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            Where Were We?

          

        

      

    

    
      Beth and Gareth have arrived at the Bazaar, the gala held each year by Lord Zatran that showcases his multitude of slaves for purchase. Silmaran has been captured and is currently imprisoned in a cage at the center of the Bazaar as Zatran gloats. The slaves are restless, even more so now that Silmaran’s torture is on display. Gareth is playing along  with Zatran and posing as a high fae interested in the slave trade. The ruse is working, until Cenet—son of Shathinor and half-brother of Taylor—is revealed as the guest of honor.
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          Beth

        

      

    

    
      Cenet. He’s here. Lord Zatran wasn’t kidding when he said his guest would be a surprise. My heart drops to the floor as the snakelike fae lunges for Gareth, his sword flashing.

      Screams begin to sound as Gareth and Cenet battle back and forth in a violent dance. I start toward Gareth, but Raywen, the winter realm pixie, keeps a hard grip on my arm. “You’ll only distract him.”

      I know, but something inside me is yowling and crying for me to help him, and I can’t ignore it. “I have to go—”

      “Stay put.” The lesser fae from the Ocean of Storms, her scales dry and scratchy, stands next to me. “This is what we need. Blood.”

      “What?”

      Raywen nods. “Blood.”

      A gasp goes up as Gareth slices into Cenet’s arm.

      “Rise!” Silmaran—her face barely recognizable, but her voice strong, struggles to her feet inside the silver cage. “He fights for you! For all of us!”

      Raywen grips my arm harder as Silmaran’s words ring out over the clashing swords.

      “Join him. Save yourselves, your families, this city!” She grips the silver bars, her swollen eyes still shining. “Fight!”

      The high fae begin to twitter and look around. I suppose they’re surprised to see many of the slaves looking right back at them. No longer do they stare at the floor, their backs hunched and their hearts numb. Now they look. And in their eyes—a world of possibility unfolds.

      “Kill them.” The ocean fae reaches out, her white clawed hand cutting through the nearest slaver’s throat with ease. He can’t even scream as he falls.

      Another slave calls forth some sort of shimmering magic between her palms. And then the entire room begins to sizzle and scream, the slaves rushing from the back wall and creating a blur of mayhem as the high fae shriek and attempt to flee. But it’s too late. The slaves are moving like a tide and leaving reprisal in their wake.

      I push forward as gore coats the floor, the golden tilework turning a murky crimson as screams echo high into the rafters. I lose Raywen in the tumult, but I can’t stop, not when Gareth is in danger. I’ve felt fear before, lived in it for most of my life. But what I feel now at the thought of Gareth being killed? Utter terror.

      I shove past a screaming high fae, her dress torn and blood welling from a cut at her chest, then stumble over a corpse as the cacophony of screams and revenge rises around me. Climbing to my feet, I catch a glimpse of Gareth backing into the courtyard, Cenet pressing his advantage.

      “Stop!” Chastain darts in front of me, and I hear a sickly thunk.

      “Chastain.” I grab his arm and pull him to face me. “What—” And then I see the blade protruding from his stomach.

      He grips it with bloody hands and yanks it free. “I’ll be fine.” Dropping it to the floor as if it’s nothing more than a splinter, he grabs me and pulls me toward Silmaran’s cage.

      “I have to get to Gareth,” I yell over the din.

      White-uniformed soldiers push into the edges of the room, but they are soon bloodied and beaten as more and more slaves pour up from the depths of the house. The screams spread, some of them reaching us from outside, and I can already smell smoke on the air. The slavers’ quarters are on fire, and this is only the beginning. If we don’t get a handle on this rebellion, the entire city will be nothing but ash.

      With incredible strength, Chastain launches himself to the top of Silmaran’s cage, then grips the golden snake that adorns it. It melts into his palm, and he drops to the door as the scuffles around us continue to spill out of the house. Lord Zatran is out of sight, and I can see flashes of Gareth and Cenet through the pillars that lead into the garden. I have to go to him.

      “There!” Chastain fashions the gold into a key and slides it into the silver cage’s lock. With a twist of his wrist, he opens the door. Despite his wounds, he pulls Silmaran into his arms and lifts her from her captivity.

      She’s alive. And if Gareth can heal her, she’ll be fine. But first, I need to make sure Gareth bests Cenet. I’m not above fighting dirty, and I fully intend to use any advantage I can get.

      Silmaran reaches for me, but I’m already hurrying to the garden. “Beth, where are you—”

      I dash past the pillars as a contingent of slaves surrounds the remaining Bazaar slavers, their finery torn and their cries pitiful. But I don’t feel sorry for them. I can’t. I leave them to their fate and rush toward Gareth. He’s circling with his sword up, but he keeps shaking his head. Why is he doing that?

      I hurry toward him, careful not to slip on any of the ripped turf or the blood. When I get closer, I can tell he’s fighting sleep.

      Spires! I forgot that Cenet has that power. He can put changelings to sleep with ease, but it seems his powers can only go so far on fae. “Gareth!”

      He looks up, and his eyes widen.

      “Are you all ri—”

      A hand clamps around my throat, and I’m yanked backward. “If it isn’t my favorite little changeling slave.” Cenet’s forked tongue slithers up my ear.

      I throw my right elbow back as hard as I can, but he shakes me like a doll until I’m limp and gasping. “Asshole,” I wheeze.

      He brings his sword to my throat.

      “No!” Gareth steps toward us as flames begin to leap all around. Zatran’s mansion is ablaze.

      “What?” Cenet tightens his grip on my throat. “Is this slave garbage special to you?”

      “Release her.” Gold pools in Gareth’s irises, his feral raging.

      Cenet’s grip is painful, vicious. He won’t let me go, and he intends to use me to end Gareth. My eyes go watery. Because this is it. I can’t free myself from Cenet. But I can’t let Gareth die because of my foolishness. I turn my head a little, testing Cenet’s blade. It cuts me with ease, the sting a lethal kiss. Good.

      “Release her? After you’ve ruined my plans to gut Zatran and take his slaves?” Cenet spits. “Look at the mess you’ve made. Slaves run amok. Do you have any idea how long it will take me to find them all, put them back in chains, and turn them into soldiers?”

      “I said let her go.” Gareth’s eyes are pure gold now, and there’s almost a feline quality to him.

      I lock eyes with him. I have so much to say. Apologies, mostly. To him. For dragging him here. For not having enough time.

      “I should have killed her in the Gray Mountains.” He saws the blade into my neck gently, but that’s all it takes to send blood cascading down my throat.

      “Stop!” Gareth’s voice takes on an edge of panic I’ve never heard. It breaks a piece of my soul to see him so anguished.

      Cenet pauses. “Put down your sword and kneel in front of me.”

      “Cenet—”

      He pushes the side of the blade deeper.

      “Stop!” Gareth drops his sword and holds his hands out to his sides.

      “Come closer and kneel or I’ll finish her.”

      “Gareth, don’t,” I croak. But I know he’ll do it. Because he’s a fool. For me.

      Gareth holds my gaze as he approaches. The city burns around us, and screams paint the air—but all I see is him. The one who sets me ablaze from nothing more than a touch. My beloved, he calls me. Have I told him I love that name? I tell him through the bond. If it’s there, maybe he can hear me. I can’t feel it. And that’s another regret. My game of chastity has led me here. I never got the epic claiming he promised. And it’s all my fault. Salt on the wound.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      Gareth, only a few steps away, cocks his head to the side. Then his eyes widen as he realizes what I intend to do, but he can’t stop me. I have to save him.

      “No!” he yells as I shove myself forward.

      The blade bites into my throat, cutting so deep that I know I won’t survive. But Gareth can. Now that I’m gone, he can fight without fear. I sink to my knees as Cenet pushes me away. The pain is almost dull, but also sharp like shards of glass. My vision begins to fade so quickly. Why is death in a hurry?

      But my ears work fine. Because the roar that comes from Gareth rattles me to my bones. And when I look up for the last time, I see him. The feral. A proud tiger, his fur a shining gold striped with black. He jumps, his enormous paws flying over me as he tackles Cenet to the ground and clamps his sharp teeth around his throat.

      “Beautiful.” It’s my last word. Did I even say it? I hope I did. Because Gareth needs to know that’s what he is to me. Beautiful.
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          Gareth

        

      

    

    
      Cenet’s throat crushes in my maw, and I bite down harder as he yells and shoves a blade into my side. I barely feel it. Rage and anguish war inside me, but the pull to my mate is stronger than even my desire for vengeance. I can feel her fading, and I may already be too late.

      When I hear Cenet’s neck crack, I release him, then turn to find her on the ground, her eyes open and staring at the sky above. I won’t let her go. I can’t. I race to her side, my feral form reacting far faster than anything I could’ve managed before. Her blood soaks the air and spills from her throat. I put my head back and roar, the sound nothing short of pure longing and grief.

      Her lips are moving, but I can’t make out the words. It doesn’t matter. She can tell me once I’ve healed her. I summon my small drop of green magic and feel it hum through my veins. It seems bolder now, somehow fuller, as if my feral form enhances the healing ability. I lick her wound, my tongue scraping along her soft skin as I tend to her. It should seem strange, but somehow in this form, licking her wounds is exactly what I need to do. So I lap at her, tasting the tang of her blood as I clean the wound and watch it sealing. Her eyes close, and her breathing evens out. She no longer whispers some secret word.

      Her blood loss can’t be undone, but I can heal her. She will make it. I have to believe it. I put every bit of love into the green glow and push my magic into her. When it’s gone, I settle next to her, my ears attuned for any nearby threats. The city is a cacophony, and slavers dash past, fear in every step. None approach us, though. They’re too busy running for their lives.

      My chin on my paws, I watch Beth. Waiting for her to come back to me. She will. She has to. She is my beloved.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re a cat.” She turns her head toward me, her cheeks still too pale for my liking.

      I lick her face and nuzzle her neck.

      She wraps her arms around me, and I purr softly as I inspect her for any more wounds. She smells fine, her wild scent heightened to me now, showing me every facet of her. I have the distinct desire to roll over and coat my fur with her delicious smell.

      “You saved me, beautiful cat.” She kisses my ear, her lips soft, and my purr intensifies. “So warm and fluffy.” Burying her face in my neck, she inhales. Nearby, a host of slaves fan out from the garden, each of them wielding some sort of club or blade. They give us a wide berth. Wise.

      Beth looks up at the flames engulfing Lord Zatran’s mansion. “We should probably go.”

      She tries to sit up. I use one of my big paws—careful to keep my claws sheathed—to push her back down. My side aches from Cenet’s blade, but it’s already healing. Beth, though, needs to take it easy.

      “Really? Going to baby me like I’m your fluffy kitten?” She scratches the top of my head, and my eyes close from the sheer pleasure. “You’re a big, golden, sweetheart, aren’t you?”

      I lick her cheek, and she laughs.

      The hackles along my back rise when I think of how close I came to never hearing that sound again.

      “Shh. Big kitty.” She smooths down the spiky fur. “It’s okay. I’m pretty sure no one is going to bother me when I’ve got you here. But we should go and find Silmaran. She needs you. Maybe others do, too.”

      I chuff out a breath. They aren’t my concern. Nothing matters except my mate. Keeping her safe is my duty. I failed her. I won’t let it happen again.

      Footsteps behind us have me turning and growling.

      Parnon lumbers up, his sandy skin stained with blood. He grunts at my flicking tail, then speaks to Beth, “Chastain and Silmaran are back at the house. She’s still hurt bad. Can you help?”

      A slaver rushes by, his face familiar.

      Beth points. “Hey, that guy is evil. He threatened to grind me up and use me to make perfume and—”

      I bare my teeth, but Parnon reaches out, snatches the high fae and punches him so hard in the face that Beth shudders. Then he drops the fae like a broken toy.

      Parnon shrugs. “I fight.”

      “So you said.” Beth stares at the unmoving slaver. “Good. He was a creep. And I honestly think you did his nose a favor.”

      Something catches my eye, and I pad over to where I left Cenet. He’s gone. Damn him to the Spires!

      “What?” Beth gets to her feet, but I quickly lope back to her.

      She uses me to steady herself.

      I chuff at her and use the end of my tail to pat her ass.

      “Hey!” She swipes it away.

      I chuff again.

      “He wants you to get on.” Parnon sighs.

      “Ride him?” She can’t seem to keep her hands off my fur, and I love every second of it.

      I rub my face against her thigh. Get on.

      “Just do it so we can get back to Silmaran. She needs us.” For the first time, Parnon speaks with real emotion. “It’s bad. What they did to her.” He looks at the mansion, fire pouring from its windows, the heat buffeting my fur. “She won’t even say all of it. But I know.” He drops his gaze. “We all know what they do to female slaves.”

      Beth leans harder against me. “Right. Okay. Let’s go.” She glances at the house. “We’ve done enough here, I suppose.”

      Parnon helps her onto my back. “This is the start. What Silmaran wanted. But the price.” He shakes his head.

      When I feel the heat between her thighs, my purr can’t be stopped.

      “Naughty kitty.” She pulls my ear, and my tongue lolls out.

      “Let’s go,” Parnon grumbles and takes off toward Chastain’s home.

      I follow as Beth holds onto my scruff.

      “Feral Gareth is pretty amazing.” She leans down, resting her chest against my back. “Soft and strong and cute.”

      Handsome. She means handsome, obviously. Not cute. She just lost a lot of blood so she’s not thinking straight.

      “So cute. Like a fluffy animal doll with all this golden fur. I just want to snuggle you so hard. I mean, are you terrifying and unnaturally huge? Sure. But you’re mine. And so soft. And those teeth can rip my enemies limb from limb. What’s not to love? A cute, huge, murder-kitty.”

      I huff out a breath, and I swear I can hear Parnon chuckle ahead of us. Ornate homes burn along the Cranthum streets, and slaves pour down the main avenue, all of them a jostling torrent of repressed anger. I don’t like it. Silmaran needs to step up—and soon—or her rebellion will turn into a free-for-all. With emotions this high, the slaves could turn on each other. If that happens, all is lost.

      “—cutest tiger I’ve ever seen,” Beth trills in my ear.

      I intend to show her just how cute I can be when I have her on her back and screaming my name. Once I’m in my fae form, she’ll know just what—

      “Hey, come to think of it.” She trails her finger down one of my stripes. “Do you know how to change back?”

      I stop and consider her question, then consider the fact that I don’t have an answer. Am I stuck like this?

      Parnon snorts. “He’s stuck like that.”

      Dammit all to the Spires!
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          Beth

        

      

    

    
      We pass through the side streets and avoid most of the fray. I hold onto Gareth’s fur, keeping low against him as Parnon leads us. I’m weak, my body worn out, but Gareth’s strength is undeniable. His feral form is powerful, each muscle honed in his enormous, lethal body. He’s fluffy to me. Deadly to all others.

      Parnon stops and grunts as a slave leads a handful of high fae children from the back of a stately home.

      The elderly changeling drops to her knees in front of us. “Please. They’re all I have. They’re innocents.” She wraps her arms around the children, keeping them huddled against her. They’re dressed in finery, silver and gold thread running through every bit of cloth on them, but their eyes are hollow and terrified.

      “Parnon, we have to help them.” I move to slide off Gareth, but the great cat shifts, keeping me on his back.

      Parnon harrumphs, his eyebrows almost touching.

      “Come on.” I point at the young ones. “You think Silmaran would want them to get hurt?”

      He grumbles some more, then mutters, “Fine. Go.” He points down the smoke-darkened lane. “The house of Chastain will keep all of you safe. Tell others. Innocents will never be harmed. Silmaran sees all.”

      “Thank you.” She dips her chin in gratitude, then ushers the children through the side street and away.

      “Parnon’s a softy.” I relax against Gareth’s soft fur. “Thank the Ancestors.”

      The sand man grunts and gives me a hard look. “I’m covered in blood, changeling. None of it is mine.”

      I swallow hard. “Point made. Let’s go.”

      Gareth picks up his pace, urgency in his steps as he takes the lead toward Chastain’s villa. Parnon stomps along behind us. I press my cheek to Gareth’s warm fur. Something in me resonates to the rhythm of his walk, his paws soft on the cobblestones as we leave the pandemonium of the slavers’ mansions. The streets are still filled with shocked faces, but the screams are fading, the smoke no longer a choking haze.

      We turn a corner, and Gareth freezes, a low growl rising from him as his entire body tenses.

      Parnon raises his fists. “Come out.”

      “I’m looking for Gareth,” a male voice calls down from one of the low rooftops along the narrow lane.

      Gareth inhales, then lets out a long breath and trots ahead, his big, golden eyes locked on one rooftop in particular.

      “Who is it?” I can’t see anyone.

      Gareth stops, his nose pointed at the spot where two smaller homes have overlapping roofs.

      “Changeling, we’ve met.” A fae materializes from the shadowy cleft and drops down to the street, though he keeps a wary eye on the enormous cat beneath me.

      I tense, the hair on my arms standing on end. The Catcher. Oh, yes, this is perfect. I’m going to enjoy watching Gareth rip his throat out.

      “Oh, we’ve met all right.” I squeeze Gareth’s ruff. “Tear him apart, Fluffy!”

      Gareth moves closer to the bastard, then swats at him. The move is … playful?

      The Catcher holds his hands up in surrender. “Nice kitty.”

      “Hey.” I pull on Gareth’s velvety ear. “Kill him. Eat him up. Come on.”

      Gareth chuffs.

      Parnon stomps ahead, his fists like boulders. “I’ll handle it if the kitten is too scared.”

      “No, it’s me!” The Catcher pulls down his face covering. “Phin.”

      Parnon rears back.

      “Wait!” I peer at Phin. “He’s one of us.”

      Gareth mews and circles around Phin.

      The sand man keeps his fist cocked. “He’s the Catcher.”

      “No. He’s not. He pretends to be the Catcher, but he actually frees slaves.”

      Parnon looks at me, his brow wrinkled. “The Catcher isn’t real?”

      “Well, yes, there’s a Catcher, but Phin impersonates him.”

      “She’s telling the truth.” Phin circles away from Parnon’s looming fist. “I’m here for Gareth. Leander sent me. And now it seems I’m embroiled in some sort of slave rebellion.” He grins. “Perfect timing.”

      “Should I pound him or what?” Parnon’s frown doesn’t abate.

      “No.” I scratch behind Gareth’s ear. “He’s a friend.”

      “The Catcher!” someone behind us yells, and the thundering sound of dozens of feet echoes off the buildings.

      “By the Spires, they’ll tear me apart.” Phin stares down the alley.

      “We have to move.” Parnon lowers his fist and takes off at a clipped pace, his heavy footfalls shaking dust from the eaves overhead.

      Phin falls in beside us and peers down at the magnificent beast between my thighs. His eyes widen as we dart across a bigger road, then melt back into the shadowy alleys.

      “Gareth. It’s you. Your feral.” Phin slows, almost forgetting the mob at our back. When a blade whizzes past his head and embeds in a sandy wall, he picks back up.

      Gareth pants and eyes an abandoned fountain as we pass.

      “It’s him.” I pat his head. “Isn’t he the cutest?”

      Gareth growls and lopes ahead. I hold on as we hurry into Chastain’s villa. The front door is wide open, the door still a mess of splinters from where Gareth burst through it. That wasn’t so long ago, but it feels like ages.

      Inside, slaves are laid out while others tend to their wounds. Toward the back, the fae from the Ocean of Storms lounges in the fountain as Chastain works on an unconscious Silmaran.

      “Oh no.” I slide off Gareth’s silky side. He steps in front of me.

      “You!” Something sparkles at the back of the room—its light brighter than the blinding day. “You took everything from me!”

      Gareth hisses and presses against me.

      “You will pay!” The sparkling materializes into Raywen. Her hair floats on a phantom wind, and her eyes glow a brilliant turquoise, but she’s not looking at me. Her gaze is fixed on Phin as she conjures a magical storm between her palms. “Dartinian. Liar. Deceiver. Foul pig!”

      Oh, shit. “No!” I hold up a hand, but Gareth backs me away, his large body pressing against my legs. “Raywen, it’s not the Catcher. It’s—”

      The blast from her hands lights up the villa, blinding me even as I turn away from the glare. Thunder crackles, and the ground shakes. When I open my eyes, the tall, dark fae is gone.

      In his place, a pink pig stands and snorts indignantly.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure it isn’t Dartinian?” Raywen’s sparkle is dim now, just a dusting of the glow she had earlier.

      We sit around the dining table, though there’s no food on it. Silmaran is laid out, poultices all over her wounded body. She’s breathing. But she won’t wake.

      “I’m sure. Like I told you, Phin frees slaves. Sort of like Silmaran. He makes a mockery of the Catcher every chance he gets.”

      She presses her palms to her cheeks. “Oh, dear.”

      “You sure you can’t reverse the spell?” I shoot a glance at Phin, his piggy tail bouncing jauntily as he paces back and forth between some of the injured slaves.

      “I’ve never done that sort of magic. I mean, I’ve done glamours. Changed hair colors, granted beauty, things of that nature. But I’ve never transformed someone. Not like that.” She bites her lip. “What if I can’t change him back?”

      “The spell will wear off.” Parnon uses his enormous mitt to gently wipe a bit of blood-crusted hair from Silmaran’s forehead. He’s almost as doting as Chastain. To make matters worse, Eldra and Nemar never returned from the fight. I silently send my pleas for their safety to the Ancestors.

      “I don’t know if the spell will dissipate.” Raywen clenches her eyes shut. “Maybe that’s right. Maybe it’ll go away.”

      “Is he ready yet?” Chastain hovers at Parnon’s elbow. The high fae hasn’t left Silmaran’s side. “She shouted down the streets, rallying everyone until she finally gave out.” He strokes her hair, pride in his eyes, but sadness, too. “My fighter. What have they done to you?”

      I lean back and blink away the threatening tears, then scratch under Gareth’s chin. He purrs. I can’t tell if he can’t change back, or won’t. Maybe it’s easier to stay in his feral form. “I think Gareth used all he had to save me. I was almost gone. So it took a lot.” I hate to say it out loud. It sounds selfish.

      Thunderous booms sound from somewhere nearby, and a wild cheer goes up into the falling night.

      “If we don’t get her fixed up and out in the streets, we may not survive until tomorrow.” Parnon rocks back and forth on his feet. “They’re attacking the alchemist shops. Those explosions are just the beginning. If they unleash—”

      “She’ll wake up.” Chastain’s voice cracks, but he clears his throat and continues, “She’s going to wake up. We need her. She knows how bad we need her, and she’s so much tougher than anyone else I know.”

      “Is there no one else? No healers?” I survey the slaves tending to each other, several high fae children huddled in the back of the room—all of them feeling the same unease growing inside the city. So much anger and pain was bottled up for too long. Now the cork is gone.

      “Everyone’s used up. The healers are spent.” Chastain waves at the injured slaves. “This is just a tiny fraction of those in need of help, and we don’t even have a count of the dead yet.”

      “I can help her.” A trilling sibilant voice, one that might haunt my dreams, hisses through the room.

      We all turn to the fountain.

      “Yes, please.” Chastain steps forward.

      “But I need something in return.” The sea fae blinks, her slit pupils narrowing, then popping wide again.

      Parnon’s hands turn into fists as he stomps to her, water pouring along her silky hair and making her scales glisten. “Heal her now.”

      Another creepy fish blink. “I will, if you will make me a promise.”

      “Anything,” Chastain presses.

      “Not you. Dry is your land. Dry is what you know.” She opens her mouth as if tasting the air, the rows of sharp teeth drawing a low growl from Gareth. “I need someone who has felt the rolling waters, the fresh streams, the salty tides, the stormy nights.” She turns her eyes on Raywen. “You, pixie. You will do. You smell of snow and night and frozen lakes full of delights. But you’ve also been on the sea, your body sparkling in the deep. Promise to me that you will return me to the Ocean of Storms, and I will heal Silmaran.”

      “Me?” Raywen looks as surprised as I feel.

      I puff out my chest. “I’ve been in the ocean, you know.” Okay, I’m a braggart. Everyone knows this.

      “Almost food for a kelpie, you were.” She turns away, her gills opening and closing under the flashing water. “The pixie. That is who must return me to the sea.”

      The pig—err, Phin—snorts and prances up. His hooves tip-tap on the tile in an adorable way.

      The sea fae eyes him and clacks her teeth. “Piggy wants to volunteer. I’m afraid I’d have you as a snack before we even left the city.”

      Phin snorts with verve, but it doesn’t change the sea fae’s mind, because she turns her predatory gaze back to Raywen.

      The pixie stands and presses her palms together. “I swear to the magic that I will return you to the Ocean of Storms if you heal Silmaran.”

      The tang of a deal well sealed fills the air, and the sea fae smiles. “Thank you, sweet pixie. Now, everyone, cover your ears. My song can heal, but only those in dire straits. If you listen yet have no need of it, the tune will bring you to me. Perhaps not now, but one day you will come to the sea. To the deep, deep water. Into my arms. To the teeth that bite. And the nails that scratch. And once you’re mine, you can’t go back.”

      Gareth doesn’t seem to like her creepy warning, because he grabs the side of my shirt with his fangs and yanks me away from the table.

      I try to hold my ground. “But I want to see what the scary sea fae can—”

      His growl brooks no argument as he pulls me down the hall.

      “Oh, come on.” I try to smack his flank but can’t get around to it with the side of my shirt in his mouth, so I manage to pelt his side with a firm swat.

      Another growl, this one warmer, rolls from him.

      “You like it rough, eh?” I grin.

      He barely fits through the door to our room, and once inside, he slams it shut with his tail.

      “Gareth, it’s okay. I’m not going to be fish food. I just wanted to see, is all.”

      He pulls me to the bed, knocks me over with his broad side, then jumps up with ease. Settling next to me, he presses his head to one of my ears and uses his tail to cover the other one.

      “You’re ridiculous.” I sigh, but I cover his big, soft ears with my palms.

      We lie like that for a while. I could swear I almost hear the sweetest tune, the lilting notes of a song unlike any I’ve ever heard. But Gareth presses his tail tighter against me, and the sound disappears in the fluff.

      “You think she’s done?” I try to turn my head.

      His tail whacks me in the ear.

      “Hey!”

      He puts a huge paw on my chest, locking me in place.

      “Fine.” I hum a tune of my own. A bawdy one. About a tavern wench named Erlach who spent all her time on her back. I enjoy myself so much that I break out in song at the end. “Her ass was so wide she could control the tiiiiiiide, and that’s where she stored her cooooiiinnnnn.”

      Gareth chuffs, his huge cat laughter shaking the bed, and he finally lets up on my ears. I don’t hear anything, no eerie tune from the songstress of the sea.

      I scoot to get out of the bed, but that big paw pushes me back down. “I need to check on Silmaran.” I speak into golden cat eyes that are easily the most beautiful I’ve ever seen.

      He licks my face, his rough tongue tickly-verging-on-painful.

      “You can change back. I know you can.” I kiss his big black nose.

      He looks away, and one of his ears twitches.

      “Then again, maybe it’s better for you to stay like this. No temptation to mate when you’re a big tiger.” I sigh and close my eyes. “I’m perfectly safe from any sort of sexual shenani—”

      The bed shifts, and when I open my eyes, a pair of familiar green ones are looking back at me.

      “About that mating.” He leans down and kisses me, his mouth so much softer than the tiger tongue.

      I run my hands through his dark hair as he slides between my thighs. Wanting him this badly is some sort of curse. One I put on myself. But I can’t give in. Not when he’d whisk me back to the winter realm if I agreed to his claim. Even so, I open my mouth and give him access, his tongue caressing mine as he rests one palm at my throat. His fangs are long, almost as vicious as the tiger’s, but I don’t fear him. I never could. He’s the only one in this entire world who has ever cared so much about me.

      “You saved my life.” I pull back and press my palm to his cheek. “You saved me.”

      “I will always save you, my beloved. There is nothing I value more, no one I will ever put above you. You are the queen of my life, the one I was made for.”

      My heart seems to have melted into a puddle of warm happiness.

      I realize it’s leaking out my eyes when he wipes a tear away. “But you must promise me that you will never do such a thing again.” His stern voice is even more of a turn-on. How can I survive this male?

      “Do what?” I bat my lashes.

      “You pushed yourself onto that blade.”

      “What?” I make a pfft noise. “That’s crazy. Why would I—”

      “Your life is too precious to ever be thrown away.” His eyes are hard, his tone even more so. “Not for me. Do you understand? I will gladly go to the Glowing Lands and wait for you if that means you are safe.”

      “You’d wait?”

      “I’d wait forever for you.” The finality in his tone is more than I can bear. My heart leaks from my eyes some more, but he wipes my tears.

      I love this male. I love him. I’ve been trying to avoid it. But there it is—this scarred changeling with a dim past and so-so future is in love with a winter realm high fae. And I will never give him up.

      He is mine.

      And when he claims me, I’m going to stake my claim right back.
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      Despite Gareth’s best efforts at seduction, I manage to hold him off and coax him back to the main hall. When we get there, Silmaran is sitting up as Chastain looks her over.

      “I’m fine.” She bats him away. “Truly.”

      “No, you’re not.” He shakes his head. “I should never have agreed to let you—”

      She grabs his shirt and pulls him to her. “If I remember correctly, you didn’t agree at all. I fought you.”

      “You did.” He sighs and leans down. “You always have.”

      “I always will.” She meets his lips, the two of them embracing, lovers whose souls are already entwined too deeply to separate.

      Parnon leans against the sand-colored wall, his clothing the only change to the palette. But even I can see the slight smile to his lips, the clearness of his eyes. He’s relieved. Silmaran is back.

      Despite her words—and her tongue war with Chastain—I know her wounds cut deep, the memories that will wake her on a scream, the pain that comes and goes, the anguish that threatens to well up and drown her. We share all this and more. Her sacrifices started a rebellion. I only hope she finds the cost was worth it when she’s alone, in the dark, her thoughts like a funeral shroud, and her scars in sharp relief.

      Gareth shifts closer, his arm wrapping around my shoulders. Can he sense my thoughts? One look in his eyes tells me he feels something. His first instinct is to protect. I lean into his side, taking comfort in his strength.

      Silmaran finally comes up for air, and the room cheers, the sound erupting so quickly I jump.

      She gets to her feet, standing on the table as she looks out at the slaves amassed inside Chastain’s fine house. Holding her hands out to quiet them down, she says, “This is just the beginning. We must gather—”

      A boom rocks the city, and perhaps the very center of Arin. I lose my footing, but Gareth keeps a tight grip on me. The wall behind us begins to crack, a harsh zigzag cutting through the sandstone as tiles fall from the roof and crash all around us. The ground is still shaking, and Silmaran darts down from the table and out into the street.

      “What is it?” I hold onto Gareth, the only thing that seems solid as the world continues to quake.

      “I don’t know, but it isn’t good.” The cracks continue to snake across the ceiling, and with a loud snap, the back wall splits down the center. Gareth raises his voice and yells over my head. “Everyone into the streets! The house is going to fall. It’s not safe here.”

      Some of the slaves rise, but others struggle to help the wounded from their makeshift cots.

      Gareth pulls me toward the still-shattered door.

      “I can help.” I dig in my heels.

      He stops and looks at the rapidly-expanding crack in the wall. “No.”

      I glance at the terrified high fae children in the back of the shattering house. “Gareth, let me help!” I try to yank my arm free.

      “I need you safe.” He keeps pulling me.

      Parnon grunts, curses, and then stomps over to the huddled children. They seem to collapse in on themselves, doing their best to survive and shrink away from the bloody sand man.

      “Come.” He opens his huge arms, scoops them up between them like an ant with eggs between its pincers, and carries them toward me. “Now you can go, stubborn changeling.”

      The children cry, but they aren’t hurt, just terrified of the hulking lesser fae who has them clasped in his grip.

      Gareth shoves me out the door and holds up a finger. “Stay.”

      “I’m not a dog.” I stomp my foot as another tremor hits, and a house three doors down crumbles into dust and splinters.

      “Changeling, I don’t have time to argue.”

      “Fine.” I throw up my hands. “I’m out of the house. Not going back in.”

      “Thank you.” He runs back inside and starts carrying out the wounded, lining them up along the lane as Parnon corrals the children into the arms of their nanny.

      Another boom rocks the ground beneath my feet, and I almost fall, but Gareth runs up and steadies me, then disappears inside again. How did I manage to land such a hero? It truly does defy all expectations. But that’s just who he is. Carrying the injured to safety is peak Gareth.

      A roar of voices at the end of the street grabs my attention. Hundreds of slaves are amassing at the conjunction of the main roads—the slave market. Their chants join into one as Arin finally stops shaking.

      “Silmaran.” Her name is repeated, each voice adding to it until it’s the only thought in Cranthum.

      Slaves—some of them bloodied or battered—run past me and add to the multitude surrounding the slave market. The crowd quickly swells to thousands. Is she there? She must be.

      Gareth brings out more wounded and heads back inside. Parnon turns toward the throng and starts a quick stomp in that direction. He feels the pull. So do I.

      The rebellion rockets through my veins. The same excitement that lights up the crowd lives inside me. I’m one of them. And this is our moment. Standing here, doing nothing—I’m missing it. All of it.

      But Gareth is still being a hero. He dashes out with another slave in his arms and lays him gently on one of the makeshift cots.

      He won’t like it if I leave.

      But he won’t let me go if I ask. I can already hear him now in his stern grr voice, “That’s dangerous. I can’t let you get hurt.”

      And I only told him I’d stay out of the crumbling house. Down the street with the crowd? That’s out of the house. No problem.

      I wait for him to jog out with another injured slave, then turn to go back inside. When he glances at me, I give him what I hope is a sweet smile. His eyebrows draw together, but he doesn’t stop his work. Once he’s out of sight, I turn and head toward the crowd. Excitement builds inside me with each step.

      Hurrying my pace, I’m almost at the edge of the gathering when a strong hand clamps down on my shoulder and I’m pulled back against a broad, hard chest.

      “Where are you going, my beloved?” His voice in my ear promises punishment. And when he thrusts his hips against my backside, I want every bit of discipline he has to offer. “My wicked Xalana.”

      Just the way he says that name. Oh. My. Ancestors. My knees go weak.

      “Disobeying me only guarantees a harsh reprimand.” He starts pulling me backwards, drawing me away from the crowd even as facades crack and fall on the nearest buildings. And despite my need to be part of this new world, my desire for him far outweighs it. I gasp when his teeth graze my ear in a playful bite.

      That gasp draws the eyes of the nearest slave. He freezes, then takes in a huge breath and yells, “Slaver! Kill him!” Raising his bloody cleaver, he starts towards us.

      More slaves turn around. “He’s trying to take her!” “Save her!” “Kill the slaver!”

      “No.” I try to step forward. “It’s not—”

      Gareth’s grip tightens on me. Of course. He’s not going to let me walk toward angry, armed strangers.

      They run at us, most of them wielding gory weapons and enraged expressions. Their yells for blood echo down the cracking streets as they bear down on us.

      Gareth pushes me behind him and braces for battle against the slaves he just helped liberate. I would laugh if we weren’t about to die.
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      The first slave swings his cleaver with murderous, yet sloppy, intent. I let him flail for a moment, then use his own momentum to kick him to the fractured road. The next one comes at me with bare knuckles. He’s faster, but he can’t connect when my fist is already making contact with his jaw. He stumbles back, seemingly startled from the blow. I’d hoped to knock him out. Am I losing my touch?

      I try it again with the next assailant, and he goes down in a heap. Still got it.

      Beth is yelling behind me, trying to explain that I’m not a slaver, but they don’t listen. Their blood is still up, and the fight inside them has been brewing their whole lives. I can’t blame them, but when the ring around me begins to grow, I don’t know if I can get us out of this situation without loss of life. They won’t take Beth from me. I don’t care who they think I am. They will not touch my mate.

      Three rush me at once, I duck and sweep my leg across their ankles, dropping them in a tangle as I stand and back up a few paces.

      The next group—at least a dozen lesser fae—approaches, murder in their eyes.

      “He’s not bad. He’s not a slaver! Listen to me!” Beth’s voice is shrill to the point of panic.

      They don’t stop, and they won’t—not until I’m dead. I crouch and wait for them to strike.

      “I’m telling you he’s my mate!”

      They stop.

      I turn. My feral roars with delight, and I fill with warmth at her declaration. Another piece of our bond clicks into place. She is mine as I am hers. No one can utter those words without the seal of magic. I can feel it now, a gold thread tying us tighter. If she’d spoken false, she’d be burning right now, the mark of the liar etched over her heart by the most primal of all magic. But she doesn’t suffer. She spoke true. The feral roars again, and I join it, my yell rising into the night.

      She points at me. “See? This one right here. He’s my mate. We’re mated, okay?”

      The male nearest us moves closer, his bald pate marked with concentric black circles. Slave bands.

      I pity him, but I do not underestimate him. A growl pours from me, the feral ready to rise and rip his throat out.

      He doesn’t move again, though he stares at Beth with too direct a gaze. “You bear no claiming mark.”

      She points to the starry sky. “It’s dark.”

      He narrows his eyes.

      She clears her throat and adds, “And he marked me in a very special area if you know what I mean, and I’m pretty sure you do given the fact you are now staring right at my lady bits this very second.”

      “Don’t look at her.” I move to block his view.

      “Mated to one of them?” Then he shifts his gaze to me with nothing short of malice. “You lord over us, abuse us, murder us, do as you will with us our whole lives, then take one of our own for yourself?” He spits.

      “I don’t want to kill you.” My fangs lengthen, the feral begging to come out to play. “But I will do whatever I must to defend my mate.”

      “Kill us?” He looks around at the mass of slaves. “You’re the one going to the Ancestors tonight.”

      “No.” A gruff voice, followed by a familiar stomping, sounds from the back of the throng.

      The slaves part for Parnon.

      “I don’t like this high fae very much.” Parnon stops beside me and turns to face the slaves.

      “Not helping,” Beth chirps.

      He makes a hmph sound. “I don’t like him, but he is not an enemy. He is a friend of Silmaran. A friend of the rebellion.”

      That’s the most I’ve heard him say all at one time. I keep my gaze on the slave with the bands on his head.

      He seems to mull over the price of continuing with his plan, then says, “This high fae is no friend of mine.”

      “I will kill you now.” Parnon says it so simply, as if stating a fact as banal as ‘the Red Plains are hot.’ He brings up his enormous fists.

      “Here we go,” Beth groans.

      “No.” Another voice erupts from the crowd. This one familiar, too.

      Silmaran emerges, one eyebrow up as she surveys the scene. “I was about to give a speech but figured it might be more fun to see what captured the attention of half my audience.”

      “Silmaran.” The lead instigator drops to a knee and bows his head. Then the rest of the slaves follow, all of them bowing to their leader.

      “No, friends.” She shakes her head. “Please. We are all equals now. No kneeling, no bowing, no scraping.” She takes the hand of the slave nearest her and pulls him to his feet. “From now on, we only rise.”

      The crowd gets to their feet, many of them with tears in their eyes. I can feel the temperature dropping, the fray averted. With a tug, I pull Beth to my side, though I keep a wary eye open for trouble. Things are still too volatile, too many emotions running high.

      “I was going to speak at the top of the slave market—before we tear it down, but this seems like it will do. Parnon?” Silmaran steps toward him.

      He grabs her waist and lifts her with ease until she stands on his shoulders, his hands around her ankles.

      “Friends.” Her voice fans out over the crowd, someone using their magic to amplify it. “We are here because we have the heart of all those who came before us. The will to be free. And we are now at the time when we must make a choice. Do we act with vengeance?”

      A good portion of the crowd yells in support.

      “Do we commit the same atrocities that were visited upon us?”

      More yells of agreement.

      “Or do we show mercy? Do we give those who did harm to us a chance? Do we show them that this world belongs to everyone, and that only together can it work?” She clasps her hands, her plea loud and clear. “I have seen your suffering. I have felt it here.” She thumps her chest. “I know what it is to be hurt, to be whipped, to be beaten, to be raped.” The last word leaves her lips on a tremble, and Beth presses her cheek to my chest.

      If I could slay every last fae who ever took from my mate without permission, I would. Such beings deserve the most vicious of deaths. I rub her back, a silent promise that no one will ever use her like that again.

      Silmaran is saying the right words, calming the crowd, beginning this new world in the light of forgiveness and community. But if it were me? If I were the one who could deal out punishment against anyone who dared harm my Beth? Then this city would be drowning in blood until not one slaver was left.

      Silmaran lifts her chin and continues. “All of you know me. You know what I believe in. You know who I fight for.”

      A roar rolls over the gathered slaves.

      “You.” She nods. “Yes. You are my heart. And I will always fight for you. But now, the fight is over. The masters are dead, hiding, or fleeing. This city is ours!”

      Another cheer shakes the wrecked buildings, and a puff of dust goes up a few streets over as a home collapses.

      She holds out her palms to quiet the fearful murmurs. “We have secured what’s left of the alchemy stores and the dark magic locked away beneath the sands. They are all within our control. No more quakes or explosions. The city will survive. We will rebuild. And we must all do it together. As one. If the masters want to stay here and try our new way, we must let them. If they, instead, choose to leave, we must let them.” Her voice lowers, iron in her words. “But if they choose violence, they choose their own destruction.”

      I keep Beth tucked in close as the loudest roar yet rips through the gathered slaves.

      Holding out her hands, she quiets the cheers. “As proof that this new world can work, I offer you Gareth of the winter realm.” She looks down at me.

      I take a step back.

      “Yes.” She points at me. “Gareth is King Gladion’s closest noble. He played a large part in starting this rebellion.”

      The crowd cheers. Even the slave who only moments ago wanted my head claps in approval. I glance at Silmaran—does she have some sort of silver-tongued magic?

      “Tell them, Gareth. Tell them of the winter realm where all are free.” She beams at me.

      I look out at the sea of faces lit by the crescent moon. They are starved. For food, yes. But for something greater—hope. They need it now more than ever. Now that their world has fractured and fallen apart. Hope is the only thing that will stop the bloodbath that Silmaran fears. I fear it, too. But that hope? I can’t give it. I’m a high fae, not one of them, not a slave. But I know someone whose hope never falters, someone who can speak of the winter realm and the feel of equality.

      I gently pull Beth from under my arm. “My beloved.” I stroke her face.

      “What?” Her eyes go wide. “Sorry, I kind of zoned out. Speeches, you know? They’re always boring. I mean, this one is good and everything, but I was thinking about—”

      “Beth?”

      She bites her lips together. “Mmmhmmm.”

      “I need you to tell them about the winter realm. About how you were treated there. What it means to be free.”

      “Me?” She shakes her head. “I can’t—”

      “Up you go.” I lift her to my shoulders as she tries to smack my head and protest.

      But once she’s standing on my shoulders, she stops and straightens.

      “Tell them, Beth.” Silmaran reaches out and takes her hand.

      “Tell them what?” Beth’s voice is loud and beautiful, melodic against Silmaran’s lower tones.

      Silmaran smiles. “Everything.”
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      “Look, I’m not trying to brag or anything, but I gave a damn good speech, right? I mean, who knew I would be the best speaker at that whole thing? Silmaran was great and all, but I brought down the house! Talking about how I used to serve cruel masters, got nabbed by the Catcher—curse him to the Spires—and how the winter realm is everything I’d ever dreamed of. Equality? Yes. Good food? Yes. Even better desserts? Also, yes. I mean, I could have gone on for hours, and they would’ve let me. They were eating out of my hand, hanging on every word, listening with bated—”

      Gareth presses a finger to my lips.

      I frown. “What?”

      “Chastain has been trying to get a word in for the past fifteen minutes.”

      I turn toward the golden fae. “Really?”

      “As much as I’ve enjoyed this third, or maybe fourth, retelling of your speech, I’d like to speak with you.”

      I lean back on the uncomfortable sofa and yawn. We’d taken a new, mostly intact villa for our base of operations. Silmaran was out making sure the city was fully secured, Parnon was searching for Eldra and Nemar, and the rest of Chastain’s close associates were tending to the wounded—slave and high fae alike.

      Chastain sits on the ornate coffee table in front of us. “Look, I’ll get right to the point. I know you want to travel south to the mines, but we could really use the two of you here. The city is reeling, the slaves need guidance, and the high fae need reassurances that they won’t be slaughtered in the middle of the night.” He gestures to Gareth. “Given your bloodline, you’d be the perfect person to quell the high fae fears. And, you—” He turns his gaze back to me. “You can help me anchor Silmaran, serve as an advisor on all the plans she has to start and maintain equality. More importantly, we’re going to need allies when Queen Aurentia learns that Cranthum has fallen.”

      I stifle another yawn. “You forgot to include the part where Sil wants to march on Byrn Varyndr and free all the slaves there.”

      He runs a hand through his light hair. “Yes. And that. See? We need you.”

      “You’re right. You need help.” I nod.

      Gareth turns to me, his green eyes curious. “You’re saying you want to stay?”

      “I might want to, but we can’t.” I hate the disappointment on Chastain’s face. “I want to help. I do. But I’ve made a promise, and I can’t break it. Saving one is just as important to me as saving all. And through all of this, I’ve never wavered on why I’m here. I’m going to the mines. I’m getting Clotty out of that hole, and I’m taking her somewhere safe. I owe it to her, and I owe it to myself.” I’m tired and blunt, but he needs to know my truth. Clotty is the reason I started down this road, and she’s the reason I’m going to finish it. “Anyway, so yeah, sorry, but we’re off to the mines first thing in the morning.”

      I expect more arguments from Chastain, more well-thought-out points of why we should stay. Instead, he leans back a little and looks up at the cracked ceiling in this ridiculously ornate sitting room. “The mines,” he murmurs.

      “Right. That’s what I said like five times. We’re going to the mines.” I lean over to Gareth and whisper in his ear. “He going deaf?”

      Gareth snorts a laugh.

      “Thousands. Maybe more.” Chastain rises and begins to pace in front of a fancy fireplace. A fireplace. In the desert. Where there is no wood. Rich fae are so dumb sometimes.

      A squeak and a snort has Chastain jumping back. Piggy Phinelas trots into the room and plops onto a wide damask pillow. He grunts, then closes his eyes.

      “When is the spell going to wear off?” I stare at his pinkness, the cute curl to his tail. Maybe I like him better this way.

      “Soon, hopefully. But Raywen can’t say for sure.” Chastain resumes his pacing. “She’s been trying to reverse the spell, but no luck so far. Can’t get enough magic to make it happen.”

      Gareth stands and pulls me to my feet. “If that’s all we have to discuss, Beth needs to rest.”

      My eyelids are already drooping.

      “We’ll have more to discuss.” Chastain is still mumbling to himself. “In the morning. When Silmaran is back.” He stops pacing to give us a small nod of appreciation. “Good night. Pick any room you like that’s not occupied.”

      “Sure thing.” I loop my arm through Gareth’s. “Let’s find the poshest one and build a pillow fort.”

      “A pillow fort?” He takes the lead and guides me up the sweeping staircase.

      “Yeah, did it when I was a kid. You sneak into one of the master’s bedrooms and stack up all the fluffiness you can find until you have your own fort. It’s great. Don’t you winter realm fae know how to have fun?”

      “When winter realm fae are young, we don’t play with pillow forts. Each of us is taken into the wilderness at the age of six and left alone in a vale of twisted trees. The snow pours down thickly there, and we aren’t allowed a scrap of clothing, a weapon, or even shoes.”

      “That sounds terrible.” I can barely keep my eyes open.

      “It gets worse.” He peers into a darkened bedroom, shakes his head, and continues down the hall to choose another. “The ice bears come out at night, and they prowl that section of forest looking for winter fae children left to fend for themselves.”

      “And here I was thinking the winter realm was the most civilized of all.” I hang on his arm as he checks another bedroom, then pushes the door all the way open. With an easy scoop, he lifts me up and carries me to the fluffy bed, the blanket made of some sort of feathery softness. Then he grabs a golden chair from along the wall and wedges it beneath the door handle.

      I scoot to the pillows and flop onto my stomach as he checks the en suite and the windows. By the time the bed shifts and he’s lying next to me, I’m almost out.

      “Sleep, my beloved. I will keep watch.”

      “Nothing to watch,” I mumble into the pillow. “No danger anymore.”

      “There’s always danger.” He settles next to me, his heat warming my side. “And we haven’t found Zatran or Cenet yet.”

      The thought threatens to bring me back to consciousness. Because he’s right. They’re still out there, which means more trouble for us and for Silmaran. And not just us.

      I pop my head up. “Zatran said his special guest wanted to buy every slave he could get his hands on. That’s Cenet. He was trying to buy—”

      “An army.” Gareth strokes his palm down my hair. “Yes. He’s continuing the work his father started.”

      “That means he’s still a threat to all the realms. We need to warn Taylor, to—”

      “Shh.” He slides his hand to my back, rubbing in comforting circles. “We will. I’ll dispatch Phin once he’s back to his usual form.”

      “But what if Cenet’s, I don’t know, gathering his forces right now?” I roll to my side and peer into his dark eyes.

      “I’m certain he is.” He sighs. “I should have finished him. When I heard his neck crack, I thought it was enough. And I couldn’t wait another moment, not when your life was draining away.”

      “You did everything you could.” I reach out and take his hand, intertwining our fingers.

      “Stop worrying.” He kisses my forehead. “Get some rest. Or shall I make up some more fiction about being left in the frozen forest while surrounded by ice bears?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Fiction?”

      He shrugs, a wry smile at the corners of his mouth. “Maybe we don’t leave our young out in the cold, but we certainly don’t build pillow forts ... We call them pillow castles, and they are magnificent.”

      I kick his shin, and he laughs, then pulls me to his chest. “Sleep. You are safe.” He kisses my forehead again. “And loved.”

      Warmth suffuses my heart at his words. I want to return the sentiment, to give him my vow of love the same as his. But the words don’t come. Not yet.

      I drift off to sleep and dream of ice bears and little Gareth, his green eyes in a child’s face, and no weapon in his hand as he’s surrounded. The ice bears change and meld into one being, a cruel fae with snake eyes and a forked tongue. Instead of a forest at his back, there are legions of soldiers, all of them braying for blood, and Cenet leading the charge.
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      She sleeps uneasily, her breathing sometimes fast and constricted. I almost wake her, but then she settles back down, her body unwinding as she clings to me.

      I try to go back over the events of the day—the Bazaar, the fight, Cenet, and all the dark plans that we seem to have thwarted. But did we? Cenet escaped. Zatran, too. Where does that leave Cranthum?

      “Gareth.” Her brow wrinkles in sleep as she breathes my name.

      I cradle her tighter, and the furrows smooth out. My mate. She brought out my feral. The tiger that lives inside me. The jungle trees hinted at my catlike nature, but I didn’t realize a golden tiger lurked in my breast. Beth seemed to like it. Her petting verged on erotic, despite the fact that she kept referring to me as ‘cute’ and ‘fluffy.’ I smile in the dark. My beloved can get away with it. Anyone else, I’d shred.

      The city is still in upheaval, skirmishes breaking out in the distance. But the relatively small number of slavers to slaves made the rebellion quick and effective. Not bloodless, as we’d hoped, but the casualties seem to be far less than I’d feared. Only the morning light will truly tell what happened, the number of the dead, and what the future of a free Cranthum might look like.

      I close my eyes, my thoughts churning as I hover on the edge of sleep. This is the most rest I’m going to get, but it’s enough. I can feel my magic replenishing, my body healing the cuts and bruises from my battle with Cenet. But I can’t fully relax, not when the city is still simmering, danger lurking on the air. Hours pass, Beth settles even more, her light breaths tickling my shoulder. I cover her hand with mine, both of our palms resting over my heart. When she spoke to the crowd, sharing her story of freedom in the winter realm, I thought I might burst from pride. But she gave more than that to the slaves listening raptly, she gave them the hope they desperately needed. A way forward. And the fact she claimed me as her mate in front of them all? I grin. She’s fought it along the way, but she knows the truth of our mating. The perfect match we are for each other. She knows I belong to her and always will. That alone—a loving bond between a changeling and a high fae—is reason enough for others to believe in change.

      Is this the beginning of a new world? I hope so. But I can’t predict how Queen Aurentia will react. Violently, perhaps. It’s best if Beth isn’t here when the royals from Byrn Varyndr come to call. Even so, the winter realm will eventually be dragged into the conflict. Leander will have to choose sides. And if I know him at all, he’ll choose to back the slave uprising, even if it means war with the summer queen. More war. A sobering thought.

      “What a mess,” I whisper to the quiet room as the sun begins to lighten the window shades.

      “Are you talking about me?” Beth playfully presses her nails into my chest.

      The feral snaps to attention, as do I. “What? No. Sorry I woke you.”

      “I was kind of awake already. Didn’t sleep so good. You?”

      “Bad dreams?”

      She sighs and turns to her back, her head on my bicep. “Yeah, but they were just dreams.”

      “Want to talk about it?” I reach over with my other hand and swipe the blonde hair from her forehead. It’s more golden now that it’s clean. I didn’t realize her dirty blonde hair was actually … dirty. Well, not until the bath at Chastain’s house washed it clean, leaving her natural color in all its soft beauty.

      “No.”

      “All right.” I have to learn to give her space no matter how badly I want to pry, to examine her fears, to show her I’ll protect her from any threat.

      “Really?” She turns to look at me, her eyelids still weighted with sleep.

      “Really. I mean, I’d like to know, but I’m trying to be a good mate.”

      “A good mate, huh?” Her eyes open more, mischief playing in their depths. “You still crowing because I told the slaves we’re mates?”

      “I don’t have to crow.” I shrug. “You said it. They heard it. Done.”

      “Mmhmm.” She nibbles her lower lip.

      My blood, which had been serenely going about its business, begins to heat and pound. “We started the rebellion.”

      She bats her lashes. “We did. Yes.”

      “I did what you asked.” My voice grows low as my thoughts turn molten.

      “You did.” She nods, then runs her fingers down my bare chest. “Are you going somewhere with this line of chat?”

      She knows exactly where I’m going. But she wants me to say it. The little torturer. I’ll oblige.

      “I believe we had a deal, Xalana.”

      “We did?” She skims her fingertips along the edge of my pants, dangerously close to the head of my erection.

      “I believe you remember the terms.”

      She puts a finger to her chin and squinches her eyes as if she’s trying to recall.

      Saucy changeling.

      “Let me think.” She taps her chin. “Something, something, blah, blah, rebellion, fighting, freedom, blah blah.” She shakes her head, then stops. “Oh, right. I remember now. I told you if you’d help with the rebellion, I’d take every inch of you into my mouth and suck you until you’re dry.”

      “Spires!” I jerk as she slides her hand lower and grips my cock.

      “Wasn’t that the terms?” She eases down the bed and presses her mouth to my stomach. “Or did I miss something?”

      I can’t respond. Can’t think. Can’t do anything except watch as she pulls my waistband down and opens her mouth wide.
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          Beth

        

      

    

    
      He’s so tense it’s a wonder he isn’t levitating off the bed. When I blow lightly on the thick head of his cock, he groans long and low. An agonized sound. One that grows even louder when I give him a tentative, gentle lick.

      “Beth.” His green eyes are swirled with gold as he stares down at me. Sweat beads on his forehead as I nestle between his legs and examine the thick shaft in my hand. Even in the low light, I can see the small pearl of wetness on the tip. I lick it, the salty bead sliding down my throat as Gareth’s hips jerk beneath me.

      “It’s Xalana.” I smile and slide just the tip of my tongue all the way up his shaft. “Your naughty, naughty Xalana.” With a dive, I take as much of him in my mouth as I can.

      His roar rattles the bed, and I laugh as I get a feel for him.

      His taste is salt and evergreen woods and crisp nights. I lave his smooth skin, my mind already wandering to what it would feel like to have him between my thighs. The thought tightens my nipples and sends heat swirling in my sex.

      He was right when he said I couldn’t take him all. I can’t touch my finger to my thumb as I stroke up and down his base and suck him all the way to the back of my throat. Spires, the way he’s looking at me is like an erotic touch, and I suspect I may enjoy this just as much as he will. In fact—I take him into my throat as far as I can—I know I will.

      He opens his mouth on a hard pant, his wide eyes focused on nothing but me as I slide him back out and to my lips, then tongue his head like a lolly from the sweets vendor.

      I reach out and take one of his clenched fists, then bring it to my hair. “I’ve been bad. You’re going to need to teach me a lesson.”

      His eyes are pure gold now, the feral looking down at me with enough lust to sprout a river between my thighs. “Suck me, naughty Xalana.” When his grip tightens in my hair, I toy with his head, running my tongue along the ridge.

      “Like this?” I ask innocently.

      “More.” His fingers tangle in my locks, and he pushes me down.

      I moan as I run my tongue all along him, feeling every ridge and smooth stretch of skin. My jaw is just shy of an ache, but the fact I have to open that wide only stokes my need to please him. I want to make him come so hard he never forgets this moment, this one perfect time when both of us are alive, safe, and together. If there is a bond between us, I send those thoughts down it.

      His resulting purr tells me he sensed it, and when he yanks me up to him, I yelp in surprise.

      “You are my soul.” He strokes my cheek, those intense eyes of his looming large and beautiful as he palms my ass and presses me onto his cock. “Nothing will ever come between us. And I am grateful for any gift you bestow upon me with this perfect, beautiful body.” He licks my lips, then gives me a rough kiss as his purr intensifies, my nipples so hard against his chest. “But make no mistake.” He nips at my lip with his fangs. “This joining, this meeting of our souls—it’s more than a physical moment. It transcends any time, any place, anything that came before. You are my beloved and always will be.” He kisses me again, his hips rocking against my core.

      I wish I weren’t wearing panties. I wish I didn’t bind him to our deal, and most of all I wish I could impale myself on his thick cock and ride him until I screamed.

      “I want it, too.” He thrusts against me again, his cock hitting my clit in relentless strokes. “Now.” He growls.

      “Take me to the mines. Promise you’ll do it, and I’ll relent.” I kiss him fervently, beggingly. I’m weak. I need release.

      “Never.” He smacks my ass, the sting sending me spiraling higher. “Give in, my beloved. Come with me to the winter realm where I will drape you in rich furs, sparkling jewels, and partake of your luscious body. The pleasure I give in return will make up for any loss you’ve suffered.”

      Say yes, say yes, say yes. If my pussy did my thinking for me, I’d already be saddled up. But my heart still saves a beat here and there for Clotty.

      “Spires!” I press my forehead to his chest and slide back down to his stiff shaft.

      He groans—a mix of frustration and need.

      “Let me ease you, my beloved.” He sits up and licks his lips.

      “I’m busy.” I lick his head again.

      He grabs me, dragging me up his body and turning me around with ease. With a quick yank, my panties are gone. And with another deft movement, he has me straddling his face as his cock looms right in front of me.

      “Now, filthy Xalana. You will receive your punishment.” He licks me. All of me. Every bit of flesh between my thighs meets his tongue, and I moan, my toes curl, and I can’t seem to do a thing about it. With a hard slap to my ass, he thrusts his tongue inside me.

      My arousal is already an inferno, and I want nothing more than to suck his cock and bring him to release. I take him in my mouth and bob my head, sucking and licking, the sloppy sounds bouncing off the walls. But when he tongues my clit, I stop and moan, my mind lost in a haze.

      Another slap to my ass brings me back, and I push him down my throat and bob quickly. His muscles tighten even more, and I know I almost have him. It’s a competition now. Whoever comes first, loses. I’ve got this. He was already close before. Besides the thrill of victory, I want him to come, to give me every last drop so I can drink him down and clean him with my tongue. Every filthy thought I’ve ever had about him floats to the surface, and I’m awash in sex, my body twisted into a lusty knot as he focuses on my clit. Both of his hands are on my ass, bearing down and shoving me onto his face. I’m spread wide, and he takes every advantage. But I try to concentrate on sucking and licking, then press the roof of my mouth to the sweet spot on the underside of his cock just south of his head. I focus my fire there as he does the same on my clit. Spires, am I dying? Because I’m right there. My release is dangling in front of me. But I won’t lose this. I refuse.

      In a final play, I grip his balls and pull them up tight against his base, then graze the rim of his head with my teeth. His hips freeze, his cock pushes deeper into my mouth.

      He can’t even get out my name before he explodes in my mouth, his come coating my tongue in a vicious spurt as I swallow it down in two gulps. So damn erotic. The taste of him sends me over the edge, my orgasm racing out of me in violent waves of pleasure. I can’t lick anymore, can’t do anything except feel the bliss he’s giving me with each stroke of his tongue. My body finally unfurls, my muscles weak and my mind a mush. Each aftershock sends a tremor racing through me, every bit of skin oversensitive and tingling.

      Gareth lifts my bottom, spins me to face him, then rests me on his chest. His heart is racing just as fast as mine.

      “You truly are the naughtiest changeling I’ve ever met.” He flexes his abs, leaning up with me on top of him, and grabs my thighs, spreading them so his half-mast cock rests against my swollen, sensitive flesh.

      “No mating,” I mumble.

      “No mating.” He sighs and wipes the sweaty strands from my forehead. “I just want to feel the touch of what’s mine.”

      I wiggle my hips just a hair, his cock settling perfectly against me. “I like feeling what’s mine, too.”

      He bites out a curse in the old language, then runs his wide palms down my back. “Rest now. We have time before the sun is fully up.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice. My eyes are already closed, the hint of a snore whistling through my nose.

      I smile against him. “You lost.”

      “Lost?”

      “You came first.” I dart my tongue and lick his nearest nipple, and his cock jolts against me.

      “If you call that losing, I’m happy to let you win every time.” His laugh is a warm blanket, a soft kiss, a hug from a friend—and I never want to be without it.
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          Gareth

        

      

    

    
      A commotion pulls me from sleep, and Beth wakes right along with me. The sun is up now, bathing the room in light.

      “What is that?” Beth stretches, her bare breasts on perfect display.

      I lean over and catch one in my mouth.

      “Hey!” She grabs a fistful of my hair but doesn’t push me away.

      I circle the bud with my tongue.

      The commotion comes again, and she squeezes my strands. “Something’s happening.”

      I run my teeth along her nipple. “I know. I can scent your desire.”

      “Ugh.” She lies back and rolls toward the edge of the bed. “You know what I mean.”

      I let her escape. For now.

      “We should go see what’s happening. Besides, we need to get moving. The mines await.” She digs around in the gilded dresser near the door and pulls out a white blouse and some sand-colored pants. “These will do.” She holds the pants up to her hips. “They’re kind of thin material and a little big, but thieves can’t be too choosy.” Grabbing some undergarments, she hurries to the bathing room and closes the door.

      Once the view of her stunning ass is gone, I slide from bed and pull on some pants as a wail reaches my ears. Foreboding forms a pit in my stomach, and I stride to the door. Flinging it open, I find slaves scattered down the hall, many of them blanched, their eyes wide.

      “What?” I hurry past them and thunder down the stairs. At the bottom, I stop.

      Two bodies lie on the polished marble floor, blood soaking through their clothes as their lifeless eyes stare at nothing.

      Chastain holds Silmaran in a tight embrace as Parnon flexes his fists again and again. The blood on his tunic belongs to the dead.

      “Found them.” His voice is low, and one would think he wasn’t bothered, but I see the uncharacteristic wetness in his eyes. “They’d been left for me to find.”

      Silmaran sobs. “They were—they were with me. I saw them fighting. They were winning. I-I saw them—”

      “Shh.” Chastain strokes her hair, his hard gaze meeting my own.

      “They were fine.” Silmaran’s wail rises again as more slaves enter the foyer, fear casting a pall over them.

      “Where did you find them?” Chastain asks.

      Parnon grunts. “On the south road, just outside the city. Left there like trash. Their guts on the ground, buzzards feasting.” The last words crunch through his teeth as his jaw tightens. “A warning.”

      “And a promise.” I approach the bodies and kneel, inspecting their wounds. “Zatran has carved his mark on both of them, and these marks here—” I point. “Are from the same blade Cenet used on me.”

      Silmaran turns, her tear-streaked face coloring a deep red. “I will hunt them to the ends of Arin!”

      I bow my head and ask the Ancestors to look after these two warriors as they enter the Glowing Lands. “Now we know Zatran and Cenet escaped, and I have no doubt their plans for Cranthum and its slave trade are still intact.”

      Silmaran wipes her eyes with harsh resolve. “What plans?”

      “Cenet wants a war to end the realms.” I sigh, suddenly weary. “He and—”

      “No.” Beth stops in the middle of the stairs, her eyes fixed on Nemar and Eldra. “No!”

      “Beth.” I take the steps two at a time and pull her into my arms.

      She buries her face against my chest. “Tell me it’s not them.”

      “I’m sorry.” I walk her down the stairs as a freed slave brings a tasseled blanket to cover the bodies. “Zatran’s work. He and Cenet. They left them on the south road.”

      She looks up at me, her chin trembling despite her efforts to control it. “Why?”

      “A message. A warning not to follow.” Silmaran’s eyes are clear now. “And a threat for what’s to come.”

      “Zatran and Cenet—they went south?” Beth sniffles and stares at the blanket. Her despair trickles down the bond in doleful waves.

      “Let’s go into the dining room.” I take her elbow.

      “I’m fine.” She pushes her shoulders back, though I can see the paleness in her cheeks. “I’ll be better when we find Zatran and gut him.”

      Parnon grunts his agreement, his gaze still locked on his comrades beneath the blanket.

      “Gareth’s right.” Silmaran sighs and walks to him. “Come on, old friend.” She offers her hand, and after a moment’s hesitation, he takes it in his massive one.

      “Wash and prepare them.” Chastain speaks to one of the slaves nearest him. “A hero’s funeral for both.”

      “It will be done.” The slave nods, and the rest of us funnel into the back of the large house and into a dining room with high, wide windows covered in flowy fabrics of emerald and gold.

      I pull a chair out for Beth. She sits heavily and braces one arm on the table top.

      Parnon closes the door behind us, his weighty steps jarring more dust loose from the fractured ceiling. When he sits on the stone hearth at the end of the room, he lets out a gusty sigh. I feel it in my bones. Yesterday was too much for all of us, and today brought even more grief. What horrors will tomorrow hold?

      Chastain grabs a decanter and glasses from a sideboard and pours drinks, then hands them out to all of us.

      Clearing his throat, he raises his glass filled with amber liquid. “To Eldra and Nemar.”

      “Eldra and Nemar.” The words are there and gone, sucked away by the silence of loss as we all drain our glasses.

      I wrap an arm around Beth. Touching her is as natural as breathing, and the bond tells me her soul is aching. If I can do anything to ease her, I will.

      “Our friends should be here. We won. The city is ours.” Silmaran fights her tears and masters them. Her cheeks remain dry as she smashes her fist into the fine table. “This is their victory.”

      “Zatran will pay.” Chastain puts a hand on her shoulder. “Cenet, too.”

      “They’d make nice ornaments on the city gates.” Beth’s bloodlust matches my own. I want them dead and gone, sent to the Spires never to return. Cenet will always be a threat to my mate and my king, and Zatran could die a thousand deaths and still not atone for his writhing pit of sins.

      “Plans.” Silmaran sits. “We have so many plans for Cranthum.” She rubs her face, her tired eyes closing for only a brief moment. “And we’ve already started the work. Last night transformed us. No more slaves. But it will take a strong hand—”

      “Your hand.” Chastain sits beside her.

      She tries to give him a smile, but she’s too weary and sad to make it happen. “My hand. Yes. I will hold this city together as we start a new way of life. Silmaran sees all. And we have plenty of slaves close to us that we can trust to ensure peace, civility, and a calm transition. No more of the lawlessness that reigned in the early hours.” She leans back. “Yesterday. Was it only yesterday? The bazaar? It seems so far away now. A lifetime ago.”

      Chastain rises and pours us all another round. “We need this.”

      “We do.” Beth agrees and tips her glass up.

      “Go easy, my beloved. We haven’t eaten since—”

      “I’m good.” Beth slams her glass on the table and turns to Silmaran. “I want to see them dead. I want to watch you kill them. But I can’t.” She rises, determination and regret filtering down the bond. “I’ve made a vow to Clotty, and I’m going to keep it. Gareth and I have to go.”

      “Your interests and ours might not need to diverge.” Chastain sits again, his silver eyes on Silmaran.

      “What? We’re going to the mines, not on an asshole hunt with you.” Beth frowns. “Though I wish I could do both.”

      “Maybe you can.” Chastain tips his glass toward us. “Yesterday, when we discussed the help the rebellion needs, you made it quite clear you were heading south to liberate Clotty. We respect that, and we wouldn’t want to dissuade you.”

      “Okay. Good, I guess? So, yeah, same page.” She looks down at me.

      Something tells me that Chastain and Silmaran have plans that stretch much farther than Cranthum or even Byrn Varyndr. And I have a strong inkling that the mines are of just as much interest to them as they are to us.

      Chastain glances at Silmaran, who gives him a go-ahead nod. “We have something of a proposition for you. I think it will work out to our mutual benefit, and we can—”

      “No.” I stand with Beth. “You can give us your plan, but I already have my answer. No. Better yet, allow me to lay it all out so we’re all speaking the same language. You and Silmaran want to liberate the mines, bring the slaves back through the Abyss and add them to Cranthum’s defenses in case Queen Aurentia decides to march south. Or, you can use those additional soldiers to march north and stay on offense. In other words, you want us to carry the message of liberation to the mines and start a rebellion there. On top of that, it appears Zatran and Cenet have fled south, perhaps hoping to use the mines as their own recruitment area for an army to destroy the rebellion. All this means that Beth and I are most likely walking into a meat grinder, and you want to be the one turning the crank. Am I missing anything?”

      Beth’s mouth drops into an ‘o’ as her brows draw together.

      Chastain cocks his head to the side. “One quibble—I’d rather bring the slaves to Cranthum via the Grave Bridge. It triples the journey time but is a bit safer.”

      “No.”

      Chastain shrugs. “Well, we could try the Abyss if you think—”

      “You know what I mean. No to all of it.”

      “This would never work.” Beth puts a hand on her hip. “Gareth is powerful, but he’d be up against hundreds of slavers at the mines.”

      “He wouldn’t be alone.” Parnon rises, the joints in his knees popping. “I’m going.”

      “I’m not even entertaining this.” Dragging my mate into another conflict? Not happening. “We’re already running headfirst into danger to rescue Clotilde. Once that’s done and Beth is safe in the winter realm, I will speak with Leander about aiding your cause.”

      “We need aid now.” Silmaran opens her arms wide. “Look at what we’ve already accomplished. If we keep this momentum, the mines can be liberated, and the slaves freed. Not in a year or more. But now.”

      “I want to free them.” Beth looks up at me, her big brown eyes cajoling. “With Parnon—”

      “And me.” Chastain crosses his arms over his chest. “Along with a contingent of skilled warriors.”

      “See?” The hope that lights in Beth’s eyes is dangerous.

      “Beth, please.” I gently take her elbow and pull her away from the table, though I almost trip over Phin who scuttles around my ankles. “This is a suicide mission. The slavers at the mines are the most vicious in all of Arin. You think Byrn Varyndr was bad? The mines are worse, far worse. And the masters there won’t surrender, won’t agree to coexist. They will slaughter every last slave if it means winning. If it means getting another crop to send into the depths of this world to dig up its riches.”

      “No wonder Zatran and Cenet are headed that way.” She nibbles her lip as she thinks.

      I don’t want her to think. I want her to leave with me now before Silmaran does any more damage. “We should go. Remember Clotty? Remember the reason we’re here?”

      She nibbles some more as Chastain and Silmaran wait, their eyes on her. They hang on her words just as I do.

      “We’re leaving.” I put as much vehemence in it as I can. “Now.”

      “If I were a slave in the mines, would you only free me, or would you destroy every slaver there?” She meets my gaze as the sting of magic sizzles along my tongue. Our deal has snapped into place, and now I must answer or suffer the consequences.

      Spires! Why is my mate so clever? I keep my lips wed to each other. The answer is there. I already know what it is, and the gleam in her eyes tells me she does, too.

      A million answers would be better than the one I’m compelled to give. But my mouth will not form a lie, my breath will not give life to one, and I simply cannot utter anything except the truth. So I say nothing at all despite the pain that builds and scorches.

      “Well?” She tips her chin up and peers deeply into my eyes. “Would you simply free me or would you wreak havoc on the slavers? I know what I would do if I could, if the situation were reversed. If they’d hurt you?” She rests one palm over my heart. “I’d burn every last one of them.”

      The certainty in her words sends a pleasant chill down my spine, and the feral unwinds within me, purring with approval. Too bad my tongue is on fire and my lungs feel as if they are going to explode.

      “Just tell me.”

      As if I could ever deny her. My answer comes out on a quick, painful breath. “I would kill every last one of them, turn their bodies into dust, and raze the ground so that none of their kind could ever seek to rebuild their evil.” The feverish weight lifts, and I can breathe again. “But that doesn’t mean we should go along with this rash plan.”

      “I’m a slave, Gareth.”

      “No, you—”

      “I am.” She rests her forehead against my chest, her voice low. “I’m free now, because of you. But they aren’t. We have to help them. Just like we helped the slaves here. Clotty isn’t enough. Not when we have the chance to free them all.”

      “I won’t risk you.”

      She turns her head, pressing her cheek against me. “Sometimes you have to risk it all if you want to do what’s right.”

      “You have risked and suffered enough, my beloved.” I kiss her crown.

      She sighs. “Maybe.”

      “I will stick to our agreement for Clotty.” I keep my voice level. “But I will not agree to take you into a warzone.”

      “I understand.” She wraps her arms around my waist and tilts her head back. Her mouth is utterly tempting at this angle.

      “Good.” I lean down, needing a taste of what’s mine.

      “But that doesn’t mean Parnon and Chastain and a few of their friends can’t tag along with us.”

      I stop. “Beth, that’s not what we agreed.”

      “It is what we agreed. We are going to save Clotty. End of. But we can’t stop the others from travelling with us. And the Abyss will be safer with companions who know the way, right?”

      “Parnon knows the way,” Chastain pipes up. “Every step.”

      Parnon gives his customary grunt of assent.

      I grind my teeth as I look around the table. Chastain and Silmaran set a trap for me, and Beth sprung it. My need to claim her seems to have erased my reason, because I can’t find a good argument to avoid travelling with Chastain’s force.

      Spires!

      Silmaran is smiling, though sadness is still etched in her eyes, and Chastain gives Parnon a nod of approval. “Get packed. We leave as soon as possible.”

      Parnon stomps from the room with Chastain at his back.

      “We aren’t going there to free anyone but Clotty,” I say the words, and Beth nods in agreement, but we both know that I’ve been had. “We aren’t.” I give her a little shake.

      “Stern.” She grins. “Just the way I like you.”

      Her mischief will drive me mad. “We are freeing Clotty, getting out, and then Chastain can enact his foolish plan. We’ll have nothing to do with it. I mean it, Beth.”

      “I know.” She gets onto her tiptoes and cranes her neck toward me, her lips parted.

      “I won’t be cowed with a kiss.” I say the words even as I drift closer, my feral purring and my gaze straying to her mouth.

      “I know.” She darts her tongue out and wets her lips.

      “Damned clever changeling,” I growl and give in, kissing her hard and lifting her onto the table.

      She clutches my shoulders, her legs spreading so I can nestle between them.

      Silmaran hurries from the room and closes the door behind her.

      “I still don’t agree to this.” I rest my palm at her throat as she dots kisses along my jaw.

      “All right.”

      “I will not risk you.”

      “All right.”

      “I’m serious.” I pull back and tighten my grip at her throat, then use my other hand to fist her soft hair. “You and Silmaran can scheme all you want, but when it comes down to it, you are my only concern.” I pull her hair until her lips open on the hint of a moan. “Do you understand, my beloved?” I lick across the seam of her lips. “I will take you to get Clotty, and when that’s done, you will be in the winter realm, in my bed, until I see fit to release you.”

      “How long will that be?” Her breathy question goes straight to my cock.

      “As long as I like.” I pull harder, and she arches her back, her taut nipples showing through her shirt. Leaning down, I capture one in my mouth despite the fabric.

      “Gareth.” She digs her nails into my shoulders.

      “And you will take everything I give you. Again and again. Do you understand?”

      When I nip at her with my fang, she gasps. “Yes.”

      “Good.” I return to her mouth and take it in a rough kiss that leaves no doubt. I will make good on each of my claims. She may have gotten her way on our journey to the mines, but I will always be the one who masters her body and feeds her soul.
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      Gareth is even more gruff than usual as we stride through the fractured Cranthum streets. I’m just happy he hasn’t disintegrated the small force that follows at our backs. Up ahead, the slave market is nothing more than a pile of rubble, and we have to pick our way around it to continue toward the southern gate.

      He helps me over the biggest chunks of destruction, lifting me with ease until we’re clear of the debris.

      “Don’t be so grumpy.” I hook my arm through his.

      He gives me a glower.

      “Aww, come on.” I try my most winsome smile. “It’ll be a fun adventure.”

      “Haven’t you had enough adventure?” He swats at a horsefly that buzzes near me. “Haven’t you had enough of the hot sun, the dry lands, the arid wind? We could be awash in furs, roasted meat, and pleasure. Instead, we march toward danger.” Shaking his head, he lengthens his stride, each step just as angry as the last. “Me. Taking my mate into danger.” His words continue, but under his breath, and each one of them full of irritation.

      “Glad we’re in agreement.” I pat his back.

      Slaves wearing white kerchiefs stand at each street corner as we pass. Silmaran has stationed these peacekeepers throughout the city, though they haven’t been able to quell all the violence. Some slaves have taken vengeance into their own hands. Though the market street is clear, there’s a smoking crater where the alchemy shop used to be.

      Parnon thumps along behind me, his head down.

      “Are you okay?” I fall back and try to match his pace.

      He doesn’t look up.

      “Parnon?”

      “Fine.” He doesn’t say the word so much as bite it off.

      “I’m sorry.” I touch his arm. I expect him to pull away, but he doesn’t.

      He keeps trudging along the road, his eyes down, his heart broken. “They knew the risk.” His gruff tone is still there, but now its coated with a layer of sadness.

      “It’s not your fault. You know that, right?” I have a lifetime of regrets, of losses that I blame myself for—Clotty among them. Sometimes it’s easier to blame yourself than to accept that this world is hard and unfair. “You couldn’t have saved them if you’d been there. Cenet’s magic is too strong.”

      “I can’t save anyone.” He flexes his fists. “I fight. That’s all.”

      “You saved me.”

      He finally looks at me, his sandy lashes shading his eyes from the bright sun. “I did?”

      “You let Captain Bracanda drown you rather than call for help, rather than reveal that we were hidden in the walls. All you had to do was talk. You could’ve said we were there, and you would’ve been forgotten. But you didn’t. You died for us. All of us.” I step around a black crack in the road. “And you saved Gareth from being shredded during the uprising. You fight, but you’re more than that, too. Eldra and Nemar knew it. So do I.”

      He grunts in response, but he doesn’t drop his gaze again. His eyes are up, looking toward the southern horizon.

      I squeeze his solid arm. “They live on in our hearts, and we will avenge them.”

      The pain still beats inside him, a dull echo of whatever he’s feeling reverberating inside me. They shouldn’t have died. They should be here helping the slaves start their new lives. Cenet and Zatran took their lives without a thought. But plenty of thought will go into hunting them down, making them suffer, and sending them to the Spires. The sooner the better.

      Gareth slows his pace until he walks beside me. Parnon stomps on ahead, his spine a hair straighter.

      “He needed that.” Gareth’s face is softer now. “And I don’t think anyone else could have reached him.”

      “You still mad?” I give him a sideways glance.

      “Maybe a little.” He takes my hand and weds our fingers together. “But then I remind myself that we are going to get Clotty and get out. You’ll be safe. My vow will be fulfilled. And then I’ll be so deep in your hot cunt that—”

      “Gareth!” I smack my palm to his mouth.

      Parnon’s step stutters, then continues.

      Gareth’s eyebrows shoot up, then I can feel his grin behind my palm. I pull my hand back.

      “Since when is my filthy Xalana shy about mating talk?” He grins, and Ancestors, that face is begging to be a saddle.

      I can feel my cheeks flushing. “You’re just so … so …”

      “Crass.” Raywen floats to my elbow. Well, she doesn’t float, but she walks so gracefully that you’d think she was a few inches off the ground.

      “Crass, right.” I nod. Then again, I rather enjoy his filthy mouth. In fact, my lady bits are giving me a happy tingle. “Wait. He’s right. Never mind. Continue the dirty talk. Actually, just go ahead and do more altogether.”

      He laughs, and Raywen looks at us with a mix of confusion and amusement. The pig in her arms does the same.

      “Hi, Phin.” Gareth reaches out to pet Phin’s head, but a warning snort has him drawing his hand back. “Sorry, mate. You just look so darling in this form.”

      Another angry snort has Raywen soothing him by scratching under his chin.

      “You aren’t coming with us, are you?” I don’t want to offend, but Raywen would stand out even worse than my winter realm warrior. Her sparkle can’t be dimmed.

      “No. I’m bound to the sea fae, Calyto, and I need to try and sort out how to return your friend to his fae form.” She frowns down at Phin. “I’ve tried every way I know how, but the magic won’t come. I can only do little things like—” She squinches her eyes a bit, and Phin lets out a huff as a tuft of dark hair appears on his head. “Like this. Not helpful.”

      “But so cute.” I pet the hair until Phin gives me a rude squeal, and I stop. “Fine.”

      “Anyway, I just wanted to see you off.”

      “Someone say something about getting off?” A unicorn prances into view just ahead of us.

      We stop, and Gareth swears under his breath. “This is the transportation?” He turns back to Chastain who’s been walking slowly and talking to Silmaran the entire way.

      “Is it not to your liking?” Chastain’s tone is clipped. I suppose I can’t blame him. He’s leaving his chosen mate behind at a time when she needs him most. I haven’t had a chance to sit and talk with her, to share her pain and grief over what happened to her when she was Zatran’s prisoner. But things like that can’t be rushed. I well know how hard it can be to process it, much less talk about it, even to a friend. Even with Taylor, I couldn’t bring myself to divulge the most painful parts of my past, and maybe I never will. Sometimes, silence is a salve all its own.

      “You all right?” Silmaran pulls me to face her. “You just seemed like … I don’t know, like an Ancestor called your name.”

      I rub my upper arms, chill bumps dotting my skin despite the heat. “I’m good. Just ready to get to Clotty. And you?”

      She drops her eyes, then meets mine again. “It’s what I’ve wanted. Freedom.”

      “But the cost?” I take her hand in mine. “Can you bear it?”

      She squeezes my fingers. “I have to.”

      I nod, and a silent understanding passes between us.

      Pulling me into an embrace, she quietly says, “Please look after Chastain for me. I can withstand a lot, but I don’t think I could bear it if he didn’t return to me.”

      I return her hug. “He’s coming back, and hopefully, with an army.”

      “From your lips to the Ancestors’ ears.” She leans back, her amber eyes swimming. “We will prevail. For those we lost and for those we can save.”

      “Whoa, I thought there was going to be some girl-girl action, but you two look so serious now. Ugh.” A unicorn circles us, his horn giving off a pearlescent glow. “At least show me your tits or—Yow!”

      Gareth smacks the unicorn’s ass hard, and he darts away to his paddock just inside the southern gate. “Nasty creatures.”

      “Beautiful, though.” I watch as a mare—her mane streaked with golden strands, and her bright blue eyes a luminous wonder—bends down and starts licking one of the males. I turn back to Gareth. “But yeah, really gross.”

      “Stop that.” Parnon grabs several sets of tack and separates the mare from her lewd lolly. Some of the other freed slaves help him saddle the unicorns. Most of them are young and agile, trained soldiers for Zatran and Cranthum—they’ll come in handy, especially because now they’re fighting for themselves.

      Gareth puts his hands on my shoulders. “You will ride with me. You will not leave my sight. You will follow my orders, because you know I am giving them to keep you safe. Do you understand?”

      “I’m not a child.” I put my hands on my hips. “I’ve fended for myself for quite a long time without your help, Gareth Elliden, and I can keep doing it.” Why do I love sassing him? I don’t know, but I can’t seem to stop. I smile up into his face.

      “Changeling, I will put you over my knee right here and now unless you tell me you understand my terms.” His growl is likely meant to be intimidating, but his threat has my nipples hardening and my panties going damp.

      “You’d do that to your mate?” I pout, secretly thrilled at the prospect.

      He leans down so that I have no escape from his direct gaze. “I intend to do much, much worse to my mate. But for now, all you have to do is tell me you understand. And then I will save your ass reddening for later, and in private.”

      “But I’ll still get one?” I ask brightly.

      His eyes flicker gold, and he licks his lips. “You want me to spank you?”

      I run my finger down his chest and over the ripples of his abs. “Xalana needs discipline, my lord.”

      He runs a hand to my ass and grips it. “My naughty beloved.”

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about.” A large unicorn struts up, the saddle on his back almost comically small compared to him. “Show us some skin.”

      Gareth pushes me behind him and grabs the unicorn’s bridle. “What’s your name?”

      “Your language can’t even pronounce the beauty of my name.” The beast scoffs.

      “Then I shall call you Horse.” Gareth holds his hand out for me. “And you will carry us to the Abyss.”

      “Or what?” He tosses his beautiful head, his mane glowing in the sun.

      “Or I will turn you into a gelding.”

      His nostrils flare. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I would.” Gareth holds up his palm. “I would use this hand and rip your balls off as if they were two ripe jubaran fruits, then toss them aside for the buzzards.”

      The unicorn shakes his head and stamps his front hooves. “Mental image not necessary. By the Great Horn, you’re a maniac.”

      “Keep that in mind as we ride to the Abyss.” With a quick motion, Gareth lifts me onto Horse’s back. “Get situated, I’ll grab the supplies.” He turns, his wide back flexing beneath his white tunic.

      “He wouldn’t do that to you.” I pat the unicorn’s mane. “He’s just sort of—”

      “A brute?”

      “I was going to say stern.”

      He nickers.

      “Good Horse.” I settle back into the saddle.

      “Iridiel,” he mumbles. “That’s my name. I mean, it’s short for a more glorious name that only unicorns can pronounce, but you get the idea.”

      “I’m Beth, and my grumbly fae is Gareth. Lovely to meet you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just try not to dig your heels into my sides, and lay off my mane. When it gets tangled, it can be a real bitch to deal with.”

      I pull my hand back. “All right.”

      He turns his head so one big cerulean eye is looking at me. “And your mating scent is going to have me mounting that mare over there. Can you close your legs? Ride side-saddle?”

      “Her scent isn’t for you.” Gareth tosses a set of bags across Iridiel’s back and fastens them tight. “It’s for me. Keep your snout to yourself.”

      Iridiel huffs. “Fine, but she can’t keep that heat to herself. I’m getting a warm spot on my back even through the saddle. Straight from her sweet spot. Feels so good.” He nickers.

      Gareth tenses.

      I wince. “Gareth, he’s just trying to bait you. Don’t—”

      “I’ve never punched a unicorn, but I’m more than willing to start.” He circles around to Iridiel’s front.

      “Guys, don’t. We need to be a team for this trek. Come on.” I pat Iridiel’s side. “We can all get along.”

      “I can get along better if you grab ahold of my horn and—”

      Thunk. The beast shudders beneath me and lets out a hard neigh when Gareth’s fist makes contact with his snout.

      “Gareth!” I pat Iridiel and give Gareth a murderous glare. “I’m so sorry. He didn’t mean that.”

      Chastain and Silmaran are laughing. Parnon’s rolling his eyes. And I’m trying to comfort the unicorn while Gareth simmers.

      “I know he didn’t mean it. Barely felt it. Like the whisper of a dragonfly wing. An impotent one.” Iridiel stamps his hooves again. “But I’m afraid I’m going to have to kick the shit out of your mate and then ram my horn up his ass.”

      “No!” I swing my leg over and slide down his side, then rush to get between him and Gareth.

      “Gareth, apologize.” I pet Iridiel’s nose. “I’m so sorry. Does it hurt bad?”

      Iridiel dips his head. “It’d feel better if you touched my horn.”

      Gareth growls. “I’m going to knock you out this time.”

      “Stop, both of you!” I’ve had it. “That is the end of it. Gareth, you will not hit Iridiel. Iridiel, you will take us to the Abyss. You two will not fight! Now, Gareth, apologize for hitting him.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “I said apologize!” I howl.

      “Fine. My apologies,” he grumbles out.

      Iridiel snorts but doesn’t make an attempt to kick Gareth or impale him on his horn. I have to take the little victories.

      “Thank you.” I give Iridiel’s muzzle one more pat before taking Gareth’s hand and leading him to the unicorn’s side. “Okay. Let’s get going.”

      Chastain is astride his unicorn, Parnon sits in a wagon pulled by two mules, and the rest of the company are on unicorns or in the back of the wagon along with the supplies. Gareth puts me on Iridiel’s back again, then climbs up behind me. Iridiel curses but seems to bear our weight with ease.

      “My heart will be here with you. Please take care of it while I’m gone.” Chastain gives Silmaran a smile.

      “Come back for it as soon as you can. Otherwise, I might accidentally sell it at the market or lose it in a fountain.”

      Chastain grins and leans down to catch her hand and press a kiss to it. “As you command.”

      Her lip trembles, but she doesn’t cry, then raises her voice for all to hear. “Be safe, all of you, and take our hope with you to those who need it most.”

      Gareth wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me tight to his chest as he handles the reins. “Here we go, my beloved. To the Abyss where mortals and immortals fear to tread. Are you ready?”

      I put my hand over his as Iridiel saunters toward the winding road outside Cranthum. “As long as I’m with you, I think I can handle it.”

      He kisses my shoulder. “My fearless changeling. The Ancestors bless me far beyond what I deserve.”

      Heart. Melts. To. Goo.

      “Can you fingerbang her or something to keep me interested? The lovey dovey stuff is boring and this journey is going to be long and—”

      A solid kick from Gareth shuts Iridiel’s mouth as we leave the city behind, forge a new way ahead, and embrace the unknown.
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      The road is long and hot, and by the time the sun begins to set, Beth is weary in my arms. She sways with Iridiel’s motion, her head lolling against my chest.

      Chastain rides beside me, the dunes on either side of us giving way to peculiar vines that seem to slither over the sand. The horizon is darker, a distant set of craggy peaks promising trouble as the sand ends and a new world begins. Soon after that, the world will disappear altogether, sunken into the blackest pit on the face of Arin.

      “You’ve travelled through the Abyss?” I keep my voice as low as I can. Not that it matters, a snore escapes Beth’s mouth as we canter along the road.

      Chastain shakes his head. “No. Never. But Parnon and several of the fighters have. They know the way.”

      “Isn’t there more than one way?” I’ve heard about the Abyss through tales and warnings, but I don’t have a true idea of what it is or what dangers lurk there.

      “There are more ways than I can count, but all except one lead to disaster. The right way is guarded by slavers and far worse things.”

      “Worse than slavers?” Beth stretches. “Nothing worse than that.”

      “Slavers won’t eat you. Some of the things in that hole will.” Iridiel shivers. “There’s a huge roiling ball of evil that lives at the bottom. It’s a shape shifter that can take any form it chooses. When it’s hungry, it will fly up from the depths in the form of a beautiful Pegasus, or whatever form you find most pleasing, but the moment you approach it, the monster turns into a gaping maw full of teeth and gobbles you up whole.”

      “You’re kidding.” Beth turns around, her eyes wide. “He’s kidding, right?”

      “We call that one Subcinctus. Sub, for short.” A freed slave, Baralja, still bearing the black bands of his master rides on our other side. “I saw it devour three slaves in one gulp.” He scrubs a hand down his dark beard. “I still have nightmares.”

      “Sheesh.” Beth winces. “But that’s the worst of it, right? If we can get past that, then—”

      “The worst, they say, is the fall.” Chastain guides his unicorn around a creeping vine that inches along the road. “Of course, no one has come back from it, but apparently the fall is so long as to be endless, and the entire time, you’re contemplating your death in pitch blackness as you plummet.”

      Baralja holds up a finger. “And don’t forget the spiders.”

      “Spiders?” Beth clutches her upper arms and rubs them vigorously.

      “That’s enough.” I click my tongue so that Iridiel moves faster. “I think we get the idea.” Do I want Beth to turn back? Yes. Do I want her utterly terrified? No. And though Chastain and Baralja are well-meaning, it’s probably best that we discuss the horrors of the Abyss when Beth isn’t listening.

      “I can handle it.” She straightens her spine. “I can’t read you through the bond, but I can tell you’re trying to keep me from hearing the rest.”

      “Sharp one, she is.” Iridiel huffs.

      “Shut your yap, beast.” I give him a light kick.

      “‘Beast,’ he says. ‘Beast.’ I’m magnificent, and this creature dares to refer to me as a beast.”

      Beth leans forward and scratches the top of his head. “He doesn’t mean it. You’re beautiful.”

      “I am.” He prances a bit as Beth leans back.

      “Stop hurting his feelings,” she whispers.

      I can’t be bothered to respond about the unicorn’s feelings, especially when he’s been making lusty advances toward my mate ever since we saddled him up. But I do care about Beth’s. Wrapping my arms around her, I nuzzle her hair. “Don’t be afraid. I’m with you. We will get through the Abyss, all right?”

      “I kind of hate spiders.” She makes a yick noise. “I also hate the phrase ‘gaping maw,’ but that’s neither here nor there.”

      “You’re safe with me. And I won’t even use that phrase.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.” Magic zings between us as the last light of the sun dies.

      “We should make camp,” Chastain calls.

      “Fine by me.” I point to one of the few tall dunes left, the vines overtaking the smaller ones. “There.”

      “These plants are weird.” She peers over Iridiel’s side as I guide him off the road. “They move, and it’s like—I don’t know—like they’re watching us.”

      I have the same feeling, but I don’t want to spook her any more. “I’m sure they’ll mind their business once we get the fire going. I’d hate to see all of them go up in flames.” I say it louder than I need to, but I could swear the nearest vines shrink back even more, their dark green leaves folding in on themselves.

      The creak of the wagon increases, and I steer Iridiel to the side as Parnon passes. Once he’s stopped, I dismount and lift Beth to the ground.

      She stretches again, her back popping. “I’m already sore. How many more days until the Abyss?”

      “Four.” Chastain leaves his unicorn next to ours.

      “My ass will never recover.” She looks up at the dark night sky.

      I wave my hand across her backside, and she jolts.

      “Hey, you shouldn’t be wasting magic like that.”

      “What?” I turn and head to the wagon.

      “You know what, my lord.” She follows me, her petulant footsteps bringing a smile to my face. “You can’t just go healing my ass every time I complain about it taking a pounding.”

      Iridiel snorts, Parnon sighs, and I do my best not to laugh.

      She must see my shoulders shaking as I reach up to take supplies from the wagon, because she says, “Oh, you know what I meant! I wasn’t saying that you made my ass sore. Or that you’ve been, you know, pounding my ass. That’s not what—”

      “For the record, I’ve been the one pounding that fine, fine ass,” Iridiel calls as the other unicorns snicker.

      “Ugh!” She stomps off as I help unload the camping supplies for the night.

      I count the sleeping pallets and help the others with the stew cauldron. “We’re going to need more—” Turning, I take off at a run. I don’t hear Beth’s distress as much as I feel it through the bond.

      “Gareth, what is it? What’s wrong?” Chastain follows at my heels as I climb the tall dune and stare southward. When I see movement in the vines several yards away, I dash down the sandy slope, Chastain still with me, and thunder over the reaching greenery. Drawing my sword, I chop the way clear ahead of me until I reach a writhing mass of leaves that seems to be roiling away, back toward the craggy hills ahead of us.

      “Beth!” I grab the thickest vines and yank them loose.

      Chastain goes to her other side and does the same. We rip and claw until I see her face, her eyes wide. Gripping the vines across her mouth, I yank them back.

      Her scream is a relief. She’s alive. Scared, but alive. The vines are all around us now, some of them slithering up my legs and trying to bind me. My sword makes quick work of them, but there’s always more, the woody stems lashing around me and growing thicker by the second. I keep ripping them from Beth until I can encircle her waist with one arm and pull her free.

      I spin my sword in my other hand and bring it down hard on the vines in front of us. They retract for a moment, then re-fortify and come for us.

      “Chastain.” I look around for him, but he’s encased in vines the same as Beth was. He still fights, but the vines are winning, and soon they’ll still his sword hand.

      “Parnon!” Beth yells into the night as she clings to me, but we’re too far from camp.

      I swing my sword again and again, but the vines never stop. They’re endless, flowing over the sand from the dark green hills to the south.

      “Parnon!” she screams again. “They’ve got my ankles.” She kicks and tries to free herself as I swing and pull her forward, trying to head back to camp. “Gareth, I can’t move.” The panic in her voice pulls the feral to the fore, my claws lengthening.

      “Take this.” I hand her my sword, but she can barely lift it, and the vines are quickly overtaking her. “Hold onto it for me while I trim the greenery.”

      I kiss her ashen lips and dart away from her as the feral rips through me. I land on my paws and whirl on the vines, my claws out as I swipe, cut, and destroy. The attack is working, but the vines are growing thicker, as if sending reinforcements. I can barely see Chastain, and Beth’s legs are too wrapped for her to move.

      The feral whispers what I need to do. What I have to do. But Chastain is too far away. If I unleash my magic, I’ll kill him. I’ve only ever been able to protect Beth, and that was just one time. What if I hurt her?

      I keep clawing and biting the vines as they whip at me, lashing against my fur and leaving bruises with each strike. There are too many, and I realize they’ve been pulling us farther and farther from the camp this entire time. My magic. It’s the only way. I fight to Beth and wrap myself around her. With a roar I reach inside myself and dip my hand into the well of magic. I grab the tendrils and pull, destruction eddying in swirls through me.

      “Chastain, I’m so sorry,” I want to tell him, but I can’t. I must save my mate.

      My magic builds, and I crouch low as I summon it. It’s almost free when the sun rises. No, not the sun, but a light just as bright. It blooms in stunning shades of gold and white, the beams rushing over us and sending the vines skittering back. They seem to dissolve, going up in smoke as they unwind and try to escape. But they aren’t fast enough. Their onslaught was too much, and they can’t retreat quickly enough to avoid the burning light.

      Beth is freed, and she climbs onto my back. I rise and turn toward Chastain. He slices the retreating vines, but there’s no need. Any greenery close to the light turns into gray soot.

      The light begins to fade, and a figure emerges from the glow.

      “So, you’re a tiger, eh?” Iridiel digs his hoof into a pile of gray ash, his blue eyes laughing. “Ever been mounted by a unicorn? Could be fun. I’m game if you are.”
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      “Why does everything want to kill us?” I pet Iridiel and feed him a juicy bit of waterberry. “I mean, those vines could’ve offered to build us a shelter for the night or, I don’t know, asked if we needed help with our washing or cooking or given us directions on how to survive the Abyss. But no, they tried to kill us.”

      “It’s the way of Arin.” Iridiel chews the fruit, then lolls his tongue out for another.

      “He’s had half the supply,” Gareth grumbles and fusses with our sleeping pallet.

      “He saved our lives.” I stroke his snout and do the baby talk he likes. “Didn’t you, you sweet wittle unicorn?”

      “I did.” He chews another giant waterberry. “Not to mention I scared off the houndlike creature that was coming for you.”

      “What?” I can feel the blood drain from my face. “What did you say?”

      “There was a huge black wolf thing bounding across the vines toward you. My light had it tucking its tail and running.” A dribble of waterberry juice runs down his jowl.

      A familiar, lingering dread sours my stomach, and I glance at the scars on my arms, noticing them for the first time in a while.

      “You know that creature, I take it?” Iridiel slurps unceremoniously. “Judging by the greenish look on your face, I assume it wasn’t a pleasant acquaintance?”

      “Kizriel is a vampire hound. I was his favorite snack for years.” I rub my eyes. “He’s still on my trail.”

      “I will kill that beast.” Gareth peers around, though we can’t see much in the dark.

      “Well, you won’t get the chance since I handled the vines and the vampire hound thing.”

      “I was about to take care of it.” Gareth fluffs my makeshift pillow, frowns when it goes flat, then fluffs it so hard I fear he might pound it into nothing. “My magic was there, ready to go. We didn’t need a glowing horned buffoon to barge in when I had it under control.”

      “I know you were going to come through.” I suppose I’ll have to pet both my beasts, given the way Gareth is pouting. “But it was kind of Iridiel to help us out.”

      Iridiel snags the last of the waterberries from my hand and says as he chews, “This horn is for more than handjobs, though I wouldn’t turn one down if you—”

      “Beth, time for rest.” Gareth sits heavily and pats the blanket beside him.

      We have a watch set up to keep an eye on the vines and any other intruders, so the rest of us can sleep safely.

      “Goodnight.” I pat Iridiel once more, then drop to my knees beside Gareth. “You could be a little more grateful.”

      “I’m grateful. I thanked him. But I don’t see the need for handfeeding him when he’s perfectly capable of feeding himself.” He pulls me to his chest as he lies down on his side.

      I scoot up so we’re nose-to-nose. “Do you want me to handfeed you? Is that it?” I pet his hair. “I can stroke you, too.” I kiss his nose. “Give you all the special treats your kitty heart desires.”

      His lips twitch, but he doesn’t break.

      I scratch behind his ears. “Good kitty. The best kitty. My hero kitty.”

      He rolls me onto my back. “Such a cheeky changeling.” He kisses me, then pulls back. “You know I will keep you safe, right?”

      “I know.” I return his kiss and nibble his lip. “Don’t be mad that the unicorn stole your glory.”

      “I’m not mad.” He wrinkles his nose.

      “Okay. You’re not mad.” I nod, knowing full well he’s totally mad.

      “I mean, he just gloats and gloats, is all. A true hero wouldn’t do that. He’s just a … a showboat. And I’m your mate. I think about you every second. My need to claim you is almost more than I can bear. And I need you to know that I will give my life for you. I can protect you.”

      “I know.” I stroke his back and drop gentle kisses on him. “I know you can. I’ve never doubted that, and I never will.”

      Back when Leander and Taylor were doing their mating dance, I used to think it was ridiculous that Leander would get so worked up. He would act a fool because Taylor was cockblocking their mating, and the need to claim her was frying his reasoning. He went from a fierce, logical king, to a jealous, possessive beast. But now, looking up into my wounded male’s eyes, I see the same haze. He’s struggling. Spires, I’m struggling. I’d like nothing more than to make the beast with two backs right here, and right now, but I can’t. Not yet. Instead, I soothe Gareth with kisses and affection, giving him the sort of love I’ve wished for my whole life. And what’s more, he returns it tenfold.

      I gently coax him off me and snuggle with him under the glittering stars. When I doze off, I know I’m safe. And more than that, I know I’m loved.
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        * * *

      

      “I hate these vines.” I eye them as we ride through the strange jungle. The dunes are far behind us, and we’ve been climbing up a steady incline for the past two days. One more day, and we’ll be at the end of the world, and hopefully, one with no deadly greenery. “I mean, what did these stupid vines want with me anyway? It’s not like they can eat me. What was their leafy plan?”

      “Maybe they wanted to make you their queen.” Iridiel leans down to sniff the mare in front of us. Again.

      I smack his side. “Keep your nose off her.”

      “Don’t be a boner-buffer.” He flips his perfect mane as the mare looks back at him.

      Chastain guffaws. “A boner-buffer. Why is it that unicorns are the cleverest, yet filthiest of all beasts?”

      “Jealous?” Iridiel sneers.

      Chastain shrugs. “You’re such beautiful creatures, but then you speak.”

      I turn and look back at Parnon. He lifts his chin at me in acknowledgement. Ever since the vines attacked, he’s been more watchful of me. I know why. He already lost the two changelings he was closest to. If he lost me—well, I don’t want to think about it. I give him a little wave and turn back around.

      “Generally, I’d be happy to rip the limbs off any male who watches you as closely as Parnon. But he’s different.” Gareth’s low rumble vibrates through me. “He’s afraid.”

      “I know. He’s like this hulking hardass. But underneath, there’s so much pain.”

      “Eldra and Nemar hit him hard.” Chastain gives a heavy sigh. “Hit us all hard, if I’m being honest. They were true friends, great warriors, and had hearts almost as big as Parnon’s. They were—” He stops speaking abruptly, emotion choking his words.

      I blink a few times, fighting back the wetness in my eyes. Gareth squeezes my hands, the reins in my grip. I rest against him. Sorrow is a heavy load, one that can only lighten with time.

      We ride for the rest of the day, the road winding its way through the low, twisted trees and the sea of greenery. The vines keep their distance, but I still give them dirty looks often. The sun has just set when a whistle from up ahead brings us all to a halt. It’s a warning sound from one of our scouts.

      Gareth tenses and wraps an arm around my waist, the other going to his sword.

      Chastain tucks his light hair behind his pointy ears, then cocks his head to listen. The jungle has been eerily quiet ever since we entered it, but now it carries an unsettled feeling. The silence a presence, one that watches and waits.

      Iridiel stamps a hoof, and I stroke his mane. “Calm,” I whisper.

      “Something’s coming.” Chastain draws his sword, as do all our companions. “Something big.”

      Parnon’s heavy steps come from behind as he walks to the front of our company, his fists already up.

      Iridiel lifts his nose, then exhales hard. “Trolls.”

      “Trolls don’t bother travelers.” Chastain slides from his unicorn and joins Parnon. “They keep to themselves, for the most part.”

      “They aren’t alone. Someone is controlling them.” Iridiel sniffs again. “High fae.”

      “I know of only one whose magic can control others in such a fashion.” Chastain brandishes his sword, aggression in his stance. “Zatran.”

      The ground begins to tremble, the vines retreating as thumping sounds push through the humid air.

      Gareth kisses my crown, then slides off Iridiel.

      “Hey.” I make to follow him, but he grips my thigh.

      “Stay here. I need to know you’re safe.” Turning to Iridiel, he says, “Keep her out of danger, and I’ll give you the entire stock of waterberries we have left.”

      “That’s a good deal, but do you think we could bargain for me mounting that sweet kitty you turn into when—”

      “Iridiel!” Gareth’s tone is almost as thunderous as the footsteps coming toward us.

      “Fine, waterberries. Deal.” He snorts as magic sizzles between them.

      “I will return.” Gareth stalks toward the front of our little caravan. “Blade and hand-to-hand fighters to the front! Magic wielders, form a circle around the unicorns and the wagon.”

      “What? Shouldn’t the magical ones go do some easy damage?” I absentmindedly stroke Iridiel to dull my worry. Gareth takes the lead, his sword high and his body taut. Thick muscles and his mane of dark hair—he is lickable. Spires, that male can light a fire in me even in times of ridiculous danger. Like now, with the ground rattling from heavy troll feet.

      “Trolls are immune to magic,” Iridiel answers.

      “Really?”

      “Don’t they teach you changelings anything?”

      “Well, no.” I lean forward, trying to see through the gloom. “Slaves aren’t allowed to read, and there’s no school unless you count sewing lessons or learning in the kitchen.”

      “And they say I’m a beast.” He snorts, but I can feel a tremor rush through him.

      “We’re safe.” I pat him. “Gareth is going to go on a murder spree. You’ll see.”

      “Good, maybe that’ll get rid of some of his sexual frustration.”

      “He’s not the only frustrated one.” I can almost make out figures through the trees, and the sound of tearing branches rips through the thudding sounds.

      “I know. You two should definitely fuck. I’ll watch. Maybe join in a little. We’ll have a good time.”

      “Ugh, unicorns.” I keep running my fingers through his off-limits mane, though. His filthy talk can’t hide his fear, and petting him helps assuage some of my own.

      “Forward!” Gareth cries and takes off at a run.

      “Running with a sword. Huh. Seems dangerous.” Iridiel can’t seem to stand still, his hooves stamping.

      “Calm down.” I feel it, too, though my fear is more of a worry for Gareth.

      He and the warriors disappear into the night, and shortly after the sounds of battle erupt. Roars that have me covering my ears shake the nearby trees, and the sound of cracking branches multiplies.

      The mare whinnies and starts backing up. “They’re going to kill us and eat us.”

      “Whoa.” I reach out and touch her flank. “Whoa, sweetheart. We’re safe. We’re fine. Steady on.”

      “Yarinna, love.” Iridiel nips her backside with his teeth. “Calm down.”

      “I can’t.” She backs up some more despite my petting and Iridiel’s soothing words. “I don’t want to die.”

      “Come here, love. Give me some horn.”

      “Now?” Despite her skeptical tone, she pauses. “Like, right now?”

      “Go on, let me stroke it.”

      “Whoa, hey, no.” I smack Iridiel, but it’s too late.

      Yarinna moves closer and strokes her horn against his. Her nicker is positively pornographic, and I have to look away.

      “Ahh, that’s it, faster now.”

      “Can I just … I’m just going to go.” I throw a leg over Iridiel’s side, but he whinnies and backs away from the mare. “No. I’m not giving up those waterberries. You stay put.”

      “I’m not going to sit here and watch you two do—well, whatever it is you’re doing.”

      The battle intensifies, metal clanging and shouts hurtling through the trees. At least the two unicorns doing a hornjob was distracting, because now I’m turning into a nervous knot. Is Gareth all right? Is he hurt? Does he need help? I wish I had some sort of powers, a fae gift of healing or fighting. But I’m only a changeling.

      “Let go of the mane, doll.”

      I release Iridiel’s silky strands that I’d been clutching. “Sorry.”

      At least he’s stopped “comforting” the mare. She’s calmer now, though she keeps close by.

      “Maybe we should go check—”

      “Shh.” Iridiel stills, his entire body going rigid.

      The battle still rages, so I’m not sure what he’s hearing. I strain my ears to find it, though. He sniffs the air, opening his mouth to taste it, then eases closer to the wagon.

      “What is it?” I whisper as I stare into the darkness.

      “Someone’s here,” he says loud enough for the magic wielders around us to hear. “Be on your guard.”

      He keeps moving us further inside the protective circle, and I lean down close to him, my senses searching for any hint of what’s to come. Before I can see a thing, one of the slaves flies into the darkness, his scream abruptly severed. Then, from the gloom, a huge white hand appears, its nails black and twisted, and the arm attached to it marked with scars.

      “Troll!” The mare bolts.

      But I’m no longer looking at the troll, I’m looking at the fae on its back as he orders it to destroy us all.

      Lord Zatran.
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      Troll blood runs down my face and coats the air with a foul stench as I slice through the biggest one. Fear ripples through the bond, and I turn, my feral racing to the surface as I leap through the bits of troll and run back to the caravan.

      My mate’s scream is fire in my veins, her terror lighting my need to kill and maim any who would harm her. A troll rips one of the fighters defending the caravan in half as Zatran urges it on.

      “You will die, and Lord Cenet will take the realms and crush them in his palm. I have seen his plan. It is perfection. And all will bow before him. But first, I want to see you filthy slaves bleed. You will never be free of me or those like me.” He bares his fangs and points at Beth. “Lord Cenet wants your head, and I will happily bring it—”

      With a hard leap, I launch myself at the troll who threatens my mate. Though its hide is thick, it’s no match for my claws as I rip through its throat, its bulbous body falling back as I slice almost deeply enough to sever its head.

      But it’s not my true target. It only got in the way. I claw over its shoulder and grab Zatran between my teeth, then slam him to the ground.

      His surprised cry is cut off by my fangs in his throat. I clamp down with my powerful jaw and am about to rip his neck out when Chastain yells.

      Zatran tries to strike me, his hands ineffectual as I claw his chest to shreds.

      I don’t loosen my grip, but I look up, my night vision just short of perfect. Chastain rushes toward me, the stench of troll blood even stronger now.

      “Wait.” He holds up a hand. “Wait. We need to question him.”

      I growl and clamp down tighter, the rush of blood warm on my tongue. A voice tiptoes through my mind. One that raises my hackles.

      “Gareth.” Chastain moves closer. “We need answers.”

      “Kill him,” the voice whispers. “Tear him apart.”

      I push the strange thought away, but it comes back louder. “Kill him. He’s your enemy.” It feels wrong at first, but then it feels like … the truth.

      My jaw unclenches, and I back away from Zatran. The voice is right. Chastain—he’s the one who wants to hurt my mate. He’s the danger.

      His silver eyes widen right as I leap. Slamming him to the ground, I rake my claws down his stomach and bare my fangs.

      He gives me a confused look as he yells and tries to fight me off. “What are you—”

      “Kill him, kill him, kill him.” The voice doesn’t stop. “He wants to steal your mate, to force himself on her, to claim her as his own.”

      “Never!” I sink my fangs deep into Chastain’s chest.

      “Gareth!” Beth rushes toward me, Iridiel at her back. “Let him go!”

      I shake him as he flails, his golden dagger piercing my leg.

      “Zatran,” Chastain gasps. “Can control beasts. It’s his magic.”

      I blink. “Magic.”

      “Kill him. Kill them all.” The voice is so strong, as if it’s my own, but there’s a darkness to it, a shadow.

      Beth kneels beside me, her skin pale. “Zatran’s controlling you, Gareth! Fight it.” I don’t let go, but I stop shaking Chastain. “Please, Gareth.” She reaches out and touches my ear. “Let him go.”

      “Kill the changeling slave, too,” the voice commands. I release Chastain, my mind a mush of darkness and bewilderment. What am I doing? I turn on Beth, my fangs bared, a low growl rumbling out of me.

      “Rip her heart out.”

      I advance on her, my leg aching from Chastain’s blade, but my need to destroy overcoming all else.

      She doesn’t flinch. Instead, she reaches out and strokes my chest. “Fight it, my heart. You can beat him.”

      My heart. That’s what my beloved calls me. The sweetest thing from her lips I’ve ever heard.

      Zatran struggles to sit, his wounds knitting themselves back together as his strength returns. His gaze is on me, his voice in my head. “Kill her now.”

      My growl deepens.

      Beth drops her hand and takes a deep breath. “I trust you.” She stares into my eyes, not a hint of fear anywhere on her. My beloved. So perfect.

      Whirling, I advance on Zatran.

      He scrambles to his feet. “Back!”

      The command stills me. But only for a moment. Then my forward motion returns, and with it, my will.

      “I said stop!” He holds out his hand, the magical command forming a blue ember in his palm. It flows over me but fails to penetrate. He can’t control me.

      With a leap, I’m on him again. He strikes me hard in my shoulder, the blow bursting with a painful spark. But then my fangs are in his throat, and this time I don’t stop. I bite until my teeth meet, his gristle and sinew caught between them, and then I rip. His scream dies in my mouth as I snap and rip again with so much force his head pulls free and bounces onto the leaf-strewn ground. It lands at Beth’s feet, and I return to her with pride, a purr in my heart as I sit beside her. She leans down and kisses my nose. “Good kitty. I knew you could do it, my heart.”

      My purr grows louder, but Chastain coughs, a bloody bubble rolling onto his lips.

      Parnon runs with heavy steps toward us, a troll—much the worse for wear given the blood covering its face—on his tail. The other fighters surround it and cut it down with ease.

      “What happened?” He eyes Zatran’s severed head, then looks at Chastain. “No!”

      I pad over to the high fae and lick his wounds. They seal rapidly, as if my healing magic is several times stronger in my feral form. That must be it. Chastain sits up and wipes the blood from his mouth, then runs a shaking hand down his chest.

      I headbutt him in apology.

      He lies back and groans. “That was close.”

      “You’re fine.” Beth waves a hand as if we weren’t just teetering on life and death. “We’re all fine, thanks to Gareth.”

      “Gareth almost killed him.” Parnon doesn’t seem convinced.

      “But he beat Zatran.”

      “Now we can’t question him.” Parnon frowns.

      “We’re alive, okay?” Beth pets me, her tone defensive. I lean against her legs, my tail twitching along her back.

      I have the pressing urge to prance around Zatran’s head. After all, it’s a gift from me to my mate. I paw it and look up at her.

      “Oh, what a good kitty,” she says brightly, her extra verve appeasing me.

      Parnon toes Zatran’s head. “I would’ve enjoyed torturing him.”

      “So would I.” Chastain seems to recover and climbs to his feet, though he keeps patting his chest. “And yes, thank you, Gareth.” He winces. “But remind me never to get on your bad side. Those fangs are … formidable.”

      I lick my jowls, the taste of his blood mixing with Zatran’s. I shouldn’t like it. I don’t, not really. But my feral does. I stand and shake myself, then shift.

      In a second, I’m back in my primary form. “His magic was powerful. That was touch and go for a moment.”

      Beth jumps into my arms. “Not powerful enough for you.”

      “Not when you’re here, my beloved.” I kiss her hard, the feral in agreement with my plan to dominate her mouth for hours on end.

      “I’m going to make camp.” Parnon stomps off as usual.

      “We need to discuss…” Chastain waves his hand at Zatran’s body. “This.”

      I don’t pull away from Beth. Instead, I grab her ass and lift her tighter against me while plunging my tongue into her warm mouth.

      Chastain tries again. “We really should discuss what sort of plan Zatran was trying to enact and how Cenet figures into—”

      Beth yelps when I run my fingers deeper between her thighs, pressing against her tender flesh.

      “All right, then. I’ll just, ah, go and give thanks for the Ancestors that you didn’t kill me.”

      I don’t care what he does as long as he leaves me to my Beth. I walk until I can press her back to a gnarled tree, then kiss down her neck. “Did you mean it?”

      “What?” She pulls my hair as I unbutton her shirt with my teeth.

      “When you called me your heart.”

      Nuzzling into her shirt, I find a nipple and pull it into my mouth.

      She arches, her heart racing. “Yes.”

      “How you please me, my beloved.” I lave her breast, sucking and nipping before returning to her luscious mouth.

      She meets my lips with feverish intensity, her body coiling against mine as I grind my hips against her molten core.

      My fangs lengthen, the feral demanding I claim what is mine.

      “Let me have you.” I don’t beg, but it’s close. “Let me mark you as my own.” I rock my erection against her, stroking that perfect spot between her thighs.

      She answers with her hips and tries to silence me with her wicked lips.

      “No, my beloved. You must answer me.” I palm her breast and knead it before twisting her nipple between my thumb and forefinger. “I need to claim you. I can’t control my need for you.”

      She sighs, her body shuddering as a light moan leaves her lips. “I want to. Ancestors know how badly I want you. All of you.”

      “You can have me. Just give me the word, my most precious one.” I grind harder, faster.

      She’s almost there, the surrender welling up inside and travelling down the bond.

      I have her.

      Right here, right now.

      “What was your first sexual experience?” The words leave her in a rush, as if it was the only thing that could save her from giving in.

      I curse in the old language, the foulest words I know—most of them involving unicorns—and set her on her feet as the magic pops taut between us. The bargains I’ve struck with her become more painful with each passing day. This is no exception.

      “No.” I back away from her.

      The heat in her cheeks, the mating scent from between her legs, the hardness of her nipples—she was ready to give in. She still is, if it weren’t for this Spires-damned agreement!

      “I was thirteen. He was twenty-something.”

      I wrinkle my nose, the fire inside me lowering with that knowledge.

      “I agreed to it.” She shrugs. “It lasted all of one minute. Didn’t hurt. Just felt kind of strange, and then he was done and gone. A changeling from the neighboring estate. I never saw him again. Now you.” She follows me out of the jungle and back toward the spot where Parnon and the others were making camp.

      “No.” I try to shake off the sting of the magic. It doesn’t abate. Not until I answer.

      “Why not?” She takes my elbow and pulls me around to face her. “I told you.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “You have to. It’s the rules.”

      Frustration and pain mix into a harsh brew inside me. “I’m tired of these games! I want to claim you. You won’t let me. I don’t want to talk about past females. You do. I just want you and me. Okay? Just you and me. The past doesn’t matter. What matters is our future together, the one you won’t allow to begin because of this idiotic quest to rescue a slave who is most likely already dead.”

      She winces at my words.

      Guilt grows inside me, blossoming into regret.

      “So your first time was shit, huh? You could’ve just said so without all the dramatics.” She tries to smile, tries to get up her usual swagger, but I can feel the hurt I’ve caused.

      My tongue burns. “Look, Beth, I’m sor—”

      “Just tell me.” She forces mirth into her tone.

      I can’t fix this. Not right now. Not when she’s looking at me with a defiant pain that wounds my soul.

      So I give in. “My first time was when I was twenty. I was betrothed to the female, but the mate bond did not snap into place even after our night together, so the betrothal was dissolved. There was nothing special about it.” I shrug as the magic dissipates, my end fulfilled.

      “Wasn’t so hard, was it?” She spins on her heel and marches into camp, then plops next to Parnon by the fire.

      I stare after her, but I don’t move. This feeling inside me—I hate it. It’s like she’s locked herself away from me, inside a cage that only she has the key to. And maybe it’s my fault for refusing to take her to Clotty, but I can’t take my mate into grave danger. It’s utterly antithetical to everything I feel for her. It’s a stumbling block, one that I can’t remove. So here we are at the same impasse.

      She doesn’t speak to Parnon. They simply sit together as if commiserating silently.

      “When you can’t get your dick wet, these things are bound to happen.” Iridiel walks up. I have the irrational desire to punch his snout again. But I’ve already promised I wouldn’t.

      “I’m not talking to you about this.”

      “You should. The ladies and I—well, let’s just say I’m known as the pussy slayer in plenty of circles. So I can help—”

      I hold a hand up and walk toward the fire. “Good night.”

      “Your loss.” He mutters at my retreating back. “Balls so blue they look like ripe waterberries.”
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      I don’t sleep well. Neither does Gareth. He still holds me tight, his body warm against mine and his arms a soothing comfort. But he doesn’t talk. Not like usual. Maybe it’s better that way. There’s so much I want to say, to explain how I feel about him. And I want him to know that finding Clotty isn’t a game to me, that I’m not torturing us on purpose. But does that even matter? The result is the same either way. Whether I intend it or not, we’re both going to be steaming piles of mixed emotions until we get down and dirty.

      In the morning, we saddle up for the rest of the journey to the Abyss. The morning dawns cloudy, thunder echoing across the sky as we ride up and up. The path never falters on its climb, leading us through the craggy range of low mountains that border the jungle.

      I’m alone with my thoughts as a drizzle sets in. Gareth wraps me in a thin leather cloak, the hood keeping the rain off my hair. But soon, it pours, the curtains of water so heavy that it seems as if night has come early.

      We continue our trek even as lightning splits the sky. The road is well-worn, and even some muddy streams aren’t enough to make it impassable. How many slaves have passed through here? Loaded up in wagons like chattel, their futures bought and sold in Cranthum, and their death in the mines within their sights. I shiver.

      Gareth holds me tighter. He’s soaked through, but he doesn’t seem bothered by it. Neither do any of the other fighters. Only Parnon, who no longer drives the wagon but, instead, is safely wrapped up in a leather bag beneath the canopy.

      The downpour is so thick that it creates a deep hum of noise. Maybe that’s a good thing. It staves off the talk that Gareth and I need to have. One I don’t want to have. We could mate right now, just throw ourselves down in the muck and go at it, but no. We can’t. Not when that means abandoning Clotty. So we’re back in this circular fight that always ends the same—with me utterly unsatisfied and so cock-hungry that I sometimes think about giving in, Clotty be damned.

      I groan, but the din of the rain covers it.

      We keep travelling until well past lunch. The storm continues its fury, so we eat rations as we ride. No fire could survive this deluge anyway.

      I can barely make out the closest craggy bit of rock, the dull gray of it melding with the rain. Did Clotty see this? I hope so. Because that means she was alive when she came through here. Gareth’s words still bounce around in my mind. Maybe he’s right. Maybe she’s dead. But I can’t take that chance. I have to see it for myself. And if she’s gone? I tamp down the emotions that threaten to bubble up. Well, I’ll deal with that when it comes.

      The scenery doesn’t change as the storm finally subsides just enough for a bit of light to shine through the dark clouds. Good thing, too. Because I pull on the reins and stop Iridiel before he runs right into another unicorn ahead of us.

      “What is it?” Gareth’s tone is clipped as he addresses the rider ahead of us. “Why did you stop?”

      I look up, the lightening sky giving me a view that steals my breath. “Is that … That’s the …”

      “Abyss.” Chastain rides up beside us and stares out at … nothing. A hole in the ground that stretches as far as I can see. There are no other sides to it, no respite from the vast emptiness of this crater that seems to fall away to the core of Arin. We are standing on the precipice, a sheer cliff face disappearing into darkness beneath us.

      “How is this even possible?” I can’t seem to understand the enormity of it, the emptiness that doesn’t seem remotely imaginable.

      “No one truly knows. Maybe it has been here since Arin was created. Or perhaps the tale of the wicked mage is true and it was formed by the darkest of magics mixed with alchemy.” Chastain seems almost as awestruck as I am. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. We have to cross it.”

      “How?” I mean, it’s a giant hole in Arin. No way down that I can see. No way in or out, or even an end to it. How do the caravans get the slaves through this pit?

      Chastain points to the right. “The road runs along the rim for another hour or so. Then we’ll arrive at the caravan entrance.”

      “Guarded?” Gareth doesn’t seem too concerned about the gaping, black, terrifying void, but then again, he’s a stoic sort of fae. Or maybe he’s still mad? This is when that bond sure would come in handy. I could check on him. “Knock knock, you pissed?”

      “Usually, yes. And if Cenet came through here, he’s no doubt put them on high alert.”

      “Zatran was just to slow us down,” Gareth says.

      “Oh, I’m certain Zatran thought he’d kill us with ease, but Cenet strikes me as far more calculating.”

      “He is. He’s a bastard. I hope he fell over the lip and is still screaming on his way down.” I spit for emphasis.

      “He’s too clever for that.” Gareth guides Iridiel away from the edge and back onto the narrow road. “He’ll have planned for Zatran’s death, left word that we’d be along shortly, and possibly set up some traps of his own.” He grows more tense with each word. “I should’ve killed him in Cranthum.”

      “You would have, if it weren’t for me.” I can’t say that I regret being alive, but I hate Cenet enough that I would have risked a bit more death if it meant a one-way trip for him to the Spires.

      “I would do it again, just the same.” The tension is still there, but now it’s backed with resolve. “You are worth any cost.”

      Was I mad at him before? Surely not. Couldn’t have been. Because this male seems to know just what to say to turn me all warm, wet, and weak.

      “There it goes. In the nostrils.” Iridiel snorts. “Your scent is all over my back. If I’m not careful, I’ll be the one getting mounted.”

      “Oh, as if you wouldn’t enjoy that.” I shake the leather cloak, sending rainwater into his mane.

      He turns and looks at me with one big blue eye. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t.”

      I laugh, the sound bursting out of me and unlocking the hurt I’d been nursing ever since last night.

      “I love that sound.” Gareth relaxes behind me and pulls me tighter. “I want to hear it so much more.”

      I lean my head back on his shoulder and look up at his drenched hair and wet face. “I’m sorry about last night.”

      “I’m the one who’s sorry.” He sighs and kisses my temple. “I knew the agreement before I pushed you. It’s just so difficult. My need for you is destroying my self-control, my reason, my decorum.”

      “That decorum has been long gone. Ever since you left the winter realm you’ve been throwing around the word ‘cunt’ like it’s a bit of salt on your meal.”

      He grins. “When it comes to yours, I’m more than happy to speak of its wonders.”

      “In front of the winter realm nobles?” I arch a brow.

      “In front of the king.” He nods. “In fact, I’ve been thinking that perhaps it needs its own holiday in the realm.”

      “What?”

      “I’m in charge of the official royal calendar, so I can add a holiday if I so wish.”

      I can’t seem to stop smiling. “You’re going to dedicate a day to my lady bits?”

      “I think that would be the first step in giving it the praise it deserves. Perhaps we can call it the ‘Choicest Cunt Day’ in honor of my mate?” He nods to himself. “That would be quite nice.”

      Iridiel guffaws. “The winter realm is starting to sound like my kind of place.”

      Warmth prickles along my skin and lights me up from the inside. I’ve turned this prim and proper winter realm noble into a crass, hungry fiend, and I rather like it. No, in fact. I love it.

      I stretch up and meet his mouth, our kiss friendly and sweet with white-hot passion lurking underneath. The next time he has me against a tree, I know I’ll fold. I can only hope that there isn’t a single tree trunk between here and the mines.
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      The rains have finally broken, leaving the Abyss covered in a milky white fog. We continue along its rim for another hour until Parnon calls a warning.

      We halt and set up a quick camp. No fire. Nothing to alert anyone in this craggy, rock-filled landscape that we’re approaching the main gate into the Abyss.

      I sit Beth onto the side of the wagon beside Parnon who still huddles beneath the canvas away from the wet and rain. We each chew through some stale bread and cured meat.

      “We have to assume we’re expected.” Chastain leans on the wooden wagon and sketches out a quick map to match with what Parnon described. “So this wide gate here will have guards—likely sellswords hired by the slavers—along these low battlements on either side. Beyond that is a sheer wall on one side and a deadly drop on the other, so no help there. Anything else?” He looks at Parnon.

      “Beyond the gate there are two long houses. One is quarters for the guards. The other is for the masters, a place for them to rest before entering the Abyss. Past that, the road leads to the mechanism.”

      “What’s that?” Beth asks.

      “Some infernal machine built by the masters that lowers the caravans down to the only road through the Abyss.”

      “You sure there’s a road in there?” She leans out of the wagon and peers at the deep, black pit.

      “There are many, but only one way out.” He leans back and peers past her at the bright sky. “Dry enough for fighting.”

      “So, with all that said, the plan is a direct assault.” Chastain straightens and checks his sword. “Everyone ready?” He turns and surveys the fighters he brought with them. Each of them has a story, and some of them have shared them over the campfire at night.

      The bravery alone in these former slaves is enough to earn my respect.

      “Ready.” Baralja draws his sword and the others follow suit.

      Flexing his fists, Parnon points to the gate. “I will take this down. Then I will kill any guard that gets in my way. Follow me. Do the same.”

      Direct. I like it.

      “So, what do I do?” Beth looks around at the former slaves, all of them armed and itching to spill slaver blood.

      “Guard the unicorns.” Parnon slides out of the back of the wagon, the wheels groaning under his shifting weight.

      “Guard the unicorns?” She frowns.

      “You’ll be great at it.” I cup her cheek and kiss her with a fierceness that burns deep inside, a flame she lit the moment we met.

      When I release her, she has that heavy-lidded look that makes my heart skip a beat. “Mmm.”

      I want more of her mouth, but it’s time to go. Time for blood.

      I stride away and join the force headed to the gate.

      She sighs behind me, and I can barely make out her words. “This male. What am I going to do with this male?”

      I smile all the way into battle.
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      “No, the other way.” Parnon points to a huge wooden cog coiled with some sort of wire.

      Two of the fighters, blood still on their hands, use a wide lever to turn the cog. Two more stand on the other side, turning the second. Both are attached to similar cogs on the sides of the platform in some ingenious pulley system.

      “This seems deeply unsafe.” Beth peers over the edge of the platform as it creaks to life.

      “Don’t look down.” I keep her caged between my arms as the floor begins to move.

      “That’s it.” Parnon grunts his approval. “Keep turning until the rope is out. Then pull it back up and send the rest down.”

      “How long?” Chastain eyes the huge coil of wire.

      “It’ll be a while.” Parnon motions for the fighters to speed up with the uncoiling. “Settle in.”

      We have half our number. A few more former slaves are staying behind to loot the slavers’ quarters for any goods that could help us through the Abyss. Not to mention the platform already seems crowded. One wrong step, and the plummet down would not end well. I pull Beth even closer to the very center of the now-moving platform.

      “There’s no other way in?” Her voice is almost a squeak as the upper level disappears and all we can see is a rough-hewn rock wall surrounding us on all sides with several feet of dead air between the platform and the stone.

      “This is it.” Parnon sits heavily, which causes the platform to sway a little.

      Beth grabs onto my arms with a death grip. “Ancestors, save me.”

      I pull her to the floor with me, more stability that way, and keep her in my lap. “We’ll make it.”

      “How do you know?” She pulls my arms around her like a blanket.

      “Parnon said so.”

      “Thousands of slave caravans pass through here each year,” Chastain offers. “The mechanism transports them all.”

      “No one ever falls?” She’s like a spring all wound up and ready to pop.

      “I didn’t say that.” Chastain doesn’t meet her gaze. “But we are going to be just fine.”

      “Oh.” She scoots back even more until her ass is wedged against me.

      My cock, apparently oblivious to the danger, answers.

      She doesn’t seem to mind, because she presses her back to my front, her head on my shoulder. With a deep breath, she says, “At least if we fall, it’ll be a quick death.”

      Chastain shrugs. “You could survive, possibly, but then the creatures of the Abyss would come for you. If they get a whiff of blood—”

      “He’s never been to the Abyss,” I almost coo it to her, because she tenses with every word from Chastain’s too-chatty mouth. “He doesn’t know.” I shoot him a hard glare.

      He glances at her, then back to me. “Oh, right. Right. Never been. Don’t know what I’m saying, really. Just tired, is all.” He leans back against the wagon wheel and closes his eyes. “Just going to take a quick nap.”

      He feigns sleep, wisely, as I rock Beth slowly in my arms.

      Long minutes pass, the platform lowering at a steady pace. I think Beth might be dozing off when she grips my leg again. “Did you hear that?”

      “What?”

      “Thought I heard a shout.”

      “My fae hearing is far better than yours, and I didn’t hear a thing.”

      “Oh.” She looks around, the stone walls farther away now, the empty darkness looming. “Okay. Safe, right?”

      “Right.”

      She’s still tense, so I hum her a song about fires and cold nights and the snows that never seem to end.

      “I like that,” she says after a while.

      “Of course you do. You’re a blade of winter. That song is likely being sung right now around a warm fire in the forest of the High Mountain.”

      “I have to admit,” she sighs. “That does sound lovely.”

      “I’ll take you there.”

      “Promise?”

      “Yes.” I answer so quickly the magic sparks bright blue.

      “I want to go.” She runs her fingers up and down my forearm. “When this is done, that’s where I want to be. With you.”

      “You belong there.”

      “And I miss Taylor,” she adds. “I even miss Selene a little. Is that crazy?”

      “You miss the obsidian witch who has, several times, threatened to kill me and drag my carcass to her cave near the Spires and feast on my bones?”

      “Everyone has their flaws, right?”

      I smile and thank the Ancestors once again for my peculiar mate. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “I think she’s probably having a great time at Leander’s court. Scaring children for fun. Cursing the nobles to get her rocks off. Stuff like that.”

      “That certainly sounds like her. I know Taylor misses you, too.”

      “She better. After all, I’m the—”

      A loud thunk startles us, and I’m on my feet with my sword haft in my hand in a split second.

      “What was that?” Beth wraps her arms around my calf.

      Another thunk, and the platform trembles, then stops completely.

      Iridiel whinnies. “Bodies.”

      Chastain rises and rushes toward the back of the platform.

      I bend down to Beth. “Stay here.”

      “Don’t go.” Her fear cuts me to the bone, but I have to act.

      “Baralja, sit with her.” My feral hisses at the thought of another male touching my mate, but it can’t be helped.

      He hurries over, his gaze on one of the huge cogs that’s no longer turning, and sits next to her. “Don’t worry,” he offers, despite the very obvious worry in his eyes.

      “Let go, my beloved.” I pry her hands from me, then kiss them. “Stay here. You’re going to be all right.”

      “No, no, no.” She shakes her head vehemently.

      “I’m coming right back.”

      “It’s fine.” Baralja reaches out to pat her knee, then stops when he hears my growl. “This machine is safe.”

      I leave before Beth can wrap herself around me again. Darting past Iridiel, I find what caused the noise. Two of the fighters we’d left to turn the cogs are dead, one hanging off the platform, his body carved by some unknown assailant. The other’s throat is cut, his arms bent at wrong angles when he landed half onto the wagon.

      “Well?” Parnon asks but doesn’t rise. Shifting the platform with his heft is likely not the best idea at the moment.

      “Trenhar and Pilari.” Chastain shakes his head and looks up into the inky black. “Must have been ambushed.”

      “Maybe Cenet left a few tricks behind.” I bend down and close Trenhar’s eyes. “Waited for us to get onto the platform, then sprang the trap.”

      “Great.” Parnon rubs a hand down his sandy face. “What now?”

      I eye the cogs. “We have to turn them ourselves.”

      “How?” Parnon grunts.

      The other former slaves gather around while Baralja tries to get Beth to engage in conversation.

      Chastain digs in the back of the wagon and pulls out a particularly heavy bag. “I have a few things to work with, but I’m not sure if gold is what’s needed for this.”

      “We can try—”

      The platform jolts again, but this time it’s not from a falling body. The cogs are beginning to turn. But it’s different now. Not controlled. Someone above has loosed both cogs, letting them spin us down at a breakneck speed. The impact will kill or gravely wound us all, and I have no idea how much time we have before we reach the bottom.

      Beth shrieks, and the fighters grab onto the wagon and each other as we pick up speed, the cogs turning impossibly fast as they unspool. The unicorns panic, but there’s nowhere to go, so they neigh and whinny and huddle against each other around Beth at the center.

      I need to get to her, but there’s no time, not when we’re speeding toward the ground faster and faster as the lines unfurl. With a running leap, I launch myself onto the framework of the nearest cog. The cylinder rests on a simple metal spindle, but it’s spinning so quickly it’s throwing sparks.

      “Parnon!” I yell and stare up at the rapidly unspooling wire. The top cogs must be completely slack, allowed to spin unattended.

      He stomps up. “Great.”

      “We’re going to stop it.”

      “Too fast,” he says, but pulls up his hands all the same.

      “I can jam this one, I think,” Chastain yells from the other side, a flash of gold telling me he’s fashioning something to wedge into the cog. “Everyone who can, come help!”

      The fighters rush to his aid as Parnon and I grimace at the blurring cog.

      “We need to do this together! Slow it down first, then jam it!” I yell back and brace myself against the side of the platform. If one of us stops our side too fast, it’ll send the entire thing careening to the side. Not good.

      I motion to Parnon. “When I say go, we’re going to push against the side of the cog.”

      “With our bare hands?” Parnon’s sandy brows rise.

      “You have any other idea?” I shout over the whine of the spool.

      He grumbles, but it’s lost to the wind as we hurtle downward into the dark.

      “Ready!” Chastain yells.

      Parnon leans out toward the cog, the air pushing his hair straight up.

      “One, two, three, go!” I shove my hands against the cog as Parnon does the same. Pain rips up my arms, the skin shredding from my palms as I push as hard as I can. My bones threaten to snap, and I’m certain they would if Parnon weren’t here to help.

      The sparks lessen, the cog slowing, but the platform begins to tilt. Beth screams as the wagon rolls toward her and the unicorns. Panic erupts inside me, and I ease my pressure on the cog. The platform straightens, the wagon stopping with a wobble.

      “Match their speed as best you can!” I yell over the noise.

      “I’m trying!” Parnon shouts, blood splattering onto his face from his own ruined hands.

      When the platform begins to tilt the other way, I press harder. Agony coats every nerve in my hands and arms, but I can’t stop, not until the machine is under control. All the same, I howl at the white-hot pain, and Parnon does the same.

      Gritting my teeth, I adjust the pressure until the platform finally slows enough to be manageable, but I can’t let off the cog. If I do, we’ll be in the same predicament, or worse, if the platform tilts again.

      “Here!” Chastain rushes up, some sort of golden lever in his hands. “Push this into—there, that socket there—” He points to a spot between the spindle and the cog.

      I reach out but can’t grip the lever, my hands too wrecked, the fingers bent and shredded. Parnon has the same problem, so Chastain climbs up next to me and jams it into place. With a little more of his magic, he forms the gold to press against the inner cylinder like a brake.

      “I’ve got it. You can stand back.” He spins more gold, transforming a goblet from his sack into a bracket that fastens to the framework around the cog. “It’s secure. Same one I made on the other side, so it’ll keep us level.”

      I stagger back and fall onto my ass, the burning sensation in my hands almost unbearable. They’re stripped down to the bone in several places, the rest a bloody pulp.

      “Gareth!” Beth rushes over and drops to her knees. “Ancestors! Heal yourself!”

      “Parnon, here.” I jerk my chin at him. “Everyone else that needs it, come.” I have an idea, one that’s been churning inside me ever since I healed Beth after the bazaar. When I’m with her, I seem to be more in control of my magic, and I also have more. I thought maybe it was because of my feral form, but the buzz she’s giving me from simply being close tells me I might be wrong. After all, I was able to shield her from my destruction at Granthos’s mansion. Maybe she’s the key to it all—not just my destructive ability, but my single drop of healing as well. Beth plus my feral could be the key to it all.

      Half a dozen fighters surround me, their wounds almost as bad as mine. I close my eyes and summon my power. The ache stops, my body healing, and then I change. My feral form erupts. The power is like a streak of lightning coursing through my veins. When I flick my tail and wrap it around Beth, the magic intensifies, soaking my blood in wild, untamed ability. Can I heal them all? I don’t know. But I have to try.

      I lower my head and summon that deep burst of energy, the single thread of healing that lives inside me via my mother’s line. I pull that thread until it wraps around me, echoing outward in waves of living green. The power is there and then gone, extinguished from complete use. With a breath, I look up, my feline eyes taking in the slaves and Parnon—all of them staring at their healed hands with wonder, then looking at me.

      “You did it!” Beth wraps her arms around my neck as a wave of fatigue washes over me. I sink down and rest my face on my paws. “We’re safe.” She kisses my ear. She seems to like them because they’re so soft. “Rest now, my heart.” She strokes my fur, and though I fight slumber, I can’t keep my eyes open. Drained, I fall asleep in the arms of my beloved.
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      When we stop moving, I have to blink and look around. Are we really at the bottom? I stare at the neverending rock wall. It’s not changing anymore. We’re really stopped. The hard jolt and the sound of metal clanging onto stone tells me it’s real.

      I cradle Gareth’s head in my lap, his kitty snores utterly adorable as he sleeps. But the movement—or lack thereof—wakes him too. In a flash, he’s back to his fae form, his pointy ear forming under my hand as I continue petting him.

      “Hi.” I smile down at him.

      “Hi.” He looks up at me. “Am I in the Glowing Lands with you, my beloved?”

      “Nope.” I glance around. “We’re sort of in the opposite. Short of the Spires, this is definitely the worst place in all of Arin.”

      He blinks a few times, as if his memory is coming back. Sitting up, he stares at the bloody cog with the golden brake. “We’re at the bottom?”

      “Smells funny down here.” Iridiel follows one of the fighters off the platform and onto the stone floor. “Like rot and magic and evil.”

      “Yeah?” Parnon stomps past him. “What does evil smell like?”

      “Monogamy.” Iridiel snorts.

      “That … makes no sense.” I roll my eyes.

      “Does to me.” Iridiel walks into the gloom, the only light some sort of glowing lichen along the dark gray walls.

      “There are slavers’ quarters down here, too.” Parnon’s voice bounces back and forth in the stone wilderness. “Best take advantage of them before the real journey begins.”

      “I feel like this has definitely been ‘real.’” I steal a glance at the bloody cog as Gareth pulls me to my feet. I stretch, my joints aching from hours of tension. I couldn’t rest, not when danger likely still lurked above us and definitely lurked below us. Besides, it was time for me to guard Gareth for a change. He seemed so peaceful, his soft fur and velvety paws warm as I stroked him and whispered to him.

      “Thank you.” One of the fighters gives Gareth a low bow.

      “It was nothing.”

      The others who Gareth healed bow as well, then more join until all the former slaves are bent in gratitude.

      Gareth clears his throat. “That, ah, that’s not necessary.”

      I get up on my tiptoes and whisper in his ear. “Take a compliment, why don’t you?”

      For the first time I can remember, his cheeks pink with embarrassment.

      “No need.” He gives a stiff bow in return, then takes my elbow and leads me onto the solid stone floor.

      Despite the fact that I’m leagues underground and surrounded by monsters, it’s rather nice to have solid ground beneath my feet.

      “Come, let’s see about those slavers’ quarters.” He pulls me with him.

      “Shouldn’t we help unload the—”

      “We’ve got it. Get some rest before we begin.” Chastain turns and starts directing everyone on where to take the unicorns and how to handle the wagon.

      Gareth doesn’t need permission. He’s practically dragging me toward some dwellings hewn into the rock. There is more lichen here, the ceilings aglow with life as we pass into one of the carved areas. Inside, there are several rooms with fluffy beds and bathing chambers. Water constantly pours into the basins from Spires-knows-where and creates a soothing sound that flows throughout the rather posh living suites. The slavers spare no expense on themselves, even this deep underground.

      I eye the biggest basin and lean over to test the water. It’s surprisingly warm on my fingers. “Wow.”

      Parnon stomps through, peering at the accommodations. “I like the slave quarters better.” He keeps walking, ignoring the plush beds. “I’m going to sleep. Might as well get some shut eye. We’ve reached the point of no return.”

      “Wait.” I walk after him as Gareth checks the dressing area, always looking for enemies. “Did you say ‘point of no return’?”

      Parnon cocks his head to the side. “Yes.”

      “No going back?” I ask.

      His head cocks even farther. “The machine is broken. Everyone we left behind is likely toes up. There is no going back.”

      “And after the Abyss, we’re at the mines, right?”

      He stomps away, clearly tired of answering my questions.

      I dog his steps. “The mines are just south of the Abyss, right? No avoiding them?”

      He throws up his hands and speeds his pace. “Yes, changeling. Yes. We can’t go back, only forward, and forward is to the mines.”

      “Whee!” I twirl with my hands in the air, then rush back into the slavers’ quarters as Parnon grumbles away. With wild movements, I pull my clothes off and jump into the bathing basin. There’s blumerin soap, so I grab that and go to town washing my body. When Gareth emerges from the dressing room, he stops and goes slack-jawed.

      “Beth.” The feral flashes in his eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “Bathing.” I dunk my head under the water to rinse the soap.

      When I surface Gareth is standing right next to me, his hands gripping the edges of the basin so tightly his knuckles go white. “You’re naked.” His eyes go to my breasts, then lower into the soapy water.

      “I know.” I finish rinsing, then stand, water sluicing off me. “There’s no going back.”

      He stands, suspicion crinkling next to his eyes. “What?”

      “We are past the point of no return.” I step from the water and don’t bother with any of the not-so-fresh looking towels. “The Abyss leads to the mines. Either we die here, or we exit to the mines where we find Clotty. You couldn’t take me to the winter realm from here if you tried. Unless you have wings, of course. But I rather like your tiger tail better.”

      He licks his lips, the intensity in his eyes almost burning me. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      I walk up to him, then reach down his pants and grab his thick, hard cock. “Yes.”

      His growl reverberates throughout the stone rooms. “Oh, my beloved, I am going to make you scream.” With a rough movement he picks me up and carries me to the nearest bed.

      Falling on top of me, he kisses my face, my cheeks, down to my chin and then my throat. Heat dances inside me, sizzling through my blood as I delight in every touch he gives me. With a yank, he pulls his shirt free and tosses it to the ground. His hot skin presses against mine, teasing me with its hardness. I arch into him, and he circles a nipple with his mouth as I run my fingers through his hair. His fangs prick at me, their length promising a bite that will mark me all the way to my soul. I shiver at the thought.

      “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted this.” He takes the other nipple and tortures me with his tongue. “This perfect body wrapped around my cock, my seed spilling inside you as you come.”

      My toes curl, and I want more. More of him, his filthy mouth, and definitely more of the hard length pressing against my thigh as he works his way down my body. My stomach jumps and shivers as he kisses lower, and without warning, he fastens his mouth to my pussy, his tongue delving between the folds and teasing my clit.

      I yelp his name, and he laughs against my skin, his hands gripping my ass as he lifts me to his mouth. With long licks, he tastes every inch of me. When he spreads me even more and licks lower, I grip the bed. No one’s ever touched me there before. Not like this. His tongue on my ass is a heady, erotic drug. And I can’t control my sounds, the moans and gasps shaking out of me as he tongues me in forbidden places.

      “All mine.” He kisses my core, then nibbles at my clit. “This body. I’m going to fill it with my seed.” The feral in his eyes is utterly golden, and his tongue takes on a touch of feline roughness as he licks me. Possession. That’s what this is. I’m his to play with, to own, to do with as he pleases. And, Spires, I want everything he has. This game of waiting and denial hasn’t doused my need for him; it’s multiplied it.

      He licks and nibbles, drawing me to the edge of release only to pull back.

      “Gareth!” I grip his hair and pull the strands. “Please!”

      “Oh, my darling one. You have earned this.” He licks me long and slow, then delves his tongue inside me, those golden eyes holding my own. When he returns to my clit, I’m almost ready to fall into my bliss, but then he stops again.

      I groan and yank his hair, trying to force him to give me what I need. He laughs low and erotic, then kisses me softly.

      Crawling back up my body, he shucks his pants, and I gasp as his thick erection presses against me. Rocking his hips, he sends tingles of lust exploding into my mind, and I dig my nails into his shoulders. I need to come. If I don’t, I’m pretty sure I’m going to die right here before the Abyss monsters even have a run at me.

      “Remember when you teased me?” He thrusts against me, his cock a weapon, one that I want to fucking shatter me. “Remember when you denied me, my filthy Xalana?”

      I moan as he devours me with those golden eyes. “Yes,” I whisper.

      “I told you then, didn’t I? I told you I’d make you pay.” He thrusts again and again, his cock perfectly aligned against my clit as I spread my legs wider. “You want that, don’t you?” His voice is low, gravelly. He is all my carnal desires wrapped into one perfect package. “You want me to punish this delicious body, don’t you?” He reaches up and grabs my wrists, holding me down with ease as he relentlessly strokes my clit.

      “Yes,” I moan. “Please, yes.”

      “I’m going to give it to you, my beloved. Every inch. Every bit of pleasure and pain you deserve.” His fangs glint deadly as he bends to my neck.

      I may combust. I may light the entire Abyss with a ball of flame, one that Gareth has created deep inside me.

      “Tell me you want it, my beloved. Tell me you want it hard and deep. Tell me you want all of me.” He nibbles at my ear. “Tell me you want it forever.”

      I’ve fought it for so long, this need for him. And it’s all been for nothing. Because here I am beneath him, the way I’ve wanted to be since he first rescued me from that dungeon. I can’t deny him anymore. I can’t deny myself. “I want you. Forever.”

      He roars as he plunges deep inside me, his cock filling me as I scream his name and claw his back. Pleasure rockets across my senses, and then his mouth is on mine, taking my breath as he claims my body. His strong back flexes as he pulls out and slams home again, the slapping sound of our bodies joining ricocheting off the walls. His rhythm is vicious, his tongue more so as he strokes mine. I can’t think, can’t breathe, can’t do anything except spread my legs as far as I can and rock my hips to his rhythm. Each impact sends a spark of arousal through me, each of them adding to the coil of tension in my center. I could come from this, just from these impacts and the thickness of his cock inside me. Have I ever been so utterly taken? Never.

      Releasing my wrists, he takes a handful of my wet hair and pulls my head back, then latches onto my neck. He kisses and sucks every sensitive spot I have, then returns to my breasts, his mouth so perfect on me that I writhe beneath him. With one hand, he grips my ass, pulling me up to meet his strokes and grinding against me with each impact. He’s so thick and long that I can feel every inch of contact stretching me, pleasing me, stoking my desire.

      I moan and dig my nails into his sides as he moves to the other breast. A sting tells me he’s drawn blood, and the resulting growl tells me he likes it. He licks at me, that scratchy tongue sending my arousal even higher as he pounds into me.

      “Mine. My perfect mate.” The feral and Gareth are one, their claim on me tied to my soul.

      I run my hands down his chest, feeling him as he works me, his cock sliding in and out, my wetness coating him as I angle my hips so he can go even deeper.

      His jaw clenches as he stares down at me, his gaze on my face, my breasts, and then on the spot where we’re joined. Licking his thumb, he presses it against my clit, swirling as he thrusts.

      I gasp, my body going taut, my hips stilling. “Gareth, I can’t—” My words are cut off by an orgasm that obliterates everything that ever happened before. I moan low and long, my body locked into a rolling cycle of pleasure that doesn’t want to let go.

      “I can feel you, my beloved, trying to milk my seed.” His growl at my ear sends me deeper, my body tightening as the coil inside me snaps with each burst of delicious release. “And I’ll let you have it.” He thrusts harder, prolonging each perfect wave. “When you’re ready.”

      “I want it,” I gasp as an aftershock trembles through me. “I want it, Gareth. Please.”

      “Soon.” He grins, the look in his feral eyes dark and dominant.

      Leaning back, he pulls my hips to him again, then leans over and kisses me hard, his fangs nipping at my lip as he pumps inside me. I’ll have his handmarks on my hips, but I don’t care. I want him to mark me all over, to make me his. The thought of his claiming bite ramps up my arousal again and I start grinding against him, each bit of friction teasing me toward release.

      “Come again for me, my beloved.” He twists my nipple hard, and I arch into him, wanting more. “I know what you like, my filthy Xalana.” His voice in my ear sends chills down my spine. “I know you want my cock in your mouth, in your ass, in your tight little cunt. And you shall have it.” He pushes harder. “Because you’re mine. And I am yours.”

      I dig my heels into his thighs, my body following his lead as we both chase release. “Yes.”

      “Say it.”

      “I am yours.”

      He growls deep and takes my mouth. “Say it again.”

      “I’m yours.” It’s so easy to say it, because it’s true.

      He kisses me again, joining us in every way that matters. I wrap my arms around his neck as my release builds. Pulling my knees back, I open myself fully to him, the contact with my clit setting me off until I’m screaming his name as I come. He thrusts himself hard and deep, his cock hardening even more as he shatters. When he buries his fangs in my shoulder, the pain sends me into another level of ecstasy, my core rolling like the tide and spitting sparks like a newborn star. I moan as he fills me, his cock kicking with the strength of his release. His bite is deep, the mark permanent as he bears down, claiming me.

      The bond snaps tight between us, and I feel him. Not just lust and pleasure, but love. It pulses through him and into me. My own meets his, and our love weds like two golden strings spinning into each other. Perfect, unbreakable, and forever.

      With one more thrust, he stills, his fangs slowly retracting from me as he pulls back. The feline tongue licks out and soothes the bite, but I don’t feel the healing energy. Not for this. I want to bear his mark with pride.

      He murmurs in the old language, but sprinkles in words of praise and fondness that soften my already-pliant heart.

      Returning to my face, he kisses me softly. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No.” I kiss him back leisurely, enjoying the feel of him inside me. “You claimed me.”

      “No male will mistake my mark.” He grins with masculine pride.

      “Next time.” I bite his throat lightly. “I’m marking you.”

      “It would be an honor.” He slides a hand down to my breast and squeezes. “And next time will be sooner than you think.”

      I bite my lip as he thumbs my nipple. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’ve waited thousands of years for you. You think one round will do?” He pulls back and thrusts, his cock coming back to life right along with my desire.

      “I suppose not.” I reach between us and circle my clit with my fingertip. “Lucky for you, I’ve got stamina.”

      “Lucky me.” He pulses inside me, hitting every spot perfectly.

      Starting again, slowly this time, he makes love to me. Each touch is soft … until it’s not. And then we’re rough again, each of us racing toward pleasure, both of us totally lost in each other. When I come, I bite down hard on his neck, my small teeth digging in but not breaking the skin as my body contracts and releases again and again.

      When we’re both spent, our bodies languid, he rolls to my side and admires the bite on my shoulder, then feels the one on his neck. “I’ll have to have Chastain mark it with iron.”

      “Will that make it permanent?”

      He points to the scar on his face. “Definitely.”

      “You’d do that?” I roll over to face him and trace my fingers around the already-healing mark.

      “For you? I’d do anything.” He grins. “Though I might need you to bite me again so he can get it just right.”

      I sling my leg over his hip. “Not a problem, my heart.”

      He palms my ass. “None can compare to you, my beautiful mate.”

      How many times can a changeling’s heart turn to goo? Because mine is totally goo.

      “That’s it? That’s the show?” Hoofsteps sound just outside the door. “No poke-poke in the troll hole? What kind of bullshit is this?”

      “Iridiel!” Gareth moves to rise, but I jump on top of him and pin him down (mostly because he lets me).

      “Leave him be. Didn’t you say you wouldn’t mind claiming me with an audience?” I bend down and tease his nipple with my tongue.

      “Oh, my little Xalana, the fun we’re going to have.” He runs his fingers along the mark at my shoulder, love and lust burning in his eyes. Then his fingers trail along my chest and down to my sex. He tiptoes them around to my ass and looks up at me, his eyebrows rising and a devious smirk twisting his full lips. “Now, about that poke-poke in the troll hole …”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ancestors help me, I am so sore.” I practically crabwalk out of the slavers’ quarters and into the vast cavern that serves as the entrance to the Abyss. The floor is wide here, but it falls away the farther you travel into the darkness, and I can’t see much down the black road at all.

      I stretch and walk past Parnon.

      He gives me a knowing look. “Every sound echoes in here. Loudly.” As if on cue, ‘loudly’ bounces back to my ears.

      “Oh, come on. I know you were entertained.” I wink at him.

      He grunts and cracks his huge knuckles. “We need to get going.”

      “I know. Are the unicorns ready? Everyone recovered?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Time to go.”

      “Okay, good point.” I pat him on the shoulder.

      He doesn’t shrug me off. That’s a win.

      “Gareth is bathing. He’ll be out soon.”

      “Great.” I have to give it to him, his deadpan is spot on.

      I keep walking and look through the slave barracks, exchanging smiles—some of them embarrassed grins—with the fighters there. Many of them comment on the fierceness of Gareth’s mark. I try not to strut around with pride, but fail. I mean, what am I if not a prideful showoff? So I keep going and run into Chastain.

      His grin is almost as big as Gareth’s. “Claimed, I see.”

      “Yes. We’re bonded.” I’m still not used to sensing Gareth’s feelings, and I’m not sure how to send him my thoughts. But he says it will come in time. “Right now—” I close my eyes and reach for him. “He is utterly contented.”

      “I can imagine.” Chastain pulls me in for a brief hug. “Congratulations. I remember the way I felt when I claimed Silmaran for the first time.” His sigh is full of longing, and I can’t blame him. He pushes me back and holds me there, his gaze locked with mine. “May your bond forever flourish.”

      “Thank you.” I actually blush. Funny how all the sex talk doesn’t bring any pink to my cheeks, but a genuine burst of positive feeling does.

      He releases me. “We’re almost ready to travel. Gareth still alive after all that … exercise?” he teases.

      “Yep, he’s cleaning himself up like a half-coin floozy.”

      “All right. Get yourself something to eat.” He points past the slave barracks. “The fire was over there. Should be some leftovers.”

      “Okay.” I turn and hurry off, the thought of food extremely enticing after all the energy I just expended. I’ll get some for Gareth, too.

      I turn the corner past the slave barracks. “Oh, hey. I thought you were still bathing.”

      Gareth’s back is to me as he surveys what’s left of the meal. “Done now. Just looking for some grub.”

      I walk up and stare at the leftover beans and a few strips of meat. “Anything good to eat?”

      He turns, his foreign eyes black and his teeth jagged. “There is now.”

      I scream, but the sound is lost as the creature jumps into the Abyss with me clutched in its cold arms.
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        Click here to preorder the final book of Gareth and Beth, Freedom: Fae’s Captive Book 8.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Alphas]
          
        

      

      
        
        Click here to get to know these Alphas

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Lily Archer believes in fairies, mermaids, and fierce fae warriors. Armed with nothing more than her imagination and a well-worn MacBook, she intends to slay the darkest beasts of the fantasy worlds and create true love where none seemed possible.

      
        
        Click here to sign up for new release alerts!

      

      

      
        
        SIGNED books are available exclusively on my website.

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
A5

'LILY ARCHER





images/00002.jpeg
ARCHER,






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





