make you, and likely me along with you.”

      Something inside crashed, and a blood-chilling wail rose. I might have been able to temper Eledan but not with Sirius by my side, and I couldn’t shake his stubborn protection.

      But he was right. This was not the time to confront him.

      Sirius’s carriage waited, its flaming horses pawing the earth. I climbed inside, saw Arran unconscious in the corner, and fought the urge to go to him.

      Sirius closed the door and rapped on the carriage walls, jolting us into motion.

      The screams and howls faded behind the clatter of carriage wheels and the clop of hooves. My eye was drawn to the darkness outside the carriage windows. It seemed serene, as though Faerie Herself were shocked by Eledan’s awakening.

      He would come for me. Our deal remained. But for now, as Oberon’s reign collapsed like the glass castle he’d ruled from, I settled back in Sirius’s carriage and let him take me away from the madness of the sidhe court.

      I could have killed the king. I could have wrapped my whip around his neck and choked the life out of him, but Eledan had stopped me. Why?

      Arran mumbled. His closed eyes twitched as he dreamed. Sirius had thrown his cloak over him sometime during the journey, but I’d been too lost in my thoughts to notice.

      “The roses had their fill,” the guardian explained without my having to ask. “Give him time to recover.”

      The roses had taken much from me too. I felt the absence of love keenly, and I knew I should hate Eledan for all the things he had done, but I felt nothing besides cool acceptance. “Does it wear off?”

      “Yes.”

      The Dreamweaver was free. Oberon had fallen, exactly as I’d wanted. So why had a sense of dread settled over me? Why did I feel as though Eledan had maneuvered me like a game piece to the exact position he needed me in? And I wasn’t the only one he’d used.

      “Did I do the right thing, Sirius?” The moment the words were free I wished I hadn’t asked, but it was too late to take them back.

      The guardian continued to stare out the carriage window. Seconds passed. His cheek twitched. “Only time will tell.” He sensed me watching and turned his head. Doubt haunted his eyes and fear too. “Rest,” he said. “This is far from over.”
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      Faerie’s colorful system swirled and rippled hypnotically outside Shinj’s observation window. Even inside the ship, I felt the magnetic pull on my vakaru senses, reminding me of how the vakaru were conceived by Oberon here. Humans, saru, namu… we could deny it all we liked, but we were all Faerie’s children.

      “There are more horrors here than anywhere else in the four systems,” Talen said. He’d arrived by my side minutes ago and silently watched Faerie’s starscape fill the window.

      I jerked an eyebrow at the statement. I’d seen horrors, most of them in war. Faerie would be hard-pressed to beat the tek-and-gore-strewn battlefields.

      He folded his arms and tilted his head, his face a precisely guarded mask.

      “How long has it been since you were last here?” I asked.

      His eyes narrowed. “Long enough to fear my return.”

      “You were the Nightshade when they drove you off?”

      He nodded. “I was.”

      With his power diminished and his motives changed, he wasn’t the Nightshade any longer. Perhaps returning to Faerie would change that or change him back? I hoped not, for all our sakes. I did not relish the thought of having Talen as an enemy.

      Shinj had sailed us closer to the planet at Faerie’s heart. On its surface, rainbow colors swirled and mixed into storms of magic, beautiful but unpredictable and deadly.

      “You feel it?” he asked. “Its pull?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Faerie gets under your skin and makes you fall in love with Her until you’ll do anything. It’s a madness all fae are infected with. I see that now. It is the planet’s survival mechanism. I would still be like them if Oberon hadn’t driven me out, and if you hadn’t kept me from going back.”

      Did he know he was describing his own powers to infect human minds with thoughts and emotions? He looked over. We shared a silent glance, and he looked away again. Yeah, he knew what he was and what he could do, and he knew how dangerous coming back here was for all of us. It would be too easy for him to fall for Faerie all over again.

      “Perspective is a wonderful thing.” I had loved the fae too. We all had, and most still did.

      I could only hope Kesh had resisted.

      Talen tilted his head again. “There’s a disturbance at the palace. Shinj is picking up substantial energy spikes from the surface.”

      “Consistent with what?” What were we talking here? Weapons fire? Riots? I peered at the planet, but at our distance, it all looked normal.

      “Magic use and a lot of it.”

      “The polestar?”

      “There have been small flares of polestar activity in the past few days, but the disturbance at the palace seems… different.”

      Squinting at the swirling orb didn’t help determine what was going on down there. “The ship can tell all that from this distance?”

      “All magic leaves a residue. Something as powerful as the polestar lingers, upsetting Faerie’s balance.”

      I frowned at the pretty marble suspended in a glittering starscape, feeling grossly out of my depth. Claws and swords I could do. But magic? “We need to get down there and find out what’s going on before we rush in. Can this ship cloak itself from fae?”

      Talen listened or asked or did whatever he did when he mentally spoke to the ship. “Yes.”

      The tek leviathan in our wake could cloak itself for a few days, so long as Pierce cooperated. She didn’t have much choice if she wanted her crew to survive this. And there was always Talen’s touch to keep her in line.

      “Bring Shinj in low over the disturbance, and let’s see what’s going on,” I said. “If you pick up any more polestar flares, let me know?”

      He nodded.

      Restless energy buzzed through my veins, threatening to spring my claws free. I needed to focus and war up if I was going to survive a planet full of fae without losing control. Here, on Faerie, I needed to be the warlord again, not the marshal. That lawman had no business among the fae. I headed for the door.

      “Kellee?”

      “Yeah…”

      Talen stood at the window, backlit by all of Faerie’s colors. “On our return trip to Calicto, I dreamed of Kesh.”

      Here it came, the moment he realized I’d invited Eledan into his head.

      My stride slowed.

      “She’s strong. She likely threw her whip around anything that stood in her way and brought it to its knees.”

      I knew that—I did—but for one thing: the Dreamweaver and his deals, his strange confidence, and his prophetic words. His dreams haunted me, stalking my doubts and turning them over and over until I couldn’t shake the bastard’s mind games. Kesh could fight Faerie’s magic, but I remembered all too well what Eledan had done to her mind. She was tough, strong, brave, and brutal on the outside, but in her head, she had no defense against him. None of us did.

      “When we get her back,” Talen continued, “and we will, you should tell her.”

      I didn’t have to ask what. Apparently, my love for her was as obvious as the star on my chest. “I know.”

      “We love her. She knows it. But you’re the one she needs to hear it from.”

      “I know,” I grumbled again, bumping a fist against the doorframe and looking back at my friend. How was it that the most dangerous creature the unseelie had ever produced—besides me—was also one of the most astute and caring? He had changed. We’d all changed. “I will. Now, let’s go get our messenger.”
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      Kesh

      

      The carriage rocked to a halt, waking me from a light sleep. Strange images of darkness and reaching hands, of Eledan falling and Oberon rising, ghosted in front of my eyes until reality melted them away. Eledan was likely too busy screwing with his brother’s head to consider visiting my dreams.

      Sirius climbed from the carriage, and Arran jolted awake beneath my touch and scrambled to dig himself deeper into the corner.

      “It’s okay…”

      The fear in his eyes passed in a blink. He looked around, took it all in, and slumped. “Where are we?”

      I nodded out the door where Sirius walked along an amber-hued forest path toward a huge grassy knoll.

      We climbed down from the carriage.

      “What’s he doing?” Arran asked, jerking his chin toward Sirius.

      Sirius had stopped at the knoll and was gesturing with his tek arm, too far away for me to hear his words. “He appears to be waving at a hill.”

      “Huh.” Arran started forward.

      I followed, keeping my hand locked at my side, resisting the urge to reach out and touch him. “You okay?”

      “Sure.” His over the shoulder smile was too quick.

      He clearly wasn’t okay. “You’re safe now.”

      “I know…” He then stopped. “I just… Never mind.” A few more steps and he stopped again. “I don’t understand, Kesh… any of it.”

      Critters snickered and chirped in the trees, retelling the tale of how the crystal palace had fallen. I waited for him to speak.

      “I did everything right, and he was going to kill me for it.”

      That was a saru’s life in a sentence. Arran’s wrought expression chipped some of the armor off my heart. Nothing I said would make it any easier to comprehend, and soon the impact from the roses would wear off and he’d feel all again. I wondered what was worse: to feel and hurt or not to feel at all.

      I touched his shoulder and gave it a friendly squeeze. “We’ll figure it out.”

      A rumbling dislodged a few leaves from the trees, and Sirius descended into a new hole in the hill that hadn’t been there moments before. “I guess we’re going underground.”

      Arran and I followed Sirius down a steep flight of steps into a tunnel reminiscent of the one we’d uncovered on Hapters. It soon grew larger than the one on Hapters and took on a smoother, architecturally deliberate appearance. When we reached a wall of black stone with fae words scrawled across its surface, the similarities with the tunnel on Hapters became too many to shrug off as coincidence.

      Sirius noticed my frown. “You didn’t ask my opinion on Hapters, so I didn’t tell you it was a Faerie knoll you’d found sealing off the dark fae.”

      A Faerie knoll? “What is a knoll exactly?”

      In answer, he touched the door, and I almost flinched, expecting dark fae to explode out like they had on Hapters. Instead, the seal cracked, and the heavy black stone groaned inward.

      Faelights bloomed, illuminating a huge pillared hall. In the distance, arched doorways led to golden, twinkling rooms that seemed to stretch on and on.

      Sirius’s mouth carried a tiny smile. “Welcome to an Autumnlands knoll.” He strode inside. “It will rearrange itself to our needs once we’ve been in residence for a few days. Until then, don’t wander too far. The knoll has been known to take visitors on a merry chase. Unfortunately, it forgets mortals need food and water to survive.”

      Oh.

      I looked for signs that he was joking but found only his typical stern expression. The tiny smile had vanished. The more we walked, the more I noticed doorways and windows in unexpected places. Rooms branched off here and there. Some doors were enormous, while others I couldn’t have squeezed through. The knoll was a maze of rooms and corridors and chambers… all underground.

      Torches burst to life inside their brackets as Sirius passed beneath them.

      “Is this place his?” Arran whispered, flame light dancing in his eyes.

      “I think so.” Well, wasn’t my guardian full of surprises.

      The huge receiving rooms beckoned to be filled with crowds of colorful fae. Its silence and emptiness felt wrong, as though the knoll were lonely. Did knolls have feelings? Having never left the palace grounds while on Faerie, I knew nothing about them.

      Sirius directed us to ample-sized bedrooms. Mine was dressed in gossamer silks, with no personal touches to mark it as someone else’s. The huge bed beckoned me, and sleep tugged on my body and mind, but until I knew if Eledan could find me here, I couldn’t risk resting. The dream from the carriage still haunted me, rising to the surface of my thoughts. Dreams of reaching hands and Eledan falling into the dark…

      He would come eventually, as surely as Night and Day fought over Faerie’s sky.

      After showering and dressing in simple saru-like clothes, I tucked my whip into my belt and checked on Arran in the room next to mine. He was seated on the edge of his bed, staring at the wall. I should have gone to him, even comforted him, and perhaps someone better than me would have. I rubbed at my chest, feeling something sharp and bitter twist inside. Betrayal. So the roses hadn’t taken all my emotions. Or if they had, they were returning to me.

      “Saying sorry doesn’t feel like enough,” he said, still staring at the wall.

      “Because you don’t know why you’re sorry.” I leaned against the doorframe and held myself there. If I went into the room, I’d want to sit with him and tell him everything would be okay. But that wouldn’t help either of us, and it would be a lie. I remembered the time he had coaxed me into the pool with him and the time he had whispered of how he would take me away from everything. During those times, he’d been planning to bring me to Faerie. Every word, every promise, had been a lie, but he hadn’t known it. He had promised to keep me safe, sealing each lie with a kiss, and I’d believed him.

      “I know why you did it,” I said. “I even understand it, but I can’t forgive you, Arran. I just can’t. Kellee and Talen could have died. I still don’t know what happened to them. They needed me, they needed us, and you abandoned them. Everything has a price. Whatever price they paid, that’s on you.”

      He looked up, his eyes so damn sorry it hurt to see them. I loved him, I did. I’d always loved him. But it wasn’t enough.

      “I killed you once for the same reason,” I said. He didn’t remember, but he should know. “So I do not blame you. And I know Aeon didn’t blame me. He loved me and the fae, the same as you do now. He had hoped to avoid all this by taking the starfruit. But…” What a mess we had made of everything. In another time, on another world, perhaps things would have been different, but here, now, there was no going back. “You and I, we are not to be. I loved you, and I know you think you love me, but you don’t know what love is.”

      Talen had once accused me of the same. I wished he were here now. I wished they were all here. Sota too. I was losing myself to Faerie and losing them.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. A tear rolled down his cheek. He meant it, but our pasts couldn’t be undone.

      “So am I.”

      There was still a room between us, and neither of us was about to close that distance. We weren’t ready. Might never be ready. I had loved him as Aeon, but Kellee was right—like always. I had to let him go.

      Spotting Sirius’s cloak on the end of the bed, I ventured inside and scooped it up, but I paused before I could make it out the door again. “Sirius wouldn’t have brought us here if it wasn’t safe. Get some rest while you can. Soon, all of Faerie will be searching for us.”

      I didn’t look back as I left him alone with his thoughts. Kellee would have known how to help him. He knew how to manage people. I just knew how to break them. Perhaps that was the fate of the Messenger. How could I love them and be the savior they needed? I needed to make hard choices. Sacrifices, too. I had let my love blind me to Arran’s truth. The Messenger could not afford to make such mistakes.

      I’d already made my choice. I’d made a deal with the Dreamweaver, a deal that left no room for love.

      Walking the Autumnlands knoll, I turned my thoughts to its palatial layout, grander and more sprawling than the crystal palace but below ground. Why had it been abandoned? I roamed corridors and rooms, wondering if I’d wandered too far. If it was anything like Shinj, then the knoll was sentient and could change its pathways to have me running in circles for days.

      I strode past a transparent drape and tripped as my thoughts snagged on the shadow inside. Backing up, I watched the outline of a figure move and pushed back the fabric. Sirius. Shirtless. The loose cotton trousers left little to the imagination. By cyn, Faerie knew how to craft her males, especially ones out of bounds.

      “You may enter.”

      Caught, I pushed the drape aside and studied the plush chamber furniture instead of him. “I have your cloak. I would have returned it sooner, but I couldn’t find you.”

      “It’s the knoll,” he grumbled. “It knew you were searching for me and helped bring you here.”

      Faerie liked to be helpful, until She stabbed you in the back.

      The cloak left my outstretched hand. I peeked from the corner of my eye to admire the fine angles of his retreating back, following them down to the muscular curves of his waist. The cotton pants hung low on his hips, held up by a tight ass I might have noticed a few times before. A very fine ass. He had the kind of hard curves women couldn’t possess. For someone who had to be a few thousand years old, he wore his physique well.

      “Do you think Oberon is imprisoned?” I asked, tearing my gaze off Sirius’s ass so I could pin it to the wall. My gaze, not his ass. That was an image I didn’t need in my head, and now other images were following hot on its heels. Images of me doing the pinning while he stubbornly resisted. Those thoughts led to the dream Eledan had given me. Scratching at an eyebrow, I asked, “Can the knoll… alter someone’s thoughts?”

      “No and no. Why?”

      How would he feel like beneath my hands? As hard as he seemed, or was his body softer? I shook the growing collection of wicked thoughts from my head. Tiredness, that was all. “No reason.”

      “Eledan will not have imprisoned Oberon, but that doesn’t mean the king isn’t suffering at his hands.”

      Eledan had many creative ways of torturing someone, and he’d had a long time to think up many ways to make Oberon pay. Then there were Oberon’s words and Eledan’s insistence that his brother had to live. They were connected by more than blood. I looked down at the marks on my forearms and felt the light flutter to life inside. We were all connected. Eledan and me and Oberon. Talen too.

      Fabric sighed against Sirius’s skin, and I wondered if I could leave. Or would that make it obvious how his unexpected nakedness had unbalanced me? It wasn’t as though I hadn’t seen him naked before, so why did this time feel different?

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “No. Nothing. At all. I’m just… tired.” I peeked again, relieved to find him fully covered up, even if the attire was disarmingly similar to basic saru clothing. He looked… understated. His hacked-at hair had grown out a little and was damp from a shower. He swept the russet locks back, making his stubborn scowl even more striking.

      “He’ll find you if you sleep.” He adjusted his sleeve, working it around his tek wrist.

      “On the way here, I dreamed… but it was different, more like a nightmare of colours and noise…  Are we safe here?”

      Sirius frowned. “I don’t know. Your light is a beacon to them both. There are few places on Faerie you can hide.”

      “Could Oberon have overpowered Eledan?” The thought chilled me. Eledan was mad, but I could manage him. Oberon had seemed so different and unhinged in the courtyard. As though he’d been infected with a madness more dangerous than Eledan’s.

      “Yes. The king was taken by surprise, but if Eledan lost his focus, as he appeared to when we fled, Oberon would only need one opportunity to retaliate.”

      “Are we safe here?” I repeated.

      His cheek fluttered. “For a while. I can ask the Wild Ones for help, but Eledan is well known to them also…”

      The light cotton shirt bunched at Sirius’s wrists and waist, where it dove into those tight-fitting trousers. He looked like a completely different fae from the one who constantly growled, sneered, and wished me dead. I preferred that fae. This Sirius was approachable and more dangerous because of it. My guard was slipping. Maybe he was using glamour, or maybe I still had some emotional numbing left over from the roses, because this guardian had never seemed so normal.

      He looked up. “I’m not sure I enjoy the way you’re admiring me.”

      “I’m not—that’s not—” I gave a disgusted snort. “I’m not admiring you.” Karushit. It was one thing to look, but another to be caught doing it. “I just… I haven’t seen you looking so normal before. It’s unnerving.”

      “If a saru were caught admiring a fae lord in the manner you were just admiring me, that saru would be subjected to significant punishment.”

      Seriously? “You’re still a dick.”

      His lips twitched, and an almost invisible smile dimpled his cheek.

      The bastard was screwing with me. Two could play that game. “Did you somehow find a sense of humor while your head was up your ass?”

      He stood, frowned like he always did, and said, “What you described is anatomically impossible.”

      “You having a sense of humor? Yeah, I know. But considering I just saw Eledan conjure the Wild Hunt out of nowhere, anything is possible on Faerie, even you getting a personality transplant, because that’s what you’d need for me to even consider admiring your high and mighty ass.”

      He huffed an agreeable grumble that sounded suspiciously like laughter and strode by me out of the room, leaving me to wonder if I’d saved myself or dug a deeper hole. Had we been getting along? That couldn’t be right.

      I gently bumped a fist against the wall. I had to tell him about Eledan, about the deal, about everything. He had been willing to sacrifice himself for me back in the palace courtyard. Without him, Arran would be dead and I’d still be stuck beside Oberon and nothing would have changed. Now, we’d set into motion a chain reaction. This day would change the future for everyone. And he had done that.

      I caught up with him as he entered a snug room lined wall to wall and floor to ceiling with actual paper books. “Sirius…”

      My steps slowed. The old-book smell wrapped around me. Talen would have loved it. And then the ache hit, the one that told me he was too far away, fighting the same war in another world. Him and Kellee both. Yeah, the roses were wearing off, and all the emotions were coming back. The hurt, the pain, the fear, the fire, the love, the defiance, and the impossibility of it all.

      A long table, carved from an ancient oak like Eledan’s on Arcon, sat on one side of the room. I leaned against it and spread my hands over the polished surface, seeing the ghost of my reflection. I looked nothing like the messenger girl I’d been on Calicto, and nothing like the Wraithmaker with her cold, alien distance. Wet dark hair framed a pale, exhausted face, and my saru eyes seemed distant, as though I wasn’t really looking at me but at someone else, someone trapped in a mirror.

      “I miss them,” I whispered.

      “They will find a way to return to you.”

      Maybe. Talen had his own destiny, and Kellee would sacrifice too much if he thought he could save lives.

      I might never see them again…

      “Sirius.” I straightened. It was time to tell him everything. He stood at the bookcase, looking up. His red hair had dried in natural waves, and he looked younger. Perhaps his home made him seem softer. “I made a deal with Eledan. He will free the saru and stop the war. It’s over.”

      “It’s not over, calla.” He sighed. “Freeing the saru is easier said than done. I’ve been working on freeing them for a very long time.” He reached for a book from the many lining the wall, ran his finger down its spine, and moved on to its neighbor, searching for a specific title.

      “You have?” He had been working to free the saru? Since when? And why was I only hearing about this now?

      “The saru house I took you to is a sanctuary, a place where saru can go when they begin to see doubts and reason, however those doubts are perceived.” He pulled a book from the shelf, read its title, and then placed it back again. “There is a book here, a study of saru mentality written long ago when the saru were still new to us. A fae thought it was possible to separate the saru from its love of Faerie so they could be free to love whomever they pleased. It was a foolish and romantic idea, but I’ve never forgotten it.”

      “You were weaning the saru off the fae?” Who was this guardian, and what had he done with the epic asshole who had helped Arran steal me away from Kellee and Talen?

      “It’s a slow process,” he continued, still looking for the book. “Freeing them won’t automatically make them free.”

      I blinked at the stranger in front of me and then remembered the little girl handing him a wilted flower; remembered how Oberon had said Sirius would see me safely home, no matter what; and remembered how Sirius had said he had watched because he’d had no choice and how he had heard my screams long after I’d left Faerie.

      He hadn’t watched Oberon torture me because he had been ordered to.

      He had always been at my side. He had carried me away from the pain and wordlessly tended my wounds. Even on Hapters, he had thrown himself in front of the unseelie, and lost his arm to protect me. He’d stayed through countless hours of torture, he’d saved my life on Hapters, and he’d sacrificed everything in the palace courtyard because he cared.

      I moved around the table, positioning myself in front of him.

      He looked up from the book he’d grabbed. Auburn eyebrows drew together, cutting lines into his face. “What is it?”

      He had raged at me, blamed me, cursed me, and hated me to cover the truth. There was no world, not even a Faerie one, where a guardian could love a slave. It could not be so. But if it did happen, then surely that guardian had lost his way…

      “Why are you smiling, calla?” he grumbled.

      Sweet cyn, Sirius was in love with me. Did he know? “Am I?”

      “Your smiles are worrisome.”

      He had always been my guardian. He had been my guardian before I became the Wraithmaker, before Oberon marked me and made me into something vicious and cold. Sirius had been there since the beginning, my silent shadow. I’d been reacting to his anger and throwing it back at him, but I’d been wrong.

      “And most disconcerting.” He opened the book in his hands and scanned the pages, diligently ignoring me.

      I plucked the book from his hand. Before he could react, and at considerable risk of being thrown onto my ass, I leaned closer and rose onto my tiptoes.

      He pulled back, peering warily down his nose. “What are you doing?”

      “Kissing you.”

      “No—”

      I jolted higher and kissed him on the lips. A quick peck, or it should have been, but when he didn’t move, didn’t react, I stayed teetering on my toes, opened my mouth, and brushed my lips slowly over his, giving him ample time to withdraw. The seconds ticked on, and when he refused to move, my fragile heart stuttered. I’ve made a mistake. He could have been too insulted to react, in which case this was probably violating a million rules and laws and I was making a fool of myself in front of one of Faerie’s first guardians.

      I dropped onto my feet and rolled my lips together, tasting warm autumnal spices. “Thank you. For everything.”

      My face burned. Silly that I should feel so small now, after everything that had happened—slaughtering cu sith, helping to bring down the king, him and me getting crucified side by side, battling unseelie. After all that, this one little unrequited kiss almost hurt the most.

      I was tired… so tired of searching for my place. I turned away. It had been a kiss, a thank you, and that was all. Of course I wasn’t meant for him, the same as I couldn’t hope to hold Talen or Kellee for long. I was a mortal, a wisp in their hands. They wanted the diamond within me, not its clasp.

      “Calla…” Little one.

      His tek hand snagged mine. I looked back. Sirius slowly pulled me in and looked down like he had when he had begged me not to give myself up for Arran. He had cared then, like he had always cared, and I’d been blind to it because all I’d seen were our differences. I’d seen his fears and frustrations reflected in mine. I hadn’t known to look for the root of his anger.

      I reached up but dared not touch his face. As I wavered, he caught my wrist with his free hand—his tek one still holding my other—and he turned it palm up. With his eyes on mine, he lifted my wrist to his lips and settled the lightest kiss there, a kiss as light as the wisps that had settled on me. So light I wasn’t sure it was real.

      An apology was on my lips for not having seen it before, for not having heard the things he couldn’t say. I should have learned by now that the fae kept their truths buried deep inside. I was learning now, seeing him now. He was my first guardian, and he had suffered in silence for years.

      “I didn’t understand…” I whispered. “I do now.”

      Sirius’s mouth crashed into mine, driving me back against the bookcase. A lust I hadn’t known I was harboring sang, lighting me up. I thrust my hands into his messy hair and kissed him back, untamed and raw. His teeth scraped my lip, his mouth taking everything I gave. I kissed him like it might be my first and last chance to know him. And I wanted to see him now, the real him, the fae he hid so well I’d almost let him slip through my fingers.

      His hand clamped my ass, crushing me close. Mindless desire had a hold on me. He lifted me off my feet. I circled an arm around his shoulder, pulling him into me. I wrapped my legs around his hips. A book fell from its shelf and thumped against the floor. Sirius growled against my neck, and then those growls turned into a whisper. “So long, calla, so long… I could not… I dared not give in to this torture.”

      My heart broke for him. We’d all been locked in prisons, some real and some imagined, and all this time, I’d held his key.

      Turning me, he dumped my ass on the edge of the table and cupped my face. Cool tek pressed gently against my cheek. He looked into my eyes, all his frowns and sneers far, far away. I brushed the last line away, the one at the corner of his lips, with my thumb, and revealed an open look of hope and fear. He had never seemed afraid before.

      All that hatred, all that rage, years of denial. Only now was I seeing the truth.

      “My first guardian,” I whispered.

      I threw my arms around his neck and pulled him down, kissing him hard. He groaned into my mouth, the sound so utterly wrought with relief and frustration that shudders of desire spilled through me. His tek hand dropped to my whip, where he tore it free, and then roamed to my thigh. He squeezed, setting my skin ablaze and making my saru heart pound. When I pulled back, breathless and wanting, wild faefire raged in his eyes. I’d lit the fuse. Now he’d burn for me.

      “Get away from my Wraithmaker!” Oberon’s order rang through the knoll, echoing on and on, rousing old magics, and dumping ice water on Sirius and me.

      Sirius’s hands were suddenly absent. The guardian sprang back. Everything honest I’d seen in him he barred behind a guardian’s stoic mask. Disheveled and flushed, he stared, unblinking, back at the king with that same faefire in his eyes. Sirius clicked his fingers, and a fire serpent wove up his legs, coiling around his waist and torso.

      I dropped to my feet and faced the king.

      Oberon was breathing too hard. He glared at Sirius. “You watched me make a weapon out of her, and you know how much I have invested in her creation, yet you stooped so low as to steal her?”

      Niamh emerged from his shadow like a creature born of the dark. A naked steel blade glinted at her side. The same wicked gleam was echoed in her red eyes.

      Sirius’s throat moved as he swallowed. He moved closer to my side, the traditional guardian position. “I can’t steal what you do not own.”

      “Nonsense words,” he hissed. “I created her—”

      “Where’s Eledan?” I cut in.

      “My brother?” Oberon gave a short, hard laugh. “My brother believed he knew my weaknesses.” The king lifted his right arm, presenting us with ribbons of leather and bleeding skin. The warfae marks were now in shreds. Had Eledan done that to him? “All I’ve ever attempted to do is protect Faerie, and betrayal is my reward. Betrayed by my guardian, betrayed by my Wraithmaker, and betrayed by all of Faerie!”

      “The marks…” Sirius murmured, his face darkening.

      Oberon leisurely stepped closer. He scanned the bookshelves, taking it all in. “There comes a time when fighting isn’t enough.” He added, “I suppose I see how it would appear from the outside. All stories are written by the winners. A prince so desperate for the throne he captures a weapon to carve his path there. If only it were that simple. I wish I were that shallow prince. History will no doubt remember me as such.” His tone softened, turning distant. “History will remember me as the villain, when I was surely destine to be the hero.”

      While Oberon’s eyes were on the books, I inched closer to the table. Beneath it lay my whip.

      Sirius and I exchanged a tight look. He was closer to Niamh, and I was closer to Oberon. We had our targets picked. Now we just needed the right moment to act.

      “Time…” Oberon sighed. “We feel it keenly as it runs from us.” He pulled a book free from the shelf and tossed it down on the table. The great tome skidded to a halt close enough for me to read its title: The Origin of the Wild Hunt by Prince Eledan.

      I lifted my eyes to Oberon.

      The king looked back at me, waiting for understanding to click home. But I didn’t understand any of this or my place in it.

      “It began a long time ago, as a nightmare of my brother’s making. He said it was a game and that the Wild Ones had told him to do it. The why doesn’t matter. The Dreamweaver gathered all of Faerie’s nightmares and made them into something so powerful, so consuming, that it breathed life into itself, and the Wild Hunt was born. Our mother tried to banish it, but the Darkness always finds a way. And so it roamed freely, wild and hungry, never satisfied, never stopping, and threatening life itself. Left unchecked, it would have turned Faerie, and other worlds too, into a never-ending nightmare and so my brother and I made a deal with the Hunt. It could take the oathbreakers, wrongdoers, and the dishonest. It would act as Faerie’s scythe of justice, and we would not fight it or try to stop it, but one day, we would call upon it to do our bidding. It agreed and marked us both with thorns, forever binding us to the fate of the Wild Hunt.”

      The warfae markings were a binding promise.

      “But in chaining this terrible thing, my brother and I weakened our own seelie power. The unseelie thought to rise up and claim Faerie for themselves. They wanted to cast out all the light. And so I begged Faerie for a weapon to help restore balance. She gave up Her polestar, but it wasn’t enough. I needed a weapon of darkness too. I called upon the Hunt again and told it that together we could reign over Faerie if it would allow me to wield it. The Hunt agreed, and with it and the polestar bound to my will, I drove the unseelie out of Faerie. Victorious, and with the Wild Hunt and polestar in my hands, I saw an opportunity to keep all the dark at bay. I did not fulfill my side of the bargain. Instead of unleashing it, I kept the Hunt forever trapped.”

      “Trapped where?” I asked.

      He tapped his head. “In here, in every reflection, in every window, in every smooth surface. I was cursed to forever see its madness looking back at me and to hear its howling in my thoughts, my dreams.” He lifted his bloody arm. “And here, behind these marks. With the polestar, I thought to destroy the nightmare eventually. But my mother did not see reason and fearing I’d been corrupted, she shattered the polestar, not I.” He spread his arms. “Which brings us to this moment. The polestar is still beyond my reach, my brother has torn my reign from me, and the Hunt…” Blood dripped from his fingers. “I am tired of hiding it, controlling it,” again he admired his bloody arms, “and so the Hunt will soon be free to consume once more.”

      Oberon had controlled the Wild Hunt for millennia? But now, with the drip-drip of his blood on the library floor, he had stopped fighting it?

      “I see you both understand. Unfortunately, it is too little, too late.” He nodded at Niamh, and she headed straight for me.

      “I am sorry, Mylana. There is no more time. Your fate comes too soon. Perhaps your light can slow its progress…”

      What? I backed up. “Wait… what are you doing?”

      “I do not have the luxury of finding the last piece. Time has caught up with me. Eledan has stripped me of my power, and without my forces, I have no way of getting to Earth. Your piece is the only hope I have left.”

      He wanted the piece of polestar… in me.

      “It is a shame you will not live to see your true potential.”

      Niamh raised her blade. Sirius lunged forward. I dropped, reached for my whip, and heard a metal-on-metal clash.

      Fingers sank into my hair. Oberon hauled me backward, out from under the table. I thrust my elbow back, into his gut and flung my head back, into his nose. He grunted, and his grip loosened enough for me to twist and crack my whip handle across his jaw. Oberon’s growl chilled my blood. He grabbed at my whip and cried out when the tek blistered his skin. I pulled the whip back, but his fingers were already around my throat, digging in like cold iron. He lifted me and slammed me down onto the table. I bucked, kicked out, and writhed as purple lights burst in my vision. Too strong, too fast. Can’t fight him. Like this.

      I needed to ignite this light inside me the way I had with the cu sith. If only I knew how.

      “Hold still. I’ll make it painless.” The fingers of his free hand clawed into my chest, over my heart. “We have precious little time.”

      No, no! It can’t end like this.

      I tried to lift the whip and lash its tails at his face, but pinned, I couldn’t swing it, and the coils just twitched limply.

      Something in my chest cracked inward.

      Oberon pushed harder. The king was on me, over me, crushing me with a weight that was not physical. “Don’t fight your fate, Mylana.” His bared his teeth and pushed his power in. “This was always going to be your end.”

      Sirius hit Oberon like a wrecking ball of fire, ramming the king into the bookcase. His tek fist slammed into Oberon’s cheek, breaking bone and teeth… and the rest I didn’t see as I rolled off the table, wheezing and stumbling, trying to breathe strength back into my body.

      Niamh screamed. I saw her sword flash and saw it plunge. I cracked the whip. Tek-tails flew and snatched hold of her blade, halting her strike inches from Sirius’s back. The female guardian blinked in surprise and then turned her sights on me.

      I tugged the whip. Its tails untangled, but the bitch caught it, and ignoring her simmering flesh, she yanked my whip out of my hand.

      Oh, by cyn, I couldn’t defeat her unarmed.

      Backing up, I reached for the light within me and tried to kick it awake. It flickered, or something did–something familiar—but so did the wound where Oberon’s fingers had dug in. Pain throbbed deep and hot, tearing away my strength. I stumbled and fell. “Oberon…” My heart… my heart was trying to break free. He had changed something in me. I clutched at my chest. My lungs felt crushed, and my chest caved inward. “Oberon!?”

      Sirius started forward. “What’s happening to her?!”

      “The polestar…” The king spat blood and placed himself between us. “It seeks freedom, just like she has her entire life.”

      I caught Sirius’s eye—just long enough to convey a secret. He angled himself behind Niamh and Oberon, out of sight, in the shadows and forgotten. Beside his boot, the whip bucked and hissed.

      I reached up for my once-beloved king, panting and heaving. “Oberon, please… I served you. I loved you.”

      He crouched and took my hand in his. “I know.” His eyes seemed so genuine. “But this has been your purpose all along. You are a weapon, and weapons are designed to be used.”

      A glance. Sirius kicked the whip. It skidded across the floor, between Niamh and Oberon, and into my free hand. I pulled, brought its length back in a high arc, and flicked it high enough so the tails scored across Oberon’s left eye, ripping it open. He screamed. So did Niamh. She raised her sword in a strike that would have beheaded me had Sirius not caught the blade in his tek hand and wrenched it from her grip.

      Oberon fell back, dabbing at his bloody eye. “Oh, my sweet, lying Wraithmaker. How proud a father you make me!”

      Father? Father! He was no more a father to me than Dagnu had been. I had been grown, not born, and harvested from saru stock. Those were my roots, and he could not take that from me.

      Shrugging off the lies, I got to my feet. “I’m not some sick excuse for a daughter, and I’m not a weapon to be used and discarded.”

      “Mine was the first face you saw.” The king threw back his head and laughed. “I watched you grow and fight—”

      “That makes you nothing more than another fae who watches.”

      “I protected you and marked you to keep your light safe—”

      The whip’s tails lashed at my feet, hissing and spitting. “You tortured me. I loved you once, but it was a fake and twisted love. In the face of truth, that manufactured love died months ago.”

      He turned on me with a snarl. “You think saying these things matters! It changes nothing. You have changed nothing. Your saru soul is mine.”

      “Nothing of me is yours. I’ve watched your orders play out from a million light years away. I’ve seen the destruction you’ve wrought in Halow. I saw what you did to Valand. I will not be part of your madness.”

      The king’s glare bored into mine. “You don’t have a choice. None of us have a choice. If you were truly this proud Messenger, you’d rip out your heart and give it to me.”

      “You’re wrong. I have a choice. I choose to be the people’s Messenger my own way. I choose to speak for the billions who can’t. I will fight you at every step, and by Faerie, I will win. I killed a queen, and I made you king. You are nothing without me.” I circled the whip and cracked it viciously, sparking it in the air.

      “Such fire in one so flawed.” He lifted his hand and squeezed his bloody fingers into a fist.

      The pain was immediate. An all-over pressure, as though iron bars were squeezing around my arms, legs, and torso. Everywhere, the pain pulled in and in and in, squeezing tight. I knew every inch of their source, every twist and vise-like grip. He had hold of my marks. Those inky vines were tightening around me, trying to crush me into something so small only the polestar at my center would remain. But his pain did not touch my chest, where the marks had been blown away. I still breathed and lived because he’d broken those marks over my heart. I wasn’t all his.

      “Stop! By Faerie, stop—!” Sirius’s protest was cut off by the sound of steel on steel. Niamh had struck him, I guessed.

      I saw only Oberon’s face, only his vicious smile. I tried, Kellee. I denied him. I tried… just like you said. You would be proud of me. Even if I fail, and if the truth here is never told, I know you would be proud of me.

      “I will not fail as my cu sith did!” Niamh yelled. “You die here, Guardian. And the shame you brought to our flight will die with you!”

      The ache grew, the push and pull of forces inside me I didn’t understand and didn’t know how to control. Forces that weren’t part of me at all.

      “Your mistake is believing you have any say in this.” Oberon was so close I could see how the dark bled into the edges of his one remaining blue eye and how his power rippled around him. “If you wish to be saru, then you will be treated as one. On your knees, slave.”

      The binding marks pulled me down to my knees. My muscles strained and burned, but I could not escape these chains.

      “It… isn’t just me.” I hissed through my teeth, forcing the words out even as they, too, hurt. Every word tightened my chest. “The saru… will fight you.” The room spun and blurred, and somewhere far, far away, I heard laughter. “Talen will fight you. Kellee… will… fight—”

      “It doesn’t matter. None of this matters.” Oberon stood over me and looked down, as we always had. He swept cool tears from my face, leaving bloody smears behind. “The Dark is rising once more, and without the polestar, we are all lost. I will rip that piece from your body if I must. I will take an entire fleet of warcruisers and destroy Sol myself to win. The Dark must be stopped. The polestar is everything…” He clawed his hand over my heart, igniting a new fire, this one so bright and so powerful it tore my thoughts open and ripped through my mind. “It was hidden within, but it can easily be removed. What will you be then? A ghost, a memory, a nothing girl. The people’s Messenger dies with you, Mylana.”

      “Get your hands off her.” The voice, the deep, drawling accent, the last of its kind from a dead world.

      No, it wasn’t possible.

      Oberon was suddenly behind me, his arm around my throat and his hand still craned over my heart, the organ thumping in pain. And there stood Kellee, like this was a dream. Was he a dream? He looked like he had on Valand, hair long and wild and riddled with beads and feathers. Red paint marked his face and neck, making him look like the savage creature many humans had feared. His star winked on his chest. He smiled, and his sharp teeth glistened.

      “You cannot be here,” Oberon denied, “but you cannot be an illusion either. I left my brother on his knees!”

      Kellee flicked out both hands, freeing his claws. “Think me a dream. It’ll only make your death that much sweeter.”

      Kellee lunged. Niamh pivoted from her battle with Sirius and tossed her sword. Oberon caught the blade and shoved me down, and the blade sang as Kellee’s claws came down on Faerie’s king.
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      To see her again, the real her, after so long set my instincts spinning, but to see her in Oberon’s grip, his hand clutched over her heart, her face bloody and racked with agony... It took all my self-control not to tear into the room and gut the Faerie king where he stood. Rage tunneled my vision to points, pinning the king beneath my glare, but the fear that I might hurt Kesh had me locked in place. He would die here for the billions of lives he had slain, for Valand and its people. My people. Oberon was a tumor I would carve from the worlds.

      I sprang. The king threw Kesh aside, caught the sword his guardian threw at me, and brought that blade down, crashing it against my claws. The impact sang through my bones, bringing the starved, maddened unseelie beast in me to life.

      “Kellee!” Kesh. I ignored her and the second battle raging between the two guardians, and focused only on the king.

      “Kellee, don’t!” Kesh’s words struck like a blade. Did she care for him? Or was she begging me to stop for another reason? I twisted the hurt into fuel and slashed. Oberon stumbled back and smiled his bastard smile, the same smile he’d worn as he’d snuffed out my people.

      “Kill me and she’ll never forgive you for the repercussions,” Oberon said, his words lashing me.

      The sword flashed, sinking beneath my lunge into my torso, and I jolted to a stop. Pain snaked up my side. I let it and grinned at the king. I wrapped my hands around the blade and eased it out, pushing against Oberon’s grip.

      “I have nothing left to lose.”

      Movement behind Oberon. Sirius broke the other guardian’s neck with a flick of his tek hand. He bolted toward Kesh—not to harm her but to lift her to her feet. Kesh fought him, fought to free herself to get to me. I couldn’t allow her to stop this. As the king’s Wraithmaker, she would try. I couldn’t fight her and win. This had to end now, and if she hated me, so be it.

      Oberon landed a vicious backhanded blow, snapping my head back. The sword slid through my hands, cutting open my palms. I reached for it, already losing ground as the situation turned in the king’s favor. Oberon’s power bloomed, and the dark flooded his eyes as the sword plunged down.

      White fire lit Kesh up like a spectral flare. She glowed from within, a ghost made of starlight. If she was the last thing I saw, I’d gladly take that vision of her with me into death.

      “Noooo!” Oberon roared and turned on Kesh, exposing his back. “You cannot unleash the dark!” He raised his torn-up arm to shield himself against her light.

      I thrust my claws forward, driving them deep into his lower back and severing his spine. It wasn’t enough. Grabbing his shoulder, I pulled him into my claws, into me, dragged my claws up his back, tearing through his insides, and plunged my teeth into the Faerie’s king’s neck. Hot fae blood splashed the roof of my mouth, bringing with it the tantalizing sweetness of magic and power. Someone screamed, and someone laughed, and that laughter swirled around and around. I didn’t care. I drank down this bastard king’s life until his heart stuttered beneath my tongue, until his magic snapped, until Faerie’s king died with my teeth in his throat and my claws through his heart.

      For you, my vakaru.
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      Kesh

      

      I’d seen Kellee fall, and in my mind, I saw the king bring the sword down and sever his head, and I could not let it happen. Not for anything, including to keep the dark controlled. Part of me knew Oberon wanted this. He had come here to die, but he would not be taking Kellee with him. Consequences be damned. I released all the light upon the king like I had with the cu sith, only bigger, brighter, and faster. My heart opened to it, and the polestar’s power lit me ablaze.

      Oberon faced me, his creation, and saw his death in my eyes. The fear on his face made me want to bury him deeper in light until there was nothing left. Power—mine—struck him like lightning in the chest, and Kellee was on him.

      “Kill me…” I heard Oberon’s words in my mind. “And you free the dark.”

      “Time, our prison,” voices hissed.

      “Dark, our sentence.” Not Oberon’s whispers.

      “Light, our freedom.” Something else.

      As Kellee’s claws tore the king open, blackness bled through the king’s eyes, swallowing them whole.

      Fresh laughter fluttered around us like maddened wisps. I’d heard it before. It almost sounded like Eledan’s but… different. The king laughed too, but the sound was fractured. Kellee fed, and the king was dying, but something else was here with us… something unseen.

      “A new pretender playing with light…” the new voice purred.“A new Nightshade with clipped wings.”

      Oberon’s eyes spoke of secrets revealed and of regrets. The king almost seemed relieved as Kellee drank him dry.

      Murderer, I thought. Monster. You deserve to die.

      “Yes… yes, fleshling, Queenkiller, Kingkiller. Yes… kill him and free me. I… am… Light. My freedom…” the something whispered in my ear.

      A hungry shadow—Oberon’s secret, which he had kept hidden inside the palace, inside himself—touched my skin. The Wild Hunt he had taken from Faerie, the Wild Hunt he had tricked, was a living thing. And I knew it, this thing. I had unleashed it. It was the dark to my light. The opposite of the polestar.

      Oberon’s body collapsed. Kellee stood panting, his eyes flooded with blackness as Oberon’s had been. But it wasn’t over.

      Darkness swelled above, pouring across the ceiling. A darkness so complete, I breathed it in and drank it down. The laughter wasn’t Eledan’s, but close. The sound made me want to crawl inside myself and hide around the light, because it was bigger than me, bigger than all of us. I was a candle flame, but it was a long and endless dark crushing me tight.

      “Free… free at last.”

      A swirl of oil poured into the space in front of me, forming into the shape of a fae. Its blackness lapped outward, sloshing across the floor like water. It was in the air and all around. I couldn’t breathe or see through it. It wasn’t a person. It was too big to be a single thing. It looked at me, and it felt as though a titan had woken and turned its gaze on me, like I was tiny and insignificant.

      The Wild Hunt, Eledan’s nightmare. That was the weapon Oberon had contained and controlled. And it was here, alive and looking into my soul.

      It pulled me into it. I felt myself falling in the face of such power.

      “Run!” Sirius yanked me from the spell’s grip.

      Kellee beckoned, already ahead and reaching out to me. The knoll grew huge around us and opened ahead, morphing its rooms into one long tunnel that funneled us toward the exit.

      Run, run, run, my heart beat.

      I glanced back and saw the petals of dark open as the Hunt poured itself over the walls and floors, the terrible and unending dark consuming everything in its path. How did you run from a nightmare?

      A tentacle emerged from its center, as thick as Faerie’s mighty oak trunks and as lithe as a serpent. It lashed out, racing toward me. Too fast—too fast! It snagged my ankle and yanked me from Sirius’s grip, reeling me toward its churning center. And still it laughed its sickly, haunting laughter.

      I heard Kellee’s roar, but I saw Arran running toward me. He caught my reaching hand and dug his heels in, stealing me from the Hunt’s grip. The nightmare howled in frustration at having its prize withheld and sent out a second tentacle. It wrapped around Arran’s middle and would have pulled us both in had Sirius not plunged his tek hand into the nightmare’s hold on me. The tentacle spasmed and let go. It dropped me, but it yanked Arran away and held him aloft. The Hunt laughed at its toy prize.

      “Kesh! Go!” Arran yelled. He struggled in the thing’s grip. “Don’t look back! Go!”

      I couldn’t leave him. “Arran! Hold on.”

      I dashed in, but Kellee grabbed me from behind and lifted me off my feet.

      “Don’t!” he barked and tore me away from the sight.

      “Kellee, let me go!” I kicked and struggled against his hold.

      “You can’t save him.”

      I writhed in Kellee’s arms as the Hunt crushed Arran inch by inch. Pain contorted his face. Physical and mental pain. By Faerie, no. I had to reach him. I had to save him. It didn’t matter what he’d done or what we’d said. We would always save each other.

      Bones cracked.

      Kellee pulled me close. “Don’t look. Don’t, Kesh. We can’t fight it. We have to run…”

      Arran screamed and then abruptly fell silent.

      Oh gods, no. No… The power within me stuttered, trying to blaze once more, but it was too late.

      Kellee pulled me into a run, and I stumbled on.

      But it was coming. There was no escaping the Hunt, not on Faerie and maybe not anywhere. It would never stop. And now, without Oberon, it was free to consume worlds.

      We climbed the steps and emerged into a storm. The forest hissed and groaned. Leaves and twigs lashed at my face. And there, ahead, stood Talen, aglow in all his Nightshade glory, wings spread and silver hair flowing.

      “Talen!” The bond struck and strummed. Relief, and fear, and joy hit like shots to my veins.

      Kellee shoved me toward him as the ground heaved beneath our feet. Earth lurched, tripping me. I reached, stumbled, and clambered, falling and climbing on the edge of a chasm that was growing larger and larger. I dared not look behind me. The earth groaned, and the wind howled. Something inside the storm screamed, maybe Faerie Herself.

      And then Talen was there, his wings spreading around us and tucking us in tight. I looked up at Shinj’s colorful hull. Her beam of light descended over his, bathing us in her transportation halo. Seconds now. Seconds to survive.

      “All the worlds are mine!” the nightmare-made-real bellowed so loudly it cracked the earth and sky.

      I glimpsed the madness before Talen’s feathers sealed shut. The Wild Hunt was a giant monster, a force too large to fight. It clawed its way out of the ground, growing larger, seemingly fed by the storm. His eyes glowed like two moons, and its glare landed on me, marking my soul as its next target.
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      Kesh

      

      Talen’s wings dissolved inside Shinj’s brightly lit belly of a cargo hold. He was already telling the ship to pull away from Faerie. Sirius was here, his pain evident on his face. And Kellee… Kellee was looking at me and breathing hard, bloody and wild. His eyes were back to their normal gleaming greens.

      I had my whip in my hand and carefully tucked it through my belt, needing that small, familiar motion to anchor myself in the moment.

      We were safe.

      We were on Shinj.

      All of us—no, not all…

      “Kesh?” Talen came forward.

      They were here, both of them, after everything I’d been through, after Oberon and Eledan, after the heart, the execution, the cu sith, the saru, the crucifixions. They were here. Now. But Arran wasn’t. I’d promised to keep him safe, and I’d failed. I couldn’t process it or think past the monster we’d unleashed on Faerie. I’d freed that nightmare to save Kellee. Or had I killed Oberon because I’d wanted to, even knowing what would happen?

      “I can’t…” Their eyes were full of questions. And Kellee… why was Kellee looking at me like I’d disappointed him—again? “I can’t do this right now.”

      “Kesh! Wait,” Kellee said.

      I whirled on him. “You let him die!”

      Kellee’s frown twitched, but he said nothing.

      “He’s dead, Kellee. He tried to save me again—” My voice cracked. “I could have saved him, and you stopped me. What’s wrong with you? He was one of us!”

      I hadn’t meant to raise my voice, hadn’t meant to lose control, and even the words didn’t sound like mine, but everything was falling apart, and I couldn’t even begin to search for the pieces to make things right again.

      “Are you done?” Kellee asked.

      Blood stained his chin and neck, and it had soaked into his shirt. I hadn’t noticed it until now. He had killed Oberon. We had both killed Oberon.

      “I would do anything—anything—to save any one of you,” I told him. “I’d die for every single one of you. Do you even understand that?”

      Kellee stood in front of Sirius and Talen as though he were their shield, protecting them… from me.

      “Aeon’s dead and that’s on you.” The words were fast and vicious, just like the flick of my whip.

      “Damn you, Kesh!” Kellee grabbed for me, and I stepped back, leaving the marshal grasping at nothing. “He wanted to die, and you kept standing in his way. Can’t you see that? You were supposed to kill him in the arena on Calicto, but you refused to let him go. He told you to leave and not look back. He died to save you. The least you can do is honor his last wish and let him go!”

      My friend was dead. My first friend, the boy who had held my hand when I’d been alone and afraid and who had taught me how to hope for better things. Without him, I wouldn’t have known there was anything else outside my cage. He had made me laugh, made me cry, made me human. He had deserved more from me, from all of us. And now it was too late.

      Kellee reached for me. I batted his hand away and warned him off with a look. “Don’t.”

      He reached again, this time moving in.

      “Kellee, don’t.” I stood motionless as his warm, strong arms closed around me, and he pulled me close.

      “Don’t push me away now that I’ve found you again,” he whispered.

      I caught his ruined shirt in my hands and squeezed the fabric into my fists. I wanted to push him away, to push them all away. I didn’t deserve them. This was on me. I’d made the deal with Eledan, I’d freed the Dreamweaver, and he’d unseated the king, sending him into a downward spiral he’d been fighting to survive for millennia. Eledan had known this would happen from the moment he’d figured out what I hid inside. His nightmare was free, and so was he. He had called himself a god, and with the Hunt free, maybe he was right.

      I looked up into Kellee’s eyes and saw too much raw emotion there. Whatever he had been through to get to Faerie, it hadn’t been easy. But he had come, and if he’d waited a second longer, maybe that nightmare would have consumed me and Sirius too.

      “I don’t know how to fix this,” I admitted quietly, loosening my grip. “I killed him, Kellee.” I killed one of us.

      He brushed my hair back and planted a chaste kiss on my forehead.

      Silent tears rolled down my cheeks.

      Talen and Sirius looked on, one open and honest, the other shutting down behind his guardian armor. The three of them completed me. Three pieces of my fragile heart. I loved them too much. Losing Arran hurt so much, and thinking on his final moments almost brought me to my knees. I couldn’t lose any more of the Messenger’s men. That nightmare, and Eledan, they would try to take them from me.

      “I wanted to make the worlds better, but I fear everything is about to get much worse.” I stepped out of Kellee’s arms, even though there was nowhere else I would rather be.

      Eledan could control it. He was the only one who could.

      Together, the Dreamweaver and I made up half the polestar.

      We had a deal.

      Kellee’s soft smile hurt even more because I knew what I had to do. I had my marshal back, my silver fae, and my guardian. But I’d lost one. I couldn’t lose another. “Thank you. All of you.”

      Talen bowed his head enough to acknowledge the thanks, and Sirius glowered harder, if such a thing were possible. Kellee, though, looked at me with suspicion in his eyes. He couldn’t just accept the thanks or accept that I was fine. He was too damn sharp for that.

      He’d figure it out first.

      I had a little time. Precious time.

      “Let’s get cleaned up and regroup.” I sniffed and cleared my throat. “Where’s Sota?”

      “He’s shy,” Talen replied. His glance snagged Kellee’s. The pair of them shared some secret knowledge in that look.

      “Shy?” That didn’t sound like Sota. I frowned at Kellee. The marshal scratched his cheek. “What happened? Is he all right?”

      “He’s fine,” Kellee grumbled. “Don’t give me that look, fae,” he said, sensing Talen’s heavy stare. “You need to see him,” he told me. “I’d tell you, but it wouldn’t be half as much fun as seeing your face.”

      “Kellee…” I warned.

      “While we’re sharing, you should also know we have an Earthen hostage aboard.”

      “You went to Earth?” Does he have the polestar fragment?

      Kellee’s smile grew. “It’s a long story.”

      “Don’t they hate you on Earth?” I asked, allowing a smile to slip through.

      “Yes, yes they do. They hate me even more now, but we’ll get to that.” He threw an arm around my shoulders. “First, while Shinj takes us well away from Faerie, you need to catch up with an old friend.”
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      Talen guided Shinj out of Faerie’s immediate atmosphere and far enough away to not leave us dangling as bait for the Hunt. With the chaos of the collapse of Oberon’s reign and Eledan’s awakening, one returning warcruiser wouldn’t raise any flags. Kellee also explained we had a Sol Alliance vessel cloaked behind a Faerie moon, but he waved off any further questions.

      “I think you should sit down.” He grinned, enjoying this far too much. It was making me nervous.

      “If you tell me to sit down one more time, I’ll throw a chair at you.”

      We’d cleaned up. Talen had offered to give Sirius a tour of Shinj. To my surprise, Hulia was here, but she took one look at me, asked if I’d seen Sota, and made her excuses to leave, which left me and Kellee, who was doing his damnedest to distract me from the imminent apocalypse.

      Wearing my more familiar leathers, although unlaced and loose, I leaned against the table in the meeting room, eyeing the door for Sota. Any more secrecy and I’d tie my whip around Kellee’s neck and demand he cough up whatever big secret he was enjoying keeping to himself.

      “There wasn’t much else we could do,” he explained from his spot beside me. “Sota got fried in an Earthen museum—”

      “What were you doing in a museum?”

      His smirk hadn’t left him in the time I’d taken to clean up. He’d changed into a black sweater, washed off the blood and war paint, and tied back his hair, feathers and all. He looked good with that little touch of wildness.

      “Hulia salvaged all his vital parts.” He dug into his pocket and opened his hand.

      I knew what it was the second I laid eyes on the seed. Superficially, it looked like an acorn, but the halo of light throbbing around it gave its true form away. A piece of the polestar.

      “Oh.”

      The same urge to pick it up and destroy it almost overcame me. I now knew where all the pieces were. And if Talen had Sjora’s thimble, they were all close by.

      “That’s what we were doing in the museum. The humans weren’t too keen on letting it go. We had something of a disagreement, but—”

      A man cleared his throat. I shot my head up and reached for my whip at the sight of the stranger filling the doorway.

      “Whoa!” Kellee caught my hand. “Don’t. I should have realized you’d be twitchy… It’s safe. Look again.”

      The stranger appeared to be in his mid-twenties, although the mischievous gleam in his eyes hinted at older secrets, making me doubt my age assessment. Dark bangs partially hid his tek-red eye. I sensed more tek in him too, hidden beneath his clothes. He buzzed with it, almost glowed like the acorn, but his magic was human made.

      He was tek. I laughed softly. Of course, he was Sota. I’d have recognized him anywhere as anyone. They could have put him in a tin can and I’d have known him, but this… this was what he’d wanted ever since I’d put him together and fired him up.

      A knotted ball of emotion robbed me of my voice, but I kept it hidden. He watched me approach, blinked, and tried to smile but didn’t quite manage it. Color touched his cheeks. Inside, my battered heart melted a little.

      “Hey, Kesh.”

      His voice was the same but smoother and somewhat deeper.

      I took him by the shoulders, watched his expression betray every thought and doubt inside those marvelous tek-processors, and pulled him into a hug. He tensed up, then puffed out a breath and relaxed, throwing his arms around me, crushing me close.

      “You like?” he asked, the words tingling my ear.

      “I love!” My heart cracked. I’d needed this, needed a win. Needed him.

      He squeezed me tighter, almost popping a rib.

      “Okay, easy there, you’ve got a whole lot of strength.” To Kellee, I asked, “You did this?”

      The marshal grinned. “Not me, it was all Hulia.”

      Sota’s partner in crime. Sota high-fived me, then raked his fingers through his hair, revealing the tek-eye in all its precision glory. It was a beautiful piece of work, one I wasn’t sure I could have created. It was perfect.

      “Souvenir,” he said. “Hulia said it made me look bad-ass.”

      “You’re bad-ass, all right, Sparky.” Kellee chuckled before leaving Sota and I alone together. We talked about his time on Earth and about him storming the Earthen ship with Kellee and Talen. He told me what it had felt like to die and then be reborn with arms and legs and fingers. He seemed to like his fingers.

      He had always liked to talk and now was no different. Talen found us hours later and invited us to dinner. We each took up a spot at the table, and for a while, I forgot about the thing feasting on Faerie far below us and enjoyed Kellee and Talen’s telling of their adventure on Earth. Hulia and Sota had us laughing, and even Sirius allowed himself a miraculous chuckle. They talked about the polestar and where to find the missing pieces. I listened, smiling in the right places and agreeing where I could, but I knew this moment—this wonderful, precious moment—would soon end. I knew where all the pieces were, and I would be the one to stop the terrible thing we’d unleashed, not them. They spoke of the Messenger myth and how it had grown throughout Halow. Communications chatter made her out to be a goddess of vengeance that could wipe the fae from all the worlds. The comparison was too close to Eledan’s words that the weight of it chilled me, turning the food stale and the drink sour.

      “Kesh.” Talen had moved to sit beside me. I hadn’t seen him leave his seat, hadn’t seen the others move either. Hulia was spinning them a tale about her time in The Boot, holding the others under her spell.

      “I cannot imagine what you endured at Oberon’s hand,” Talen said.

      No, only the guardian knew that, and he was quietly watching me from the other end of the table, pretending to be immersed in Hulia’s story.

      “But you must know we did everything we could to return to you as soon as possible.”

      “I know you did.” I smiled at my silver fae, my Nightshade, and touched his face, needing to feel that bond strengthen between us. Warmth calmed my racing heart. I wanted to go with him, to lose myself in him, to hide in him. “I do not deserve you, Talen.”

      He caught my hand and lowered it between us. “I dreamed of you. Vivid dreams. Some were…” He swallowed and glanced behind him at the guardian glowering at us. “Some were unexpected.” He lowered his gaze. Delicate lashes fluttered. “Others were terrible visions of things to come.” Looking up, his eyes shone with open fear. “Tell me you won’t leave us. I can’t be apart from you again.”

      I couldn’t meet his gaze, not when it so easily tore through my defenses.

      His grip tightened on my hand. “Kesh, don’t make me beg you.”

      I’d told enough lies. I wanted nothing but truth between us now. “There’s something I have to do.”

      “You swore on your name we would get through this together.”

      I had, and damn him for twisting the knife in the wound. “I told you I’d protect you all. I failed, and Aeon died. I can’t have that happen again.”

      “You don’t need to protect anyone but yourself.”

      “I do, Talen. You can’t understand what it was to be the Wraithmaker and then have this…” I glanced at them, all laughing and joking, oblivious to my conversation with Talen. “I can save you, and the saru, and everyone left in Halow. I can. But not with you at my side.” I lowered my head and watched a tear splash on my thigh. “Not with Kellee or even… Sirius. I love you all too much. Eledan will… He will twist it all.”

      He touched my chin, turned my face toward him, then smiled a secret smile and wiped my tears away. “We’ve been through this. We’re stronger together. You cannot live in fear of something that may never happen.”

      I merely smiled back. “It already has.”

      Talen closed his eyes. Regret thrummed through our bond. Aeon had died and there was nothing he or I could do to change that. I cupped his cheek and bumped my forehead against his so that when he opened his violet eyes, those shimmering irises were all I could see.

      “You’re not really here, are you?” he asked.

      I blinked at him. “What do you mean?”

      He took my hand and gently lowered it to my lap. “This meal, with us, you’re not here. Your mind is elsewhere, thinking about other things you won’t tell us because you know we’ll try to stop you. Secrets. Deals made? I dreamed it… Eledan took great pleasure in scattering his secrets among my thoughts.”

      “He was in your dreams too?”

      Talen nodded. “He was in a great many dreams, steering us all toward a moment in time, toward Faerie. I know where this is going. I understand.” When I didn’t reply, he stood, and leading me onto my feet, he escorted me out of the room. I drifted mutely alongside him. “You don’t owe me or them anything,” he went on. “We owe you. What we have together, all of us, it would not be possible without you.”

      I let him guide me back to my chamber, but instead of taking me inside, he kissed the back of my hand in a sweet, chaste manner, and backed up. Confused, I lingered, wondering why I was here if we he wasn’t staying with me.

      Kellee came down the corridor. He passed by Talen on his left, and they exchanged a silent, knowing glance.

      Kellee stopped outside my room and dragged a hand across his chin. “May I?”

      What was he asking here? Just to come in or more?

      “Tell me to fuck off if you want.” He shrugged like it didn’t matter, but his skittering glances made it clear it did.

      How could I let him leave when he looked like a lost puppy on my doorstep? “Come in, Marshal. I’m not sure what you and Talen have been planning, but I can—”

      The kiss was there on my lips, a curious and wary thing, almost too fleeting to be one of Kellee’s demands, but I’d take it all the same. I folded my arms around his neck. I waited for his heat to kick in, for the vakaru to rise to the surface, and steeled myself against the threat of him, but it didn’t come. The kiss ended, and he pulled back, out of reach of my chasing mouth, his expression an odd muddle of doubt and wariness.

      I hadn’t expected him to stop.

      “Kellee—”

      He pushed a finger to my lips and laughed softly at my scowl. He then led me to the bed. This wasn’t like him. Where was the heat, the rage, the fire from my vakaru?

      “I feel like... we need to talk,” I spoke softly, carefully, watching him fiddle with my waistcoat laces, “there are things I want to tell you. So many things... and Sota, and Talen... The way it is with us, with them... I want to know you’re all right with us, all of us together, I mean. Because... you, more than the others, I need you to be okay.” Because you’re the one who holds us together. It’s you, Kellee. It was always you. The Messenger was your dream. But at the sight of his intense gaze those words stalled on my tongue.

      After easing the laces open, he slipped the garment off my shoulders. I watched his face as he deliberately avoided my eyes and concentrated on the vest’s fastenings next.

      “So much happened...” I added, but he still wasn’t speaking.

      The vest went, leaving me standing in my breasts-strap and pants. I lifted my gaze again and finally met his. And then, with his face somewhere between curious and questioning, I realized this wasn’t sexual. A vakaru thing, maybe, or just a caring thing. I wasn’t sure, but as his fingers unbuttoned my pants, I had a hard time not grabbing for him despite my tiredness. He pushed my pants over my hips and let them pool at my feet.

      His gaze burned, and his hands were steady on my hips. He fought the creature inside him, and my own needs fluttered awake. I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him, letting him know it was okay. That we were okay.

      He broke away, tasting me on his lips.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, by cyn. Nothing is wrong…” He started on his shirt’s hook and eye fastenings, but when his fingers fumbled it, I took over. His gaze warmed my face as he watched me open one fastener at a time. “Will you let me lie with you?”

      An odd phrasing. I was definitely missing something. “Is this a vakaru thing? Because you’re sending me mixed messages here, and if you don’t clarify what we’re doing, I’m just going to jump your bones and screw up whatever this is before it starts.”

      He captured my hands, his gaze intense. “You’re exhausted, and don’t lie to me and tell me you’re fine. You’re not. None of us are. It killed me to be so far from you. Every day I died a little more. I haven’t felt that kind of fear in a long time. It’s…” He licked his lips. “I would like to lie with you, to be close... I just need to be close to you.”

      Definitely a vakaru thing and a relief. I wasn’t sure I had the energy for anything more. “I’d like that.”

      I pulled the sheets back and lay down on the bed, watching him undress. His movements seemed methodical and deliberate, likely because he had to concentrate to keep his mind from straying. My mind certainly wandered the second his pants came off. Maybe I did have the energy after all, because parts of him had more than platonic cuddling in mind.

      “You’re making this much harder than it should be,” he grumbled.

      “I can see that.”

      Kellee’s face fell. “Kesh.”

      “All right. Okay.” Rolling onto my back, I stared at the ceiling. “I can resist. It’s not like you’re anything special to look at.”

      The bed dipped, and although Kellee didn’t touch me, he might as well have. The fact he was lying beside me, naked, not touching, set my blood racing. “This is a twisted vakaru thing, isn’t it? Some kind of torture?”

      “It kinda is, yeah.”

      “Why didn’t you just say so?”

      “Because it’s a twisted vakaru thing and I wasn’t sure you’d go for it.”

      “So, what are we doing exactly?”

      “Right now, we’re not touching.”

      I pressed my lips together. “I could think of more fun things to do.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Can you explain this point to me? Because I think I lost it somewhere.”

      He growled low, sending all kinds of lovely shivers through me and perking up my nipples, because this no-touching rule wasn’t hard enough already.

      “When vakaru mate,” he said, “we endure a time together without sex. It’s a…” He struggled for the word. “It’s a commitment, a promise, a sign that we care for each other and that it’s not just about fucking each other blind.”

      Fucking each other blind sounded amazing. My mouth twitched.

      “Mate?” I snickered.

      “Stop it.”

      “Like… animals?”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “Are we allowed to touch or must we—”

      “Yes, but right now, I’m—”

      I rolled onto my side, tucked one leg over his, and pulled his thigh tight against the heat between my legs. To make it worse, I threw my arm over his chest and laid my head against his shoulder. He hadn’t moved an inch except for breathing, which he seemed to be struggling with.

      “There,” I told him. “No more touching. If we can handle this, are we then married in Valand?”

      He laughed, and the sound rumbled through his chest. “A vakaru marriage is something you don’t want to see.” He tucked his arm around me, holding me close, and gradually, Marshal Kellee thawed and his breathing slowed.

      “Kesh?”

      “Mm…” I could have stayed in his arms forever, but sleep was already tugging me under, and soon he’d be gone from my grasp.

      “He’ll never hurt you or anyone else again.”

      He spoke of Oberon, and he was right. We had done the right thing. The king wouldn’t have stopped. He couldn’t. And in the end, he’d grown too tired to keep fighting the dark. I knew that feeling, but it wasn’t over for us. There was a fight ahead, one larger and more dangerous than we’d ever faced before.

      I closed my eyes and yawned. “I think I gave a lawman my heart.”

      “There’s no safer place for it.”

      “I love you, Kellee,” I whispered, falling away, falling deeper into the dark, into another’s waiting embrace. “And that’s the truth.”

      I’d almost fallen too far to hear his whispered, “I love you too.” Almost.
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      Marshal Kellee

      

      We’d been through a lot, Kesh and I. Fought with each other a lot too, more than most folks survived. I’d tried to kill her a few times, and she’d paid me back in kind, yet somehow, here we were, alive and on the frontline of a war playing out between forces bigger than both of us.

      I’d let her slip through my fingers on Hapters. That wouldn’t happen again. She had to know. I had to tell her that, when all was said and done, I’d always be by her side. I’d seen her stand up to Oberon and cast aside the hold he had over her. I knew that had been no easy thing to do. It had taken the death of an entire race for me to do the same. She was the brightest light among us, the star we all revolved around.

      Yet here I was, lying awake beside her, with all the things I wanted to say lodged in my throat. I’d faced human armies and enormous tek machines, and I’d fought in wars and slain warriors like they were nothing more than paper in the breeze, but none of that had struck fear in me like the thought that she might hear everything I had to say and laugh. Eledan was a fool for falling into her trap. But hadn’t I done the same?

      I stroked her hair and listened to her soft breathing, relishing the feel of her soft skin against mine. This woman slayed me with her words, and with her body, every time she looked at me.

      Twisting out from under her, I propped my head on my hand and watched her sleep. She was everything I’d dreamed she could be when I’d asked her to help me save people. And she was more. She was the myth, the heart of us and of the people who had pinned their hopes on her. I loved this stubborn, beautiful, strong woman.

      Her lashes fluttered.

      Dreaming.

      Concern tightened my chest.

      A dream meant nothing… or it would have meant nothing if I hadn’t heard the apology between her words every time she’d spoken last night.

      “Kesh?”

      Her eyes shifted behind closed eyelids but didn’t open. Eledan’s prophetic words sailed back to me. When the time comes, you’ll let her sleep.

      Dread plummeted through me, taking my gut with it.

      “Kesh?” I shook her shoulder, swept her hair back. She didn’t wake. She couldn’t wake.

      “Eledan.” The name was a growl on my lips and a curse in my head. He had her.

      I shot from the bed and tugged on my pants, struggling with my emerging claws. “You son of a sluagh, I’ll kill you…”

      I’d find him and gut him. The laughter, I heard it then, distant as though he were in the next room.

      “I’ll rip your fucking heart out, Dreamweaver!”

      “Too late…” the voice purred. “I’ve already given it to her, and in exchange, the Messenger is mine.” He rippled into the room like a ghost.

      I lunged at him. The Dreamweaver dissolved beneath my claws, and the laughter started up again behind me. He stood by her bedside, hands clasped behind his back as he leaned over to admire Kesh’s sleeping face. I wanted to strike again, to tear through him, but he wasn’t really here. This was all an illusion.

      When I got my hands on him, I’d tear out his throat with my teeth and see how he laughed then. “You’re a fool if you think you can have her.”

      “A fool, a prince no more, my Queen of Hearts has opened a door.”

      The illusion of Eledan straightened. His smirk, his sly eyes, it all made my hatred burn inside. Somewhere, he was real. But this was Faerie. He drew his power from everywhere. I couldn’t fight this illusion and win.

      “Go, take your fallen Nightshade far from Faerie,” he said, voice swimming in the air around us. “I’ll warn you, only this once. Try to stop me and I’ll bring all of Faerie’s nightmares down upon you and yours, vakaru. You’ll lose, like you did the last time you denied Faerie Her hold over you.”

      “Your threats are empty, Eledan. You’re a forgotten prince on a dying world. And now the Hunt is free. How will you control that?”

      He laughed again, summoning my growl.

      “Bring me the polestar pieces—an acorn, a thimble, and Kesh’s sleeping body—and I’ll petition my queen, even beg her, to return to your side, if you wish it.” His gaze turned cruel and sharp. “But I can’t guarantee she’ll accept. She made a deal, her life in my service for the freedom of her people, who now love her. Is your love worth more to her than her beloved saru?”

      No, it wasn’t, and it shouldn’t be. She’d sacrificed herself to save the saru, something I’d wished a thousand times I could have done for my own people. Oh Kesh, it didn’t have to be this way.

      “The Hunt, now free of my brother’s control, will gladly take her, and all her saru with her, should she renege on our deal. There’s nothing it likes more than oathbreakers.”

      “Why do you want the polestar? Don’t you have everything already?”

      “The Light and Dark must be balanced, or Faerie and her worlds will descend into mayhem. You’re a reasonable creature. Can’t you see we’re both on the same side?”

      I lashed at him again. His image flickered out and blinked back to my right.

      I would never be on the same side as the fae or bow to them again. I’d see every last one of them dead and dust before I stood alongside Eledan. “You mentioned a thimble. What thimble?”

      “Talen has it. Didn’t he tell you?” Eledan chuckled. “Hmm, the Nightshade is keeping secrets from his vakaru pet soldier?”

      Every word he spewed was poison. “Do you know the location of the last piece?”

      The prince smirked. “I keep its location close to my chest.”

      Then I couldn’t give Eledan the pieces. He couldn’t be the one to control the polestar and the Hunt. Both needed to be destroyed. I had to find a way to do that, to stop him and all of Faerie for good. But Kesh… Kesh was at the heart of this.

      She dreamed on, her face serene.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “How can you save them all from me? But consider this: what if Kesh doesn’t want to be saved? I helped her become something more, and I helped her saru see the truth of her. Together, we will bring Faerie to her knees. What have you done for her? Locked her in a cage and fought her at every turn? You caught the Wraithmaker, and I set her free—”

      “Don’t waste your breath, prince. I know Kesh. Whatever you think you have on her is a lie.”

      “She survived Faerie. She has the saru bowing down to her. She has the Nightshade and the last vakaru. She has the last prince. And inside her soul, a star shines. So ask yourself, vakaru, do any of us know her, really? Humor me and consider this: what if Mylana is exactly where she’s always wanted to be? Not a slave to Faerie, but its queen. Think about that… vakaru. Think about every word she has spoken to you and her every deed. Was it genuine, or was it all in pursuit of power? Which one of us is truly naïve? Do you think she’d give all that up for you?”

      Screw him and his mind games. I knew Kesh. “Kesh will never let you win. Whatever game you’re playing, she’s already won it. I’m coming for you, Eledan, and don’t think I won’t tear Faerie apart to stop you.”

      “It’s not me you should stop. Bring me her body and let’s see whose side she is on. Let us see if she will wake as the people’s Messenger or Faerie’s queen.”
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